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Executive summary

Background and program description
The Home School Liaison Program (HSLP) aims to support students to engage 
and participate in their education, and to support parents, schools and students in 
meeting their legislative responsibilities around school attendance.

Home School Liaison Officers (HSLOs) and Aboriginal Attendance Officers (AAOs) 
are the program staff who support schools, families and students using a casework 
intervention model. Given poor school attendance is a complex phenomenon 
influenced by student, family, community and school factors, a range of strategies 
and external supports may be required to address barriers to attendance.

Since inception in 1986, there has been no comprehensive review specifically 
investigating the HSLP. Recent audit reports into school attendance also 
recommended a review of the adequacy and distribution of the HSLP resources. 
(Audit Office of NSW, 2022; NSW Department of Education, 2024).

Evaluation design and methods
The primary aims of this evaluation were to investigate how well the HSLP is 
working, to determine the impact of the program on student attendance, and to 
make recommendations for optimising program delivery. The evaluation used 
mixed methods to gather and analyse data for both the process and outcome 
evaluation questions.

Online surveys were distributed to all HSLOs and AAOs to explore their 
perceptions of the HSLP. Administrative datasets were sourced for use in outcome 
evaluation modelling.

Qualitative data was collected through interviews and focus groups between 
November 2023 and February 2024 with a total of 73 participants from various 
HSLP stakeholder groups (HSLOs, AAOs, PMs, LWCs, DELs, school leadership, 
Attendance policy team, Delivery Support team, Legal services and Student 
attendance and educational neglect coordinator).

Broadly, data collection addressed topics such as the functioning and scope of 
the HSLO/AAO role, perceptions of structures and reporting processes, views on 
casework intervention and overall perceptions of the HSLP effectiveness.
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Findings
Here we present the findings in relation to our outcome and process evaluation questions.

Evaluation question 1: What is the impact of the HSLP on the 
attendance of students who received Home School Liaison 
intervention?
Our outcome analysis indicates the HSLP has a small positive effect on student 
attendance rates that continues beyond the end of the intervention: average 
attendance rates of students receiving HSLP support increased at a greater rate than 
those referred to but declined1 entry to the program. The upward attendance trajectory 
for students receiving HSLP intervention persisted and grew over time. However, the 
post-intervention findings should be interpreted cautiously because the samples are 
not directly comparable due to the high attrition rate of students.

Evaluation question 2: How suitable is the HSLP for improving 
student attendance, and does it meet the needs of students 
and schools?
The data shows that the HSLP does improve student attendance, however, it does not 
always meet student and school needs across several aspects of delivery including 
timely access to support, insufficient staff to deliver the intervention, gaps in program 
delivery, and a general lack of clarity around policies and processes. In 2023, of the 
total of 795,485 students enrolled in NSW public schools, 35,370 had an attendance 
rate of less than 50%, and only 12% (n =4,325) of these were supported by the HSLP.

Evaluation question 3: Is the HSLP being implemented as intended? 
Are there any barriers to implementation?
There is no comprehensive record of the initial intent for program implementation and 
current implementation of the HSLP is guided by the Standard Operating Guidelines (SOG) 
(2023) which we found to contain gaps, inconsistencies and sometimes insufficient detail.

The main barriers to effective implementation are:

	• poorly defined program purpose and target population

	• absence of comprehensive, consistent and clear documentation to guide 
service delivery

	• varied understandings of program policies and procedures across stakeholder 
groups, which affect program uptake and contribute to variable service quality and 
consistency across the state

	• the HSLP workforce is not large enough to meet the needs

	• inadequate induction for HSLP staff

	• insufficient wellbeing support for HSLOs and AAOs

	• lack of cultural safety for Aboriginal staff and students.

1	 In this report ‘declined entry to the program’ means a principal’s application for a student to receive 
support from the HSLP is rejected by the assigned program manager. The process around the decision to 
accept or decline a student is described in section 1.6.
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Evaluation question 4: Of those students being referred to the 
HSLP, are the right students being accepted onto the program?
Acceptance rates for HSLP support are relatively high, ranging from 83.5% to 
94.3% across principal networks, indicating that most students referred to the 
HSLP are accepted. However, not all students needing support are consistently 
referred to the HSLP, due to concerns of applications being rejected because of 
low system capacity, misapprehensions about acceptance criteria and burdensome 
application processes. Additionally, program acceptance decisions are strongly 
influenced by HSLO and AAO caseload capacity rather than the severity of the 
attendance problem. Furthermore, the application process specified in the SOG 
impedes timely referral for students with emerging attendance issues. Stakeholders 
also expressed a desire for a greater focus on early intervention to target both less 
severe attendance issues and younger students to mitigate the development of 
more severe issues that are likely to be more challenging to resolve. In summary, 
there are strong views that there is insufficient support for older students and 
insufficient early intervention for all age groups.

We identified the following characteristics of students receiving HSLP intervention:

	• The average attendance rate of students accepted for HSLP support is 44%, 
the average for students declined by the HSLP is 34% compared to the average 
attendance rate of 88% for all NSW public school students.

	• The average socio-educational advantage index of students referred for HSLP 
support is lower than the average index for all NSW public school students (8.80). 
The average index for students accepted for HSLP support is 6.12, and of those 
declined is 5.99.

	• Students supported by the HSLP are more likely than the general population of 
NSW public school students to be Aboriginal or in out-of-home care.

	• Students supported by the HSLP are less likely to be from a Language 
Background Other Than English (LBOTE) or located in major cities.

Evaluation question 5: What is working well in the 
implementation of the HSLP?
The HSLP is a valuable support for schools and families in addressing barriers 
to attendance. HSLOs and AAOs reported that developing positive relationships 
between HSLP staff and schools and HSLP staff and families, and establishing 
connections between schools and families are important enablers of effective 
program intervention. The collegial relationships among HSLOs and AAOs are also 
imperative for their wellbeing and ultimately their effectiveness in their roles. Many 
informal mentoring relationships exist, although some still work in isolation due to 
their geographic location.

Although all stakeholder groups view the program positively and acknowledge 
its value, they all concede that there are many factors that substantially hinder 
effective program implementation.
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Evaluation question 6: What is not working well in the 
implementation of the HSLP?
Although all stakeholder groups viewed the HSLP as a necessary and valuable 
intervention, current program functioning does not meet stakeholder needs. Our 
findings revealed numerous opportunities to strengthen all aspects of program 
functioning: program purpose, delivery and uptake, structure and reporting, the 
HSLO and AAO roles, cultural safety, program processes, data and systems, and 
professional learning and peer support. Challenges within and across areas are 
often interwoven and many of our related recommendations address problems 
across multiple aspects of program functioning. Table E1.1 displays a summary of 
the key findings, organised according to the key areas of program functioning and 
linked to the relevant chapter in the report.

Table E1.1
Evaluation finding summary

Chapter Key findings

Chapter 4: 
Program purpose, 
delivery and uptake

	• Program purpose and target population need clearer definition

	• Intervention framework requires further elaboration

	• Current staffing levels are inadequate to meet the support needs

	• Specific gaps in program delivery
	• Insufficient early intervention
	• Limited support for students older than 14 years

	• Variable service quality and consistency across networks and HSLOs/AAOs

	• Schools may avoid applying for HSLP support

	• Perceived relegation of responsibility for students to HSLOs and AAOs

Chapter 5: 
Program structure 
and reporting

	• Lack of program governance

	• No central line management of HSLOs and AAOs

	• Ineffective dual reporting lines for HSLOs

	• Barriers to effective LWO supervision of HSLOs and AAOs
	• HSLP is not the primary function of the LWO role
	• Many PMs have limited program knowledge for supervising HSLOs and 

AAOs effectively
	• Many HSLOs and AAOs are supervised by multiple PMs

	• AAOs have no career pathway in the HSLP
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Chapter Key findings

Chapter 6: 
HSLO and AAO 
roles

	• Roles have an extensive scope
	• The SOG does not capture the scope of the roles adequately
	• Caseload numbers often exceed the recommended limit
	• HSLOs and AAOs manage a huge administrative burden

	• Differing perspectives on the purpose and scope of the AAO role

	• There are opportunities to better support HSLO and AAO wellbeing

	• Peer support is valued but support opportunities are inconsistent

	• Lack of voice

	• Communication of policies and procedures requires greater clarity, 
consistency and accuracy

	• Reduced and inconvenient access to departmental vehicles

	• Inconsistent staff retention and contract renewal processes for HSLOs

	• Turnover of school and HSLP staff presents challenges for effective 
program implementation

Chapter 7: 
Cultural safety

	• Lack of voice regarding cultural safety

	• Lack of cultural safety for students and families
	• Low attendance of Aboriginal students is perceived not to be taken 

seriously enough by schools
	• Program timelines are not conducive to culturally safe intervention 

with families
	• Navigating the legal process is challenging for families with fraught 

relationships with government agencies
	• Extensive workloads limit AAOs’ ability to provide culturally 

safe intervention

	• Lack of cultural safety for AAOs
	• AAO supervision by non-Aboriginal managers
	• Working off country presents challenges

	• AAOs experience cultural load



Executive summary

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation	 12

Chapter Key findings

Chapter 8: 
Program processes

	• Application and selection
	• The application process and scope of program support is not universally 

well understood by schools and other stakeholders
	• Variability in accepted students across education offices and 

principal networks
	• Case acceptance and assignment processes vary across networks
	• Absence of readily available application information adds administrative 

burden and creates inefficiencies

	• Case management
	• Timeframes not always responsive to student needs and 

contextual challenges
	• HSLOs and AAOs value home visits, but are strongly discouraged 

from doing them

	• Legal process
	• The legal process alone has limited benefits for improving attendance
	• Secretary’s Conferences can be time consuming and difficult to resource

Chapter 9: 
Data and systems

	• Home School Liaison Officer and Aboriginal Attendance Officer Reporting 
Tool (HART)

	• HART is unfit for contemporary purpose
	• HART training is insufficient
	• Data entry has challenges and limitations
	• Lack of integration with other data systems

	• HSLOs, AAOs and PMs need ongoing access to individual student 
attendance and other relevant data

Chapter 10: 
Professional 
learning and peer 
support

	• Current induction process does not provide sufficient or timely guidance

	• Current ongoing online PL does not meet the needs of HSLOs and AAOs

	• Network-based professional learning is valued and preferred

	• Lack of consistent peer mentoring and support opportunities for HSLOs 
and AAOs

Conclusion and recommendations
The HSLP has a small positive effect on student attendance and is regarded as a 
necessary and valuable program. However, there is consensus across stakeholder 
groups that there are numerous opportunities to strengthen HSLP functioning 
across all aspects of program operation. It is critical to address these issues 
because if students’ school attendance does not improve, they will not have access 
to, and therefore benefit from, school-based interventions to enhance learning 
and teaching.
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Recommendations
We have generated recommendations varying in complexity, resource requirements, 
and ease of implementation (Table E1.2). In the body of the report, we discuss the 
more detailed elements that make up 16 broad recommendations presented here. 
These elements are aligned with our evaluation findings and highlight specific 
target areas of the recommendation to enhance program functioning.

The large number of elements in the report is not a reflection on the value of the 
program, but rather indicates that we have been quite specific to facilitate future 
planning to improve the program and ensure changes can address the underlying 
challenges to program functioning.

While we present a table of overarching recommendations below, it is important to 
consult the more detailed and nuanced elements of the recommendations and their 
rationales, which are presented in the body of the report.

Please note:

1.	 There is no neat sequence for completing these recommendations. We suggest 
that elements of the recommendations could be undertaken in the following 
stages. The order of these stages does not reflect the priority or importance of 
the recommendations.

Stage 1: Recommendations (or elements thereof) dealing with program purpose 
and design.

Stage 2: Recommendations (or elements thereof) dealing with planning and 
development of systems and structures to support the efficient running of 
the program (for example, the SOGs, design of workforce reporting structure, 
and HART).

Stage 3: Resourcing of structures to support the efficient running of the 
program (for example, workforce engagement).

It is imperative to ensure that while Stages 1 to 3 are being undertaken, current 
resourcing is maintained to ensure the program continues to run.

2.	 The recommendations should be seen as a package incorporating a well-
defined purpose, documentation, systems and structures to support effective 
program delivery, and a larger workforce. Because these aspects are all 
intertwined, implementation of only selected recommendations or elements 
thereof is unlikely to substantially enhance the overall program. Given the 
current gap between intervention supply and demand, phased expansion of the 
workforce should be a priority.
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Table E1.2
Overarching recommendations

Program purpose and delivery

1.	 Clarify the HSLP purpose and target population (4.8.1), taking into account:

	• more robust early intervention (4.8.1.2)

	• increased support for older students (4.8.1.1)

	• that declining applications for older students should not be on the basis that legal action 
is no longer an option beyond 14 years (8.3.1.1).

2.	 Revise the current tiered support framework for attendance to include more detailed 
descriptions of intervention tiers, and the roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders with 
particular attention to clarifying the scope and purpose of all HSLP intervention-focused 
roles (HSLOs, AAOs, AAs and SAAs) (4.8.3, 6.2.1).

Workforce needs

3.	 Extend and strengthen the HSLO and AAO workforce (4.8.2) to ensure the workforce can 
meet program demand (6.1.2.1) by:

	• creating attendance associate (AA) and senior attendance associate (SAA) roles 
to expand the HSLP workforce (4.8.2)

	• developing a consistent policy and process for contract renewal (6.8.1)

	• convening more effective recruitment panels with deep understanding of the roles 
to select the best candidates (4.8.4)

	• providing a career pathway in the HSLP for AAOs (5.6.7).

4.	 Re-assess the attendance support needs of principal networks at least every 3 years to ensure 
that HSLP staff are deployed where most needed (4.8.5).

Program structure and reporting

5.	 Establish a formal HSLP governance structure to address aspects such as oversight 
of program operations, risk assessment, communication, monitoring and reporting, and 
strategic policy (5.6.1).

6.	 Revise the HSLP reporting structure to support more effective delivery by:

	• creating a chief education officer (CEO) role responsible for overseeing the HSLP 
delivery (5.6.2)

	• creating a dedicated HSLP administrative team to reduce the administrative burden 
on HSLOs, AAOs, SAAs and AAs (6.1.3.1)

	• having HSLOs at the equivalent of clerk level 9/10 and SAAs report to an LWA (5.6.8)

	• having HSLOs at the equivalent of a clerk level 7/8 and AAs report to an LWO (5.6.8).
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7.	 Enhance supervision of HSLOs and AAOs to support more effective service delivery by:

	• delegating completion and approval of HSLO PDPs to LWOs (5.6.3)

	• revising LWO role descriptions to ensure alignment with the work undertaken (5.6.4)

	• reducing duplicate HSLO and AAO reporting lines to multiple PMs (5.6.5)

	• increasing attendance expertise of program managers to improve the quality of HSLO 
supervision (5.6.6)

	• providing cultural AAO supervision by wellbeing practitioners (7.5.2).

Cultural safety

8.	 Conduct a cultural safety review of HSLP policies and procedures (7.5.1) and enhance the 
cultural safety for staff and program beneficiaries through measures such as:

	• providing cultural safety training to all HSLP staff (7.5.3)

	• clarifying the purpose and scope of the AAO role to harness their cultural skills and 
knowledge in culturally safe ways without undue burden (6.2.1)

	• engaging Elders and community leaders to support Aboriginal families (7.5.5)

	• exploring options for compensating AAOs for cultural load. This should occur through 
consideration of a whole of government policy around cultural load compensation (7.5.4).

	• adapting program processes and time frames to increase cultural safety for students and 
families (8.2.1.1; 7.5.1).

Program processes and documentation

9.	 Revise program procedures and policies to ensure that they reflect the operational needs and 
functions of the program and do not impose unnecessary workload burden on staff, making 
sure that:

	• specified program timeframes reflect case complexities and external factors impacting 
attendance support (8.2.1.1)

	• home visit procedures and risk assessments are considered to better enable home visits 
to be conducted at the point of need (8.2.2.1)

	• conditions for HSLO and AAO access to department vehicles reflects their need and does 
not increase workload pressure (6.7.1)

	• there is a defined process for HSLOs and AAOs to provide feedback on program 
functioning, with clear responsibilities for all staff to ensure feedback can be addressed, 
as necessary (6.5.1).

10.	 Revise the SOG and provide clear, explicit and consistent communication of policies and 
procedures (4.8.6, 6.6.1), making sure that:

	• it identifies the purpose and target population for the program (4.8.1, 4.8.6)

	• program policies and procedures are revised and standardised and presented in 
comprehensive detail, addressing current gaps and inconsistencies (4.8.6)

	• it details the roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders (4.8.6)

	• it includes a comprehensive statement of duties for the HSLO and AAO roles that 
captures the full scope of the roles (6.1.1.1)

	• it is supported by a robust communications plan to enhance communication within the 
HSLP structure and between principals/DELS and HSLP program staff (4.8.6, 6.6.1).
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11.	 Refine the application and case acceptance process to reduce administrative burden for 
all staff and improve consistent decision making. This should include consideration of 
options such as:

	• implementing a centralised, online application within the HSLP CRM system (8.1.5.1)

	• establishing a standardised application review and case allocation process that 
incorporates HSLO/AAO feedback (8.1.5.2)

	• identifying comprehensive acceptance criteria and applying them consistently (8.1.5.2)

	• using technology (such as Artificial Intelligence) to streamline and standardise 
processes (8.1.5.3).

12.	 Improve the timely convening of Secretary’s Conferences and reduce the burden on the small 
pool of trained HSLOs and AAOs by increasing the pool of available conveners through:

	• considering options for using external conveners (8.3.2.1)

	• offering more convener training opportunities to HSLOs and AAOs (8.3.2.1).

Data and systems

13.	 Assess the CRM software requirements for HSLP (9.1.5.1) and implement the most fit-for-
purpose option, with attention to:

	• integration with other departmental systems reporting on aspects of attendance (9.1.5.2)

	• a comprehensive and well-documented hands-on training program for all HSLP staff who 
will use the new/improved CRM system. (9.1.5.3).

14.	 Conduct a needs analysis among HSLP staff to determine their data access requirements 
(9.2.2.1) and ensure ongoing access for all HSLOs and AAOs to all data necessary for their role, 
including individual student attendance data from Scout (9.2.2.2).

Professional learning, peer support and wellbeing

15.	 Review and revise HSLP-specific professional learning to more effectively address all HSLP 
staff needs. This should consider:

	• revision of the current induction program to provide comprehensive and timely role-specific 
induction for all program staff (10.1.1.3)

	• revision of the content and frequency of ongoing statewide PL to ensure it is better suited 
to staff needs (10.2.3.1)

	• increased provision of network-based, face-to-face PL that targets the needs of HSLOs 
and AAOs (10.2.3.2)

	• increased collaboration opportunities for HSLOs and AAOs to enable them to learn from 
their colleagues’ experience (10.3.1.1).

16.	 Provide additional measures to support HSLO and AAO wellbeing to prevent burnout and 
maintain their efficacy by:

	• providing additional EAP sessions and other formal support options (6.3.1)

	• implementing a structured peer mentoring and support program (6.4.1)

Note: The bracketed numbers in Table E1.2 refer to the relevant report section that contains further detail 
and rationale.
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Chapter 1: 
Background and program description

2	 The term Aboriginal is used in this document to refer to both Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
students and staff in NSW for brevity and readability.

1.1  About this evaluation
The Home School Liaison Program (HSLP) was first implemented in 1986 to improve 
student engagement and participation in education. Other than a focus as part of 
a broader review of the ‘Keep Them Safe’ initiative conducted in 2013 by KPMG, 
the HSLP has not undergone a comprehensive, formal review. In its audit of school 
attendance, the Audit Office of NSW (2022) concluded that ‘there is insufficient 
monitoring of the effectiveness of the Home School Liaison Program’ (p 4) and 
recommended a review of the adequacy and distribution of the Home School Liaison 
Program resources. In 2023 an internal audit of the accuracy of school attendance 
records found that schools felt they had insufficient and sometimes no access to 
HSLP resources (NSW Department of Education, 2024).

The primary aims of this evaluation were to investigate how well the HSLP is 
working, to determine the impact of the program on student attendance, and to 
make recommendations for optimising program delivery.

1.2  Background to the Home School Liaison Program

1.2.1  Why school attendance matters
In 2023, only 63% of NSW Government and non-government students in Years 1 to 
10 attended school 90% or more of the time (Australian Curriculum, Assessment 
and Reporting Authority, ACARA, 2023). However, these data mask the poorer 
attendance of some equity groups. The attendance level, which is the proportion 
of students attending school 90% or more of the time, was 41% for Aboriginal2 
students, 28% for students in very remote areas, and 47% for students in the most 
disadvantaged quartile (ACARA, 2023). Attendance rates have also been found to be 
consistently lower for secondary school students than for primary school students 
(CESE, 2022).
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The COVID-19 pandemic had a negative impact on attendance rates and levels, 
which by the end of 2023 had not yet returned to pre-COVID levels (ACARA, 2023). 
In addition, school refusal, an attendance problem characterised by students 
resisting going to school because of undue associated distress, is an increasing 
phenomenon. This refusal occurs in the absence of antisocial behaviour, with the 
knowledge of the parents and of despite parental efforts to encourage attendance 
(Clark, 2023).

School attendance3 is an ongoing concern for the department and has been a 
longstanding priority because of the association between infrequent school 
attendance and poor long-term academic, social, economic and health outcomes 
(CESE, 2024). For example, higher rates of absenteeism have been associated with 
lower rates of school completion, poorer mental health and social functioning, and 
increased likelihood of reliance on social welfare (CESE, 2024). Indeed, missing one 
day of school per fortnight equates to 4 weeks per year and one year lost over the 
13 years of schooling.

Low school attendance is a complex phenomenon which is influenced by student, 
family, community and school factors (refer to CESE, 2024 for detailed coverage 
of these factors). The multifaceted nature of the phenomenon necessitates a 
range of interventions to address these factors. The department’s HSLP is one of 
many intervention approaches. This type of program is not particular to NSW, and 
a jurisdictional scan undertaken by the Behaviour and Student Participation (BSP) 
directorate in 2024 shows that programs similar to the HSLP exist in all other 
Australian states and territories.

1.2.2  The origins of the HSLP
The program first commenced in March 1986 as a joint pilot program between 
the former Departments of Youth and Community Services (now Department of 
Communities and Justice -DCJ) and Education and Training (now Education) to 
address the educational, wellbeing and cultural issues contributing to poor school 
attendance. In 1990/91 the program became the sole responsibility of the then 
Department of Education and Training.

When the program was first implemented, the Youth Welfare Act 1940 was in force, 
which required school attendance of children between the ages of 6 and 14 years. 
This act was superseded by the Education Act 1990 which currently stipulates 
mandatory school attendance for students from age 6 to either age 17 or completion 
of Year 10, whichever comes first (subject to participation requirements in further 
education, training or employment for students under 17).

3	 Consistent with other literature, throughout this report we use the terms ‘low attendance’ and 
occasionally ‘attendance problems’ to refer to students’ frequent and/or prolonged absence from school, 
except when presenting data obtained from the program owners, who use the term non-attendance.
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The program was initially staffed by 85 attendance officers, who engaged in 
casework with individual students and families. Over time the program was 
expanded throughout NSW and became known as the Home School Liaison 
Program (HSLP). Subsequently 11 Aboriginal student liaison officers (ASLOs) were 
also appointed to work specifically with Aboriginal students and communities. The 
program aimed to support students, parents4 and schools to restore satisfactory 
school attendance. The program has undergone various modifications that include a 
change in the titles of attendance officers to Home School Liaison Officers (HSLOs), 
and Aboriginal student liaison officers to Aboriginal Attendance Officers (AAOs). In 
2010, in response to the Special Inquiry into Child Protection Services in NSW (the 
Wood Inquiry), a further 25 HSLO and 15 ASLO positions were funded by the ‘Keep 
Them Safe’ education initiative. At present there is a total of 114 HSLO and 26 AAO 
distinct positions. Further details on position incumbents are included in Section 1.5.

1.3  Program scope and objectives
Since its inception, the program was intended as a supportive, non-coercive 
resource for students, parents and schools to improve student engagement and 
participation in education. The ultimate objectives of the HSLP are stated as ‘the 
protection of students and increasing student attendance rates to support better life 
outcomes’ (NSW Department of Education, 2017).

The HSLP is described by the program owners as supporting parents, schools and 
students in meeting their legislative responsibilities under the Education Act 1990 
and the Children and Young Persons (Care & Protection) Act 1998.

In Our Plan for NSW Public Education 2024–27, increasing student attendance rates 
is a key measurable outcome and an indicator of the goal to strengthen student 
wellbeing and development. Actions identified in the Plan for achieving this include 
expanded counselling services in schools, support for students at all transitions 
through school, and building partnerships with students and families to connect 
them with the support they need. Most of these actions are addressed to varying 
degrees in the HSLP.

The HSLP aims to enhance the capacity of the public school system by:

	• increasing the level of available support, to students and their families when 
regular attendance is an issue

	• enabling earlier identification and response to educational neglect

	• improving access to professional learning for school staff, with respect to 
school attendance

	• increasing access to culturally relevant service responses to Aboriginal students 
and families

	• supporting the development of partnerships with local services and the local 
community (including members of the Aboriginal community). (NSW Department 
of Education, 2017).

4	 Throughout this report the word ‘parents’ is used in its broadest sense and includes carers.
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The program serves students enrolled in New South Wales Government schools, 
and monitors children and young people who are registered with the NSW 
Education Standards Authority (NESA) for home schooling and those of compulsory 
school age who are neither enrolled in a recognised school nor registered for 
home schooling.

1.4  The HSLO and AAO roles
HSLOs and AAOs work with schools, families and students to support improved 
attendance using a casework intervention model. An important aspect of 
intervention involves connecting students and parents with external agencies 
that can support families in addressing the barriers to attendance or enrolment. 
Although the primary focus of the HSLP is on non-attendance cases, HSLOs and 
AAOs also investigate non-enrolment of children of compulsory school age who 
are not enrolled at school or registered for home schooling, and students whose 
whereabouts (enrolment destinations) are unknown. Figure 1.1 presents 2023 data 
from the HSLO and AAO Reporting Tool (HART), which shows that 50% of cases 
managed were non-attendance, while nearly one-third of cases were enrolment 
destination unknown (EDU). Work logged under ‘school-based strategies’ may 
include supporting schools with parent meetings for students not on caseload, 
school capacity building activities, and advice regarding specific students or 
attendance issues. HSLOs noted that this HART category is not an accurate 
reflection of their work as not all interactions with schools are accurately recorded 
due to the administrative burden, and inconsistent understanding of activities to 
record (refer to Chapter 6 for further detail).

Figure 1.1
Classification of HSLP case types for 2023

Source: HART data
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In addition to non-attendance, non-enrolment and EDU cases, HSLOs and AAOs 
support schools with strategies such as:

	• non-attendance interview program (NIP)5 – interviews with secondary school 
students to discuss barriers to attendance

	• phone intervention program (PIP)6 – contacting parents to follow up 
student absences

	• street sweeps and joint anti-truancy operations (with the police force) – 
monitoring and reporting of students found in public places such as shopping 
malls, parks, railway stations during school hours.

The role descriptions for HSLOs and AAOs can be found in Appendix A and B, 
although many of their routine activities are not captured therein. Further detail 
on the roles of HSLOs and AAOs, and especially the challenges they encounter is 
addressed in Chapter 6.

1.5  The HSLP reporting structure
Currently the HSLP has 114 HSLO positions, of which 108 were filled when this 
evaluation was conducted. HSLOs are distributed approximately one per principal 
network, providing support to students, parents, and schools in the network to 
encourage the full participation of all students in education. There are also 26 AAO 
positions (of which 24 were filled at the time of this evaluation) whose incumbents 
work closely with Aboriginal communities to improve Aboriginal student attendance 
and support HSLOs in working with Aboriginal families.

Each HSLO and AAO reports to a program manager (PM), who is usually a learning 
and wellbeing officer (LWO), but in some instances is a learning and wellbeing 
advisor (LWA).7 Figure 1.2 displays a summary of the staffing structure of the HSLP.

5	 The SOG specifies that AAOs and HSLOs participate in NIPs at the request of the school, and 
participation must be approved by the PM. HSLP staff and school staff create the list of students to be 
interviewed. The list of students to be interviewed must be approved by the school executive prior to the 
interviews (p 16).

6	 The SOG specifies that AAOs and HSLOs may provide schools with advice and support in establishing 
PIPs. However, PIPs are generally managed within school resources and HSLP staff should not assume 
daily management of, or regular participation in, a school’s program (p 17).

7	 In this report we use the term program manager to refer to HSLP staff who supervise HSLOs and AAOs. 
They may be either LWOs or LWAs, but more commonly are LWOs.
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Figure 1.2
Staffing structure of the HSLP

Executive director, 
Student Wellbeing Support

Director, 
Delivery Support

LWC
PEO

27 roles

HSLO

114 roles

AAO

26 roles

LWO
SEO1

110 roles

LWA
SEO2

37 roles Program manager is 
usually an LWO but in 
some instances is an LWA

Notes:
1.	 The numbers displayed reflect the number of roles, not all of which are filled at the time of the evaluation.

2.	 HSLOs also report to base school principals for staff management functions.

3.	 Some HSLOs and AAOs may report to an LWA rather than an LWO.

HSLOs are school-based teaching staff, with no teaching load. Each HSLO is assigned 
to a base school although they also work with students from other schools in the 
same or neighbouring principal networks. HSLOs have a dual reporting line: they 
report to their program manager, based in the Student Wellbeing Support directorate, 
for all HSLP-specific functions and to the base school principal for staff management 
functions (for example, leave, performance development, and so on). By contrast, 
AAOs are non-school-based support staff, who do not require teacher accreditation, 
are not assigned to a base school, and report solely to a program manager.
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Because HSLO positions are school based, the positions are assigned to specific 
networks. Although the HSLP positions are assigned to specific networks and 
HSLOs are on the staff complement of a base school, operationally most HSLOs 
work across multiple principal networks or school performance directorates (SPDs), 
based on contextual needs such as service demand and cover for staff on leave. By 
contrast, the AAO positions are not assigned to specific networks because they are 
not school-based and do not report to a principal. All the AAOs also work across 
multiple networks since there is an approximate 1:4 ratio of AAOs to networks. 
Table 1.1 presents the number of schools and corresponding HSLO positions in 
each SPD.

Table 1.1
Number of HSLO positions distributed by school performance directorates and schools

School Performance directorate Principal networks Schools HSLO positions

Regional North 15 300 16

Rural South and West 15 297 13

Metro South 14 277 13

Metro North 14 266 5

Rural North 14 266 13

Metro South and West 13 265 20

Regional South 13 257 10

Regional North and West 13 252 16

Connected Communities 3 33 8

Total 114 2213 114

HSLOs and AAOs are included in the Team Around a School (TAaS) model delivered by 
the Student Wellbeing Support directorate. The TAaS consists of both school‑based 
and non-school-based staff with specialist skills and expertise, who support students 
with additional learning and wellbeing requirements (refer to Figure 1.3 for details of 
the roles involved). The TAaS focuses on areas such as attendance, Aboriginal student 
support, learning and wellbeing, mental health, and transition.
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Figure 1.3
Team Around a School model of non-school-based (shown in dark blue) and school-based 
specialist positions (shown in light blue)

1.6  The HSLP application and non-attendance casework 
intervention process
Since the majority of HSLP cases are non-attendance cases (refer to Figure 1.1 
on page 20), much of the focus on casework throughout this evaluation is on this 
category of cases. Here we provide a brief overview of the non-attendance casework 
process prescribed in the standard operating guidelines (SOG), with more detailed 
coverage provided in Chapter 8.

To be eligible for HSLP non-attendance support, students must be of compulsory 
school age and be enrolled at a NSW Government school. If strategies implemented 
by the school have failed to improve concerning patterns of low student attendance, 
principals may apply for HSLP support with identifying causes of low attendance 
and strategies to improve attendance.
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Incoming applications are assessed by the program manager assigned to the 
principal network in which the school is based, often in consultation with the HSLO, 
and with reference to several criteria which are presented in Chapter 8. If a student 
is accepted into the HSLP, an Attendance Improvement Plan (AIP) is developed 
to identify targets and strategies for attendance improvement, and may involve 
engaging with support from external agencies8. The AIP is implemented for 20 days. 
If the student’s attendance remains unsatisfactory and the parent has not engaged 
meaningfully in the HSLP, further actions may include:

	• a Secretary’s compulsory schooling conference

	• an application to the Children’s Court for compulsory schooling conference and/or 
compulsory schooling orders

	• prosecution in the Local Court

	• further action is typically taken against the parent although the School 
Attendance Legal Action Guidelines specify that ‘in cases involving older children, 
aged 12 and above, where it is clearly established that the poor school attendance 
is not the fault of the parent, an application involving the child alone may be 
commenced’ (p 4)

	• HSLP cases are filed down once HSLP strategies are exhausted, the program 
is no longer fit-for-purpose, or legal actions have commenced for the parent 
to comply with the requirements of the Education Act 1990. AAOs and HSLOs 
monitor student attendance for 4 weeks following case closure. Schools should 
monitor the student’s attendance and if absences increase, revisit previously 
implemented strategies. Where principals have noticed a dramatic change 
in a student’s attendance post-HSLP support, despite continued attempts to 
implement previously successful strategies, they are encouraged to contact the 
program manager to discuss a subsequent application.

1.7  Students referred for HSLP support
To show the typical extent of program coverage and the characteristics of students 
served, we present illustrative statistics. In 2023, there were a total of 795,485 
NSW public school enrolments. Of these, 35,370 students had an attendance rate of 
less than 50%, and a total of 4,325 students were supported by the HSLP. Table 1.2 
shows the breakdown of HSLP non-attendance cases by school type and the 
respective numbers of cases for HSLOs and AAOs. It is evident that similar numbers 
of primary and secondary school students are supported.

8	 External agency supports assist with the causes underlying the attendance problems and may include 
health and welfare supports such as paediatricians, psychologists, Centrelink, and so on.
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Table 1.2
Number of non-attendance cases supported by the HSLP by school type in 2023

School Type 

Number of 
HSLO non-
attendance 

cases

Percentage of 
HSLO non-
attendance 

cases

Number of 
AAO non-

attendance 
cases

Percentage 
of AAO non-
attendance 

cases

Primary School  1857  47.1% 184  48.5%

Secondary School  1894  48.0% 179  47.2%

Central/Community School  137  3.5% 10  2.6%

Schools for Specific Purposes  54  1.4% 6  1.6%

Infants School  2  <1% 0 0%

Total9 3944 379

The average attendance rate for all NSW public school students is 88%. In 
comparison, the average attendance rate of students accepted for HSLP support is 
44%, whereas the average for students declined10 by the HSLP is 34%. The average 
socio-educational advantage index11 of students accepted for HSLP support is 6.12, 
and of those declined is 5.99, both of which are lower than the average index for 
all NSW public school students, which is 8.80. HSLP students are more likely than 
the general population of NSW public school students to be Aboriginal or in out-of-
home care, but less likely to be Language Background Other Than English (LBOTE) 
or located in major cities. Further demographics characteristics of students referred 
to the HSLP in 2023 are displayed in Table 1.3.

9	 Two additional cases were not categorised in HART
10	 In this report ‘declined entry to the program’ means a principal’s application for a student to receive 

support from the HSLP is rejected by the assigned program manager. The process around the decision to 
accept or decline a student is described in section 1.6.

11	 The Index of Socio-educational Advantage (SEA) is a scale of socio-educational advantage related 
to certain characteristics of a student’s family (parental education, parental non-school education, 
and occupation).
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Table 1.3
Demographic characteristics of students referred for HSLP support in 2023

Demographic 
Characteristic

No. of students 
referred to HSLP   

Percentage of total 
students referred to 

the HSLP 

No. of 
all NSW 

students     

Percentage 
of all NSW 

students 

 Accepted Declined Accepted Declined   

Aboriginal 681 222 38.90% 39.36% 80 406  9.67%

Male 923 291 52.71% 51.60% 435 211 51.78%

Female 828 273 47.29% 48.40% 405 242 48.22%

LBOTE 277 73 15.82% 12.94% 318 689 37.92%

Out of Home Care 70 24 4.00% 4.26% 11 770 1.40%

Remoteness

Major Cities 969 318 55.34% 56.38% 671 778 74.42%

Inner Regional 553 203 31.58% 35.99% 176 665 19.57%

Outer Regional 182 35 10.39% 6.21% 49 422 5.48%

Remote 42 7 2.40% 1.24%  4032 0.45%

Very Remote 3 1 0.17% 0.18%  734 0.08%

Source: HART data 
Note: Only ‘Accepted’ and ‘Declined’ students have been reported

1.8  Layout of this report
In this chapter we have provided the background to the evaluation and described 
how the program operates. Chapter 2 presents the methodology. The findings of the 
evaluation are presented in Chapters 3 to 10 (refer to Table 1.4). Chapter 3 details 
the findings of the outcome evaluation and Chapters 4 to 10 the process evaluation. 
Each of Chapters 4 to 10 addresses a key aspect of program functioning. Since our 
findings showed that there were several opportunities for improvement across all 
aspects of program functioning, each findings chapter presents the issues that 
require improvement and proposes relevant recommendation elements. 

Throughout the body of this report, we use the term ‘recommendation elements’ to 
refer to the proposed actions for improvement. These recommendation elements 
have been combined and condensed into a set of overarching recommendations, 
which are presented in Chapter 11 as well as in the executive summary. Throughout 
the report the recommendation elements are highlighted in blue, and the number of 
the related overarching recommendation is displayed for reference. A summary of 
all recommendation elements and the corresponding report section is included in 
Appendix C.
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Although we identified 7 areas of functioning, it is important to acknowledge 
that they are sometimes interwoven rather than discrete. Similarly, a single 
recommendation element often addresses problems identified across multiple 
aspects of program functioning. As a result, in some chapters all recommendation 
elements are grouped together as they span multiple findings, while others follow 
immediately from a discrete finding. Chapter 11 presents our conclusions and a 
summary of the recommendations.

Throughout the report we provide reference to various appendices for further 
technical information. These appendices can be found in a separate document 
that accompanies this report, the ‘Home School Liaison Program evaluation: 
Technical appendices’.

Table 1.4
Overview of chapters in this report

Chapter number Title

1 Background and program description

2 Evaluation design and methods

3 Student attendance outcomes delivered by the HSLP

4 Program purpose, delivery and uptake

5 Program structure and reporting

6 HSLO and AAO roles

7 Cultural safety

8 Program Processes

9 Data and systems 

10 Professional learning and peer support

11 Conclusion
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This chapter details the evaluation questions and methods and outlines our ethical 
considerations and limitations to the evaluation.

1.1  Evaluation questions
The evaluation addressed both the processes and the outcomes of the HSLP. There 
were 6 evaluation questions formulated.

Outcome evaluation question

1.	 What is the impact of the Home School Liaison Program (HSLP) on the 
attendance of students who received Home School Liaison (HSL) intervention?

Process evaluation questions

2.	 How suitable is the Home School Liaison Program for improving student 
attendance, and does it meet the needs of students and schools?

3.	 Is the Home School Liaison Program being implemented as intended? Are there 
any barriers to implementation?

4.	 Of those students being referred to the Home School Liaison Program, are the 
right students being accepted onto the program?

5.	 What is working well in the implementation of the Home School Liaison Program?

6.	 What is not working well in the implementation of the Home School Liaison Program?

2.2  Evaluation methods
This evaluation adopted a mixed methods design to collect and analyse data for 
both the process and outcome evaluation questions. Data sources included surveys, 
interviews, focus groups and administrative data.

2.3  Quantitative data collection
Quantitative data was collected from several sources: a survey among all HSLOs, a 
survey among all AAOs, and administrative data.
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2.3.1  HSLO survey
An online survey for HSLOs was developed in Qualtrics, an online survey platform. 
The survey explored HSLO’s perceptions on professional learning, case management, 
relationships with schools, health and safety concerns, organisational structure 
within the HSLP and overall program perceptions.

An invitation email containing an anonymous survey link was circulated by 
departmental email to the 105 HSLOs on the distribution list. A total of 83 complete 
responses were received, a response rate of 79%. Because the survey was 
distributed via an anonymous link, it is not possible to identify specific respondents 
or their demographic characteristics other than those explicitly asked in the survey. 
Further details and survey questions can be found in Appendix D.

2.3.2  AAO survey
An online survey for AAOs was also developed in Qualtrics to investigate perceptions 
on the purpose and scope of the AAO role, balance of tasks within case management, 
transition of the AAO role from school based to education support staff, comparison 
of the AAO and HSLO roles, and to provide an opportunity for any additional 
HSLP feedback.

An invitation email containing an anonymous survey link was circulated by 
departmental email to the 26 AAOs on the distribution list. A total of 16 complete 
responses were received, a response rate of 64%. Because the survey was 
distributed via an anonymous link, it is not possible to identify specific respondents 
or their demographic characteristics other than those explicitly asked in the survey. 
Further details and survey questions can be found in Appendix E.

2.3.3  Administrative data
The following administrative datasets were sourced for use in the outcome 
evaluation modelling:

	• The HART system, which maintains a record for every student for whom an 
application for HSLP case management is made. HART data includes case details 
such as its duration and whether it results in legal action.

	• The department’s Enrolment and Registration Number system (ERN), a web-based, 
central database used to manage student enrolments. Enrolment details such as 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander status and Socio-Educational Advantage data 
are stored in this database.

	• Student level Socio-Educational Advantage, which is derived from enrolment data, 
but considered an independent dataset.

	• The CESE master dataset of schools which contains relevant school characteristics. 

	• The Scout Attendance and Engagement application which provides up-to-date 
daily attendance data down to individual student level. Scout data is sourced from 
school administrative records which provide precise data on student attendance. 
Scout Attendance data varies from other sources of attendance data in that it is 
more fine-grained and will count partial absences of less than 2 hours in the final 
measure of attendance.
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	• The Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on School Students with Disability 
(NCCD) is an annual collection of information about Australian school students 
with disability. NCCD data summarised for all students referred to the HSLP, 
as well as summarised data for all students in NSW, was used to help provide 
context and characteristics of HSLP students.

	• NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research (BOCSAR) crime by LGA dataset 
is a publicly available dataset which measures the amount of crime in Local 
Government Area districts.

2.4  Quantitative data analysis
Responses to survey items were tabulated and charted. To aid illustration, data was 
disaggregated by categories such as geographic location and role tenure.

A counterfactual analysis was undertaken to estimate the impact of HSLP on school 
attendance of students at risk of disengaging.

In the analysis, the following groups of the students were considered:

	• students who were accepted into the HSLP

	• students who were referred to the HSLP but whose application was declined.10

In the outcome evaluation, the sample included 2,644 students for whom all 
relevant data was available, comprising 2,191 referred and accepted students and 
453 students referred to but declined entry to the program. These students had 
been referred to the program from Term 2, 2022 to Term 4 2022. Students referred 
in earlier terms or years could not be included because COVID-19 may have affected 
students’ baseline attendance rates.

A quasi-experimental (difference-in-differences) analysis was used to estimate 
the causal impact of the HSLP using pre- and post-intervention data from the 
intervention group (accepted onto the HSLP) and comparison group (declined 
entry to the HSLP) to isolate differences in outcomes for the intervention group 
in the post-intervention period. A negative binomial generalised linear model was 
estimated. The outcome variable was the absence rate (days absent as a proportion 
of days enrolled). The following variables were included in the model to control for 
the confounding effects:

	• student characteristics

	• days absent in the term immediately before the referral date

	• year level

	• gender

	• Aboriginality

	• language background other than English (LBOTE) status

	• socio-educational advantage (student-level SEA)

	• NCCD adjustment level

10	  Information on criteria for program acceptance is provided in Chapter 8.
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	• school characteristics

	• school type

	• school-level socio-educational advantage

	• school size

	• percentage of students with language background other than English

	• percentage of students who are Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander

	• remoteness

	• incidence of crime in the school’s location.

A matching technique was used to derive outcome time points for declined 
students. Students denied entry to the program were matched to accepted students 
based on the above characteristics. The accepted students’ outcome time points 
were identified, and the declined students’ attendance rates at the same time points 
were used for the comparison.

A more detailed description of the data analysis process is provided in Appendix F.

2.5  Qualitative data collection
Interviews and focus groups were conducted between November 2023 and 
February 2024 with a total of 73 participants from various HSLP stakeholder 
groups. Table 2.1 provides an overview of participants and data collection methods. 
The aim was to sample 10% of staff from each program stakeholder group (HSLO, 
AAOs, LWOs/LWAs, LWCs), but this was not always possible due to lack of staff 
availability. Generally, participants were sampled with consideration of SPD, 
school type, and involvement with the HSLP based on HART case data. For further 
information on the sample of participants included in qualitative data collection 
refer to Appendix G.

The evaluation team conducted interviews lasting approximately 60 minutes and 
focus groups lasting between 75 and 90 minutes, via Microsoft Teams video call.

Broadly, interviews and focus groups addressed topics such as the functioning and 
scope of the HSLO/AAO role, perceptions of structures and reporting processes, 
views on casework intervention and overall perceptions of HSLP effectiveness. 
We had a set of core questions that we asked of participants from all stakeholder 
groups but also had additional questions specific to each stakeholder group. 
Questions and topic areas evolved throughout the process as the evaluation 
team’s understanding of the HSLP developed and additional areas of exploration 
were identified. Refer to Appendix H for further details of the interview and focus 
group guides.
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Table 2.1
Overview of the qualitative data sources

Data source Methods Number

HSLOs Interviews, focus groups, written submission 12

AAOs Focus groups, interviews,11 workshop 22

LWOs/LWAs Focus groups, interviews11 7

LWCs Focus groups 5

DELs Focus groups, interviews11 8

School leadership Interviews 9

Attendance policy team Interviews 3

Delivery Support team Interviews 5

Other – legal services; student 
attendance and educational 
neglect coordinator

Interviews 2

Total 73

2.6  Qualitative data analysis
Microsoft Teams video calls for interviews and focus groups were recorded and 
transcribed using the artificial intelligence function. The transcriptions were 
verified against video recordings for accuracy and then de-identified. Transcripts 
were coded manually using NVivo for ease of indexing and retrieval. Themes and 
categories were based on the evaluation questions and main lines of enquiry: overall 
perceptions of the HSLP, program structure and reporting, program delivery, scope 
of the HSLO and AAO roles, challenges for HSLOs and AAOs, program processes, 
data and systems, and professional learning.

2.7  Ethics
An invitation to participate in the evaluation was done via email. Emails were tailored 
to the participant groups and outlined the nature of the expected engagement, the 
time commitment and the lines of inquiry. Participation was voluntary and opt-in. 
A statement of the team’s commitment to preserving the anonymity of participants 
and confidentiality of data was provided in the emails and reiterated at the start of 
the surveys and each meeting with participants.

11	 Interviews were conducted for indicated stakeholder groups only where participants were unavailable for the 
scheduled focus group time slots.
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2.8  Limitations
The limitations of this evaluation are discussed in Table 2.2

Table 2.2
Limitations of the evaluation

Limitation Explanation

The evaluation did not include 
the perspectives of students 
or families

While insights from students and families would have been 
valuable, the team decided against this for the following reasons:
The evaluation was conducted with tight timelines that did not 
allow for the required ethics application processes.
Chronic absenteeism is linked to reduced educational and social 
engagement (Gottfried, 2014). It would therefore have been 
difficult to obtain perspectives of highly disengaged students and 
families due to difficulties in recruiting them.
It was assumed highly likely that only families who had achieved 
successful outcomes, or were not as highly disengaged to begin 
with, would be willing to share their views and this would provide a 
skewed perspective.

It is not possible to isolate 
and identify the specific 
contribution of the HSLP to 
improving student attendance

Improving student attendance is a strategic focus of the NSW 
public education system and a key indicator of student wellbeing 
and development, and various programs such as Every Day Matters 
are being implemented to achieve this.
Since the HSLP is one of several concurrent attendance 
interventions, it was not possible to determine its precise 
contribution to any improvements in attendance rates.
School attendance problems are multifaceted and influenced by 
student, family, school and community factors which may also be 
mitigated by interventions not specifically targeting attendance.
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This chapter contains the outcome evaluation findings regarding the extent to which 
the HSLP has improved the attendance of students at risk of disengaging.

3.1  The HSLP program has a small positive effect on 
students’ attendance, which persists over time
In the outcome evaluation, a difference-in-difference approach was used to estimate 
the impact of the HSLP, by comparing the attendance rates of students referred and 
accepted into the program against those students referred, but declined entry to 
the program, while controlling for confounding factors (listed in Section 2.4).

Since the program targets students at risk of disengagement, the attendance rate 
of the students referred to the program, both accepted and declined, is much lower 
than the NSW public school average. The similarity between the 2 groups therefore 
makes the declined students an appropriate comparison group. Figure 3.1 displays 
the average attendance rates of the students accepted into the program (red dotted 
line), those referred for inclusion but declined entry to the program (blue dashed 
line), and all NSW public school students (dark blue solid line) for the period Term 1 
2021 to Term 4 2023.
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Figure 3.1
Average attendance rates of 3 groups: (1) students accepted into the HSLP, (2) students 
referred to the HSLP but excluded, and (3) all NSW public school students
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A descriptive analysis shows that the 2 groups of students referred to the program 
(accepted and declined) had similar average attendance in Term 2 2022. Students 
accepted on the HSLP had an average attendance rate of 36.8% in Term 2 2022, 
while those referred but declined had an average attendance rate of 35.5%. Once 
students who were accepted onto the program started receiving HSLP intervention 
– at various times between Term 2 2022 and Term 4 2022 in this analysis – their 
average attendance rates increased, and at a greater rate than those referred but 
declined entry to the program. Students referred in earlier terms or years could not 
be included in the analysis because of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in Term 
4 2021, which might have affected students’ baseline attendance rates. Later terms 
or years could not be used because some students could still be participating in the 
program and have no outcome to be measured.

The descriptive time series presented in Figure 3.1 may be indicative of the HSLP’s 
impact, but it is not conclusive. The time series alone is not sufficient to rule out 
other confounding factors that may cause the apparent positive impact of HSLP. 
A difference-in-differences experimental design was used for the counterfactual 
analysis to estimate the impact of the HSLP, by comparing the attendance rates 
of accepted and declined students, while controlling for confounding factors. 
Figure 3.2 shows the attendance trajectory of accepted and declined students using 
the estimated model.
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Figure 3.2
Attendance trajectories of accepted and declined students in estimated model

Results of the counterfactual analysis also indicate that, after controlling for 
possible confounding variables, students accepted into the program exhibited, on 
average, an improved attendance rate. The attendance rate of the students who 
received HSLP intervention grew more than that of those who were referred to the 
program but declined. HSLP intervention increased student attendance by 4.7% 
by the end of the intervention period, and by 9.2% one term after completion. This 
9.2% improvement in attendance can be considered the impact of the program on 
students’ attendance.

The results show that the upward trajectory for students who received HSLP 
intervention persists and grows over time. After program completion, students’ 
attendance had increased by 15% after 2 terms and by 21% after 3 terms. However, 
these results for later terms should be interpreted cautiously because, due to the 
high attrition rate of students, the samples are not directly comparable.
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In this chapter we first discuss our key findings addressing the program purpose, 
delivery, and uptake of HSLP support, with a focus on areas that present 
opportunities for strengthening. Section 4.8 presents the related recommendations 
for improvement. As the findings within this chapter are interlinked, some 
recommendations address multiple findings.

4.1  Program purpose and target population need 
clearer definition
All stakeholder groups identified a core focus of the program as improving 
attendance. However, we observed some variation in stakeholder understanding 
regarding the underlying purpose of the program. Some stakeholders emphasised 
the role of the program in child protection, while others emphasised the importance 
of building home-school connections, supporting schools and families with 
attendance, wellbeing, or student engagement. This variation occurred both within 
and across stakeholder groups.

… the purpose of the home school liaison program going back to 1986, when 
it was first started, is just a child protection role to support students whose 
attendance at school has become problematic, and try to re-engage them 
with the educational program, uncover the barriers and remove the barriers 
wherever possible.

Delivery Support team-4, interview

HSLOs and AAOs regarded building home-school connections as an important 
purpose of the program and viewed it as essential for developing rapport and trust 
to support effective intervention. There was also the view that the purpose of the 
program extended beyond implementing attendance policies and procedures:

I think we are more than just attendance. I think we’ve become these well-being 
people who help families with other issues that are going on in their lives.

HSLO-11, interview
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A related issue regarding the program purpose is the differing perspectives 
on whether intervention should be preventative or a line of last resort. The 
SOG document provides guidance to AAOs, HSLOs, and program managers 
for their work in the HSLP. The SOG identifies the program priority as ‘an early 
intervention/prevention strategy for students with extensive vulnerabilities or for 
students who have a sudden decline in attendance (p 28)’. However, it also states 
that before application principals should ensure ‘a full range of strategies to restore 
regular school attendance, and/or address chronic non-attendance had been 
implemented by the school (p 28)’. As the SOG requires that schools exhaust all 
their options before applying for HSLP support, HSLOs and AAOs feel that often 
by the time students are referred, their chronic absenteeism is well entrenched 
and resistant to change. Thus, most HSLOs and AAOs would like to see a focus on 
early intervention for emerging absenteeism. In practice, many HSLOs are engaging 
in what they describe as proactive intervention, which entails contacting families 
about their child’s poor attendance and sometimes doing home visits before they 
are formally referred for casework. This work can arise at the request of a school, 
especially if they have been unable to establish contact, or as a result of HSLOs’ 
and AAOs’ analysis of attendance data to identify students of concern.

I’ve done attendance data … I’ll ring them [the school] up and just follow up and 
check in … because obviously I want to be proactive before they have to come on 
the program.

HSLO-1, interview

Sometimes when we [HSLOs] go into school meetings, they’ll [school staff] say, 
look, we haven’t been able to contact this family, can you ring them because it’s 
coming from another phone number?

HSLO-R3, focus group 1

HSLOs and AAOs see this proactive work as mitigating the attendance problem 
before it escalates and trying to pre-empt the need for referral to the formal 
intervention process. Considerations for greater early intervention support are 
detailed further in Section 4.4.1.

We feel that as HSLOs, if we are proactive in that area, we get fewer students on 
case load. And it’s ultimately a better outcome as well.

HSLO-3, interview

... by getting in and being proactive and trying to reach out to families, that non-
case work then makes it easy for me. So I don’t have to have as many cases … I 
do a lot of non-casework so I don’t actually have to get students on my case load.

HSLO 1, interview
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Because there is a lack of common understanding of the purpose of the HSLP, there 
is also no clear definition of the target student group for intervention. Firstly, there 
is no agreement regarding the severity of the attendance concerns best referred 
to the program. While there is a perception that students must have extremely 
low attendance to be accepted, this seems to be driven by capacity constraints 
as opposed to clear guidelines. Secondly, there are variations in stakeholder 
understanding of the age of students eligible to be accepted. Although the SOG 
(p 28) makes provision for intervention with students older than 14 years, in practice 
few students older than 14 are accepted into the program. We discuss these gaps in 
support in more detail later in this chapter.

Some HSLOs also expressed frustration and highlighted a lack of clarity regarding 
the role of the HSLP for students with existing services to support them overcome 
their attendance barriers (for example, psychologist support for mental health 
conditions). Some expressed that when students are already supported by services 
and the family is engaged that the case is not best suited for the HSLP, especially 
as legal action would not be appropriate in these cases. This highlights the need 
for greater clarity in the target student population for the HSLP and consideration 
of the support the HSLP can provide over and above previously engaged 
support services.

If it’s significant mental health, then that’s not a HSLO case. Like, if the family’s 
engaging with services to support mental health that shouldn’t come to us 
because the family don’t need letters coming out from the department.

HSLO-7, interview

A lot of the time with these kids that aren’t coming [to school] because of 
mental health, and even though they might be involved with psychologists and 
Headspace and getting that external help, they’re still not coming. The schools 
are like, we need to refer it, to tick a box so that we don’t get in trouble. … For us, 
as HSLOs, we don’t have magic pixie dust that’s just going to make this all better, 
and the kid’s going to come to school. I think that that should be something that 
we can knock back.

HSLO-R4, focus group 2

Ultimately, confusion about the program’s purpose and the target population for 
the program creates challenges for schools in knowing which students to refer 
(refer to Chapter 8). The lack of clear definition of the program purpose and target 
population also contributes to inconsistent service delivery across networks which 
we address later in this chapter.

4.2  Intervention framework requires further elaboration
Unlike behaviour support interventions in the department, the HSLP lacks 
a well‑articulated intervention model with clear delineation of roles and 
responsibilities. The SOG presents 3 tiers of school-based attendance intervention:

	• Universal – including the self-service resources available to schools via the 
Universal Resource Hub.
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	• Guided – the support provided ‘for specific area(s) identified by the system and/or 
by schools’. (p 15)

	• Individual – ‘intensive and customised support delivered by dedicated specialists 
in collaboration with the school’s leadership and DELs’ and ‘support provided for 
specific area(s) identified by the system and/or schools’. (p 15)

However, this is essentially a list of activities and supports rather than a 
comprehensive model that shows specifically the where the HSLP fits into the 
framework or how it integrates with the TAaS.

4.3  Current staffing levels are inadequate to meet the 
support needs
Data from both qualitative and quantitative sources indicate that the program 
resourcing is inadequate for the needs, thus requiring more HSLOs and AAOs. Many 
stakeholders commented on the challenges to meet the demand for HSLP support 
with the relatively small number of staff allocated to the program. This under 
resourcing of the program has additional implications for the consistent assessment 
of program applications and availability of support for eligible students, so that 
capacity constraints do not influence program acceptance decisions (as discussed 
further in Chapter 8). The following quotes further highlight perceptions around 
staff numbers:

We could have 3 times the number of HSLOs out here.

HSLO-5, interview

There’s not enough HSLOs and the caseload is astronomical. And we could 
probably put thousands more students onto HSLO case load if the resources 
were available to do that.

DEL-R1, focus group 

Table 4.1 lists the SPDs in descending order by the number of schools in the SPD 
and presents the numbers of students with attendance rate of less than 50%, along 
with the numbers of HSLOs and AAOs working in each SPD. Since almost all AAOs 
and most HSLOs work across more than one SPD, the totals in Table 4.1 exceed the 
actual number of HSLO and AAO roles, which are 114 and 26, respectively.

On average only 12% of students with less than 50% attendance were accepted 
onto caseload in 2023, which is evidence of a gap between service provision and 
the potential need for HSLP intervention. Additionally, the number of AAOs is 
small in relation to the needs: 39% of students referred to the HSLP in 2023 were 
Aboriginal, yet only 20% of the HSLP frontline workforce comprises identified roles 
(that is, the 26 AAO roles out of the 140 combined HSLO and AAO roles).

Essentially SPDs receive support from between 19 and 33 HSLP staff members for some 
proportion of their time. The statement in the SOG specifies that ‘the allocation of AAOs 
and HSLOs is based on data and department priorities as well as audit recommendations’ 
(p 25) but does not provide any information on exactly how allocations are made.
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Table 4.1
Number of schools, number and percentage of students with <50% attendance, and HSLO 
and AAO non-attendance assignments by school performance directorate in 2023

School 
performance 
directorate Schools

Students 
with <50% 

attendance

Students 
on HSLP 
caseload

% of 
students 

with <50% 
attendance 

on caseload
HSLOs 

assigned
AAOs 

assigned

Total 
HSLP staff 

assigned

Regional 
North 300 5479 580 11% 24 5 29

Rural South 
and West 297 3694 491 13% 25 7 32

Metropolitan 
South 277 3724 440 12% 24 3 27

Rural North 266 4067 558 14% 26 7 33

Metropolitan 
North 266 3043 509 17% 17 2 19

Metropolitan 
South and 
West 265 4825 493 10% 21 5 26

Regional 
South 257 3888 483 12% 17 2 19

Regional 
North 
and West 253 4636 534 12% 26 2 28

Connected 
Communities 33 2014 201 10% 22 9 31

Total 2213 35370 4289 12% 202 42 244

Source: HART data
Note: All AAOs and most HSLOs work across more than one SPD, so the totals in the table will exceed the 
number of HSLO and AAO roles, which are 114 and 26, respectively.

Stakeholders indicated that in regional and remote areas, the extensive distances 
between schools hinders the ability of HSLOs and AAOs to have a regular physical 
presence in all the schools in their assigned network(s). Case complexity also 
plays a role in coverage capacity. To manage their workload, HSLOs and AAOs, in 
consultation with PMs, prioritise which schools they will visit and acknowledge that 
there are many schools they have never visited. This concurs with the findings of the 
recent internal audit report (NSW Department of Education, 2024), which shows that 
many schools reported never having had contact with their HSLO.
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Figure 4.1 displays the proportion of NSW students with attendance rates of less 
than 50% and the number of HSLP applications by principal network. The map 
indicates that for most principal networks in metro NSW the proportion of students 
with an attendance rate of less than 50% is between 0.025 and 0.050, whereas 
in non-metro NSW a higher number of principal networks show the proportion of 
students with an attendance rate of less than 50% to be closer to 0.050 or greater. 
Furthermore, most principal networks in metro and non-metro NSW had less than 
200 applications to the HSLP, with only a few areas approaching 300 applications. 
Analysis of the application numbers and student attendance rates demonstrates 
a moderate alignment between the number of applications and the number of 
students with attendance rates less than 50% in the network (r=0.68). However 
there remains a sizeable gap in the number of students in each principal network 
who could benefit from program support but are not referred. Interpretation of 
these results should also consider that the rate of demand does not necessarily 
capture the complexity of cases; and that schools may not submit applications 
for all relevant students (as detailed later in this chapter), which would impact 
the correlation.

Figure 4.1
Proportion of NSW students with attendance rates less than 50% by principal network 
and number of HSLP applications by principal network

Non-metro NSW (excluding
Connected Communities)

Metro

Non-metro NSW (excluding
Connected Communities)
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Table 4.2 displays the total number of cases entered in HART in 2023 for each 
case type. Despite a total of 35,370 students with <50% attendance, only 
4,550 non-attendance case applications were entered. This highlights the small 
proportion of students with low attendance who are supported through the HSLP.

Table 4.2
Number of cases opened in HART in 2023, by case type and status

Case type Accepted Declined
Other 

actions Total

Enrolment destination unknown 2209 169 239 2617

Non-attendance 3650 679 221 4550

Non-enrolment 307 30 11 348

School-based strategy NA NA 1499 1499

Source: HART
Note: ‘Other actions’ include application cancelled, or closed due to a change in case type, or interstate 
transfer, or insufficient detail to classify.

We heard from principals and DELs that schools often refrain from applying for 
HSLP support because the process is time consuming and cumbersome, and 
they anticipate a low likelihood of accessing support (refer to Section 4.6). The 
internal audit report (NSW Department of Education, 2024) also reported similar 
findings based on interviews with 100 schools. If schools are not submitting HSLP 
applications for all students needing support, this indicates that the application 
numbers are not an accurate estimate of the need for HSLP intervention. However, 
despite not having accurate data on the extent of need for support, if only 12% of 
students with less than 50% attendance are receiving support, the current level of 
service provision is clearly inadequate.

This also results in a lack of equity in program access due to the existing variability 
in baseline student attendance rates and related HSLO capacity. Given the current 
HSLP model prioritises acceptance of cases with low attendance rates, students 
with attendance rates that are relatively high for their context may not be prioritised 
for support despite exhibiting concerning patterns of attendance. This issue is 
discussed further in Chapter 8 and illustrated through the following quote:

I’ve got some schools where 80% for them is really bad, where I’m working with 
schools 6 kilometres away in the middle of [location], where students are at 30% 
and we know that that’s bad. But contextually, it’s completely different.

HSLO-R4, focus group 2
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4.4  Specific gaps in program delivery
Beside the fact that the HSLP is only able to support around 12% of students with 
attendance rates less than 50%, there are 2 specific gaps in the delivery of program 
support: insufficient early intervention and limited intervention with older students.

4.4.1  Insufficient early intervention
The HSLOs and AAOs expressed a strong need for early intervention, both focusing 
on primary school students and for intervening in cases of emerging absenteeism. 
These perceptions also align with the research, which highlights the need to take 
a proactive approach to school attendance problems and avoid waiting for them to 
escalate (CESE, 2024; Kearney and Graczyk 2022).

Under the current program delivery there is limited capacity for early intervention. 
This is driven by the application process requiring schools to implement a range 
of strategies before application, and the prioritisation of cases with extremely low 
attendance rates, given limited HSLP staff capacity. As highlighted above, this 
contradicts the program priority of functioning as ‘an early intervention/prevention 
strategy’ (SOG, p 28).

I think a large part of our role should be the early intervention for sure. But the 
nature of the job means we just don’t have time for that.

HSLO-3, interview

I think that early intervention is always better…they’re [HSLOs] so stretched that 
young people have to be fairly well not attending at all to get even a look at the 
caseload. And then those habits are really established in their setting. … once 
attendance starts to drop below 70%, below 60%, that’s when intervention can 
be more effective.

Principal-1, interview

HSLOs and AAOs highlighted the positive impact of early intervention. In a survey 
completed by AAOs, almost three-quarters (11 of 15 respondents) indicated early 
intervention as the type of intervention with the largest impact. In addition, over 
90% of those who responded to the question (n=14) identified proactive contact with 
families as one of the top 3 non-casework activities most beneficial for improving 
student attendance.

In response to the survey question on which aspects of the HSLP work well, one 
respondent indicated:

Being in schools, being a face at the school gate, interacting with parents – 
EARLY INTERVENTION [sic] which can be picked up when you meet regularly 
with schools, and they have good practices in place.

AAO, survey, written response
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Under the current model, some HSLOs, AAOs and schools believe that assistance 
is sought too late for students to receive the most effective support. Many noted 
that a greater focus on proactive and early intervention would enable more effective 
support before patterns of absenteeism become entrenched and successful 
intervention is less likely.

… those applications coming in with that extensive history of non-attendance, 
and you know there’s no room for early intervention in those cases and it’s very, 
very difficult to work with those students and families once they come through.

AAO-R1, focus group

It’s about building relationships and early intervention. That’s not leaving it too late.

AAO-R2, focus group

Additionally, some HSLOs and policy staff emphasised the need for greater support 
for primary schools and younger students. These stakeholders highlighted that 
better outcomes were possible by intervening at a younger age, before patterns of 
low attendance become entrenched. In 2023 similar numbers of primary (n=2149) 
and secondary school students (n=2175) were supported by the HSLP, with the 
highest number of non-attendance cases for students in Years 7 to 9 (refer to 
Figure 4.2). This highlights that there does not appear to be a specific focus on 
supporting students in the earlier school years.

… in an ideal world we would focus on kindergarten students and get those 
patterns of attendance really, really early. Because our data shows the older they 
get, the less likely our program’s gonna have an impact.

HSLO-3, interview

I think primary school interventions, we have more successes.

HSLO-R1, focus group 2

… research shows that early intervention is the best. You get the best outcomes, 
so we’re not saying no to the 13-year-old. We’d love to say yes to the 13-year-old, 
but we’ll get better outcomes with the 7-year-old.

Policy team-R1, interview

One HSLO specified the importance of intervening in primary school, as typically 
absences for this age group are driven by parents rather than students and may 
be less entrenched. While by high school, typically the low attendance is driven by 
student behaviour and refusal to attend. This experience is congruent with research 
findings that parent-driven absences might predominate among younger students, 
and student-driven absences among older students (Hancock, 2018).

… like the standard is it’s the kid refusing in high school. Where in primary 
school, it’s not really the kid refusing. It’s the kid just doesn’t go because the 
mum doesn’t go, so then it becomes entrenched behaviours. [So] that when it 
gets to high school it ends up being the kid.

HSLO-6, interview
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4.4.2  Limited support for students older than 14 years
We were informed by various stakeholder groups that older students are not 
accepted onto the program. Application decisions for students over 14 appear to 
be strongly influenced by the moratorium on legal action12 and the compulsory 
schooling age, which results in a gap in support for older students, especially since 
the compulsory schooling age is 17 years.13 The lack of support for older students 
was raised across all stakeholder groups as a concern, especially secondary schools 
who desired support for all their students in need.

The other issue is that they won’t take students in Year 9 on a referral because 
they are over 14 and 9 months. That used to be the old compulsory attendance 
age. It’s now 17 but they will not take students. …That to me is frustrating 
because we have to have them here ‘til 17, but they won’t get support.

Principal-5, interview

Because once they get to Year 10, unfortunately, whilst we could follow that 
process, oftentimes they’re not allocated to caseload because of their age.

Principal-6, interview

… the biggest number of complaints I get is: ‘But you’re not helping 14- or 15- or 
16- year olds’.

Delivery Support team-4, interview

There is a strong perception that it is pointless to initiate HSLP intervention for 
students older than 14 because there is no prospect of legal action should the 
AIP be unsuccessful. This is consistent with the 2022 Audit Office of NSW report 
finding that the program prioritises support for younger students and accepts fewer 
requests to support students close to the school leaving age because there is a 
lower chance of completing legal action.

Even the data from legal says the older students, you’re not getting the bang 
for buck for them. Is there another way you can engage that family rather than 
taking them on caseload?

HSLO-7, interview

The focus on younger students is also largely linked to HSLO and AAO caseload 
capacity. The tendency to prioritise supporting younger students seems to be 
based on a view that this approach is the best use of limited program resources 
and will yield the best return on investment. HSLOs emphasised that it is more 
difficult to make an impact and improve attendance with older students who may 
often be highly disengaged, and there is the possibility that even after considerable 
intervention efforts the student may exercise their legal right to leave school early. 
For example, one HSLO (HSLO-9, interview) stressed the importance of focusing 
intervention efforts more on primary school students, arguing that with students 
older than 15 intervention is much harder and less likely to succeed.

12	 This moratorium was last renewed by the then Minister for Education in 2016 on children 15 and over.
13	 Compulsory schooling in NSW: Children must commence school by age 6 and then complete Year 10. 

After Year 10 and until they turn 17, students must be in school or registered for home schooling or, in 
approved education or training (for example, TAFE, traineeship, apprenticeship) or, in full-time, paid 
employment (average 25 hours/week) or, in a combination of work, education and/or training.
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When you get to the older kids, it could be no matter how much work you put in, 
you’re not going to get them to re-engage. So we can offer support but not on 
the HSLO program because if a child is over 15 it won’t proceed to court anyway, 
so there’s no point sending that letter saying this could end up at this level if it’s 
not going to end up at this level.

HSLO-7, interview

When students get to a certain age, we make the decision that we’re not going to 
put them on the Home School Liaison Program because time constraints mean 
we’re never going to get through to the end of it. The age that we start cutting 
them out is the exact age we start seeing significant increases in students with 
50% to 80% attendance and less than 50% attendance. It’s exactly where the 
need is … almost 10% of Year 9 students have less than 50% attendance. Yet our 
current processes, that we insist our Home School Liaison Program staff follow, 
are excluding the students where the greatest need is. It’s really clear in the data 
when we look at it.

Delivery Support team-2, interview

HSLOs, AAOs and principals reported variation across networks in the age at which 
students are no longer considered eligible or a priority for support, and this was as 
young as 13 years in some instances.

Sadly, I’ve always been working on a rule that if we couldn’t sort them out by the 
time they’re 13, then our HSLOs are not going to bother with them at all. And that 
certainly is something that I’ve been dealing with as a director for 6 years and 
then previously as a principal for 10 years that once kids got between 13 and 14, 
there wasn’t much point in putting in those applications because we knew we’d 
just get them sent straight back to us.

DEL-R1, focus group 2

… moratoriums that are put on our high school students particularly that prevent 
us from actually being able to engage with families to support children coming 
to school. …whilst we have legislation that says students need to be at school 
until the time they’re 17 and/or working, we stop following up students externally 
from the time they’re 13.

DEL-R1, focus group 1

The quantitative data also shows that less support is provided for older students. 
Figure 4.2 shows that during the period 2021 to 2023 the largest numbers of 
students supported by the HSLP were in Years 7, 8 and 9. The HSLP student 
numbers peaked in Year 8, after which they reduced greatly, until fewer than 65 
students were supported in Year 11, and 10 or fewer students in Year 12.

Since, on average, students in Year 9 are 14 years old, Figure 4.2 indicates that 
the HSLP intervention numbers reduce as students turn 14, which aligns with the 
moratorium on legal action.
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Figure 4.2
Total number of students supported by the HSLP by year level, 2021 to 2023

Source: HART data
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Allowing selection decisions to be influenced by the moratorium assumes that 
legal action will always be necessary and means that students who may have 
been responsive to intervention without legal action are denied the opportunity 
for support. Also, this is contrary to the SOG, which states that after a 4-week 
intervention with students older than 14 years, a school monitoring process should 
be implemented (because a referral to the Children’s Court is not an option) (p 28). 
Further, given that chronic absenteeism is often a symptom of social or emotional 
issues affecting students, this gap in support could also mean that child protection 
issues may not be identified or addressed.

So, the absolute spot where the greatest need is, we’ve got this unofficial rule 
that says we’re not putting any kids on caseload at that age because it’s too late.

Delivery Support team-2, interview

The lack of access to external support services, especially in regional or remote 
areas means that many older students are left without any support if they are 
declined by the program. Both HSLOs and AAOs also expressed concern about 
the limited alternative education destinations for students younger than 17 years. 
So, not only do many students between 14 and 17 years not get access to external 
services to support their overall wellbeing, but there are also limited alternative 
education and/or training options.

Also, out here the limitations of what’s available can be daunting. OK, now we’ve 
got Mission Australia. That’s good. We’ve got Headspace, we’ve got some other 
agencies as well, but there’s still a gap. Once a kid gets to 15 and they fall off, 
there’s not a lot we can do. We do have a TAFE system ...TAFE here is alright, but 
for some of the other areas, no.

HSLO-9, interview

4.5  Variable service quality and consistency across 
networks and HSLOs/AAOs
We heard from principals, DELs and LWOs that the quality of HSLO performance, and 
the extent of the services they provide is variable. DELs also expressed a need for 
better quality assurance of program delivery. We received feedback that although 
there are many excellent HSLOs and AAOs, some are underperforming. Most DELs 
agreed that the quality of HSLO/AAO services varied and that in some cases there 
was room for improvement. One DEL was very happy with the HSLO in his network; 
however, the same HSLO had been in the role for a long period and may have been 
the only HSLO that DEL had worked with. By contrast, DELs who had worked with 
several HSLOs were aware of the variations in quality and approach to the role.

… there’s still a range of variances that exist within the HSLO team. Some are 
extremely proactive and some take on more than they can handle, and others 
don’t. So I’ve got 3 in my network. Two of them are fantastic and one of them the 
perception is that they do more harm than good at times.

DEL-R2, focus group 1
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… the service has been variable … I have an outstanding HSLO who is visible and 
knows the children, knows the families and works with me and with principals as 
well as the families very, closely. But it’s not the same for the others.

DEL-R3, focus group 2

For the most part, principals expressed concerns about quality and consistency, 
for example:

I’ve come to this school from [a regional] area and before that I was in Sydney 
and both of those communities of schools had HSLP people who were local, they 
were close by, they could have intensive support for short periods of time and 
that was often successful because often it’s about putting in an intervention, 
going really strongly for 10 weeks. … Intense, and then you get the change, and 
the school picks it up from there. But we’re just not seeing that success here. 
We’re not seeing that. That’s not the model at all here.

Principal-1, interview

However, another principal was highly satisfied with the quality and consistency of 
service he experienced:

I think every HSLO brings their own skill set …some HSLOs might be stronger in 
policy, other HSLOs might have a strength in personal relationships and getting 
families together. So HSLO’s tend to thrive at what they’re good at. …But the 
quality is … a consistent quality that I have experienced in my setting.

Principal-2, interview

Some HSLOs and AAOs acknowledged that they are not always able to engage 
in the same activities as their colleagues in other networks, or even to provide 
the same levels of support across schools that they service in different SPDs due 
factors such as workload and travel time.

Each network operates differently and each HSLO works differently.

HSLO-4, interview

A staff member from the Delivery Support team (DLY-1, interview) asserted that 
variations in service quality and delivery were due to the lack of central line 
management of HSLOs and AAOs, meaning that there is no senior role in the 
hierarchy exclusively responsible for overseeing the HSLP delivery. We discuss this 
further in Chapter 5.

Combining the input received from various stakeholders about program variability 
across networks, we suggest that the following factors contribute to variability in 
service quality and consistency:

	• HSLOs are usually selected directly by the principal of the base school to which 
the role is attached, and there is no uniform recruitment process stipulated. This 
is likely to create variability in the selection process for HSLO positions, which 
is then likely to result in variation in the attributes and competencies of the 
individuals appointed.
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	• Inconsistent communication of policies and procedures. For example, the SOG is 
unclear on delineation of roles, responsibilities, procedures and timeframes for 
stakeholders in the HSLP, including HSLOs and AAOs. Different interpretations of 
unclear guidelines can result in wide variation.

	• The program managers/LWOs serve a 3-year cycle in their role, but the cycle is 
not necessarily in sync with the HSLOs and AAOs they manage. This means that 
LWOs may lack program knowledge and experience, and HSLOs and AAOs may 
not be given the guidance, support or learning necessary to excel in the role.

	• Different HSLOs and AAOs bring different skillsets and personal attributes 
to their roles, which impacts how they perform their duties, especially when 
guidelines are lacking. For example, HSLOs indicated that their skill in supporting 
students of different ages was influenced by whether their previous teaching 
experience had been in primary versus high schools.

	• Many HSLOs and AAOs have been in the system for several years and these 
more experienced staff tend to retain the old ways of operating, despite new 
procedures being introduced.

	• The variability in caseload size means that some HSLOs may have more time to 
introduce non-casework activities to support improved attendance.

	• HSLOs and AAOs in rural and remote areas spend a substantial part of their 
working week travelling between schools, which reduces the time they have 
available for intervention activities.

4.6  Schools may avoid applying for HSLP support
By all accounts, schools are adopting varied approaches to apply for HSLP 
support: some apply selectively for students whom they consider eligible, others 
apply indiscriminately for any students with low attendance regardless of the 
circumstances, and many avoid applying because of the administrative burden along 
with their perceptions that applications would be rejected because of student age 
and limited HSLO/AAO caseload capacity. Some principals perceived that applying 
for support was not worthwhile, given the administrative burden involved and their 
impression that attendance improvements were not sustained after intervention 
– a perception that is not corroborated by the quantitative findings presented in 
Chapter 3. The tendency for schools to avoid applying for HSLP support was also 
identified in the internal audit report (NSW Department of Education, 2024). The 
following quote further highlights the issue:

We do know that secondary schools are putting in an application even though 
they know they will get a ‘no’, just because that’s what it says in the guidelines. 
But that’s additional burden for the secondary schools, and sometimes even 
primary schools. And it’s annoying. People get annoyed about the having to do 
that [submit an application] as well, and some secondary principals will tell me 
we don’t even do that, we don’t even bother.

Executive director, interview
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As we indicated earlier, if schools are not referring all students who require HSLP 
support, it suggests that the number of applications for support are not an accurate 
reflection of the need for HSLP intervention, and that the actual support needs 
are greater than the data suggest. Although HSLOs or other program staff may 
recommend HSLP support, the onus is on schools to submit applications. This 
means that students who require support may not receive intervention if schools 
perceive that applying to the HSLP is not worth the effort.

… a lot of the schools opt out of the processes, and because they know they’re 
jumping through the hoops to comply with processes and procedures that they 
know are going to go nowhere, that caseload prohibits them [HSLOs] from 
actually doing it. Yet there’s all this paperwork and all these steps that they have 
got to jump through.

DEL-R1, focus group 1

… my principals contact me very regularly and say look, I put all these 
applications in, did all the administration behind it, put all the evidence in, filled 
out all the applications, sent all the records off. That’s time and administrative 
burden that ultimately leads nowhere because they say we can’t take them on, or 
we’re full, or there’s a wait list, or they’re too old, or whatever it might be.

DEL-R5, focus group 2

So that principal has decided I’m just going to refer everyone who’s an 
attendance issue at the moment. Whereas other schools who probably have 
those attendance issues, those principals just aren’t making those referrals and 
so the process is hugely dependent on which school actually does the referrals.

HSLO-3, interview

4.7  Perceived relegation of responsibility for students 
to HSLOs and AAOs
HSLOs and AAOs generally reported positive working relationships with schools, 
with a survey finding that over 96% of HSLOs (n=101) agreed or strongly agreed 
that they have constructive working relationships with schools (refer to Figure 4.3). 
However, we heard that there are sometimes opposing expectations regarding who 
takes responsibility for students with chronic low attendance. Although the SOG 
states clearly that managing non-attendance is ultimately the responsibility of the 
school, we heard reports that schools perceive that the responsibility for students 
is relegated to the HSLO or AAO after referral to the HSLP. HSLOs and AAOs felt 
strongly that their role is to support schools but not carry the responsibility for low 
student attendance.
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Figure 4.3
HSLOs’ responses to the statement ‘Overall I have constructive working relationships with 
the schools I support’

Source: HSLO survey

I think there’s a there’s a real piece of work to be done in schools around 
understanding the factors influencing attendance and understanding that the 
school has the duty of care for the student and that additional services can wrap 
around. … Schools would often send applications through and then think that 
that was the end of their work…So a lot of time spent talking to DELs and talking 
to principals around you needs to continue with your attendance processes to 
make sure that you’re continuing to try to get the student back to school, and 
this is an extra piece of support.

Delivery Support team-3, interview

Schools need to understand that once it’s referred to our office that it’s not a 
‘drop the ball’. They still need to continue that support with those students and 
the families because you do find that some schools, they just totally drop it and 
that becomes our problem.’

AAO-R1, focus group

… some schools think that once the HSLO comes on board, it’s the HSLO’s 
problem.

HSLO-4, interview

The perception that schools hand over the baton to the HSLP once a referral has 
been accepted onto caseload may result from the prevailing lack of clarity on the 
program purpose and the responsibilities of various stakeholders.
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4.8  Recommendation elements

4.8.1  Clarify the HSLP purpose and target population
We recommend that the purpose of the program and the target group that it 
serves be clearly defined and communicated explicitly and unequivocally to all 
stakeholders through a strong communications plan. Common understanding 
and expectations among stakeholders regarding who the program is for and 
what it aims to achieve, would contribute to greater uniformity across schools 
and principal networks in the types of students for whom HSLP applications are 
submitted and who are accepted onto the program.

Given the large numbers of students with poor attendance, a key focus of the 
HSLP should be assisting students of all ages with the poorest attendance 
rates and those at risk of harm. However, we heard a strong call for more 
support for older students and a more robust focus on early intervention, which 
merit consideration. Thus, as part of the review of the target population and 
program purpose, explicit consideration should be given to support for older 
students and early intervention (detailed further in Sections 4.8.1.1 and 4.8.1.2). 
When the target population is reviewed, it is important to ensure no additional 
gaps in support are created.

4.8.1.1  Increase support for older students 

We recommend that HSLP support be considered for all students with 
emerging or chronic low attendance, regardless of age, with no automatic 
exclusion of those aged 14 years or older and regardless of whether 
legal proceedings are likely to result. Available support for this older age 
group should be considered as part of the review of target population 
(recommendation 4.8.1). Furthermore, the SOG should stipulate that selection 
decisions for older students should not be unduly influenced by the moratorium 
on legal action for students over 14 years. Applications from older students 
should be carefully screened to assess their needs: not all students referred 
will necessarily be highly disengaged or have complex needs and may benefit 
from even minimal intervention.

If HSLP support is not available or not deemed to be the most appropriate 
course of action, a clear referral pathway should be available to ensure that 
any existing barriers to student wellbeing are addressed or to assist in finding 
alternative educational or vocational pathways if required. Where student 
disengagement is a factor in low school attendance, HSLOs and AAOs should 
collaborate with or refer students to the careers advisor, transition coordinator 
or the Careers and Transition Team for assistance. Careers advisors could assist 
with re-engaging students in school and establishing goals and future plans, 
while transition advisors could identify suitable alternative pathways such as 
vocational high schools. In addition, schools should be given clear guidance on 
where to refer students declined by the HSLP.

Recs
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4.8.1.2  Implement a more robust focus on early intervention

We recommend that intervention be undertaken before absenteeism 
becomes entrenched. We recognise that the high demand on services 
creates a tension between managing chronic cases versus intervening when 
increasing absenteeism first emerges but consider it important that long term 
program planning includes an early intervention strategy. Through a greater 
focus on early intervention, over time fewer students may require intensive 
casework support.

4.8.2  Extend and strengthen the HSLO and AAO workforce
Creating additional HSLO and AAO positions is an obvious recommendation 
in response to the finding that the current service delivery is inadequate for 
the needs. Although current fiscal constraints may not allow for this, we still 
consider it important that extending the HSLO and AAO workforce should be 
an objective even if not possible in the short term. In the interim, every effort 
should be made to retain the current HSLOs and AAOs and fill vacant positions. 
Ideally HSLOs who do not wish to return to the classroom should be given 
permanent roles in the HSLP. Failing that, the contract period should be no less 
than 3 years, to provide some stability for HSLOs personally and to preserve 
continuity in the program.

Despite the challenges in recruiting to identified roles, this should remain a goal 
for the HSLP to support the Closing the Gap target of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students achieving their full potential (Joint Council on Closing 
the Gap, 2020). However, we recognise that these identified roles are hard to fill 
and perhaps creating a career pathway in the HSLP for AAOs, which is currently 
lacking, may offer an incentive to potential candidates.

Additional HSLO positions could also be difficult to fill due to the current teacher 
shortage. As a way of reducing the impact of teacher shortages on staffing the 
HSLP, we considered it important to explore the option of removing the need for 
teaching qualifications from HSLO roles. After obtaining HSLP staff views about the 
skills, experience and personal attributes necessary for being an effective HSLO or 
AAO, it became apparent that the skills that make for an effective HSLO might also 
be found in persons with allied health and other similar backgrounds. We tested 
stakeholder views on the proposal to remove the need for teaching qualifications 
for HSLO roles and were met with mixed reactions. Some stakeholders were open 
to the proposal and acknowledged that non-teachers could effectively perform 
the HSLO role if they had requisite skills in areas such as relationship building, 
communication, and support provision. However, there were also strong views 
against employing HSLOs without a teaching background. The main reasons cited 
against removing the teaching qualification requirement was the view that a deep 
understanding of how schools operate is essential for effective functioning in 
the role. Of the 83 HSLO survey respondents, 92.8% agreed that experience as a 
teacher is integral to doing the HSLO job effectively. Many participants also felt 
strongly that having a teaching background gave the HSLOs more credibility.
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Recognising the merits of teaching qualifications for the HSLO role, we 
propose that all existing HSLO roles be retained but that additional attendance 
associate (AA) and senior attendance associate (SAA) roles be created. These 
should be GSE roles that do not require a teaching qualification and can be 
filled by applicants from allied health and other relevant backgrounds. These 
new AA roles could be assigned to early intervention and more straightforward 
case management (tiers 2 and 3A in the intervention model outlined in Section 
4.8.3), while SAAs could be assigned to more complex casework. Recruiting 
from allied health professions has 2 advantages: firstly, it would avoid draining 
the already depleted teaching workforce and secondly, it may attract staff such 
as social workers who may be even better equipped than teachers to manage 
complex cases. Another benefit is that over time a multi-disciplinary HSLP 
workforce would be created, with extensive collective expertise to address 
attendance problems.

Applicants could be appointed into AA and SAA roles based on their skills 
and experience. AA roles could be entry level, while SAA roles could require 
extensive skills and experience. The AA and SAA roles could encompass 
a range of GSE grades to reflect incumbents’ skills and experience, and 
proposed role duties. This would also facilitate a clearer career pathway for 
HSLP staff. Some AA roles could also be identified roles, to facilitate greater 
support for Aboriginal students and create a promotion pathway for AAOs. Role 
entitlements and salary should be considered with reference to existing HSLP 
staff and working conditions.

4.8.3  Revise the current tiered support framework 
for attendance 
We recommend revising and expanding the current tiered support framework 
for attendance to include more detailed descriptions of each tier, specifying 
the roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders (school staff and dedicated 
attendance officers, principals, HSLOs/AAOs, Learning & Wellbeing 
team, TAaS).

We suggest adapting the Kearney and Graczyk (2013) 3-tiered response to 
intervention model14 to promote school attendance and decrease absenteeism 
(refer to Figure 4.4). The key features and principles of the model are:

	• Effective early intervention and prevention to limit the development of 
chronic absenteeism and over time reduce the number of students requiring 
targeted and individual intervention

	• Careful monitoring of students so that timely adjustments can be made as 
needed: decreasing support as attendance improves or progressing to higher 
level supports if there are no improvements at lower levels

14	 Response to intervention (RTI) models originated in the field of special education but have 
subsequently been applied in addressing behavioural and other issues in school settings. RTI 
models typically include 3 tiers of intervention: universal – for all students, targeted – additional 
support/intervention for at-risk students, and intensive – individual intervention for students with 
severe or complex problems (Kearney and Graczyk, 2013).

Rec
2



Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation	 58

Chapter 4: Program purpose, delivery and uptake

	• Clear acceptance criteria, and careful screening of applications to ensure 
that students are allocated to the correct level of intervention and to staff 
with appropriate skills

	• Specified processes to enable timely escalation to the next tier if required

	• Managing expectations by clearly defining responsibilities of all stakeholders 
at each tier

	• Schools ultimately assuming responsibility for student attendance, 
regardless of the intervention tier and attempting to create or maintain 
strong relationships with students and families, to promote continued school 
engagement once program assistance concludes

	• Strong collaboration between schools and HSLP staff, and, when necessary, 
collaboration with other relevant members of the TAaS to monitor and 
support student attendance effectively.

Figure 4.4
Overview of proposed HSLP delivery model
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In Table 4.3 we provide a basic description of the proposed 3 intervention tiers, 
which will require further development by the program owners.

Table 4.3
Description of the proposed intervention tiers

Tier Description

1 � Universal intervention 	• Preventative interventions are implemented at the school 
level to benefit all students and may include universal whole 
school and cohort strategies and programs to promote regular 
student attendance.

	• School staff take the lead in managing implementation.

	• HSLP staff may provide support as required, for example advising 
on strategies and programs, delivering PL to staff, and addressing 
parents at transition meetings.

	• Interventions include specific attendance strategies as well 
as other learning and wellbeing interventions that may impact 
factors contributing to low attendance such as mental health, 
bullying, and so on.

	• Student attendance is carefully monitored for early 
identification of students with declining attendance who need 
additional support.

2 � Targeted intervention 	• Support aims to provide early intervention for students with 
emerging attendance problems to prevent further declines 
in attendance.

	• Early intervention strategies include school-based guided support 
strategies and initial contact with parents

	• HSLP staff support schools with:
	• school-based support strategies
	• roll checking and other strategies for early identification of 

emerging attendance issues
	• the Non-Attendance Interview Program (NIP)
	• initiating connections with families
	• advice on accessing relevant supports like the school 

psychologist or other members of the TAaS.

	• Early intervention efforts with students should be closely 
monitored and a formal application for casework support 
submitted if there is no response to intervention or the 
absenteeism increases.
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Tier Description

3 �� Intensive intervention 	• Intervention targets students with severe or complex 
problems who require specialised support and aims to provide 
timely targeted intervention as soon as early intervention 
becomes ineffective.

	• This tier maybe divided into 2 sub-tiers based on the severity of 
the problem

Tier 3A
	• Intervention involves targeted casework support from AAs and 

HSLOs for students following unsuccessful early intervention.

	• The target population is less severe or complex cases such 
as students with less established patterns of absenteeism or 
students with concerning attendance rates but not those at the 
lowest attendance rates.

	• AAs and HSLOs will typically not engage with new external 
agencies over and above any that the family already may 
be accessing.

Tier 3B
	• Intervention involves targeted casework support from senior 

HSLOs, AAOs or SAAs.

	• The target population is complex cases such as those requiring 
external supports or cases where the student is at risk of harm. 
This tier would also address those cases where parents overtly 
devalue education and show disregard for the court system.

	• Specialised support for students when support strategies at 
lower tiers have been unsuccessful. In some instances, cases may 
be escalated directly to tier 3B based on the severity and urgency 
of the situation. Some caseload places may be reserved for 
students escalated to tier 3B to ensure prompt intervention.

	• New external agencies may be involved at this stage to provide 
additional specialised support

	• Continuity of care: when students are escalated from lower 
tiers: it is advisable to retain the HSLO/AAO/AA who families 
initially worked with to maintain existing relationships. This may 
mean that HSLOs/AAs/AAOs need to be supervised by more 
experienced HSLOs or AAOs.

	• If support attempts at this tier are unsuccessful, legal action may 
be deemed necessary.

Note: The boundary between sub-tiers 3A and 3B is fluid rather than clear-cut, and the decision about 
which level to start intervention at will be based on a combination of professional judgement of HSLP 
staff and the information obtained during initial interactions with families. It is also possible that some 
problems are not immediately evident or that family circumstances may change suddenly, in which case 
rapid escalation could be necessary.



Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation	 61

Chapter 4: Program purpose, delivery and uptake

There are some additional issues that may warrant further consideration based 
on the advice of Legal Services):

	• A process for managing cases of chronic low attendance in primary school 
children where intervention strategies are unsuccessful but external 
agencies and the Department of Communities and Justice (DCJ) regard the 
case as purely educational neglect and therefore the responsibility of the 
Department of Education.

	• Options to pursue when neither HSLP intervention or legal enforcement 
has improved student attendance or the family’s engagement with 
external supports.

4.8.4  Convene more effective recruitment panels with deep 
understanding of the roles to select the best candidates
Even though in the current structure principals are the hiring managers, 
interview panels for recruiting new HSLOs and AAOs could be more effective. 
This could be achieved by including at least a program manager or experienced 
HSLO/AAO familiar with the demands of the role and the capabilities required. 
It is critical that interview panels comprise members who are well placed to 
identify suitable candidates as this will contribute towards improved quality of 
service delivery.

If the suggested AA and SAA GSE roles are created (refer to Section 4.8.2), 
principals would no longer be the hiring managers, and recruitment could be 
managed by senior HSLP staff in the first instance.

4.8.5  Re-assess the attendance support needs of principal 
networks at least every 3 years to ensure that HSLP staff are 
deployed where most needed
To ensure that HSLP staff are deployed where they are most needed, the 
attendance support needs of each principal network should be assessed 
at least every 3 years. The allocation of HSLP staff should be based on the 
number of students with low attendance rates, and typical case complexity and 
duration, and staff positions should be redistributed accordingly.

One principal suggested that the school complexity graph previously available 
in Scout would have been useful to inform decisions about allocating HSLP 
staff. The complexity graph was said to provide school level data on indicators 
such as students in out of home care, incident reports lodged, and Child 
Wellbeing Unit reports. Although these reports are apparently no longer 
available, it may be worth investigating whether they could be reinstated or if 
similar reports could be made available.
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4.8.6  Revise the SOG and provide clear, explicit and 
consistent communication of policies and procedures
We recommend that policies and procedures be reviewed and standardised, 
and that the SOG be revised accordingly, with clear delineation of roles, 
responsibilities, procedures and timeframes. Flow charts should be included 
to make processes clearer. The SOG should clarify the purpose and target 
population for the program.

Revised, standardised policies and procedures should then be communicated 
clearly, explicitly and consistently across all platforms and to all stakeholder 
groups. This process should be supported by a robust communications plan 
to create clarity for all stakeholders and to contribute to reducing the existing 
variation in access to and support provided by the program. Communication of 
HSLP policies and procedures should occur:

	• within the HSLP structure, i.e. between HSLOs/AAOs, LWOs/LWAs /LWCs, 
and policy and delivery teams

	• between principals/DELs and HSLP program staff.

Within the HSLP structure, clearer, standardised policies and procedures will 
contribute greatly towards reducing the variability in service delivery that 
currently exists across networks. We recognise that some variability should 
exist due to contextual needs and influences, but there are many aspects 
of service delivery that should be uniform. At school and network level, 
standardised policies and procedures could also make it easier for schools to 
work with the HSLP and could assist in managing the expectations of school 
staff and DELs and increase adherence to correct procedures.
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In this chapter we discuss our key findings on the aspects of program structure and 
reporting that could be enhanced, followed by recommendations for improvement. 
As the findings within this chapter are interlinked, some recommendations address 
multiple findings.

5.1  Lack of program governance
We learned that the HSLP has no formal governance structure: no leadership team 
that oversees the operation and takes overall responsibility for the HSLP, including 
finance, risk assessment, monitoring, and reporting. Although there is a SOG which 
identifies roles and responsibilities, there is no oversight one step removed from 
daily program operations to ensure effective and efficient functioning. Currently the 
sole oversight of the program is by the executive director. Based on comments from 
various stakeholders and our own scrutiny, we have noted in various places in this 
report that the SOG contains gaps, inconsistencies and areas lacking in detail.

5.2  No central line management of HSLOs and AAOs
We were advised that, unlike other programs in the Student Wellbeing Support 
directorate, the HSLP does not have a dedicated role at a senior level for overseeing 
program delivery. This gap in the structure may be contributing to the variability in 
service quality and delivery discussed in Chapter 4.

… there’s no PEO who is actually operationalising it [the HSLP]. So there’s no PEO 
that their core business is to actually work on the home school liaison program in 
a strategic way.

Delivery Support team-1, interview

Because there isn’t that central line management around the home school liaison 
officers, every area is doing things differently. … it’s a weakness in the program 
… having them spread out across the state without someone that’s sitting on 
the corporate side, a PEO or an advisor that’s actually managing that group of 
HSLOs. It would be ideal if there was an advisor in each delivery support area 
with a central PEO statewide, so that there could actually be the consistency of 
practice across the state.

Delivery Support team-4, interview
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5.3  Ineffective dual reporting lines for HSLOs
HSLOs report to a PM for supervision of their day-to-day attendance work, but 
report to the base school principal for functional matters such as performance 
management, travel and leave. Although few HSLOs mentioned significant issues 
with the reporting lines on a day-to-day basis, many felt that base school principals 
were not well placed to comment on HSLO performance because HSLOs work 
across multiple schools and more closely with Delivery Support than they do 
with principals. Several LWOs and some DELS also indicated that principals’ lack 
of understanding of the HSLO role is especially problematic in cases of HSLO 
underperformance as the principal does not have in depth knowledge of the daily 
HSLO duties despite being responsible for performance management.

The reality is that principals don’t know where HSLOs are, what they’re doing. 
They never see them. They’re only their supervisor on paper.

DEL-R2, focus group 1

… technically our principals are our line manager, they’re our boss, but most 
principals wouldn’t have much of an idea what we do day-to-day, to be honest.

HSLO-3, interview

Members of the Delivery Support team were also dissatisfied with the dual 
reporting arrangement:

It doesn’t work… their [HSLOs] line management is the base school principal, 
and we [Delivery Support] really control their workflow, and it’s really difficult in 
terms of performance management. It can be difficult for a base school principal 
to understand what their work is and isn’t.

Delivery Support team-3, interview

5.4  Barriers to effective LWO supervision of HSLOs 
and AAOs
There are 3 key inter-related problems associated with the LWO role which 
limit their ability to supervise HSLOs and AAOs effectively, and ultimately have 
implications for effective program delivery: (1) the HSLP is not necessarily the 
primary function of the LWO role; (2) many LWOs lack the necessary attendance 
expertise to supervise HSLOs and AAOs; and (3) many HSLOs and AAOs are 
supervised by multiple LWOs. These 3 factors, along with the lack of standardised 
policies and procedures in the HSLP creates a situation where many HSLOs and 
AAOs are reporting to multiple LWOs, who may be lacking in program experience 
and therefore have limited understanding of policies and procedures, have 
numerous demands on their time outside of the HSLP, and are not necessarily 
familiar with the specific contexts within which their HSLOs and AAOs work. This 
means that HSLOs and AAOs may be receiving different advice from different 
supervisors, which may be a strong contributing factor to the variability and 
inconsistency of service delivery, which is discussed in Chapter 4.
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5.4.1   HSLP is not the primary function of the LWO role
The primary responsibility of LWOs is student wellbeing and HSLO/AAO supervision 
is only one aspect of the LWO role, yet it consumes a large proportion of their 
time. LWOs estimated that it consumed between 30 to 50% of their time, with one 
suggesting that it could be a full-time job. HSLO and AAO supervision requires 
considerable investment of time and effort from LWOs which does not seem to be 
accounted for in either the role conceptualisation or workload.

I’d probably spend about 30% on HSLP matters because I just can’t dedicate 
any more time to it with all the other stuff I have to do as an LWO. But I will say it 
could be a full-time job.

Program manager-R1, focus group

So it’s not just the HSLO role, it’s that LWO role in general, and it’s massive and 
there’s no Bible that comes with it that says this is what you have to do.

Program manager-R5, focus group

We also heard that some LWOs were not even aware of the attendance focus of 
the role until they commenced working because it is not specified in their role 
description. LWOs often feel that they cannot do justice to their HSLP-related 
work due to other role demands, which include assisting schools in managing the 
disability, learning and support service provisions and supporting schools and 
teachers to achieve enhanced learning outcomes for Aboriginal students, students 
with additional learning or behaviour needs and those at risk of disengaging. 
Further tasks included in the LWO statement of duties are displayed in Appendix I.

Because the supervisory aspect of the LWO role is not included in the role 
description, it is also possible that when recruiting to LWO positions, candidates 
with suitable management experience may not always be selected. We did not 
receive any comments on the management skills of program managers from HSLOs 
and AAOs, nor did the LWOs themselves indicate that it was a problem, but it is 
worth considering for more effective recruitment since it may be a factor in the high 
turnover rate of LWOs, which impacts heavily on HSLOs and AAOs, as we discuss in 
the following section.

5.4.2  Many PMs have limited program knowledge for 
supervising HSLOs and AAOs effectively
Several HSLOs and AAOs voiced strong dissatisfaction about their PM’s lack of 
program knowledge. Although some PMs have prior experience as HSLOs, many 
do not have prior experience with the HSLP and may not understand the workings 
of the HSLP as well as the HSLOs and AAOs they supervise. This is challenging 
both for the PMs, who feel the burden of not being able to supervise their staff 
effectively and for the HSLOs and AAOs, who feel like they need to train their 
supervisors instead of being able to rely on them for support.
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… actually knowing the policy and procedures well enough to support the 
program, I find really frustrating. I know if I had the opportunity to dive deeper 
into those things, I reckon I could support my HSLO way better than what she’s 
currently getting and what she deserves.

Program manager-R3, focus group

We’re meant to go to them for any advice, and they’re meant to make the 
ultimate call, but most of them ring me instead.

HSLO-R2, focus group 1

One factor contributing to the PMs’ lack of program knowledge is the high turnover 
in the roles, which one HSLO described as a ‘revolving door’ situation:

We have LWOs that have never been a HSLO and aren’t really au fait with how 
things run. … They don’t really understand what’s going on or what’s the next 
step in the process. … I’ve probably taught about 7 of them because it seems to 
be a revolving door in learning wellbeing.

HSLO-2, interview

The lack of PM expertise combined with the inconsistency of policies and 
procedures and operational variability across networks (refer to Chapter 4) poses a 
challenge for HSLOs and AAOs in working effectively with their supervisors to make 
sound intervention decisions.

… each LWO has a slightly different way they interpret the program and the 
expectations, and how things should be done, so that is a bit of a frustration 
to be honest, and … a lot of these officers are new to the role and so they’re 
building their understanding and oftentimes we have more understanding than 
they do. So we’re often correcting them on matters as well … that split focus and 
different ways of doing things can be a frustration.

HSLO-3, interview

5.4.3  Many HSLOs and AAOs are supervised by multiple PMs
Some HSLOs report to more than one PM across the different schools they work in, 
which can be confusing because LWOs often operate differently and have different 
expectations of HSLOs. It also creates an additional administrative burden as HSLOs 
have meetings with each PM they work with.

It’s a bit tricky because I actually report to 4 different LWOs at the moment 
because of our staffing issues. So I actually meet with 4 different people on a 
fortnightly basis to do 4 different sets of reports on how I’m going. And that’s 
purely because my cases are across 4 different principal networks, and a LWO is 
in charge of each one.

HSLO-3, interview
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5.5  AAOs have no career pathway in the HSLP
While the HSLOs are eligible to apply for LWO roles and could potentially progress 
to LWC roles, AAOs, as GSE staff, do not have that option because they generally do 
not have the required teaching qualifications or school-based teaching experience. 
Currently their only option for advancement in the department is to apply for roles 
outside the HSLP. Failing to provide a suitable career pathway could result in a loss 
of expertise from the program as AAOs opt to pursue roles outside the HSLP. Given 
the specialised nature of the role, the importance of program continuity and the 
current challenges in filling vacancies, this is an important consideration.

5.6  Recommendation elements

5.6.1  Establish a formal HSLP governance structure
We recommend that a formal governance structure be established for the 
HSLP to promote good management and more effective decision-making to 
ensure the integrity of the program. A governance structure would enable more 
judicious oversight of program operations and should develop a framework for 
management, risk assessment, communication, monitoring and reporting, and 
strategic policy.

The oversight of program operations should include reviewing role descriptions 
to ensure that they are accurate, as well as responsibility for reviewing and 
revising the SOG document to address gaps and inconsistencies (refer to 
Chapter 4 for additional discussion on the need for revising the SOG). This 
governance framework should be communicated to the senior executive of 
the department. The governance framework for the HSLP should identify the 
roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders in the program in more detail than 
currently exists, particularly around leadership, and should articulate processes 
for making high-level program decisions. In addition, the framework should 
outline a formal process for HSLOs and AAOs to have their views and concerns 
represented at all levels of the program structure. Having a clear process is 
especially important when middle management does not support the issues 
raised (refer to Section 6.5 for further details).

We propose establishing a Program Governance Committee (PGC) that should 
comprise the following members or equivalent:

	• Deputy Secretary: Teaching, Learning and Student Wellbeing (Chair)

	• Executive director: Student Wellbeing Support

	• Executive director: Inclusion and Wellbeing

	• Director: Delivery Support (Attendance)

	• Chief education officer (a proposed new role discussed later in this chapter)

	• Principal representative

	• DEL representative.

Rec
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The PGC should meet quarterly, with the following standing agenda items: 
finance and risk; staffing, recruitment and professional learning; and 
monitoring and reporting. A PGC member (or other program staff member) 
should assume each of these portfolios and provide a quarterly report to the 
committee. Minutes and actions should be available to the PGC and relevant 
departmental staff.

The PGC may also provide a mechanism for HSLOs and AAOs to provide 
feedback and raise concerns. HSLOs and AAOs should first present their 
concerns to their program manager for resolution. If it cannot be resolved by 
the program manager it may be escalated to LWCs, the CEO, or the director 
as necessary.

In summary, creating a formal governance structure for a program can be 
highly beneficial. In particular, a formal governance structure can improve 
the management and success of a program by enhancing clear decision 
making, clearly defining roles and responsibilities, improving oversight and 
accountability, enhancing stakeholder engagement and communication, and 
managing resource allocation and risks. It is important to carefully balance the 
governance structure with flexibility and ensure that it adds value rather than 
creating unnecessary bureaucracy, complexity or resistance.

5.6.2  Create a chief education officer (CEO) role responsible 
for overseeing the HSLP delivery
We recommend appointing a chief education officer (CEO), reporting to the 
Director, Delivery Support, who is assigned exclusively to the HSLP and is 
responsible for operationalising program delivery. This CEO should be advised 
by 4 PEOs (employed as learning and wellbeing coordinators), one in each 
delivery support area (refer to Figure 5.1). This change will align the HSLP 
with other programs within the Student Wellbeing Support directorate and 
will contribute to increased oversight of the HSLP and greater consistency of 
service delivery as it will provide a single central role to consolidate awareness 
of processes and issues occurring across networks and directorates.15 The CEO 
should also sit on the program governance committee proposed in Section 5.6.1.

15	 Although some of our respondents suggested an appointment at PEO level, we considered an 
appointment at a CEO level more appropriate since it would report directly to the director and align 
with the structure of other programs in the Student Wellbeing Support directorate.

Rec
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Figure 5.1
Positioning the CEO in the HSLP management structure

5.6.3 

Executive director, 
Student Wellbeing Support

Director, 
Delivery Support

LWC

CEO

LWO

LWA

One CEO will be dedicated to 
the HSLP to provide strategic 
direction and oversee program 
delivery across the 4 delivery 
support directorates

Delegate completion and approval of HSLO PDPs 
to LWOs
We recommend that program owners consider having principals delegate 
approval of HSLO PDPs to LWOs. Principals would provide administrative sign-
off only, based on the recommendation of the LWO, to ensure that performance 
discussions are completed by those most familiar with the performance of 
the HSLO.

The proposed SAA and AA roles that we suggest in Section 4.8.2 would bypass 
the need for principals to approve PDPs because these roles would be GSE, 
hence the recommendation only applies to the existing NSBT HSLO roles.

Rec
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5.6.4  Revise LWO role descriptions to ensure alignment with 
the work undertaken
We recommend that the LWO role description be revised to reflect the nature 
of their work more closely. Not only will this capture the full scope of the LWO 
role, but it will also be important to facilitate recruitment of staff with the 
appropriate capabilities. The role description should emphasise the supervision 
capability required for the LWO role.

5.6.5  Reduce duplicate HSLO and AAO reporting lines to 
multiple PMs 
We recommend reducing or eliminating supervision arrangements with HSLOs 
and AAOs reporting to multiple PMs by considering options such as:

	• employing additional LWOs dedicated solely to the HSLP.

	• dedicating a portion of existing LWO roles to the HSLP to focus on 
attendance and removing the HSLP focus from the remaining LWO roles.

	• creating promotion and development opportunities for current senior HSLOs 
to replace LWOs/LWAs in supervising less experienced HSLOs.

To streamline the reporting lines, we propose that the 114 HSLOs and 26 AAOs 
be divided into pods of approximately 4 HSLOs/AAOs from neighbouring 
principal networks (refer to Figure 5.2). Based on stakeholder suggestions, 
each pod will be managed by a single program manager whose sole focus is on 
attendance matters rather than the broad spectrum of learning and wellbeing 
activities. Creating pods would reduce the number of program managers 
required for the HSLP, which would leave a considerable proportion of the 
current program managers available to engage in other learning and wellbeing 
activities. For consistency across learning and wellbeing programs, the pods 
could align with TAaS clusters. Pods could combine across networks, ideally 
with similar socio-demographic contexts for HSLO and AAO peer mentoring 
and support (refer to Chapter 9).

Rec
7
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Figure 5.2
Proposed pod structure to streamline HSLO and AAO reporting lines
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A core group of dedicated HSLP program managers would contribute 
substantially towards increasing the consistency and quality of service delivery 
and may assist in reducing the large workload of the program managers. 
Program managers should receive targeted PL to develop their expertise in 
attendance matters (refer to recommendation 5.6.6).
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5.6.6  Increase the attendance expertise of program 
managers to improve the quality of HSLO supervision 
We recommend that resources be invested into building the attendance 
expertise of program managers. Having dedicated HSLP program managers 
working solely on attendance should free up time for program managers 
to build their capacity and expertise in supporting student attendance and 
increase their familiarity with relevant policies and procedures. Comprehensive 
training will be important for establishing the proposed cohort of specialised 
program managers for the HSLP, which has been mooted by HSLOs, AAOs, 
and program managers. This further aligns with recommendation 5.6.5 
to ensure more effective HSLP supervision and ultimately more effective 
program delivery.

I’d suggest it may be helpful to have one LWO in each education office who 
is the expert on attendance and takes ownership of the attendance program 
in that space, and they can be the go-to person.

HSLO-R2, focus group 1

… dedicate a role where maybe one LWO position runs the whole attendance 
program for a network, where that’s their main bread and butter, and they 
can really have an impact.

Program manager-R3, focus group

5.6.7  Provide a career pathway in the HSLP for AAOs
We recommend creating Senior AAO roles (9/10 level) for those who have 
extensive experience and currently assume a leadership role in the cohort of 
AAOs. The senior AAO role could also incorporate cultural load activities in the 
role description so that the program benefits from the AAOs’ cultural expertise 
and remunerates them more appropriately. We discuss the need to consider 
options to compensate AAOs for their cultural load in Chapter 7. In addition, 
consideration should be given to extending the career pathway by creating at 
least one identified LWA and LWC role so that Aboriginal staff are represented 
higher up in the HSLP structure.

Rec
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5.6.8  Revise the HSLP reporting structure
Taking both program structure and delivery (refer to Chapter 4) 
recommendations into account, we propose the revised program structure as 
shown in Figure 5.3 for consideration. We acknowledge that program structure 
and delivery are intertwined and that the recommendations overlap because 
many of the structure and reporting recommendations also have implications 
for program delivery.

The roles identified with a dark blue border are proposed new roles, while others 
are existing roles. The new roles proposed are chief education officer, HSLP 
administrative support officers, attendance associates, and senior attendance 
associates. In our proposed structure we recommend the following:

	• Creating a chief education officer (CEO) role responsible for overseeing the 
HSLP delivery.

	• Creating attendance associate (AA) and senior attendance associate (SAA) 
roles to expand the HSLP workforce (refer to Chapter 4).

	• Creating a dedicated HSLP administrative team to reduce the administrative 
burden on HSLOs, AAOs, SAAs and AAs (refer to Chapter 6 for 
an explanation).

	• HSLOs at the equivalent of clerk level 9/10 and SAAs report to an LWA.

	• HSLOs at the equivalent of a clerk level 7/8 and AAs report to an LWO.

	• AAOs and identified AAs report to an identified LWO.

Further to our recommendation in Section 5.6.5 that ‘pods’ of HSLP staff be 
created, Figure 5.3 shows examples of 4 possible supervision pods for different 
types of HSLP staff, namely HSLOs, AAOs, AAs, senior AAs and identified AAs.

Rec
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Figure 5.3
Revised HSLP reporting structure
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In this chapter we discuss the key challenges associated with the HSLO and AAO 
roles and present recommendations to address each challenge respectively.

6.1  Roles have an extensive scope
At first glance the roles of the HSLOs and AAOs seemed relatively straightforward 
and only after deep engagement with them, did the extensive scope become apparent. 
Three main themes in relation to the scope of the roles drew our attention: firstly, 
program documentation does not adequately capture the roles and responsibilities 
of HSLOs and AAOs; secondly, caseload numbers often exceed the recommended 
limits, yet do not include their intervention with certain client groups (for example, 
EDU students); and thirdly, the roles entail a huge administrative burden that could 
be delegated easily to a less specialised role.

This quote from a member of the policy team effectively portrays the extent of the 
roles, the undocumented work they engage in and their involvement in high stakes 
legal and child protection matters:

They’ve got a caseload of 30 kids, they also do 5 million other jobs that are not 
on caseload. They do all the non-enrolments, they do all the NESA checks, they 
do all our non-government enrolments.

I can tell you they’ve sent just close to 1400 non-government school non 
enrolments out into the field, this year we’ve sent probably close to 300 requests 
from interstate, and we’ve had close to maybe 250 requests from our staff going: 
We think these people are in Queensland, we don’t know. Can you check? … plus 
we get lists from NESA every fortnight. There’s probably 60 to 80 kids a fortnight 
out into the field, plus destination unknowns from government schools …

So they’ve got a caseload of 30 that they’re working on, plus, they’re probably doing 
on average 15 to 20 of these other kids a term, plus they have to go physically to 
schools and do roll checks. Plus, they have to field all the random questions about 
policy and other bits and pieces because schools don’t know where to go or who to 
ask. Then they have to send them all to us. Wait for an answer. They also have to do 
all their core paperwork. They also have to go to court.

… the role is so massive and we’re talking about some really critical legislation 
about compulsory schooling and non-attendance and child protection.

Policy team-R1, interview
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6.1.1  The SOG does not capture the scope of the roles adequately
HSLOs have a statement of duties that specifies the following:

	• ‘Monitor student attendance by conducting regular roll checks, identifying areas 
for development and emerging issues.

	• Collaborate with schools in the review, development and implementation of 
strategies to improve and promote attendance as an alternative to the Home 
School Liaison Program.

	• Collaborate with relevant parties in the development of student attendance 
improvement plans consistent with timeframes for non-attendance and ensure 
processes and timelines are met in relation to non-enrolment and EDU matters.

	• Document Home School Liaison Program casework and actions for accurate 
record keeping and analysis using the HSLP Attendance Reporting Tool 
(HART) system.

	• Organise attendance meetings and conferences with parents, students and school 
staff and/or compile supporting documentation to ensure correct procedures are 
followed, if legal resolution is required.

	• Liaise with government and non-government agencies and participate in 
operations to improve attendance.’

These duties are broadly described and do not capture the full extent of what 
HSLOs reported doing. For example, ‘ensure processes and timelines are met in 
relation to non-enrolment and EDUs’ suggests an administrative compliance activity 
rather than the time-consuming process of identifying, locating and following up 
any students who are classified as non-enrolled or EDU. There were also some 
vague aspects, such as ‘identifying areas for development’ in relation to monitoring 
student attendance.

Although we enquired, we were not able to locate a corresponding statement of 
duties for AAOs, even from an experienced AAO. The SOG provides a list of what 
HSLOs and AAOs do to ‘support school practices that promote regular attendance’ 
(p 25) (Appendix J). The list of 19 items includes the 6 items on the HSLO statement 
of duties. It also includes another 6 items that are not specific duties but rather 
descriptions of various aspects of their working conditions. There is also no 
indication of the distinction between the 2 roles.

According to the SOG, HSLOs and the AAOs should have maximum caseloads of 30 
or 15 students respectively. In addition, all HSLOs and the AAOs also engage in the 
following activities:

	• Investigating non-enrolment of children of compulsory school age who are not 
enrolled at school or registered for home schooling.

	• Investigating students whose whereabouts (enrolment destinations) are 
unknown (EDU).

	• Monitoring the attendance of students after final court proceedings and those 
issued with a compulsory schooling order.
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EDU investigations, and monitoring of students after court proceedings of those 
with compulsory schooling orders are not included in caseload numbers. If a student 
is accepted on to caseload and siblings also require support, the decision about 
whether the caseload number is adjusted is at the discretion of the PM (SOG, p 33), 
which is another source of the variation in program procedures that is a recurring 
theme in this report.

HSLOs and AAOs also reported engaging in various activities, which are not always 
captured in their role descriptions. These activities include but are not limited to:

	• proactive contact with families whose children are not yet on caseload

	• running professional learning (PL) sessions for school staff

	• supporting parents with enrolment processes

	• speaking at transition meetings with parents (preschool to kindergarten; Year 6 
to Year 7)

	• talking to parents about attendance at P&C meetings

	• providing items on attendance for newsletters/websites/Facebook and so on

	• providing data to LWOs and LWAs for Youth Aware of Mental Health (YAM) 
and school administration manager (SAM) meetings and networked specialist 
facilitator (NSF).

HSLOs and AAOs felt that the full extent of their work is not captured in the HART 
data or reflected in their caseload numbers.

It’s exhausting work, and it’s not always rewarding. It’s hard work. … the powers 
that be don’t see the hard work that we put in. … if you’re just seeing what we’re 
doing on HART and our caseload, we work a lot behind the scenes as well.

HSLO-11, interview

Because the duties of HSLOs and AAOs extend well beyond casework and even 
their role descriptions, they complain that this leaves little or no time to do enough 
prevention and early intervention work with schools and families to prevent 
chronic absenteeism.

… I’m working stupid hours like after my kids go to bed. I’m doing stuff because 
there’s a time frame, … I need to be on a team’s meeting. I need to go to court. 
… Court, EDU’s. They’re the main priority with the big time frames, then it’s 
caseload. So then if I’m doing that, forget me coming to your school.

HSLO-6, interview

Some HSLOs also feel that the requirements of the role go well beyond what would 
normally be expected of a teacher and they find themselves in situations that call 
for skills that they were not trained in. One example is the increasing need for them 
to engage in extensive counselling with students and families. This also takes a toll 
in their wellbeing, as discussed later in this chapter.
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We’re not counsellors but we find that more and more now we have become 
social workers and counsellors and parent guidance counsellors, and this all-
encompassing role that sometimes you go, you know what, I’m out of my depth. 
This is above my pay scale.

HSLO-2, interview

6.1.1.1  Recommendation element: As per Section 4.8.6, revise the SOG 
and provide clear, explicit and consistent communication of policies 
and procedures

In addition to addressing the problem of variable service quality and 
consistency across networks (as discussed in Chapter 4), revising the SOG and 
clearly detailing the roles and responsibilities of HSLP staff should also allow 
greater clarity and a more comprehensive account of the HSLO and AAO roles.

Rec
10

6.1.2  Caseload numbers often exceed the recommended limit
Despite the maximum caseload sizes stipulated in the SOG, we heard that caseload 
sizes often exceed these limits. More than a quarter of the HSLOs responded that 
they have a caseload that exceeds the stipulated maximum of 30 cases and almost 
two-thirds (63%) had caseloads of more than 25 students (refer to Figure 6.1). 
During our interviews several HSLOs reported that being term 4, they had recently 
closed many cases. This suggests that caseloads may have been higher if the survey 
had been completed earlier in the year, indicating that throughout the year a greater 
number of HSLOs may have caseloads that exceed the recommended limits. Many 
HSLOs emphasised the ‘hectic’ nature of a full caseload and some commented on 
the negative impact on wellbeing.

Figure 6.1
Reported caseload sizes of HSLOs in term 4, 2023 (n=83)

Source: HSLO survey, October 2023
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I’ve got 30 at the moment and when I have 30 it’s too busy. I think 20 is a good 
number for HSLOs. … when you’ve got 20, you can manage everything, whereas 
at the moment I feel like I’m doing things but not the best I could be doing.

HSLO 10, interview

6.1.2.1  Recommendation element: As per Section 4.8.2., extending the 
HSLP workforce would increase caseload capacity

Employing additional HSLOs, AAOs as well as the proposed AAs and SAAs 
would increase the caseload capacity in the system and enable more of the 
attendance support needs to be addressed.

Rec
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6.1.3  HSLOs and AAOs manage a huge administrative burden
HSLOs and AAOs reported having a huge administrative burden. For example, they 
are expected to record casework details and all their attendance-related activities 
into HART. However, this is time-consuming and exacerbated by the fact that HART 
is not a user-friendly system (refer to Chapter 9). Some found that documenting their 
activities is sometimes more time consuming than doing the actual work:

If we do a roll check, we’re meant to record it on HART. If we phone a parent who’s 
on caseload, we record it on HART. If we have minutes, we’re meant to upload that to 
HART. We’re also meant to record every interaction we have with the school on HART. 
I have to be honest, I don’t. Because I spoke to another HSLO the other day. And she 
said, you know, I’ll go to a school. They’ll give me some calls to make. It takes me an 
hour to make the calls, and then another hour and a half to put it all on HART.

HSLO-7, interview

In addition, following up students registered with NESA for home schooling, and 
tracing non-enrolled and EDU students consumes a substantial amount of time but 
these are largely administrative tasks that do not require attendance expertise and 
could easily be delegated.

6.1.3.1  Recommendation element: Create dedicated HSLP administrative 
support roles to reduce the administrative burden

We recommend that the administrative burden on HSLOs and AAOs be reduced 
by creating a dedicated attendance administrative team of approximately 15 GSE 
staff. The grade of this role should be commensurate with the skills and experience 
necessary for the associated duties. These staff members could report to one 
Learning and wellbeing coordinator in Delivery Support (refer to Figure 6.2), and 
Chapter 5 for further details. The responsibilities of the admin team should include:

	• locating EDUs and non-enrolled students

	• following up students on NESA home schooling lists

	• assisting with other administrative functions, such as drafting standard 
letters to parents and data entry.

Rec
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Figure 6.2
Location of the centralised administration team

Executive director, 
Student Wellbeing Support

Director, 
Delivery Support

LWC Administrative team

CEO

LWO

LWA

Around 15 GSE staff 
in the administrative 
team, reporting to a 
single LWC

While we recommend that administrative support staff should do the initial 
follow up of home schooling, non-enrolled and EDU students, there should be a 
clear escalation strategy if students are at risk of harm, which should be clearly 
communicated to support staff. This escalation could include delegation to 
HSLOs in areas with greater time capacity, for example, those with lower case 
numbers or complexity. As one HSLO highlighted, investigation of EDU cases 
does not have to be aligned to the student location.

HSLOs that have less schools or less complexities, why can’t they do the 
EDU? An EDU can be done anywhere. You don’t need to be in the area to be 
completing an EDU.

HSLO-R1, focus group 2

If the Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system is improved (refer 
to Chapter 9) this may also assist with the monitoring of administrative staff 
management of non-enrolled and EDU students.
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6.2  Differing perspectives on the purpose and scope of 
the AAO role
There is a lack of common understanding of the purpose, scope and operation of the 
AAO role. Currently, AAOs directly support students assigned to their caseload, and 
also provide support to HSLOs working with Aboriginal students. In addition, they 
engage in non-casework activities as described earlier in this chapter. Some AAOs 
reported having around 200 schools in the assigned ‘patch’ they cover and felt it was 
their role to provide support to all schools. Though given there are approximately 
200 school days per year this provides limited time for AAOs to reach all schools. 
While there are some schools that may not require support, there are many more 
that AAOs are never able to visit due to lack of time, and they acknowledge there are 
schools within their areas they have never visited. One AAO described taking over 
a role from another AAO but found that they had been allocated a patch that was 
considerably larger than what the previous incumbent reported working with, and the 
AAO has not been able to obtain any clarification about why and when that occurred.

However, we heard from an executive that the perception of having to service 
200 schools was erroneous and that the AAO role was meant to have a more strategic 
focus on short-term assignments in schools with the greatest intervention needs, 
based on consultation with the principal and the DEL.

They [AAOs] were never meant to be a statewide resource…. It’s the expectation 
has crept into their role as an unintended consequence of decisions made by 
people who said every school principal wants to know who their ASLO16 is. Well, it 
doesn’t actually work like that, because … suddenly we have an AAO who thinks 
that they are servicing (and that’s their word for it) 200 schools. They can’t possibly 
do that. How can they do that? Well, they shouldn’t be. It should be more strategic.

Delivery Support team-4, interview

The following quote from a principal also highlights a need for greater clarity about 
the AAO role from a school perspective:

I think there is still an Aboriginal Home School Liaison Officer for our region 
… And the Aboriginal students, they have a different mindset regarding 
attendance, and it was explained to me that they have a fear of the police, or 
authority figures interfering in that. There has to be a fairly community-based 
negotiated attitude to getting Aboriginal students back to school. A lot of our 
Aboriginal students have poor attendance, and so we need clarity… around the 
role of the Aboriginal Home School liaison person.

Principal-6, interview

Effectively there are differing perspectives on how the AAOs’ expertise should 
be used in the HSLP and a lack of clarity around how schools are allocated to 
AAOs. Additionally, the strategic work with schools that we heard about is not 
mentioned in the SOG and it raises the question of how this strategic work would be 
operationalised, and any resulting changes to the AAOs’ current ways of working.

16	 ASLO is the former role title of AAOs. Refer to Section 1.2.2 for background.
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6.2.1  Recommendation element: Clarify the purpose and 
scope of the AAO role 
We recommend that the purpose of the AAO role be reviewed as part of a 
broader cultural safety review we recommend in Chapter 7, with consideration 
of how best to harness their cultural skills and knowledge. This review of the 
AAO role should address:

	• cultural advising and support activities within and beyond the scope of the 
HSLP (also refer to Chapter 7)

	• distribution of AAOs across schools and networks

	• whether AAOs should play a consultative or capacity building role in the 
HSLP, and only work directly with highly complex cases.

One suggestion put forward was for HSLOs to provide frontline support to all 
students, including Aboriginal students, with AAOs providing cultural support and 
advice to the HSLOs and only working directly with families when they have highly 
complex situations or when HSLOs are unable to work effectively with them. A 
possible benefit of removing AAOs from the front line would mean that they would 
not be directly involved with taking families to court, something which currently 
is a source of tension for them and is potentially damaging to their relationships 
with families and communities. Although this is a challenge for both AAOs and 
HSLOs, it is more of a challenge for AAOs because many Aboriginal families have 
a complex history with the law and are disproportionately represented within 
the justice system (NSW BOCSAR, 2024). On the other hand, the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander workforce lead cautioned that removing AAOs from ‘offering 
cultural insights directly to students and families can compound the complexity 
of relationships, leading to a further sense of disconnection and ineffectiveness in 
providing culturally appropriate support’ (personal communication).

Following the review of the AAO role, the purpose and scope should be clearly 
communicated to all stakeholders to ensure a common understanding and 
align expectations.

Rec
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6.3  Opportunities to better support HSLO and 
AAO wellbeing
HSLOs and AAOs found their roles to be emotionally and mentally draining due to 
high workloads, working with complex families with challenging circumstances, and 
frequent exposure to trauma. They indicated that their work impacted significantly 
on their wellbeing, and this was compounded when they worked in isolation.

We’re exposed to their home life, they’ve got mental health, they’ve got trauma. 
We’re talking suicide. We’re talking criminal kids, we’re talking DCJ. We’re talking 
about families that are in the process of preservation, so the kids don’t get 
removed. That is not a teacher role.

HSLO-6, interview
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So I don’t know how you solve it, but you 100% need to work as a team in this job 
and I think if you don’t, you’re not going to last long because it can be very lonely. 
And yeah, you’re just working a lot by yourself, whether it’s on the road or in the 
office with nobody understanding what your role is or what you’re going through.

HSLO-3, interview

Some HSLOs commented that the available support, including the 3 free employee 
assistance program (EAP) counselling sessions available per consecutive 2-year 
calendar period, are not sufficient to assist them in addressing the challenges to 
their wellbeing.

Do you know one of the things that I think that we need more of is debrief 
support because as HSLOs across the department, you get 3 EAP sessions every 
2 years. Every 2 years, that’s not enough for HSLOs. I think that the job that we 
do is up there with counsellors in terms of what we’re exposed to. We could really 
use double that because of the level of dysfunction that we deal with

HSLO-2, interview

An AAO advised us that the EAP is not an appropriate solution for AAOs because 
there is some stigma attached and because consultations are mainly conducted 
telephonically, which is not congruent with Aboriginal cultural practices. Over 
and above the challenges experienced by both HSLOs and AAOs in working 
with complex cases, AAOs have the additional burden of the many demands to 
provide ongoing cultural support and advice both within their communities and the 
department. The AAOs find that carrying this cultural load can be a mental and 
emotional strain that contributes to burnout. This is compounded by the fact that 
there are only a small number of AAOs across the state to manage the enormous 
workload. Challenges associated with cultural load are discussed in Chapter 7.

There’s not enough of us, we’re burnt out. We don’t have the time to take on 
everyone, even though we push ourselves to do that, at what expense. And we’re 
being managed by non-indigenous managers that don’t understand the need 
and even the past trauma for our kids in schools, our parents that don’t believe 
in education.

AAO-R1, focus group

We learned that in 2022 the AAOs transitioned to being GSE staff. Responses to the 
AAO survey showed much dissatisfaction with how the transition was managed and 
there were strong feelings about a lack of transparency. AAOs reported that 2 major 
negative consequences of the transition were reduction in salary and no longer 
being entitled to the school holidays which they had when they were school-based 
staff. Although they do have some additional leave entitlement over and above 
the standard 4 weeks’ annual leave, they feel that the leave entitlements they had 
before were essential for supporting their wellbeing.
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What we carry really affects us as people and our mental well-being, and it’s 
something that has increased over the last 12 months due to not having that 
adequate break at school holiday periods where we can shut down as workers 
and be able to clear our minds. Now we’re working through, and we’ve got no 
opportunity to download or debrief or release that stress and stuff that we’ve 
got in our heads. … The clients we’re generally working with are very vulnerable 
people. It’s a lot to carry and [we] have nowhere to release that.

AAO-R1, focus group

6.3.1  Recommendation element: Provide additional 
support for HSLO and AAO wellbeing to prevent burnout 
and maintain their efficacy 
Given the emotional complexity of the HSLO and AAO roles, and the stated 
concerns with the adequacy of available support including the EAP sessions, 
further support options should be investigated in consultation with HSLOs and 
AAOs to meet their wellbeing needs more fully.

6.4  Peer support is valued but support opportunities are 
inconsistent
HSLOs and AAOs noted the importance of peer debriefing to benefit from 
colleagues’ shared understanding of the challenges associated with the roles. They 
spoke positively about the support they receive from their colleagues and value the 
collegial relationships. However, consistent support for HSLOs and AAOs seems 
to be lacking at present. The HSLO and AAO role is seen to be quite isolating, 
especially for those who work in regional areas or in offices without other program 
staff. Given the complexity and emotional nature of the role, the opportunity to 
debrief and network with colleagues is seen to be imperative to maintain the 
wellbeing of HSLOs and AAOs.

This job can be traumatic at times, to be honest, because you deal with some 
pretty sad situations, so you need that colleague support. And particularly 
with other people in your role, because they’re going to understand the most. 
So I don’t know how you solve that issue out here where we are, but I think 
it does need to be solved. We need to work together as a team, not just be 
working in silos.

HSLO-3, interview

We do a very unique role, and it is quite complex and demanding. And from so 
many different levels, you know? So I don’t feel that we have the support, and 
neither do a lot of my colleagues.

HSLO-R4, focus group 2

Rec
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The current peer mentoring opportunities are inconsistent across networks and can 
be up to individual teams to arrange. This inconsistency is particularly problematic 
as some HSLOs have noted the critical importance of colleague support to enable 
effective functioning in the HSLO role.

In terms of other people who are working in the program, I’m on my own 
essentially, and if I didn’t proactively contact my colleagues, it would be a very 
lonely job where I would not know what to do, to be honest.

HSLO-3, interview

In terms of collaborating with the other HSLOs we organised a debrief at the end 
of every term and we organised that ourselves. The learning and wellbeing team 
have nothing to do with it.

HSLO-2, interview

I feel that when you don’t have a colleague to work with, debrief, chat about 
cases, you’re not likely to survive in this role.

HSLO-4, interview

6.4.1  Recommendation element: Support HSLO and 
AAO wellbeing via a structured peer mentoring and 
support program
Formal peer mentoring and support should be established to facilitate improved 
wellbeing support for HSLOs and AAOs. This support may include a buddy 
system for new HSLOs, and small group debrief and collaboration sessions. These 
sessions would decrease the isolation experienced by some in the role, provide 
opportunities to debrief regarding complex situations, and share experiences with 
others familiar with the challenges of the role. Support should be consistently 
available in each network, while considering the varying needs and geographical 
factors across offices.

Formalised opportunities for peer mentoring will also help to address a need for 
greater collaboration and knowledge sharing (refer to Chapter 10), and proposed 
changes to reporting lines and structure (refer to Chapter 5) may further help to 
facilitate this support.

Rec
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6.5  Lack of voice
We became aware that HSLOs and AAOs felt that they had no voice regarding the 
program delivery in general. They expressed frustration that their concerns and 
feedback are not always addressed.

We get talked at. They don’t listen to any of the advice that we give. They don’t 
listen to any of the opinions that we have. They ask us questions and they ignore 
our answers.

HSLO-R3, focus group 2

… maybe instead of talking at us on those Wednesday afternoon meetings, 
different networks should get the HSLOs together and have a meeting with all 
of us face to face and ask us, you know, to reflect on our roles and our jobs and 
what’s working, what’s not working in our networks.

HSLO-11, interview

The lack of central governance (refer to Section 5.1) and the siloed functioning 
of the program across principal networks mean there is minimal opportunity to 
understand common issues experienced across the state.

The HSLOs and AAOs greatly appreciated the opportunity to participate in the 
evaluation and express their views. For example, one respondent commented at the 
end of an evaluation focus group:

It is lovely to have been heard because I think sometimes our voice is not heard.

HSLO-R1, focus group 1

6.5.1  Recommendation element: Consider how feedback 
from HSLOs and AAOs could be more effectively managed 
and addressed 
There should be a clear process that allows HSLOs and AAOs to raise any issues 
of concern relating to the HSLP so program owners and relevant staff can 
understand and resolve barriers to HSLP delivery, identify common issues across 
principal networks and promote optimal program functioning. It is important that 
the channels for raising concerns and providing feedback are communicated 
clearly to staff at all levels: HSLOs and AAOs should be aware of the opportunity 
for making their voice heard and staff higher up in the structure should be aware 
of their role in responding to feedback. Ideally concerns and feedback should be 
managed in a way that HSLOs and AAOs feel that their feedback is heard and 
valued; their concerns and issues should be discussed with them and mutually 
acceptable solutions proposed where possible.

Rec
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6.6  Communication of policies and procedures requires 
greater clarity, consistency and accuracy
HSLOs, AAOs and some LWOs find that communication about program policies and 
procedures is ineffective and there is a great deal of inconsistency in the messaging 
they receive from different sources such as Attendance Matters, the SOG, and 
the Wednesday afternoon PL sessions. Although we were advised that the main 
motivation for the Wednesday afternoon PL sessions was to create consistency, 
the sessions have not been well received by HSLOs and AAOs (refer to Chapter 10). 
The effect of this inconsistency of information on individual HSLOs and AAOs is 
that they are often confused about policies and procedures. As a result, they may 
act without reference to guidelines or ask their colleagues, who may not have an 
accurate understanding either, which perpetuates the inconsistencies in the system 
as discussed in Chapter 4.

Some feedback I’ve had around the standard operating guidelines is that they 
[HSLOs/AAOs] feel that there’s some grey area and they feel that … it’s not that 
explicit in some cases. And they feel like then they seek clarity and they’re not 
getting the clarity. So sometimes they feel like they’re muddling it out.

LWA, interview

6.6.1  Recommendation element: As per Section 4.8.6, 
revise the SOG and provide clear, explicit and consistent 
communication of policies and procedures
This recommendation was introduced in Chapter 4 Program purpose, delivery 
and uptake to address the problem of variable service quality and consistency 
across networks. However, the strategy of revising the SOG and having it serve as 
the primary source of information on program policies and procedures will also 
reduce the inconsistency and confusion experienced by HSLOs and AAOs.

6.7  Reduced and inconvenient access to 
departmental vehicles
HSLOs and AAOs feel that availability issues and regulations around use of vehicles 
make it hard for them to access the vehicles and do their jobs efficiently. For 
example, we heard they used to be allowed to keep vehicles at home overnight, but 
now they need to collect them each day, which takes additional time. Some staff 
report having to travel for an hour or more in the opposite direction of their planned 
travel for the day to collect a vehicle before they can start their work, which is not an 
efficient use of time. Lack of easy access to vehicles or wasting time on collecting 
vehicles has negative implications for school coverage and compounds the existing 
workload burden.

Rec
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So most HSLOs now aren’t using department cars. We’re using our own vehicles, 
our own cost to do our job, because the department has made it so unfavourable 
to use a department car.

HSLO-2, interview

One of the other challenges that we have is access to cars for them to do their 
job, and travel between schools is a major one.

LWC-R2, focus group 2

6.7.1  Recommendation element: Revise HSLO and AAO 
conditions of access to departmental vehicles 
We recommend investigating and revising the policies and procedures for HSLO/
AAO access to and use of departmental vehicles. This might include the location 
of fleet vehicles and the direction of the proposed HSLO/AAO travel. The ability of 
HSLP staff to access vehicles when required and to take vehicles home overnight 
should be facilitated since this will contribute to enhancing efficient delivery.

6.8  Inconsistent staff retention and contract renewal 
processes for HSLOs
A few HSLOs appear to be in permanent roles, while most are on 3-year contracts. 
We also spoke to some HSLOs who are on one-year contracts. This arrangement 
is very uncertain and adds to the stress they experience in their roles. There also 
appears to be inconsistency in the renewal of contracts: in some instances, this is a 
formality, while in others, staff have to reapply for their positions.

I don’t feel that I should have to reapply for my job every 3 years. ... We all sit 
down and talk about this stuff all the time, you know. … It’s a very stressful 
process. So, on top of everything else that we’ve got going on, we’ve now got 
to sit down and redo our CV, which looks pretty much the same as it did from 
3 years ago, maybe just updated a little bit. But yeah, it’s just an added stress 
that really we don’t need and at the moment, schools aren’t releasing teachers 
to be HSLOs because there aren’t enough teachers. So really, why do we have to 
reapply for a job that nobody’s going to be able to go for anyway?

HSLO-2, interview

The inconsistency in the retention process is a source of stress for HSLOs and 
could have a negative impact on morale, wellbeing, and effective program delivery, 
amongst other factors.

Rec
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So there’s been inconsistent handling over the years of that team, and then 
recruitment and how long they’re retained for, and their contracts. I think they 
may have been offered an extension of one year at a time a few years ago. So it’s 
been very messy in that space. … I don’t understand where it is actually written 
that they have to be re-recruited every 3 years, or why there’s a contract for only 
one year. Whether that’s tied up with funding, I’m not sure, but again it just adds 
uncertainty to the program, and it undervalues it as well.

Executive director, interview

6.8.1  Recommendation element: Develop a consistent policy 
and process for contract renewal
In line with previous recommendations to create consistency in procedures 
and policies, we recommend that a consistent policy and process for staff 
retention be implemented. This is especially important given the need to expand 
service delivery; every effort should be made to retain HSLOs who are currently 
performing well.

6.9  Turnover of school and HSLP staff
Both HSLOs and AAOs are impacted by staff turnover within the HSLP and in 
schools. The high staff turnover in schools means that schools may not have the 
capacity to engage in proactive attendance intervention, or even to meet with 
HSLOs/AAOs regularly. Staff shortages also mean that HSLOs/AAOs have to spend 
time building the capacity of new staff. We heard that sometimes they have no 
sooner provided PL to school staff than those staff members leave, and the cycle 
begins again.

Strategies are all set up, and then all of a sudden half a dozen people have 
gone and we’re back to square one, and some of that knowledge has left 
the department.

HSLO-R5, focus group 1

In addition to the high staff turnover in schools, there is also a high turnover in 
LWOs, which has been attributed to the extensive demands of the role:

… the LWOs take on this relieving role and then just go, ‘Oh my God, I had no idea 
what I was in for’. And then they leave as soon as they can. It’s because it’s just 
too much.

HSLO-2, interview
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The 3-year appointment of LWOs means that HSLOs and AAOs potentially have a 
different program manager every 3 years. Many LWOs lack knowledge about and 
experience of the program and rely on the HSLOs and AAOs to orient them instead 
of vice versa. In Chapter 5 we discussed the high turnover of LWOs and how this 
impacted on their supervision expertise and ultimately the variable quality and 
consistency of service delivery addressed in Chapter 4. We raise the issue again in 
this chapter from the perspective of the HSLOs and AAOs, for whom this is not only 
a source of frustration, but also a source of additional work.

Since the challenges pertaining to staff turnover in schools are systemic and 
not specific to the HSLP, we do not have a recommendation but considered it 
important to acknowledge the impact on HSLOs and AAOs. However, in Chapter 4 
we recommended a revision of the SOG, along with clear, explicit and consistent 
communication of policies and procedures. In some respects, having clearer and 
more detailed guidelines could minimise the problem of HSLOs and AAOs having 
to train new staff because there will be adequate documentation available. An 
additional benefit would be less reliance on word-of-mouth transfer of information 
to new staff, which may lead to confusion and inconsistency.
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To help us understand Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural issues within 
the HSLP more deeply and to develop culturally appropriate recommendations, we 
undertook a survey among AAOs, held a workshop with all AAOs, and consulted 
with an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforce lead. In this chapter we first 
present the challenges to cultural safety in the HSLP, followed by recommendations 
to address the identified issues.

7.1  Lack of voice regarding cultural safety
In addition to AAOs indicating that they had little voice regarding the program 
delivery in general (refer to Section 6.5), they also felt either silenced or unheard in 
relation to cultural safety matters. They advocated strongly for a forum to address 
cultural sensitivity issues and insisted that it should not merely be an advisory role, 
but rather a structure with the power to make changes.

7.2  Lack of cultural safety for students and families
Many AAOs felt that the program was not culturally safe for the students and 
families they work with because schools did not take prompt action in cases of low 
Aboriginal student attendance, program timelines are not conducive to cultural 
safety, navigating the legal processes can be challenging for already vulnerable 
families, and extensive workloads limit AAOs’ ability to work with families in 
culturally safe ways.

7.2.1  Low attendance of Aboriginal students is perceived not to 
be taken seriously enough by schools
AAOs maintained that often schools do not take non-attendance of Aboriginal 
students seriously enough to ensure prompt action is taken, and some AAOs 
construe this as a form of racism. While Aboriginal students are clearly being 
referred to the HSLP, the AAOs raised a concern that these referrals often do not 
occur until the problems are virtually intractable. One respondent talked about 
‘schools not necessarily having high expectations for the Aboriginal students’ and 
that sometimes schools think ‘it’s OK that the Aboriginal kids are only here 50% of 
the time’ (AAO, R4, focus group).
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7.2.2  Program timelines are not conducive to culturally safe 
intervention with families
AAOs asserted that program timelines, especially the 20-day timeframe for the 
attendance improvement plan, are not culturally sensitive and impact on their ability 
to work effectively with Aboriginal families. Relationship building with families is 
considered paramount. AAOs acknowledge that it takes time to establish rapport 
and build trust with families and that the process cannot be rushed according to 
Anglocentric timeframes.

In many Aboriginal families and communities there is a long history of 
disengagement with government agencies, based on their experiences related 
to the Stolen Generation and parents’ ongoing fears that their children could be 
removed (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997). In the education 
system, historical discrimination and racism towards Aboriginal children has left a 
‘lasting legacy of distrust’ (Krakouer, 2015 p 7). Consequently, when AAOs approach 
families in their capacity as representatives of the department, they need to take 
time to build relationships and overcome what could be generations of mistrust in 
and disengagement from the school system. This might mean multiple home visits 
rather than just one and the overall process often requires more than the allotted 
20-day timeframe.

… to effectively work with Aboriginal people and Aboriginal communities, the 
guidelines don’t allow for that cultural sensitivity. … There’s the step-by-step 
process that’s identified, and it’s constantly driven into us throughout our 
interactions with the program managers and it doesn’t work with our people… 
Our culture has no time. Like for us traditionally there wasn’t time frames around 
certain things. If you wanted to know information and wanted to build trust and 
gain information from someone, you had to sit there and take the time to be with 
that person, and then that person will give you that information when they’re 
ready and that still operates today.

AAO-R1, focus group

Sometimes the reason for poor Aboriginal student attendance could be due to 
parents’ own negative experiences of schooling, in which case AAOs need to build 
rapport and work on changing parents’ perspectives.

… you’re trying to change the viewpoint in some families. We’re dealing with 
generational disengagement or relationship breakdowns with the system, 
with the education system itself or with the government structure. So they’re 
probably some of the biggest challenges, just breaking down those barriers and 
trying to change those mindsets. I say to a lot of my families or parents, don’t let 
your experience of school be your child’s experience.

AAO, interview
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Another reason tight timeframes are not culturally safe is that they do not consider 
the temporary mobility common among Aboriginal people, which involves short 
term movement away from their usual place of residence due to circumstances 
that include undertaking cultural rituals, meeting cultural obligations, and seeking 
support from family members during times of hardship (Dockery and Calquhoun, 
2012). We were advised that families may travel and/or not be contactable for 
extended periods due to ‘financial strains or cultural business that they need to take 
care of’ (AAO, FG1 -R1, focus group). This therefore impacts the usual process steps 
and timeframes specified as part of the HSLP non-attendance casework support.

And there’s also some things we can’t put a timeline on. Like sorry business.

HSLO-9, interview

7.2.3  Navigating the legal process is challenging for families 
with fraught relationships with government agencies
Navigating the Secretary’s Conferences,17 which are precursors to the legal 
process, and the legal process associated with low attendance can be challenging 
for Aboriginal families (which we discuss further in Chapter 8). Several HSLOs 
and AAOs raised concerns about their involvement in the legal process and how it 
could alienate them from families they work so hard to establish relationships with, 
because these families view their role as changing from a supportive to a punitive 
one (refer to Chapter 8). While this a problem for the many vulnerable families who 
receive HSLP support, it is especially a problem for Aboriginal families, who tend to 
be over-represented in the justice system (NSW BOCSAR, 2024).

I feel a lot of times when parents get the phone call from us or from schools they 
don’t want to engage because they often say, ‘oh, I just thought you’re going 
to take my kids away’, like there’s the stigma that comes along with that, that 
we’re from the department or they get the letter that states on the bottom of the 
letter if you don’t apply, you can get a $11,000 fine. You can go to court, and they 
automatically shut down when they see that. They think that, you know, DCJ is 
going to come in. You’re going to take my kids.

AAO-R3, focus group

Although many HSLOs and AAOs do support Aboriginal families very well, 
because they are government employees, some families may prefer support from 
sources independent of the HSLP program for navigating their interaction with the 
education and justice systems.

17	 When student attendance fails to improve after an AIP has been implemented, a Secretary’s Conference 
is convened for the purpose of addressing the underlying causes of low attendance. If parents refuse 
to attend a Secretary’s Conference or attendance fails to improve, an application is made to the 
Children’s Court.
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7.2.4  Extensive workloads limit AAOs’ ability to provide 
culturally safe intervention
The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforce lead explained that the AAOs’ 
extensive workload ultimately compromises their ability to support students and 
families in culturally safe ways due to its multifaceted impact that includes:

	• burnout and stress reducing the ability of AAOs to work in culturally safe ways 
and provide high-quality support

	• AAOs being unable to address all the needs due to insufficient time to implement 
effective cultural programs

	• inadequate advocacy for Aboriginal families due to AAOs lack of time and energy, 
which can limit genuine connection with communities

	• strained AAO capacity due to supporting non-Aboriginal staff in case managing 
Aboriginal families.

7.3  Lack of cultural safety for AAOs
There are strong indications that AAOs feel unsafe in the workplace, as evidenced 
by the following exemplary quote:

In the years that I’ve been with the department, I’ve never felt culturally safe.

AAO-R2, focus group

The 2 key cultural safety issues highlighted by AAOs were supervision by non-
Aboriginal managers and having to work off-country.

7.3.1  AAO supervision by non-Aboriginal managers
AAOs expressed frustration at being supervised by non-Aboriginal program 
managers, because their proposals for working with Aboriginal students and 
families in culturally safe ways are often misunderstood, not supported and 
sometimes overruled. They were also concerned about the lack of insight of non-
Indigenous managers into the challenges facing Aboriginal communities and the 
impact of historical events on their current lives.

We are being managed by non-identified program managers. So you walk in with 
a solution for an issue that’s culturally safe, culturally appropriate, but you’re 
automatically hit with a barrier because they don’t see the importance of that 
when the SOG does not [have] a layout for that pathway. …I feel we need our own 
Aboriginal attendance advisor and coordinator. If the program wants to work, we 
can still work within the HSLO program, but we need our own pathway and we 
need it to be culturally safe.

AAO-R3, focus group

I think my biggest barrier of working in this job for so long would be, I think, not 
having an Aboriginal supervisor … and around the cultural understanding and 
protocols.

AAO-R2, focus group
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Ultimately, being supervised by a non-indigenous manager is not only at times 
culturally unsafe for AAOs, it could also compromise their ability to provide culturally 
safe support for families.

7.3.2  Working off country presents challenges
AAOs voiced concern about having to work off-country, which they find challenging 
due to mob dynamics. When working off-country they find it difficult to establish 
credibility and work effectively with families because they can be regarded as 
outsiders. They felt that this issue was not considered when allocating AAOs 
to networks.

According to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforce lead, when working 
off-country, AAOs may be subjected to ‘lateral violence’, a phenomenon described 
as ‘the way powerless people covertly and overtly direct their dissatisfaction 
inward, toward each other, toward themselves and toward those less powerful 
than themselves’ (Clark and Augoustinos, 2015: 1), manifesting as behaviours 
such as ‘gossiping, jealousy, bullying, shaming, social exclusion, family feuding, 
organisational conflict, physical violence’ (Australian Human Rights Commission, 
2011).18 A major way that lateral violence operates is to undermine identity and 
authenticity, with detrimental impacts on wellbeing (Webster and Clark, 2024). One 
AAO we spoke to mentioned that AAOs frequently experience both physical and 
verbal abuse when working off country.

In addition to the negative impact of working off country on the wellbeing of AAOs, 
it also appears that their work with families might not be as effective because 
the intervention does not take place in the context of strong relationships with 
community members and organisations; AAOs off country are unable to draw on 
existing community connections, which they recognise as critical in their role.

Your community engagement skill is one hundred per cent a necessity. I think 
what makes my success in the job is my own profile within community. People 
know who I am. I have a connection to this country. … somebody who was off 
country who didn’t have a connection to this area, that didn’t have any links in 
these communities that came in to try and do my role would find it much more 
difficult than what I do. The fact that I’ve lived here my whole life. I did my 
schooling here. My children go to school here. My family all live here. Makes the 
job a lot easier for me in terms of creating links with community and establishing 
and building relationships with the people that I’m working with…

AAO, interview

18	 Lateral violence in Aboriginal communities in Australia is attributed to the collective intergenerational 
trauma suffered due to being undermined and controlled through racism and oppression (Clark, 
Augoustinos and Malin, 2017).
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7.4  AAOs experience cultural load
Cultural load refers to ‘the unique challenges and responsibilities that Aboriginal 
people may face in the workplace and community settings due to their cultural 
background, history, and experiences’. Challenges include ‘historical trauma, 
discrimination, systemic barriers, and the need to navigate between traditional 
cultural practices and contemporary western society’ (Craigie, 2024, p 1). Cultural 
load is recognised as the additional and often invisible responsibilities Aboriginal 
people have in the workplace for educating their colleagues on cultural matters 
and racism and representing their cultural group (Australian Public Service 
Commission, 2023).

Although a range of stakeholders in our evaluation talked about AAOs building the 
cultural competence of HSLOs and other colleagues, there is no reference to this in 
their role description. AAOs reported feeling very burdened by the demands placed 
on them to provide cultural support both in the department and the communities 
they live and work in. In terms of their community involvement, there do not seem to 
be boundaries between their professional and personal lives, so they are always in 
the role of cultural representative. In the department, they report often being called 
upon to provide advice or assistance with matters pertaining to Aboriginal culture 
which are not necessarily related to attendance. The AAOs find carrying this cultural 
load to be a mental and emotional strain.

You take mob’s problems home with you, and we don’t leave it at the door.

AAO-R3, focus group

We come into this job as an Aboriginal person 24/7, so it doesn’t matter what 
day of the week, what time of the week, people know who we are. We have that 
connection in community. They will pull us up and ask us for advice or support 
or guidance, whether that’s down the local swimming pool, in the shopping 
centre, doing your groceries with your family. As an Aboriginal resource in our 
community, you’re always looked upon 24/7. Your roles never end.

AAO, interview

Quite often schools are calling on us for other cultural work as well, and cultural 
information, and when things occur in their school communities. We’re seen that 
they call upon us to look for advice or assistance in regard to different matters…
So you know when any concern pops up relating to an Aboriginal issue or an 
Aboriginal concern, the workload comes towards us a lot as well…and not only 
just the workload, but it’s the emotional and mental strain that puts on us as 
people as well.

AAO-R1, focus group

One aspect of cultural load worth noting is that AAOs have the responsibility for 
advising and supporting HSLOs with case management of Aboriginal students and 
families, yet the AAO roles are graded and therefore remunerated lower than some 
HSLOs, who receive standards-based remuneration under the Teachers in Schools 
and Related Employees Award (2022).



Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation	 97

Chapter 7: Cultural safety

7.5  Recommendation elements

7.5.1  Conduct a cultural safety review of policies 
and procedures
We recommend a review of program policies and procedures in consultation 
with AAOs and the Aboriginal Education and Communities (AEC) directorate 
(or another appropriate body) to improve the cultural safety of the program 
for all stakeholders. This review of policies and procedures should involve 
inclusive and extensive consultation with all stakeholder groups and employ the 
principles of the Re-imagining Evaluation framework: that is, Aboriginal family 
sovereignty, relationships, place, yarning, responsibility and credibility, and 
empowering change. The review should also include a review of the AAO role 
which we discussed in Chapter 6.

7.5.2  Provide cultural supervision by a wellbeing practitioner
The optimal situation would be to appoint identified program managers with 
specialised cultural supervision and wellbeing skills to supervise AAOs. 
However, due to challenges in finding suitable staff with this skillset, we instead 
propose that AAOs receive 2 types of supervision: general supervision around 
HSLP processes and policies by PMs (as is currently the case), and additional 
cultural supervision by an Aboriginal wellbeing practitioner with specialised 
training in supporting wellbeing and promoting cultural safety. The wellbeing 
practitioner would support AAOs in enhancing their overall wellbeing and also 
with specific strategies for addressing workplace challenges such as lateral 
violence when working off-country and managing the impacts of cultural load. 
In relation to the mental and emotional strain experienced by AAOs as part 
of their role and separate from cultural safety, we also recommend additional 
measures to support their overall wellbeing, which were discussed in Chapter 6.

7.5.3  Provide intensive cultural safety training to all 
HSLP staff
Given the challenges to regular school attendance for Aboriginal students, we 
recommend that all program staff receive intensive cultural safety training. In 
addition, the recently developed Everyone’s Business eLearning modules will be 
important for HSLP stakeholders other than program staff, but some additional 
specific content may need to be developed to supplement it. This would better 
enable all HSLP staff and stakeholders to understand the issues impacting on 
Aboriginal students and families and ensure they are equipped to manage their 
interactions in culturally safe ways. This should also reduce some of the cultural 
load on AAOs to build the capability of other staff and enhance program 
managers’ understanding of the reasoning behind the culturally safe strategies 
proposed by AAOs. In addition, building the cultural awareness and sensitivity 
of all HSLP staff could contribute to unity in the workforce, rather than creating 
separation between Aboriginal and other staff.
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7.5.4  Consider compensation options for AAOs’ cultural load
It is important to examine the depth and breadth of the AAO role based on 
the cultural load and complexity involved in their work. This should occur 
through consideration of a whole-of-government policy around cultural 
load compensation.19

As part of the overall cultural review of the HSLP an inventory should be taken 
of the cultural load of AAOs. Currently AAOs provide cultural support and 
advice to several beneficiaries: students and families, communities, HSLOs and 
non-HSLP staff in the department. Some aspects of advising and supporting 
are clearly within the HSLP scope, for example applying cultural expertise in 
working directly with Aboriginal students and families in the HSLP, whereas 
advising and supporting HSLOs and non-HSLP staff on matters not related to 
attendance would be beyond the scope of the AAO role.

In Chapter 6 we recommended that the purpose of the AAO role be reviewed 
with consideration of how best to harness their cultural skills and knowledge. 
A decision should be made about whether AAOs should continue with their 
extensive cultural advising and support activities beyond the scope of the 
HSLP. If provision of culturally safe advice and support are deemed to be within 
the scope of the AAO role, it should be upgraded accordingly.

7.5.5  Engage Elders and community leaders to support 
Aboriginal families
A recommendation from AAOs was to identify a pool of Elders and community 
leaders (ECLs) in each Aboriginal community who could support Aboriginal 
families at attendance improvement plan (AIP) meetings, Secretary’s 
Conferences and court-ordered conferences, and advocate for culturally 
appropriate outcomes. Students and/or families should be able to choose their 
ECL representative, which would give them a sense of empowerment.

The ECLs could assist in the following ways:

	• Providing relevant input into AIP meetings, Secretary’s Conferences, and 
court-ordered conferences based on insider knowledge of the circumstances 
of families.

	• Mentoring families and encouraging them to engage with support services 
and to undertake agreed actions to improve attendance.

	• Serving as resources for schools seeking advice around culturally related 
topics such as Sorry Business, and how long families may be absent 
from school,

	• Fostering positive relationships between Aboriginal communities 
and schools.

19	 More information and examples of cultural load allowance as implemented in Australian universities 
(https://www.nteu.au/News_Articles/Media_Releases/inclusion_of_cultural_load_allowance_clauses.
aspx) and in the New Zealand public education system in (https://www.education.govt.nz/school/ 
people-and-employment/pay-leave-and- personal-development/cultural-leadership-allowance/).
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The ECL program could be led by the AECG, which could support their 
renumeration for contracted periods. Suitable training should be provided for 
ECLs to build their capacity in areas such as working with children, maintaining 
confidentiality and understanding the Education Act.

It is acknowledged that there are potential barriers against this, such as 
unavailability of Elders or community leaders from the given community and 
limited AECG resources.
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In this chapter we discuss our key findings on the aspects of the program processes 
that are not working optimally. We specifically address application and selection, 
case management, and the legal process. Each process section is followed by 
respective recommendations for improvement.

8.1  Application and selection

8.1.1  The application process and scope of program support is not 
universally well understood by schools and other stakeholders
HSLOs and AAOs expressed a desire for schools to have a greater understanding 
of the program application and support processes. They noted that many schools 
do not know the steps required to submit an application, how to access program 
support, and the responsibilities of each stakeholder throughout the application and 
case management process.

I think it’s about us improving those processes within the school… they need that 
training, because you’d be surprised how many teachers that have been there 
for a long period of time and execs for numbers of years that don’t know actually 
how to do the application at all.

AAO-R2, focus group

HSLOs have a role to play in communicating program processes to schools. Clear 
communication and effective relationships between HSLOs and schools seemed 
to enable greater satisfaction with program processes. Some HSLOs spoke of 
the benefits of ongoing communication with the schools to ensure they were 
aware of any upcoming referrals, and some identified the need to familiarise their 
schools with the application and submission processes to ensure greater clarity 
and efficiency. However, capacity constraints and the number of schools HSLOs 
and AAOs are responsible for impact the time they have to spend with schools on 
communicating processes and developing relationships. The importance of early 
identification of attendance concerns and ongoing communication was highlighted 
in the recommendations in Chapter 4.

I know that other people, they just get referrals just out of willy nilly. I don’t 
because I’m communicating with my schools… they know what the process is, so 
I don’t have that problem where I’m just all of a sudden getting a referral.

HSLO-1, interview
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Some HSLOs also indicated that schools and education support staff may not 
always be aware of the HSLP support available and the limits to that support, which 
compounds confusion regarding the application process. For example, some noted 
that sometimes the Child Wellbeing Unit suggests to schools that certain students 
may be appropriate for the HSLP, but program staff do not consider the application 
appropriate. This results in mixed messaging for schools regarding what assistance 
is available and when applications are appropriate.

I think the schools know we’re there to support them, but I think … they’re 
not aware of the finer details of the program, for example, who are your best 
students to refer or how it operates in certain ways. The program’s changed 
significantly over the years and I don’t think schools are aware of the details of 
the program.

HSLO-7, interview

And Child Wellbeing Unit need to be trained that the HSLO does not have the 
answers to every single child with attendance concerns because we get that a lot.

HSLO-R4, focus group 2

Ultimately, the lack of a clear target group, selection criteria, and well-defined roles 
and responsibilities (as discussed in Chapters 4 and 5) creates challenges both for 
the schools seeking the services and for the HSLOs and AAOs delivering them.

8.1.2  Variability in accepted students across education offices 
and principal networks
Currently there is no threshold attendance rate identified for acceptance into the 
HSLP, but program staff acknowledged that it would be difficult to set one because 
contextual factors can influence the suitability of the case for program support. 
Unfortunately, there is no ‘magic number’.

There is variability in the acceptance of students into the program across principal 
networks and education offices, with the approval process occurring independently 
in each network, possibly due to SPD-specific contextual factors. In 2023 the 
baseline attendance rate of students accepted into the HSLP (that is, the average 
attendance rate of students upon application to the program) varied across SPDs, 
from 27.5% (Connected Communities) to 44.6% (Metropolitan South) (refer to 
Table 8.1). Although this can be explained by the variances in the average overall 
attendance rates of all students across SPDs, it does highlight the variability in 
attendance rates of accepted students across SPDs. It demonstrates that the 
HSLOs in some SPDs would typically be supporting students with much lower 
attendance rates than their colleagues in other SPDs, and the attendance rates of 
accepted students are relative to the attendance rates in their context. There was 
no statistically significant difference in baseline attendance rates between students 
who were accepted and declined by the program in all SPDs.
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Table 8.1
Baseline attendance rate of students accepted and declined from the HSLP across 
SPDs, 2023

School Performance 
directorate

Baseline attendance 
rate of accepted 

students

Baseline attendance 
rate of declined 

students

Difference 
between baseline 
attendance rates 
of accepted and 

declined students

Metropolitan South 44.6% 44.5% 0.2%

Metropolitan North 40.1% 42.2% -2.2%

Metropolitan South and West 39.7% 47.8% -8.0%

Regional South 38.6% 33.7% 4.9%

Rural North 38.3% 39.7% -1.4%

Regional North 37.5% 30.4% 7.1%

Regional North and West 34.9% 27.8% 7.1%

Rural South and West 32.7% 29.1% 3.6%

Connected Communities 27.5% 29.9% -2.4%

Source: HART data

Qualitative accounts further suggest that this variance in baseline attendance rate 
of students accepted into the program is influenced by HSLO capacity, demand 
for services and different perceptions about what constitutes an attendance rate 
that requires intervention. For example, consider a hypothetical student with an 
attendance rate of 45%. In a principal network with an average attendance rate of 
60% this student may be accepted into the HSLP. By contrast, in a principal network 
with an average attendance rate of 30% the same student may be declined due to 
the higher relative attendance rate and limited caseload capacity of HSLP staff. 
This highlights an equity issue in access to HSLP support because a student with a 
very low attendance rate and other good reasons for HSLP support may potentially 
be declined simply because the HSLO in the principal network already has a large 
caseload, whereas that same student may have been accepted into the program 
if they were in another principal network with less demand for support or higher 
relative attendance rates. This echoes the findings of the internal audit report 
(NSW Department of Education, 2024) that many schools did not submit HSLP 
applications for eligible students, due to the perception that HSLOs and AAOs did 
not have the caseload capacity.
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When asked why students may be declined for HSLP support, one HSLO replied:

Their attendance is actually in the scheme of things not that bad. Like my friend 
in [location], she takes cases that are 78%. I would love a kid to be on 78%, so I 
think reasons to declining is that the kids are not a concern...

HSLO-R1, focus group 2

So I understand that our HSLO works across 20 schools and I understand that all 
the applications that I put in for the HSLP program are not going to be accepted 
because they tell me that capacity exceeds demand.

Principal-2, interview

Despite variability in the baseline attendance rates, the acceptance rate (that 
is, the percentage of student applications that are accepted) is relatively high 
across SPDs with acceptance rates between 83.5% (Rural North) and 94.3% 
(Metropolitan South), as displayed in Table 8.2. This may be a function of ongoing 
HSLO involvement to advise on appropriate applications to submit. However, the 
reluctance of some principals to submit applications due to concerns of being 
rejected may also impact the acceptance rates, as fewer applications are submitted 
relative to students needing support (as discussed further in Chapter 4).

Table 8.2
Acceptance rate for HSLP support across School Performance directorates

School Performance directorate Acceptance rate

Metropolitan South 94.3%

Regional South 92.8%

Metropolitan North 91.0%

Rural South and West 89.1%

Metropolitan South and West 88.8%

Connected Communities 85.8%

Regional North 85.1%

Regional North and West 83.6%

Rural North 83.5%

Source: HART data

Our analysis found no evidence that demographic variables such as Aboriginality, 
gender, and LBOTE substantially affect a student’s likelihood of being accepted into 
the program.
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8.1.3  Case acceptance and assignment processes vary 
across networks
Case acceptance and assignment processes vary across networks, and sub-optimal 
decisions can be made without HSLO and AAO input. The SOG specifies that to 
apply for program support principals must submit a completed application form to 
their local HSLP program manager (LWO/LWA), following completion of the required 
school level strategies and processes. The SOG further specifies that principals 
should not make requests directly to AAOs or HSLOs.

Program managers must sign new applications to authorise an investigation into the 
case, and prioritise applications with consideration of:

	• any safety, welfare or wellbeing concerns that have been identified

	• a family history of poor attendance

	• the number and frequency of absences relative to other students of similar age 
for whom application for support has been made

	• the age of the student

	• the stage of learning of the student

	• whether there are siblings of compulsory school age in the family

	• a case-by-case basis of identified student need

	• the caseload capacity of the program

	• the extent of previous HSLP involvement.

The program manager must record in HART the details of any applications received, 
noting if the case was accepted or declined, and provide the school with the reason 
for declining, if applicable.

Despite this process, however, there are variable application and acceptance 
processes across education offices and program managers. In some instances, case 
reviews and acceptance decisions are made collaboratively between the HSLO or 
AAO and program manager, while in others, decisions are made without HSLO 
and AAO input. There also appears to be cases where the application is sent directly 
to the HSLO, or where staff in administrative roles assign cases.

It used to be very clear process that the application would come in and the 
HSLO would have, I think it was 3 days, to review it and determine whether 
they were suitable for caseload. You would then have the discussion with your 
LWO who would then inform the school whether they were on caseload or not. 
That process in our office has gone out the window and that is not happening. It 
seems to be just the LWO making all the decisions, and we’re not consulted.

HSLO-R1, focus group 1

I’ll find in our office that, I don’t know if it’s like this across the state, but there’s 
been an admin position created who just assigns the cases to us without any 
input from the HSLO

HSLO-R4, focus group 1
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Although this is not specified in the SOG, HSLOs and AAOs noted the importance 
of PMs consulting them on case acceptance decisions and valuing their input. They 
noted that their involvement with families and communities often gives them critical 
knowledge for enabling the most effective decisions to be made regarding case 
acceptance and allocation. They expressed frustration about not being consulted 
and noted examples where cases have been ineffectively assigned without their 
input, such as siblings being accepted and assigned to different HSLOs.

They don’t know the background of the children because what you see on paper, 
it’s just not – the numbers don’t tell the background story. … At the moment, 
I have 3 siblings on caseload, but they allocated 2 siblings to me … The other 
sibling got like allocated to another HSLO.

HSLO-5, interview

… us as Aboriginal people and knowing our communities, we’re aware of different 
things that are going on in Community and with different families. So, you know, 
we might have a bit more background information to go: you know what? This 
student needs to be on caseload now because this, we’re aware that this is 
occurring

AAO-R1, focus group

Case acceptance processes can also vary according to the PM’s experience with the 
HSLP and relationship with the HSLO or AAO.

Like my LWO will sit with me and we’ll go through it together… but that’s been 
built up over a number of years too of having a good relationship, and obviously 
it’s going to vary in each area as well.

AAO-R2, focus group

Depending on HSLP allocation across networks, multiple LWOs may be responsible 
for making case decisions for HSLOs. In some cases, the distribution of LWOs 
across schools for their HSLP function is not aligned with their distribution for their 
overall wellbeing function. This means that although an LWO may work intensively 
at certain schools in their wellbeing role, they often supervise HSLOs and AAOs 
at other schools. This creates challenges for HSLOs, AAOs and LWOs. For LWOs 
it means that they are required to decide on applications and supervise casework 
intervention for students they do not know well. For HSLOs and AAOs this means 
that they cannot always rely on the insights of their managers because the latter are 
not sufficiently familiar with the students, their contexts and their needs.

So the LWA dealing, like my supervisor actually isn’t the LWA for any of my 
schools, so the schools are dealing with 2 or 3 different staff.

HSLO-R2, focus group 1

And my manager’s actually not the LWA for that school. So even though she’s my 
manager, she then emails about my caseload, that it’s accepted, but they have a 
different LWO about other kids.

HSLO-10, interview
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This involvement of multiple program managers with varied program knowledge can 
further compound inconsistencies in the case acceptance and allocation processes 
and creates room for confusion and inefficiencies when HSLOs and schools are 
liaising with multiple program managers.

8.1.4  Absence of readily available application information adds 
administrative burden and creates inefficiencies
To compound the issues with a lack of clear selection criteria and inconsistent 
selection processes, there is often a lack of readily available information to guide 
case acceptance and allocation decisions. This adds an administrative burden and 
creates inefficiencies in the case acceptance process. HSLOs and AAOs commented 
on the current challenges with applications, as there is minimal information 
available regarding the history of the student, and previous strategies implemented. 
While the digital version of the application form has an expandable area for adding 
notes, HSLOs indicated schools often print a blank form and complete the hard 
copy manually; the pre-printed form provides limited space for adding detailed 
information. While the SOG notes the importance of schools providing sufficient 
evidence of strategies implemented prior to the application, this does not always 
seem to occur in practice. However, the internal audit report (NSW Department of 
Education, 2024) detailed some concerns from the school’s perspective, noting that 
‘HSLP referral forms are complex and time consuming to complete, with 29% of 
interviewed schools perceiving completion of the form to be of little value given the 
number of rejections received on HSLP applications’ (p 20).

HSLOs and AAOs expressed a need for more detailed background information, 
especially given they may not have access to other systems to view student history. 
Additionally, HSLOs noted that while the current form does have a checklist to 
indicate previous strategies implemented by schools, the list does not provide 
sufficient detail to allow sufficient understanding and verification of strategies. 
This means that to make informed acceptance decisions there is an additional 
administrative burden on the HSLP team to gather sufficient details and ensure the 
forms are completed correctly.

What needs to be changed is the referral forms that we get. There’s only this 
minute little amount of space for schools under ‘notes’. And the schools don’t 
actually use that to say what they’ve done. … There is this checklist down the 
side that’s very generic and my schools just go tick, tick, tick, tick…. So you 
don’t get anything in that note section, which is frustrating because in Sentral 
wellbeing, we don’t have access to it if it’s been linked as confidential. So we 
can’t check what they’ve already done or what notes are in wellbeing for that 
student, which is also frustrating cause that then requires another phone call.

HSLO-R4, focus group 2
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And you do find that there will be certain schools that just bombard you with 
50 applications. And if you really look and assess them, quite often they’re just 
cut-and-paste, and they’ve got the same information and sometimes they’ve 
got the information from the one that they cut the information from, and so 
you’re getting applications with varying different names and dates of birth and 
incorrect information.

AAO-R1, focus group 1

Although PMs are responsible for entering the details of all applications into HART, 
there are limitations to easy and accurate tracking of all applications submitted, the 
related case acceptance decisions, program demand, and case application history. 
This has further implications for effective program decision-making.

There’s no central location where that [casework application] is kept either. So 
that record keeping is not good

Executive director, interview

Additionally, due to the system limitations of HART, there is no simple method for 
HSLOs to view the number of cases they are currently allocated, especially if they 
work across networks. This manual calculation of HSLO and AAO capacity creates 
an additional administration burden during the case allocation process. Easy access 
to caseload information is especially important given the impact of HSLO and AAO 
capacity on accepting and allocating cases into the program.

Because the way that our HART system, our HSLO/ASLO reporting tool works, 
because we work across different networks there’s no actual tally unless I go 
into HART and sit there and count how many I’ve got against each school.

HSLO-2, interview
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8.1.5  Recommendation elements

8.1.5.1  Implement a centralised, online application within the HSLP 
CRM system

We recommend implementing a centralised, online application within the 
HSLP customer relationship management (CRM) system that captures more 
comprehensive student background information and allows monitoring of 
program demand. A centralised online application and approval system 
should replace the current PDF application forms submitted by schools to the 
program manager or local education office. Updates to the application form 
should include greater detail on student case history to allow more informed 
decision‑making and to reduce the administrative burden for program staff in 
attempting to track student history across data platforms.

A centralised online application system would:

	• enable tracking of student application history over time and between 
education offices, networks or SPDs when students change schools

	• provide a clearer, uniform process for schools, which should be 
communicated to all stakeholders to increase awareness of the requirements 
and to avoid any inconsistencies and confusion across networks

	• promote submission of applications for all students requiring support

	• allow greater oversight for program staff into the number of applications 
submitted and the related acceptance decisions

	• provide insights into program demand, patterns, and needs across the various 
education offices and networks

	• enable easy identification of HSLO and AAO case capacity and allow HSLOs 
and AAOs to view all relevant case history information.

8.1.5.2  Develop a standardised application review and case allocation 
process with clear criteria

The program application process would be enhanced by a standardised 
application review and case allocation process with clear criteria. More 
importantly, selection decisions should be independent of HSLO and 
AAO capacity.

Clear and consistent application review and case allocation processes would 
benefit schools by clarifying expectations of the application process and 
facilitating greater understanding of appropriate students for referral to 
the HSLP. Consistent review and allocation processes would also mitigate 
confusion between HSLOs, AAOs, and program managers about HSLP staff 
responsibilities and the appropriate processes. The revised application review 
and case allocation process should incorporate consultation with HSLOs and 
AAOs to integrate their knowledge of their school and community contexts 
into decision-making.

Rec
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Clear criteria for acceptance into the program should also be established to 
ensure decisions can be made as consistently as possible while acknowledging 
the contextual variances in attendance patterns across networks and associated 
student needs. Clear criteria would decrease variability in decision‑making 
associated with differing levels of program familiarity across HSLP staff. Clear 
criteria may also assist staff in assessing applications for older students and 
provide guidance on which students may benefit from support, rather than 
adopting a blanket approach and declining all older students. Further detail on 
the issues surrounding older students is provided in Chapter 4.

Criteria should ensure acceptance decisions are based on student needs and 
should be independent of program capacity. While capacity constraints should 
be considered, this should only occur once student eligibility for the program 
has been determined and the case has been triaged. If there is no capacity at 
the time of application, students should be placed on a waiting list.

8.1.5.3  Use technology (such as artificial intelligence) to streamline and 
standardise application processes, with final verification by LWOs in 
consultation with HSLOs and AAOs. 

To improve consistency in case acceptance decisions, we suggest leveraging 
technology such as artificial intelligence or machine learning in addition to 
‘hard-coded’ rules. Applications could initially be centrally assessed by a 
machine learning algorithm based on clearly specified acceptance criteria and 
weighting for factors such as child protection risks and enabling factors for 
achieving an improvement in attendance or school engagement. The results 
could then be verified by program managers in collaboration with HSLOs and 
AAOs to incorporate their contextual knowledge and experience. A regular 
schedule for reviewing applications should be set to enable timely intervention 
and ensure that patterns of low attendance do not become further entrenched.

Rec
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8.2  Case management

8.2.1  Timeframes not always responsive to student needs and 
contextual challenges
The case management timeframes specified in the SOG are not always responsive 
to student needs and contextual challenges and do not reflect what occurs in 
practice. The SOG notes that for non-attendance cases, intervention is designed to 
be “short and sharp”. Case intervention is initially limited to a maximum of 30 school 
days, after which further actions should be undertaken if the student’s attendance 
is not satisfactory. Table 8.3 specifies the timeframes relevant to each stage of the 
casework process for non-attendance, as outlined in the SOG.
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Table 8.3
Casework timeframes for non-attendance as specified in the Standard Operating Guidelines

Action Timeframe

School-based strategies
School implements and documents a range of strategies

No specified 
timeframe

Parent notification and program application
If there has been no improvement through school-based interventions, the 
principal writes to the parents informing them of their concerns and may allow 
2-3 weeks for the letter to have an impact.
If there is still no improvement, the principal may apply for Home School 
Liaison Program support.

2-3 weeks

Application review
Investigation, including a review of school documentation, should be 
completed within 5 school days on receipt of the application.

5 days

Development of Attendance Improvement Plan
Within 5 school days of completing the investigation, AAOs or HSLOs, school 
personnel and the parent should develop an attendance improvement plan 
(AIP) for the student.

5 days

Implementation of AIP
If after the 20-day AIP period the student’s attendance remains poor and the 
parents have not engaged meaningfully with the plan, the matter should be 
referred for further action.

20 school days

Further action or case closure
After the 4-week AIP, 2 pathways are specified:
a.	 Further action

�If the attendance remains unsatisfactory and the parent/carer has not 
engaged meaningfully in the HSLP, further actions may include:

	• a Secretary’s compulsory schooling conference

	• an application to the Children’s Court for compulsory schooling 
conference and/or compulsory schooling orders,

	• prosecution in the Local Court.

b.	Case closure.
HSLP cases are filed down in HART once:

	• HSLP strategies are exhausted,

	• the program is no longer fit-for-purpose, or

	• legal actions have commenced for the parent to comply with the 
requirements of the Education Act 1990.

No specified 
timeframe for 
further action

Monitoring (if required)
AAOs and HSLOs monitor student attendance following case closure.

20 days (maximum)
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Based on these guidelines, improved attendance is expected within the 4-week AIP 
period, after which the case is either closed or referred for further action. However, 
HSLOs, AAOs, and schools commented that these timeframes can be insufficient 
for establishing contact with families and developing the relationships necessary 
to facilitate change, especially in Aboriginal communities (as detailed in Chapter 7). 
All HSLP stakeholder groups we spoke to highlighted the relational aspects of 
the program as key enablers of successful intervention. Program stakeholders 
commented on the importance of establishing trust between HSLOs or AAOs 
and families. They also emphasised the important role the HSLOs and AAOs play 
in establishing a strong connection between the family and school. However, 
the program timelines constrain the development of these relationships. The 
timeframes also lack consideration for complex student needs and do not account 
for wait times to access any required external support services.

But the children that the HSLO are working with need more support, they need 
longer case management, case oversight, and we have the school processes 
that’s all good, but the HSLO’s got to build that trust and relationship with the 
family as well as the school and the mums, the dads, the carers. The kids want 
to know that the HSLO’s going to be there for a longer period of time to support 
them. So I’d like a longer period of time than the 4 weeks changeover.

Principal-2, interview

This is about student welfare and at the end of the day, student welfare isn’t 
a short, sharp intervention. It takes time, and again, you’re relying on outside 
agencies for their support, and they can take a week to get back to you. So 
short, sharp interventions don’t work, and I think they need to stop looking at 
the short sharp intervention as a part of the home school liaison program

HSLO-2, interview

School leaders especially expressed a desire for longer timeframes to support 
students and families with complex needs. Some also noted concerns that if a 
student was removed from caseload prematurely, any attendance improvements 
would not be sustained.

A short, sharp intervention probably could have been done at a school level 
without HSLO intervention; they would have improved anyway ... Therefore, 
the HSLO resource is largely wasted. They’re there because we need people to 
have longer term care, or that continuity of a service outside of a school setting. 
If the school can achieve it with one letter and a conversation with a HSLO, we 
probably could have done it with a letter and a conversation with somebody here.

Principal-6, interview

Where schools think that once I’ve referred to the home school liaison program, 
they’re not seeing it as a short sharp intervention as originally intended. They’re 
seeing this as ongoing case management for those students

Delivery Support team-3, interview
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We had a couple of cases filed down a couple of weeks ago, and I just went 
“I know these kids, they’re going to dip back to not coming to school straight 
up”. I said, “you might as well just leave them on caseload”, but they can’t. So 
once again, it’s that process. There’re limitations and I get it, they’re trying to 
get people off their caseload, to put other people on. So I understand, but it’s 
frustrating.

Principal-5, interview

Some HSLOs however, noted that the prescribed timeframes for case management 
provide a useful benchmark for communicating to families when changes in 
attendance rates needs to occur. For some HSLOs it was clear in well under 20 days 
whether families would be likely to engage in the process and make changes, and 
whether student attendance was likely to improve. Thus, the timeframes provide 
clear guidelines for escalation when student attendance fails to improve.

I think 20 days is good. And like I’d mentioned earlier, if I don’t see a change 
within the first 10 days, push it forward. And you can kind of tell from the family 
from when you first meet them

HSLO-4, interview

Analysis of case data in HART reveals that in practice the HSLP intervention is not 
‘short and sharp’. Despite the specified timeframes, the majority of cases in 2021 
took over a month to close and 24% of accepted non-attendance cases took over 
a year to complete (refer to Figure 8.1). Further analysis of the case data suggests 
that case length is somewhat dependent on the reported case status, with cases 
that are deemed ‘unsuccessful’ by program staff open for longer than cases that 
are deemed to be ‘successful’. For example, in 2021, on average unsuccessful 
cases were open for 96 days more than successful cases; and 61 days more than 
successful cases in 2022 (refer to Figure 8.2 for further details). In other words, it 
appears that before cases were deemed unsuccessful, intervention occurred for as 
much time as possible to maximise opportunities to improve attendance.

Additionally, cases that proceed to court are typically open longer. For example, 
in 2022 40% of cases that proceeded to court had case open dates before 2021. 
Manual review of case notes indicates that when the court order is issued, the 
case is closed in HART. This was verified even for cases that were over a year old, 
indicating that the specified case closure procedures were indeed followed, and 
the extended case lengths were not as a result of delays due to the externally 
determined timeframes of the legal process. Analysis of case data provided no 
evidence that case length was related to baseline properties such as scholastic year 
or baseline attendance.
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Figure 8.1
Length of casework intervention in calendar days for non-attendance cases accepted in 2021

Figure 8.2
Mean case length by case type and case status in 2021 and 2022
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Further, despite a focus in the SOG on ensuring short intervention timeframes, there 
is no specified timeframe within which schools must contact HSLOs or AAOs for 
support. Given the application process specifies that schools must implement a 
range of strategies before applying for program support, there can be significant 
delays and established patterns of low attendance before HSLOs and AAOs become 
involved, which according to HSLOs and AAOs, hinders effective support to students.

There are applications coming in with an extensive history of non-attendance, 
and there’s no room for early intervention in those cases and it’s very, very 
difficult to work with those students and families once they come through.
AAO-R1, focus group

8.2.1.1  Recommendation element: Review current timeframes based on 
program data to establish timeframes that allow for case complexities and 
external factors impacting attendance support.

While the timeframes specified in the SOG provide useful guidance for 
program staff and families as to the expected length of time for attendance 
improvement, there needs to be greater flexibility within these timeframes. 
Given the analysis of case data that demonstrates the current intervention is 
not ‘short and sharp’, case management timeframes should be reconsidered to 
better reflect the purpose of intervention, student needs and case complexities, 
and enable more effective program resourcing.

Consistent timeframes are important to ensure equitable support, to manage 
expectations for the length of available support, and to balance the limited 
number of HSLOs and AAOs available to provide program services. However, 
the timeframes should also consider external factors that impact effective 
service provision. They should allow for sufficient time to connect with families 
and to liaise with external support services, as well as any related service wait 
times. Contextual challenges such as travel distances and limited external 
service availability in specific geographic areas should also be taken into 
account. For example, cases may need to be placed on pause and provided with 
interim support when families have been waitlisted for external services or to 
account for other delays such as explained absences (for example, illness) to 
enable greater consistency in the measurement of case length.

Additionally, given ‘unsuccessful’ cases and those that proceed to legal action 
are typically open for longer than ‘successful’ cases or those managed outside 
of the legal system, cases that are seen as likely to result in these outcomes 
should be identified as early as possible to plan resourcing accordingly or 
identify alternative pathways.

The timing for application submission should also be reconsidered. Despite a 
focus on ensuring short intervention timeframes in the SOG, the time before 
the intervention commences can be protracted. Schools must implement 
a range of strategies before applying for program support and there is no 
specified timeframe for schools to work within, which means required intensive 
program support may not be delivered in a timely manner. Accordingly, earlier 
intervention may also be more beneficial, as detailed in Chapter 4.

Rec
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8.2.2  HSLOs and AAOs value home visits but are strongly 
discouraged from doing them
The current ‘HSLP Processes for Home Visits’ that accompanies the SOG states 
that home visits “must occur only when all other attempts to communicate with 
parents have been unsuccessful”, with background checks to be conducted by local 
police, completion of a risk assessment, and approval by the program manager. 
The SOG also specifies that ‘newly appointed AAOs and HSLOs must not make 
home visits until they have been authorised to do so following participation in 
training provided by local Learning and Wellbeing teams. While consideration of 
the risks was acknowledged by some staff, the use of home visits only as a last 
resort, and the lengthy process to gain approval, was noted as a challenge. DELs, 
AAOs, and HSLOs noted that the lengthy process can reduce the timeliness and 
therefore the impact of the home visit. Some HSLOs also expressed frustration with 
the difficulties of accessing adequate police support to follow the specified risk 
assessment processes.

… there are some pretty significant hurdles that are placed in front of them 
[HSLOs/AAOs] to make home visits to homes of students, and that quite frankly 
is an impediment to having the impact that they could have if they did.

DEL, interview

… these days, to do a home visit, a child has to be on caseload. You have to do a 
risk assessment. You have to do a background check. You have to fill out 2 forms. 
So the immediacy of that instant support has gone and it’s frustrating because 
it’s difficult finding time to do the background check, fill out the application. So 
the process is really bogging down the immediacy of the help.

HSLO-7, interview

The relational aspects of the HSLP are seen to be a key enabler for effective 
outcomes. HSLP staff are seen by many program stakeholders as a bridge between 
the school and family and can help to establish connections or rebuild relationships. 
Building relationships between families and HSLOs and AAOs is also considered 
imperative for establishing trust and effectively supporting families.

Most important part of my role is establishing and building relationships with the 
families that I’m working with and the schools that I work in.

AAO, interview

We were supporting the schools, giving them guidance and assisting with those 
families that they can’t work with on their own, and being that connection with 
the families.

HSLO-1, interview
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HSLOs and AAOs view home visits as beneficial for building relationships, making 
contact when families cannot be reached through other methods like phone or 
letter, and providing a culturally responsive way of interacting with Aboriginal 
families. Schools also commented on the benefits of HSLOs performing home 
visits and acting as a bridge between the home and school when contact could not 
otherwise be established. The perceived value and effectiveness of the role and 
related support is viewed by some schools and HSLOs as being diminished by the 
reduction in timely home visits due to the stringent risk assessment processes.

Whereas now the schools go, oh, can you just check on this parent? Oh, no, sorry, 
can’t. I’ve got to do a risk assessment. We can’t go by ourselves. They made it a 
lot harder. And then school’s going: What’s the use of you then?

HSLO-9, interview

With all the changes, they’ve been pushing us away from home visits, home visits 
are apparently dangerous. But in certain communities, if you don’t visit them 
and they don’t know who you are, they won’t communicate. Don’t like talking to 
somebody over the phone. … So when they started cutting back on home visits, it 
made it very difficult.

HSLO-9, interview

... their [HSLOs] role has shifted and perhaps isn’t always meeting the needs 
of what we need it to be. You know, people going to home visits used to be 
fantastic. Actually going into the home to build that bridge with the family, to get 
to know that family and to build the trust to get the student back to school. Not 
being able to do that has shifted it substantially.

Principal-6, interview

While it is acknowledged that home visits involve some risks, findings from the 
HSLO survey indicate that HSLOs may experience similar health and safety 
concerns at school visits as they do at home visits, yet school visits do not require 
stringent risk assessment procedures. Responses from the HSLO survey indicated 
that 34% agree they have felt concerned for their health and safety on one or 
more occasions, and of those HSLOs who have experienced concern, 30% have 
experienced concern at school visits only, 26% at home visits only and 44% at both 
home and school visits. Accordingly, given the value of home visits to facilitate 
connection and relationships it may be necessary to review the risk assessment 
processes to reduce the barriers to timely visits. While there is a need to manage the 
associated risks of home visits and the safety considerations inherent to the HSLO 
and AAO role, these processes should be balanced to minimise any administrative 
burden and to maximise the effectiveness of program support.
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8.2.2.1  Recommendation element: Consider allowing HSLOs to make 
greater use of home visits and refine risk assessment processes to enable 
more home visits at the point of need.

There is a need to balance the safety of HSLOs and AAOs at home visits with 
the ability to conduct visits in a timely manner to maximise their impact.

Processes should be refined in consultation with HSLOs and AAOs to ensure 
that current limitations and delays in the process, as well as the relevant 
contextual factors in communities can be accounted for. This may include 
considering how best to establish contact and develop relationships with 
families in various communities. Review of the processes should also ensure 
alignment with other required services (for example, police), taking into account 
the limitations in these services in different contexts.

Guidelines should be refined to provide consistency around optimal use of 
home visits and necessary risk mitigation strategies, while allowing greater 
latitude for home visits to be conducted earlier in certain cases or contexts to 
facilitate relationship building and to bridge the gap between the home and 
school. A stepped approach may be considered to attempt to prioritise initial 
meetings at public venues (for example a local restaurant or park) to manage 
potential risk to program staff, noting that in some cases contact at the home 
may also be appropriate. Once refined, the program position and process 
for home visits should be communicated to all school staff and program 
stakeholders to ensure clarity and a consistent understanding and expectations 
around the use of home visits throughout the program.
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8.3  Legal process
Under Section 22 of the Education Act 1990 parents have a legal duty to ensure 
their school-aged children attend school. Legal action is considered as part of the 
HSLP where an attendance improvement plan has been unsuccessful in resolving a 
student’s attendance, and the parents have not engaged meaningfully with the plan.

The first step in the legal process consists of a Secretary’s compulsory schooling 
conference to discuss the barriers to regular school attendance and identify 
solutions for improving attendance. Should this conference not lead to improved 
attendance, further legal action may include an application to the Children’s Court 
for a Court ordered conference, and/or compulsory schooling orders.

The SOG specifies that unless demonstrated attendance improvements occur 
within 4 weeks of the attendance improvement plan, an application will be made to 
Children’s Court. Legal action in the Children’s Court is non-punitive and intended to 
assist families to address barriers to satisfactory school attendance. Legal action 
can also take place in the Local Court, which involves criminal prosecution with 
a possible fine or Community Service Orders being imposed by the Court when a 
parent fails to ensure their child’s satisfactory school attendance. The department 
prosecutes parents in the Local Court as a last resort when all reasonable attempts 
to restore attendance have failed.
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8.3.1  The legal process alone has limited benefits for 
improving attendance
Although the legal process is a useful deterrent for some families, the benefits 
for improving attendance through legal means are limited. Qualitative analysis 
revealed mixed views regarding the legal aspects of the HSLP. There was some 
acknowledgement of the potential benefits of the legal process, as in some cases 
it was seen to motivate families sufficiently to improve attendance or to engage 
with appropriate supports to address the underlying causes of low attendance. 
Perceptions from some program stakeholders indicate that the court process may 
be more effective for younger students, prior to the development of more chronic 
disengagement of students and families.

For some families just going to court is enough of the motivation they need to 
really fix things

HSLO-3, interview

One mum who got taken to court, she just stood in front of the magistrate that 
day and said ‘you will never see me again. My children will be at school every 
day’. Her kids are now sitting at, I think it’s 93% attendance

HSLO-5, interview

In such instances where attendance improves noticeably after a matter has been 
referred to the courts, the matter may be withdrawn, which is regarded as a 
successful outcome.

In 2022, there were 383 attendance matters that appeared before the courts, with 
the majority (80%) appearing in Children’s Court. Further details on the number of 
legal matters in the Children’s and Local Court in 2022 are displayed in Table 8.4, 
based on data from the Enforcement of compulsory school attendance 2022.
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Table 8.4
Court matters in Children’s and Local Court, 2022

Outcome
Children’s court 

matters20 Local court matters All court matters

Final Compulsory 
schooling order 77 N/A 77

Fined N/A 33 33

S9(1)(a) Conditional release 
order with conviction N/A 4 4

S9(1)(b) Conditional release 
order no conviction N/A 4 4

S10A Conviction with 
no penalty N/A 0 0

S10(1)(a) No conviction 
no penalty N/A 0 0

S8 Community correction 
order N/A 0 0

Withdrawn21 or dismissed 111 19 130

Ongoing 118 17 135

Total 306 77 383

Source: Enforcement of compulsory school attendance 2022

Data from legal services confirms that of the matters finalised in 2022, around 38% 
were withdrawn as a result of successful outcomes of the legal process, rather than 
its failure to have an impact:

Of the 188 matters finalised in Children’s Court in 2022:

71 were withdrawn because attendance had either been resolved or the family 
had opted for an alternative enrolment.

Only 13 were withdrawn for failure to engage in the court process at all.

A further 14 were withdrawn due to reaching a resolution that fell short of 
restored attendance but commonly involved very complex students and families 
where engagement with available support options and services had finally 
been achieved.

Legal Services, written comment

20	 Fines and penalties are not able to be issued by the Children’s Court and may only be issued if a matter 
appears before the Local Court.

21	 Proceedings are typically withdrawn when attendance has improved sufficiently to justify withdrawal, or 
because it appeared likely that a defence could be established (for example, illness or disobedience).
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The legal process was described as long and protracted and analysis of HART 
data confirmed that of the 77 cases that proceeded to court orders, 40% had 
commenced in 2020 or earlier. Given the longevity of cases and the possible impact 
of many extraneous events on students’ attendance during that time, further 
statistical analysis of the effectiveness of legal action was deemed not viable. A 
member of the legal team advised that most court matters completed in 2022 would 
likely have commenced just before or after the first lockdown in 2020 and the 
lengthy time frames for completion are not typical but instead reflect the ongoing 
impacts on the legal process of COVID-19 related challenges such as intermittent 
school closures, vaccination availability, and quarantine requirements. Attempts to 
analyse data on cases referred to the legal system also highlighted that the HART 
data system cannot easily track cases that proceed to court. This is congruent with 
findings of the Audit Office of NSW (2022) that the department does not adequately 
monitor the use of Secretary’s Conferences or their long-term outcomes.

While the legal process appeared to be effective in improving school attendance 
behaviour in some families, it was also often seen as contrary to supporting 
families to address the underlying causes of low attendance. Several program staff 
members raised the tension between the HSLP being a supportive, therapeutic 
intervention versus the punitive aspects associated with the legal process. We 
were advised that in recognition of the tension between the program being punitive 
versus supportive, the wording of the letters sent to families has been amended 
recently to reflect a more concerned and less punitive tone. However, the punitive 
nature of the process was seen as especially challenging for vulnerable families and 
those from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander backgrounds.

I’ve had situations where it needed to be more therapeutic, and it hasn’t been, 
and it gets to Children’s Court and then Local Court and that hasn’t been the 
most supportive thing for the family. It hasn’t been a way to restore attendance

LWA, interview

I think that there is a perception among some communities, particularly our low 
SES and or Aboriginal or newly arrived families, that the home school liaison 
program is a big stick and we’re about taking people to court and having them 
charged, and you know, their kids taken from them and locked up

DEL-R2, focus group 1

It was suggested that alternative options to the legal process be considered, 
especially with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families, for whom interactions 
with the legal system have historically been oppressive.

I don’t know if we can look at it and align what we do with ‘circle sentencing’ in 
the current legal system where Aboriginal community members are judged by 
their elders and their peers, and they provide feedback to the families around 
how can we support you. That’s not just the individual family, it’s a deal with it 
from a community point of view

AAO, interview
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Although legal intervention was perceived as harsh for some families, it was also 
acknowledged that in other cases the process was a ‘toothless tiger’, not taken 
seriously by many families, especially those with previous involvement with the legal 
system. HSLOs reported that families are rarely penalised significantly, if at all, 
and therefore the consequences of the legal process are often too lenient to lead 
to behaviour change. Of the 60 finalised attendance matters that appeared before 
the Local Courts in 2022, 33 (55%) resulted in a fine, 4 (7%) in a Conditional release 
order with conviction and 4 (7%) in a Conditional release order with no conviction. 
While 77 matters resulted in a Final compulsory schooling order in Children’s Court, 
HSLOs regard these orders as having minimal consequences for many families.

I’ve had that many kids go to Local Court. Nothing happens. I’ve had that many 
kids go to Children’s Court. Nothing happens.

HSLO-R1, focus group 2

The Children’s Court process is a bit of a waste of time. It’s a toothless tiger, and 
it has very little success. Because … the parents that end up in court, have got 
so much else going on in their life, and most of them, I would say a good 60%, 
have already been through court in some respects. So, Children’s Court is really 
nothing more than a slap on the wrist…

HSLO-2, interview

Additionally, while HSLOs may inform families of their legal obligations to deter 
student absenteeism, HSLP staff have no control over the outcome of the legal 
process, which effectively means that they are issuing a threat that they have no 
authority to follow through. Ultimately, once the case has progressed to court, the 
court system determines the relevant consequences. Once families realise this, they 
have little regard for the legal process.

The courts decide whether they’re going to lay down fines or not, not us. We 
don’t get that say, so we’re putting a threat, a negative reinforcer that we don’t 
control the decision of, and they have shown time and time again that they’re 
not going to fine parents whose kids don’t come to school and so the model is 
flawed before we even start. We’ve got to stop issuing a threat that will never be 
followed through with, because the community knows it’s not going be followed 
through. And so they’re never going to respond.

Delivery Support team-2, interview

We have a very lenient magistrate here. Who just loves giving people 1000 
opportunities, and she’s probably one of our biggest barriers as well because 
she’s too nice. But they [parents] know that, so they don’t actually see it as a 
threat at all. Yeah, that makes the process a bit weak, I guess.

HSLO-10, interview
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The legal process, especially in Children’s Court, was also seen by some to repeat 
the work done by HSLOs and AAOs. The School Attendance Legal Action Guidelines 
specify that applications to the Children’s Court can be considered ‘an extension of 
efforts aimed at addressing any welfare issues deemed to be adversely affecting 
a child’s school attendance, but with the added force of a Court’s powers and 
potentially additional resources from other relevant agencies’ (p 3). However, some 
HSLOs commented that the plans specified in these court matters often repeat the 
actions HSLOs and AAOs have previously undertaken to restore attendance, and 
the magistrates will give families numerous opportunities to adhere to the plan 
following each court appearance, which further repeats previous efforts. The work 
HSLOs and AAOs invest in the process, especially the preparation of documentation, 
is also seen to be time consuming and some questioned whether their time would 
better be utilised on other activities to support attendance.

HSLOs and AAOs experienced a contradiction between their involvement in both 
supporting families with improving their children’s attendance and initiating legal 
proceedings. Some HSLOs and AAOs expressed concern regarding the damage 
to their relationships with families due to their involvement in the legal process. 
This presents additional challenges and considerations for AAOs in their work with 
Aboriginal families, given the legacy of distrust many families experience with the 
education system and government departments (refer to Chapter 7). Some were 
also apprehensive about including their names on legal documentation and instead 
listed their managers’ names.

So I think that sometimes it’s contradictory because we get told that the 
program is therapeutic, it’s not a punitive thing. You do whatever you need to do 
to not get to court, but the guidelines suggest otherwise.

AAO-R4, focus group

Most parents are pretty reasonable and can see why we’re doing it based on the 
attendance data. Yeah, but some do become hostile and I’ve always felt that’s 
almost a conflict of interest in our role.

HSLO-3, interview

The findings of this evaluation align with those of the Audit Office (2022), which 
found limited evidence of the effectiveness of legal action to restore student 
attendance. Like the current evaluation, the report heard that courts rarely 
resolve student attendance issues in the long-term. The report also noted that an 
international review found insufficient evidence that attendance approaches based 
on disincentives such as legal action are effective at increasing student attendance. 
A member of the legal team highlighted that as the legal process is the last stage 
of the HSLP, it is interlinked with the productive functioning of other areas of 
the program, including the policies and procedures, program purpose and target 
students, and staff expertise.

Additionally, as discussed in Chapter 4, the moratorium on legal action for students 
older than 14 strongly drives program acceptance decisions. With most applications 
for older students, the absence of legal recourse with older students means that the 
students’ needs for support are not considered.
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8.3.1.1  Recommendation element: Review the emphasis placed on the 
legal process as an endpoint of the HSLP

Although parents have a legal duty to ensure their child’s school attendance, 
and the legal process may be an incentive for improving attendance in some 
instances, available evidence suggests that including legal action as an end 
point of the HSLP program is not the most effective strategy for improving 
attendance (Audit Office of NSW, 2022). The role of legal action in the HSLP 
should be clearly defined, and care should be taken to ensure the legal process 
does not drive HSLP acceptance and support decisions.

Focus should instead be placed on ensuring appropriate supportive intervention 
is provided based on the needs of the student, without the possible threat of 
legal action driving the initial steps of the process. It is acknowledged there 
are cases where legal action may be necessary (for example, if there are 
child protection concerns), or may provide an adequate disincentive for some 
families to lead to behaviour change. However, the legal process should not 
disproportionately influence the program support offered and should rather 
exist as a possible escalation point rather than a driver of decision-making.

Rec
1

8.3.2  Secretary’s Conferences can be time consuming and 
difficult to resource
In cases where an AIP has been unsuccessful in restoring attendance, a Secretary’s 
Conference is convened between the family and department representatives to 
develop solutions to support regular attendance. The conference is considered the 
first step in the legal process and must be chaired by authorised conveners.

At present, many HSLOs and AAOs assist each other by convening conferences for 
their colleagues. However, HSLOs and program managers noted the challenges with 
sourcing conveners for their conferences due to the availability of trained staff and 
the voluntary nature of the activity on top of already high workloads. Given the large 
scope of the AAO and HSLO roles, staff may be reluctant to agree to frequently 
convene conferences on top of their existing workload. This can further limit the 
number of staff willing and able to convene conferences.

We’re finding it increasingly difficult to organise those meetings because we 
have such a staff shortage and [long] distances. Trying to get somebody in 
person to come and convene those meetings with us is [a] very difficult task at 
the moment.

HSLO-R1, focus group 1

It’s a voluntary thing whether people want to be conveners or not, but we 
definitely need more of them. You know, it’s pretty hard. Sometimes you’ve got to 
do quite a few phone calls and beg.

LWA, interview
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The process of organising the conferences is also noted to be particularly time 
consuming. The time commitment for attending and convening conferences is 
particularly challenging for HSLOs and AAOs in regional areas given the time it can 
take to travel to the conference location, and the additional difficulties experienced 
in locating appropriate staff in regional and remote areas:

So, I have had to rely on another HSLO from about 180 kilometres away. And 
they’ve had to come up and convene my Secretary’s Conferences and Court 
Ordered Conference, and I have done the same for them. I had to go the other 
day for the [location] Aboriginal Attendance Officer, and he needed someone to 
convene conferences. So I had to travel and do his.

HSLO-5, interview

HSLOs and AAOs seemed to view conference convening as an additional burden on 
top of already heavy workloads. When surveyed about which of their duties could be 
reassigned to other staff, convening Secretary’s Conferences was most commonly 
identified. In a similar vein one of the DELs also suggested that in some instances 
school staff could assume the convening role.

To convene conferences, staff need to have completed relevant training delivered 
by Legal Services. However, training is not always delivered frequently in all areas, 
which can compound the difficulties in accessing trained conference convenors. 
Additionally, when a long time elapses between completing the training and 
requests to convene conferences, staff may lose confidence in their ability to 
convene due to lack of practice.

So, they [legal service trainers] very rarely come out to [regional location], for 
example. So, I think we’ve only ever had one session in the last 2 years, but it’s 
only when there’s new staff and they have to have a certain number of people to 
justify it.

HSLO-R2, focus group 1

Despite the time and effort taken to organise the conferences, some program staff 
noted that Secretary’s Conferences are frequently unable to proceed because 
families do not engage with the process:

One thing I find really frustrating is those Secretary’s Conferences because 
obviously they’re an important part of the process and they can be amazing, but 
you know, more often than not the – their people – don’t show up. And so I can 
see a lot of time and wasted energy goes into those conferences, setting those 
conferences up and they’re not actually happening.

LWC-R4, focus group
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8.3.2.1  Recommendation element: Increase the availability of Secretary’s 
Conference conveners by increasing the access to timely convener 
training, and consider options for increasing staff in the pool of conveners

Consider options for increasing the availability and frequency of convener 
training. This could include running sessions in various regional and metro 
locations more frequently, using online platforms, and increasing the pool of 
trainers across the state through potential upskilling of existing staff involved 
in the process. Currently training is delivered by Legal Services, and it would be 
worth consulting them to determine solutions to increase timely and effective 
delivery of training.

To increase the pool of conveners, the convener training could be delivered and 
promoted to a greater range of appropriately skilled staff beyond those in the 
HSLP, including school executives, learning and wellbeing staff, and education 
support staff with relevant qualifications and experience. Through increasing 
the staff eligible to participate in the training across the state it may increase 
the feasibility of running more frequent training sessions and in turn, increase 
the pool of conveners. This would also minimise the current burden on the 
existing trained staff who regularly convene conferences and may reduce the 
workload challenges of AAOs and HSLOs (detailed in Chapter 6). Streamlined 
processes could be integrated to more evenly spread convening duties across 
the available pool to minimise workload burden and maintain confidence and 
familiarity with the convening process.

Other options for increasing the pool of conveners could include:

	• Creating a small number of convener officer roles whose primary duty would 
be to convene Secretary’s and court ordered conferences statewide to 
reduce the workload burden on existing staff.

	• Outsourcing to externally qualified Family Group Conference Facilitators. 
Similar conveners are utilised within the Department of Communities and 
Justice. This would also ensure independence of the conveners from the case.

	• Reallocating the conference convening duties to or sharing the duties with 
school staff.

A dedicated effort to increase the pool of conveners could also aim to increase 
the number of Aboriginal conveners. This could improve access for Aboriginal 
families to an Aboriginal convener and assist with improving the cultural safety 
of the HSLP for these families, in line with recommendations in Chapter 7.
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In this chapter we discuss our key findings regarding the data and systems used 
within the HSLP. We specifically address the Home School Liaison Officer and 
Aboriginal Attendance Officer Reporting Tool (HART) and HSLP staff access 
to student data. Each section is followed by respective recommendations 
for improvement.

9.1  Home School Liaison Officer and Aboriginal 
Attendance Officer Reporting Tool (HART)

9.1.1  HART is unfit for contemporary purpose
HART is a customer relationship management (CRM) system for documenting HSLO 
and AAO contacts with students, families and schools in matters relating to the 
HSLP and regarding unsatisfactorily low attendance.

We heard that:

	• there was little (if any) user testing, nor any post-implementation user evaluation 
of the tool

	• the tool was web-based and was implemented in 2019. However, at that time 
HSLOs and AAOs were not issued with 4G phones, and their laptops were 
outdated and unsuitable. This meant that HSLOs and AAOs could often not input 
relevant information in situ or while they were on the road, and this task had 
to wait until they returned to their office or base school. In 2020 funding was 
approved to upgrade HSLO and AAO technology to modern Surface Pro laptops 
and phones, making data entry easier

	• for many HSLOs this was a new concept, and the change process was not 
managed optimally.

The system needs were defined internally by departmental staff, and the system 
was built by a third-party developer specialising in SharePoint applications. Phase 
1 (in which HSLOs capture details of a contact with a student, family or school 
directly) was launched for use by HSLOs in April 2019. A Phase 2 extension of 
the tool, in which principals could make a direct online application for students to 
be admitted to the HSLP, was designed, and the module built in 2020, but never 
implemented. Principals still make paper-based applications.
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We heard from program staff at all levels who were deeply dissatisfied with the 
functionality of HART. The following quote from a HSLO captures several of the 
key issues:

The options in the drop-down menus. There’s a lot of things that we do that are 
not included in there and it doesn’t give us the option to include it. And editing, 
if you make a spelling mistake, you can’t go back and edit, or if you do put the 
wrong name in, you can’t go back and edit that section. It only gives you 7 days 
to put the comments in. Sometimes we get so busy that you neglect to update 
HART on a regular basis. And so sometimes its past the 7 days and you can’t go 
back and, say, for example, I did it on the 2nd of November. So, I have to write it 
in the notes. It cuts off at the 7-day period. And I don’t like that.

HSLO-11, interview

9.1.2  HART training is insufficient
When HART was first implemented a train-the-trainer approach was adopted, 
supported with some documentation, and HSLOs generally learnt to use the system 
‘second-hand’. Currently respondents perceive HART training to be unsatisfactory.

... the training isn’t good either. You literally get trained in a half an hour session. 
You really need to be taught what to put in, what not to put in; because I put 
something in once and they were, like, you can’t write that in. And you can’t 
delete it then. So, it’s in there.

HSLO-6, interview

9.1.3  Data entry has challenges and limitations
Many HSLO’s reported that the HART software interface is not ‘user-friendly’ and 
as easy to interact with as some other data applications used in school settings, 
which makes HSLP-related data entry a slow, time-consuming task. In addition, 
there was considerable dissatisfaction about the fact that entries into HART are not 
editable (see the quote in Section 9.1.2), which means that program staff are not 
able to correct any errors that they identify subsequently. There were also several 
comments about the absence of a spell check function. As one HSLO commented: 
‘If you make a mistake, there’s no coming back.’

It’s not as easy to use as it is, say, to type into a spreadsheet or a Word document. 
I don’t know what it is, it’s difficult to locate things in it. I just find it clunky.

HSLO-7, interview

... maybe it’s my IT skills, but HART is not always user-friendly, and it can be 
tricky to navigate your way around that.

LWO-R4, focus group

Schools use systems like Sentral and you go into Sentral, you log in, you type in 
a student’s name, bang. There it is. You can do what you need to do. With HART I 
don’t find it that easy. I have to scroll down. I’d like it to be a little bit quicker.

HSLO-7, interview
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While typographical errors may look unprofessional, they do not necessarily impact 
the accuracy of the data. However, the following instance reported by a HSLO is 
more serious:

Sometimes I’ve copied and pasted stuff and realised it was the wrong kid. So, 
I’ve got the wrong kid’s info under the wrong kid, and I then have to write an 
entry saying ignore that one because that was the wrong kid.

HSLO-6, interview

One HSLO reported that closing a case in HART requires entering the number of 
days the student attended school during their AIP, and admitted to ‘fudging’ data to 
satisfy this requirement:

… on the front page, it insists that you have to put how many days they attended 
during their attendance improvement plan before you can close a case down, 
but not everybody has an attendance improvement plan. So, you have to put 
something dodgy in there. So, when you guys are extracting the data, it’s 
not accurate.

HSLO-5, interview

Some HSLOs also noted that HART data is recorded per school, not per HSLO. This 
means that to obtain an accurate tally of the work they have done, a HSLO (or LWO) 
needs to manually tally their activities across different school networks. Thus, it is 
not possible at a glance to obtain information about individual HSLO caseloads.

Because we work across different networks, there’s no actual tally unless I go 
into HART and sit there and count how many I’ve got against each school

HSLO-2, interview

As an executive director noted, ‘It [HART] doesn’t meet the needs. You can’t pull the 
data from that. It’s not quality assured’.

A further challenge to data accuracy is that case notes on all actions must be 
entered into HART within 7 school days. Since most HSLOs do their data entry in the 
office, timely data entry in HART is particularly challenging for staff in regional and 
remote areas, who spend a great deal of time travelling and may not be office-based 
as regularly as their colleagues. Some have found ways to circumvent the cut-off, 
but this has negative implications for the accuracy of the data.

Sometimes I could be on the road for 6 or 7 consecutive days and typing my 
notes up into HART is not a priority. And then when I go to do it, I can’t go back, 
you can’t use that date because it’s more than 7 days ago … but I have to put 
in the notes the date that I actually did it which would mean if someone was 
checking my notes they would actually have to go in and open the action and 
read the action to find out what had happened

HSLO-5, interview
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When case data is entered into HART, the intervention undertaken must be selected 
from a drop-down menu. However, there were frequent complaints that the menu 
options do not capture all the work that HSLOs do. Several HSLOs commented on 
the fact that they rely heavily on the ‘Other’ option in the drop-down menu, because 
the pre-set options do not capture what they actually do. As a result, the nature and 
extent of HSLO activities is not fully captured in HART.

The actions in HART that we’re supposed to use the drop-down boxes do not 
align with our work

HSLO-5, interview

The drop-down menus don’t match up. You have to choose what best fits. I choose 
all the time ‘other’ for everything.

HSLO-8, interview

And that holistic stuff, sorry, we can’t. There’s no drop-down column or tick box 
to fit those.

HSLO-9, interview

An over-reliance on the ‘other’ category when capturing data means a potential loss 
of specificity in the data.

9.1.4  Lack of integration with other data systems
HART is a standalone tool, not linked to, or integrated with, other departmental 
systems capturing attendance, like Scout, CSAW, Sentral or Central, or management 
systems used by Legal Services. When managing complex cases, staff need 
access to data beyond what is captured in the HART system to gain a holistic 
understanding of students’ needs and circumstances that can inform their 
decisions about intervention. They require comprehensive background data from 
other platforms, which they are not always able to access. Furthermore, since it is 
absolutely essential that data on court paperwork is accurate, the ability to digitally 
transfer data would make a substantial administrative difference.

Because HART is not integrated with other data systems, some staff feel that there 
is considerable duplication of effort, which increases their administrative burden:

... sometimes the nature of our work goes from HSLO program over into complex 
case management, and often they’re one and the same. So, you end up doubling 
up on the 2 platforms. You’ve got to have a HART case and you’ve got to have the 
CSAW case and never the 2 shall talk to each other.

LWO-R4, focus group

… if it’s around attendance – if actually it’s in CSAW and then I copy and paste 
into HART or I ask the program manager to copy and paste. So we’re doubling 
up all the time, but then CSAW has a confidentiality around what we can upload 
and not upload. Then we are putting things on TRIM as well. So we’re doing TRIM, 
CSAW and HART and it’s, there’s an admin burden there that probably doesn’t 
need to be there.

LWA, interview
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Schools are manually entering initial data in DoE systems, manually entering it into 
referrals to the program, HSLOs/PMs are manually entering that data into HART 
and then manually entering that onto court paperwork, and then referring it to Legal 
Services where it is manually entered into our own matter management system. The 
ability to digitally hand over data would make a substantial administrative difference.

Legal Officer

The sentiments of most users can be summed up as follows:

HART is just not fit for purpose anymore.

LWA, interview

9.1.5  Recommendation elements

9.1.5.1  Assess the CRM software requirements for HSLP

We recommend that Delivery Support employ a business analyst with 
CRM experience to undertake a detailed assessment of the requirements 
of a software-based CRM tool for the HSLP, considering HSLO, principal, 
attendance delivery, operations team and Legal Services requirements, and 
implement the most fit-for-purpose solution to meet the needs of all users.

Based on this evaluation, the most fit-for-purpose solution might be one of 
the following:

	• an enhanced/improved version of HART

	• a new bespoke tool for HSLP use and attendance reporting or

	• an off-the-shelf product.

9.1.5.2  Consider how a new or enhanced CRM system for the HSLP can 
be integrated with other systems used by the department in reporting on 
aspects of attendance

HSLP staff and stakeholders need access to detailed student-level information 
to enhance decision-making. Since this information is often held in other 
departmental systems such as Scout and CSAW, HART should be integrated 
with or linked to these systems, as well as management systems used by Legal 
Services, to provide a richer and more efficient data source.

9.1.5.3  Create a comprehensive hands-on training program for all 
staff using the new or improved CRM system, with detailed supporting 
documentation, and communicate this to all HSLOs and AAOs

It is imperative that all users of the CRM system are individually or small-group 
trained in the use of the new system, to minimise issues associated with the 
change-over and quickly maximise the benefits of the system. Supporting 
documentation should be made available to ensure that all HART users 
can in time explore all aspects of the tool. All HSLP staff working with the 
new or improved HART tool should be made aware of the new system and 
available training.
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9.2  HSLO, AAO and LWO access to student data

9.2.1  HSLOs, AAOs and PMs need ongoing access to individual 
student attendance and other relevant data
Information about students’ attendance patterns is necessary for HSLOs, AAOs 
and PMs to do their work efficiently. Student wellbeing information, behaviour 
data (from a student’s school), and information relating to social welfare, youth 
justice and courts, and disabilities from external agencies such as the Department 
of Communities and Justice is also useful to allow HSLOs and AAOs to obtain 
comprehensive data about students to enable a holistic understanding of their 
needs, challenges and contextual factors.

9.2.2  Recommendation elements

9.2.2.1  Conduct a needs analysis among HSLP staff to determine their 
data access requirements

We recommend that all HSLP staff be consulted to identify the departmental 
data sources they need to access to obtain comprehensive information 
about students to inform effective decision-making regarding selection 
and intervention.

9.2.2.2  Ensure ongoing access for all HSLOs and AAOs to all data 
necessary for their role, including individual student attendance data 
from Scout.

A complete collection of all data relevant to student attendance should be 
made available to HSLOs, AAOs and Program Managers, and where possible 
integrated into a new or upgraded HART. This will ensure more efficient and 
effective decision-making around low attendance.
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In this chapter we discuss our key findings regarding professional learning and 
peer support within the HSLP. We specifically cover induction, ongoing professional 
learning, and peer mentoring, with recommendations following each section.

10.1  Induction

10.1.1  The current induction process does not provide sufficient 
or timely guidance

10.1.1.1  HSLO and AAO induction

The current HSLP induction primarily consists of a set of online modules which 
provide an overview of student attendance issues and general supports, details of 
HSLP processes including the application process and casework, the legal process 
addressing low attendance, and an introduction to Scout. Further details of these 
modules are presented in Appendix K. The SOG indicates that newly appointed 
AAOs and HSLOs must complete the mandatory e-learning modules within 10 
weeks of taking up their role. In addition, a 2-day professional learning session is 
held once per year. This session is delivered online statewide, with staff from each 
education office gathering in person at their respective offices. In 2023, this session 
was delivered to all HSLOs and AAOs and was intended to provide all staff with a 
common understanding of the program. Program Delivery staff indicated that from 
2024 onwards the 2-day session was intended to function primarily as an additional 
ongoing professional learning session rather than having an induction focus and 
the recording of the 2023 session remains available for all staff to view as part of 
general induction materials.

The availability of online learning materials is a valued addition for new HSLOs and 
appears to have improved in recent years. One HSLO commented in a focus group 
that the induction modules ‘are definitely useful if you were new … I did it for the 
first time this year, cause well, I didn’t have any training 4 years ago’. However there 
remains a need for greater availability or communication regarding the induction 
materials. As another HSLO commented ‘I’m not sure they can access [the induction 
materials] throughout the year though’.
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Despite the availability of online modules, many stakeholders commented on the 
inadequate preparation of HSLOs and AAOs for the role. For example, one LWC in a 
focus group commented that ‘our guys [HSLOs and AAOs] are very, very underdone 
when they go out’. The HSLOs and AAOs themselves reflected similar sentiments, 
noting the lack of available training to prepare them adequately for their role.

I walked into my local office, basically fresh-faced, had no idea really of what the 
job entailed, and I was like, yeah, it will be fine… I had this mindset of they’ll send 
me to Sydney, we’re going to be trained up. That didn’t occur.

HSLO-R5, focus group 2

There’s not much of a handover process that happens when you’re transitioning 
in and out of these roles, which is, you know, disappointing.

AAO, interview

The results from the HSLO survey further reinforced a need for refinements to the 
induction. Only 51% of the HSLOs who responded to the survey indicated that the 
mandatory HSLO induction e-learning modules prepared them well for the role 
(Figure 10.1).

Figure 10.1
HSLO perceptions regarding effectiveness of mandatory HSLO induction e-learning 
modules in preparing them for their role

Question: The mandatory HSLO induction e-learning modules I completed prepared me well for 
my role

Source: HSLO survey
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Several HSLOs commented that due to insufficient induction materials and training, 
they relied strongly on the knowledge of more experienced HSLOs and AAOs to 
learn about the role. Being able to shadow colleagues was seen as a vital step in 
gaining a more thorough understanding of the role requirements, though this can 
present challenges when there are few experienced staff located in the same area. 
HSLOs commented on the importance of being able to rely on other colleagues to 
answer questions and share knowledge of program processes.

It wasn’t until I got to shadow someone to be able to learn the ropes very, very 
quickly. And I was quite literally thrown in the deep end.

HSLO-R5, focus group 2

I had to 100% lean on my colleagues and asked them 100 questions a day to 
eventually get that understanding. I shadowed them to meetings and to court 
dates for quite some time.

HSLO-3, interview

So I find that when a HSLO was given a job, it’s very important that she’s got 
somebody with her because it’s a very isolated position.

HSLO-4, interview

To further compound the reliance on the knowledge of HSLO and AAO colleagues, 
program managers are often not seen to have sufficient knowledge to induct newly 
commencing HSLOs. Given the frequent turnover in the program managers, existing 
HSLOs are commonly seen as having greater experience and familiarity with 
HSLP processes, and consequently will assume responsibility for training newly 
commencing HSLOs. This is in addition to the informal training HSLOs and AAOs 
provide for LWOs as discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.

... we’ve just had one [HSLO] join in term 2 and we’ve had to train her ourselves 
since the LWO does not know anything about the processes.

HSLO-R2, focus group 1

Some program staff reflected on the benefits and comprehensive nature of past 
face-to-face induction training. Previous induction reportedly comprised more in-
depth training over several weeks and included both theoretical content and field 
experience alongside a mentor. This past induction program was viewed favourably, 
with many stakeholders commenting that it prepared newly commencing HSLOs 
more adequately for the complexity of the role.

… when I did the home school liaison training back in the late 90s, we had 
6 weeks where we went in for 3 weeks, face to face, including a week of 
PART which was the physical assault response training. It was done very 
professionally. You had to actually pass it to go on. Then we went out and had 2 
weeks in the field with a mentor. …It was really, really thorough and you actually 
knew what you were doing.

LWC-R2, focus group 2
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10.1.1.2  Program manager induction

Program managers lack sufficient role-specific induction materials and 
consequently experienced HSLOs and AAOs often assume the responsibility of 
training incoming program managers (refer to Chapter 5). The frequent turnover 
of program managers makes the lack of induction particularly problematic as it 
creates a situation whereby HSLOs and AAOs are often more aware of program 
processes than their newly commencing managers, who have no additional support 
to prepare them for their role (refer to Chapter 6). This perpetuates a situation 
where all levels of staff entering the HSLP receive inadequate preparation and there 
is a reliance on the potentially limited program experience of existing staff to pass 
on their knowledge to newly commencing staff. Consequently, newly commencing 
staff may not receive in-depth role specific training.

It’s just I’m now training managers when they come into the job to give them the 
understanding of what we do in our role and what they need to do in their role, 
and how they do their role. So you know there’s not a great handover process 
that happens for them either. It’s a kind of sink or swim.

AAO, interview

Professional learning for our program managers and our HSLOs and our AAOs 
has reduced …. It’s all online and I don’t think it’s as robust as what it once was, 
and so there’s I think there’s a need to be a strong focus around how we induct 
our program managers into the space as well.

Executive director, interview
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10.1.1.3  Recommendation element: Review and revise the current induction 
program to provide comprehensive and timely role-specific induction

A thorough formal induction program should be provided for newly appointed 
program staff in the first week that they commence employment to ensure 
they are more adequately prepared for the role. This should include immediate 
access to online modules and an induction buddy or mentor to provide initial 
support (refer Section 10.3 for further details). Planned shadowing or field 
work opportunities should also be considered as part of a standard induction 
program as outlined in the options below. Induction materials should be tailored 
to specific roles (HSLOs, AAOs, program managers) rather than being generic.

The review and revision of the induction program and materials could consider 
the following options:

	• Supplement current online modules and induction sessions with additional 
content to better prepare newly appointed HSLP staff. While existing staff 
commented favourably on the increased availability of induction materials 
in recent years, additional content may still be required, in areas such as the 
legal process, given the perception staff are inadequately prepared for their 
HSLP roles. The current modules could be used to provide an overview of 
the HSLP and key policies and procedures with new content added based on 
detailed feedback from HSLP staff members to best prepare incoming staff 
members. Refinements should also ensure consistency of information across 
all sources.

	• Provide more in-depth face-to-face practical training to build on the content 
delivered in the online modules. The potential benefits of practical role-
specific training should be balanced with the logistical challenges of face-to 
face delivery and patterns of staff movement into the program.

	• Include legacy induction program content or delivery methods. Given the 
positive feedback regarding the in-depth induction training delivered to 
HSLP staff in the past, prior content and delivery formats could be reviewed 
and incorporated into an updated HSLP induction program. This legacy 
content may help to inform areas where further detail and preparation are 
required and overcome existing knowledge gaps observed in HSLP staff.

Rec
15
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10.2  Ongoing professional learning

10.2.1  Current ongoing online PL does not meet the needs of 
HSLOs and AAOs
The current ongoing professional learning (PL) is not meeting the needs of HSLOs 
and AAOs, who would prefer more relevant, face-to-face, network-based PL. Current 
PL consists of weekly statewide online professional learning sessions presented by 
various department teams involved in the HSLP, including policy and delivery, and 
legal services. In addition to these weekly sessions, one 2-day professional learning 
session is held per year. HSLOs and AAOs may also complete additional professional 
learning at a network level, when available.

Ongoing professional learning in general was viewed positively, with just over 
two‑thirds of respondents to the HSLO survey indicating that ongoing HSLP specific 
PL helped them be more effective in their roles (Figure 10.2). However, one-third 
of respondents were neutral or dissatisfied with the effectiveness of the current 
ongoing PL, suggesting further refinements are required.

Figure 10.2
Perceived effectiveness of ongoing HSLP specific professional learning

Question: Ongoing professional learning provided by the department that is specific to the Home 
School Liaison Program helps me to be more effective in my role

Source: HSLO survey

While these survey findings were largely positive, the interviews and focus groups 
uncovered considerable dissatisfaction. One possible explanation for the somewhat 
contradictory findings is that the survey was conducted at the outset of the 
evaluation when respondents had not had any prior contact with the evaluation team 
and may have been hesitant to reveal too much. By contrast, the interviews provided 
an opportunity to establish rapport and by the time focus groups were conducted, 
HSLOs and AAOs seemed to trust the evaluation team enough to speak freely. In 
addition, in focus groups the conversation between participants often sparks new 
ideas that they may not have thought of individually.
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Many HSLOs and AAOs commented that they do not find the weekly PL sessions 
helpful. Overall, the sessions were seen to be inconveniently timed, with content 
that was either irrelevant to staff learning needs or not tailored to their levels of 
experience. While new content was seen to be beneficial and useful for new HSLOs, 
more experienced staff found the content to be especially repetitive.

One HSLO suggested sessions could be opt-in to reduce the repetition of content:

I think what they should do is say, ‘we’re offering this on Wednesday, if you’re 
interested, please join us. If it’s a topic that you’re familiar with, don’t worry about 
joining us this week’ … Then it’s up to us to join which ones we want to, instead of 
having to listen to the same things over and over again.

HSLO-11, interview

HSLOs commented that the online format of the sessions made it challenging to 
remain engaged, especially in the face of competing demands. HSLOs and AAOs 
reported that the session topics did not consider their suggestions, which ties 
in with their perceived lack of opportunities to provide input and feedback (as 
discussed in Chapter 6). Furthermore, one HSLO commented that the content was 
not always applicable to their context and needs of the community, and thus lacked 
relevance to their work.

Some HSLOs commented that the timing of the sessions is inconvenient as it 
conflicts with a key time for engaging with families and schools or travel. This can 
be particularly challenging when travelling between locations in remote areas 
where internet access is intermittent.

The members of the Delivery Support team indicated that the intention behind 
the weekly PL sessions was to promote consistency of practice by delivering the 
same messages to all the HSLOs as a group, rather than via the program managers. 
However, some HSLOs indicated the information they received at the sessions 
contradicted other materials including the SOG and Attendance Matters resources. 
Some also noted that the updates, material and specified processes provided have 
at times caught program managers unaware and created confusion. This highlights 
the issues with a lack of streamlined communication and need to standardise 
program processes and policies, as outlined in Chapter 4.
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Table 10.1 provides a summary of these key issues HSLOs and AAOs raised in 
relation to the statewide PL sessions.

Table 10.1
Summary of the key issues HSLOs and AAOs experience with statewide PL sessions

Issue Illustrative quotes

Repetitive content ‘I’ll be very honest with you. I have found it not helpful at all our Wednesday 
afternoon PLs ever since they started on a weekly basis. The same 
information has gone over time and time again, so if you’re an experienced 
HSLO, you tune out very quickly.’ HSLO-3, interview
‘… it’s become repetitive. It was good at the start because it was talking 
about new things and it’s good for new HSLOs … but for us who’ve been in 
the job for a long time, it’s become repetitive. So sometimes I’ll just have 
it on [but] I’m doing other work… there are weeks where they talk about 
things that are of interest to me. And I’m all ears and listening … But I find it 
is repetitive.’ HSLO-11, interview

Content is not useful 
for existing staff

‘When you’re talking about professional development for HSLOs, can you 
please just quantify that for new HSLOs because people like myself and 
others here that have been doing this job for a long time, we don’t need to 
rehash the new stuff that new HSLOs need to know. I know that stuff. I’ve 
been doing it for a long, long time, so I don’t need to do that professional 
development. I like doing new stuff.’ HSLO-R4, focus group 2

Content lacks 
contextual relevance

‘[the sessions] can be quite deflating for us because we see great programs 
that are being run in certain areas. And we are just so far from even getting 
to there.’ HSLO-10, interview

Session timing ‘… they do it at 3 o’clock in the afternoon. Which most HSLOs, it’s not 
convenient for us. We’re in schools, we’re doing parent meetings, we’re 
travelling between school and home … to finish off our day.’ HSLO-2, 
interview

Provision of conflicting 
information

‘The information that we’re often provided with is conflicting. It conflicts 
with the standard operating guidelines and which sometimes conflict with 
the Attendance Matters.’ HSLO-5, interview
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10.2.2  Network-based professional learning is valued 
and preferred
Several HSLOs and AAOs suggested that instead of frequent statewide PL they 
would prefer network-based PL more targeted to their needs and work contexts. 
Network-based sessions could focus on services available and common issues 
within the community. Network-based PL is currently occurring in some networks 
and is received positively due to alignment with staff interests.

What would be useful is just knowing about more services that are out there to 
support us in different things.

HSLO-1, interview

Anything related to low SES, the community I work in is low socio economic, a 
lot of domestic violence. So, I guess trauma related things around that, because 
that’s the kids we deal with as well.

HSLO-10, interview

We’ve got a few people on our team and our LWOs, we’ve got one that organises 
all the PL for us. So, she asked us … what PL are you interested in … and then she 
organises all that for us and that’s been really good and really helpful.

HSLO-11, interview

HSLOs and AAOs commented on the importance of opportunities to connect with 
peers in their network. HSLOs and AAOs highlighted the value of peer connections 
both for professional learning and wellbeing, given the isolation some staff 
experience, particularly those in more remote communities. The importance of peer 
support is discussed further in Section 10.3 below.

I think the engagement with other colleagues. Being a bit rural, we’re a little bit 
isolated at times. So, I think that conference side of things, being able to catch 
up and meet people face-to-face and talk about personal experiences and share 
that networking space would be more valuable.

AAO, interview

I think there’s not a need for our regular Wednesday afternoon ones and … 
what would be better suited in my opinion, would be face-to-face meetings 
as a network on a more regular basis to not just do official PL and content, 
but to debrief to go over those human elements of the role and build those 
connections. I think ever since COVID that’s what we’ve been missing is that 
human connection. And we’ve gone a lot to the Teams or Zoom based training. 
So, I think we’ve lost a big part of that human element, which is ironic because 
that’s what we’re trying to establish with our families on caseload. But I think it’s 
very lacking in that regard at the moment.

HSLO-3, interview
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10.2.3  Recommendation elements

10.2.3.1  Deliver ongoing statewide PL with the content and frequency 
better suited to staff needs

The weekly online statewide PL should be revised in the light of considerable 
HSLO and AAO dissatisfaction and disengagement with the current format. The 
frequency of the sessions should be reduced to address concerns regarding 
repetitive content and online fatigue. The statewide forum should be reserved 
to provide consistent key updates for all HSLOs and AAOs. Content should 
be determined based on feedback from HSLOs and AAOs on their learning 
and development needs and areas requiring greater clarity. Additional opt-in 
sessions may be held if required, or sessions could be targeted to the learning 
needs of specific program staff, for example, content targeted to new HSLOs 
and AAOs.

10.2.3.2  Provide network-based, face-to-face PL based on the expressed 
needs of HSLOs and AAOs

Rather than relying on statewide PL sessions, greater priority should be given 
to delivery of PL content through face-to-face sessions at a network level that 
are targeted to HSLO and AAO needs and relevant to contextual challenges. 
The sessions would also create opportunities to build relationships and 
establish connection (refer to Section 10.3 below).

Rec
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10.3  Peer mentoring

10.3.1  Lack of consistent peer mentoring and support 
opportunities for HSLOs and AAOs
HSLOs reported that peer mentoring is a valued form of support. Connecting and 
collaborating with other HSLOs and AAOs to share knowledge, advice and ideas, 
seek clarification, and formulate solutions is seen as vital. The advice of colleagues 
is seen by some HSLOs as more beneficial than the current weekly professional 
learning sessions as it can incorporate more specific case-related advice.

When you’re a HSLO you want someone to actually listen to what your case is 
and give specific advice even though it’s not in policies and procedures. A lot of 
this is on the job training. … You ring certain people for certain things.

HSLO-6, interview

But there are other HSLOs that have schools in the [location] area that aren’t my 
schools. So I contact them as well because they’ve also got family knowledge of 
these people and families that we deal with.

HSLO-2, interview

Some HSLOs also commented on the benefits of being able to speak to more 
experienced HSLOs to gather advice based on practical experience. The mentoring 
and accessible knowledge provided by more experienced HSLOs was seen as 
invaluable for HSLO capability building by providing staff with specific advice and 
orienting new staff into the role.

If she [experienced HSLO] became like a HSLO leader… there needs to be 
someone [experienced HSLO] that can answer a question off the top of her head 
and has been around a while and knows her stuff.

HSLO-R1, focus group 2

When I started, we weren’t assigned a mentor, but I was lucky that I was in an 
office with other 2 other HSLOs, where, if I had a question, they could answer it 
for me and … they guided me to where I could go and get the answers.

HSLO-11, interview

While some opportunities for peer mentoring exist at present, these are organised 
at a network level and are not standard practice across education offices. Thus, 
opportunities to engage with colleagues depend on staff availability and existing 
structures within an office, which also has implications for staff support and 
wellbeing (discussed further in Chapter 6). Network-based PL could be offered to 
larger groups, while peer mentoring could operate at a neighbourhood rather than a 
network level or could occur online for HSLOs and AAOs who have no colleagues in 
close proximity.
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10.3.1.1  Recommendation element: Facilitate opportunities for HSLOs and 
AAOs to collaborate with and learn from their colleagues’ experience

Peer mentoring and support should be formalised within networks to facilitate 
greater knowledge sharing. Mentoring sessions are not based around the 
delivery of PL content but rather enable connection, collaboration, and 
discussion. Regular face-to-face meetings could be established within 
networks to provide mechanisms for local support, leveraging off any existing 
network peer mentoring structures in place. The mentoring should be available 
to both new and existing staff. These sessions should be tailored to HSLO and 
AAO needs and experience. New staff may require more dedicated, intensive 
support and shadowing opportunities. Mentoring for all staff could incorporate 
peer supervision and group case reviews to:

	• share ideas and strategies for specific cases

	• seek clarification on program processes and their application to 
specific cases

	• provide opportunities to debrief and access the support of colleagues with 
common knowledge of the challenges of the role

	• provide formalised peer mentoring to enable more structured support for 
less experienced staff.

Changes to reporting lines and organisational structure may help to facilitate 
this support (refer to Chapter 5). While the staff needs and geographical 
challenges may necessitate some variation across offices, appropriate 
mechanisms for support should be consistently available in each network. 
Opportunities for collaboration will also help to address the need for 
greater wellbeing support and reduce staff isolation (refer to Chapter 6 for 
further detail).

Rec
15



Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation	 144

Chapter 11:  
Conclusion

In this chapter we summarise our findings in relation to the evaluation 
questions, list the recommendation elements, and condense these into a set of 
overarching recommendations.

11.1  What is the impact of the HSLP on the 
attendance of students who received Home School 
Liaison intervention?
Our outcome analysis indicates the HSLP has a small positive effect on student 
attendance rates that continues beyond the end of the intervention: average 
attendance rates of students receiving HSLP support increased at a greater rate 
than those referred to but declined entry to the program. The upward attendance 
trajectory for students receiving HSLP intervention persisted and grew over time. 
However, the post-intervention findings should be interpreted cautiously because 
the samples are not directly comparable due to the high attrition rate of students.

11.2  How suitable is the HSLP for improving student 
attendance, and does it meet the needs of students 
and schools?
The data shows that the HSLP does improve student attendance but does not 
always meet student and school needs across several aspects of delivery. Key 
challenges include lack of access to timely support, insufficient staff to deliver the 
intervention, gaps in program delivery, and a general lack of clarity around policies 
and processes.

In 2023, of the total of 795,485 students enrolled in NSW public schools, 35,370 
had an attendance rate of less than 50%, and only 12% (n =4,325) of these were 
supported by the HSLP. The prevailing view among stakeholders was that while the 
HSLP is a necessary and valuable intervention, improvements are required for the 
program to better meet their needs.
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11.3  Is the HSLP being implemented as intended? 
Are there any barriers to implementation?
Current implementation of the HSLP is guided partly by the SOG, which was 
developed in 2023 and supersedes the Guidelines for Supporting Student 
Attendance (2011), which is not specific to the HSLP, yet has been the main 
source of reference for HSLOs and AAOs. Other than these documents, we were 
unable to find any specific documentation to guide program delivery. There is 
no comprehensive record of the initial intent for program implementation and 
as we have discussed in various sections of the report, the SOG contains gaps, 
inconsistencies and sometimes insufficient detail.

The main barriers to effective implementation are:

	• poorly defined program purpose and target population

	• absence of comprehensive, consistent and clear documentation to guide 
service delivery

	• varied understandings of program policies and procedures across stakeholder 
groups, which affect program uptake and contribute to variable service quality 
and consistency

	• the HSLP workforce is not large enough to meet the needs

	• inadequate induction for HSLP staff

	• insufficient wellbeing support for HSLOs and AAOs

	• lack of cultural safety for Aboriginal staff and students.

11.4  Of those students being referred to the HSLP, are 
the right students being accepted onto the program?
Acceptance rates for HSLP support are relatively high, ranging from 83.5% to 
94.3% across principal networks, indicating that most students referred to the 
HSLP are accepted. However, not all students needing support are consistently 
referred to the HSLP, due to concerns of applications being rejected because of 
low system capacity, misapprehensions about acceptance criteria and burdensome 
application processes. Additionally, program acceptance decisions are strongly 
influenced by HSLO and AAO caseload capacity rather than the severity of the 
attendance problem. Furthermore, the application process specified in the SOG 
impedes timely referral for students with emerging attendance issues. Stakeholders 
also expressed a desire for a greater focus on early intervention to target both less 
severe attendance issues and younger students to mitigate the development of 
more severe issues that are likely to be more challenging to resolve.
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11.5  What is working well in the implementation of 
the HSLP?
The HSLP is a valuable support for schools and families in addressing barriers 
to attendance. HSLOs and AAOs reported that developing positive relationships 
between HSLP staff and schools and HSLP staff and families, and establishing 
connections between schools and families are important enablers of effective 
program intervention. The collegial relationships among HSLOs and AAOs are also 
imperative for their wellbeing and ultimately their effectiveness in their roles. Many 
informal mentoring relationships exist, although some still work in isolation due to 
their geographic location.

Although all stakeholder groups view the program positively and acknowledge 
its value, they all concede that there are many factors that substantially hinder 
effective program implementation.

11.6  What is not working well in the implementation of 
the HSLP?
Although all stakeholder groups viewed the HSLP positively, they acknowledged 
that current program functioning does not meet stakeholder needs. Our findings 
revealed numerous opportunities to strengthen all aspects of program functioning: 
program purpose, delivery and uptake, structure and reporting, the HSLO and 
AAO roles, cultural safety, program processes, data and systems, and professional 
learning and peer support. Many challenges in program implementation are 
interlinked and one issue can compound problems experienced in other areas of 
program implementation.

11.7  Summary of findings and recommendations
We have generated numerous recommendations varying in complexity, resource 
requirements, and ease of implementation. Table 11.1 provides a list of the key 
findings by chapter and Table 11.2 presents the overarching recommendations.



Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation	 147

Chapter 11: Conclusion

Table 11.1
Summary of key findings by chapter

Chapter Key findings

Chapter 4: 
Program purpose, 
delivery and uptake

	• Program purpose and target population need clearer definition

	• Intervention framework requires further elaboration

	• Current staffing levels are inadequate to meet the support needs

	• Specific gaps in program delivery
	• Insufficient early intervention
	• Limited support for students older than 14 years

	• Variable service quality and consistency across networks and HSLOs/AAOs

	• Schools may avoid applying for HSLP support

	• Perceived relegation of responsibility for students to HSLOs and AAOs

Chapter 5: 
Program structure 
and reporting

	• Lack of program governance

	• No central line management of HSLOs and AAOs

	• Ineffective dual reporting lines for HSLOs

	• Barriers to effective LWO supervision of HSLOs and AAOs
	• HSLP is not the primary function of the LWO role
	• Many PMs have limited program knowledge for supervising HSLOs and 

AAOs effectively
	• Many HSLOs and AAOs are supervised by multiple PMs

	• AAOs have no career pathway in the HSLP

Chapter 6: 
HSLO and AAO 
roles

	• Roles have an extensive scope
	• The SOG does not capture the scope of the roles adequately
	• Caseload numbers often exceed the recommended limit

	• HSLOs and AAOs manage a huge administrative burden

	• Differing perspectives on the purpose and scope of the AAO role

	• There are opportunities to better support HSLO and AAO wellbeing

	• Peer support is valued but support opportunities are inconsistent

	• Lack of voice

	• Communication of policies and procedures requires greater clarity, 
consistency and accuracy

	• Reduced and inconvenient access to departmental vehicles

	• Inconsistent staff retention and contract renewal processes for HSLOs

	• Turnover of school and HSLP staff presents challenges for effective 
program implementation
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Chapter Key findings

Chapter 7: 
Cultural safety

	• Lack of voice regarding cultural safety

	• Lack of cultural safety for students and families:
	• Low attendance of Aboriginal students is perceived not to be taken 

seriously enough by schools
	• Program timelines are not conducive to culturally safe intervention with 

families
	• Navigating the legal process is challenging for families with fraught 

relationships with government agencies
	• Extensive workloads limit AAOs’ ability to provide culturally safe 

intervention

	• Lack of cultural safety for AAOs
	• AAO supervision by non-Aboriginal managers
	• Working off country presents challenges

	• AAOs experience cultural load

Chapter 8: 
Program processes

	• Application and selection
	• The application process and scope of program support is not universally 

well understood by schools and other stakeholders
	• Variability in accepted students across education offices and principal 

networks
	• Case acceptance and assignment processes vary across networks
	• Absence of readily available application information adds administrative 

burden and creates inefficiencies

	• Case management
	• Timeframes not always responsive to student needs and contextual 

challenges
	• HSLOs and AAOs value home visits but are strongly discouraged from 

doing them

	• Legal process
	• The legal process alone has limited benefits for improving attendance
	• Secretary’s Conferences can be time consuming and difficult to resource

Chapter 9: 
Data and systems

	• Home School Liaison Officer and Aboriginal Attendance Officer Reporting 
Tool (HART)

	• HART is unfit for contemporary purpose
	• HART training is insufficient
	• Data entry has challenges and limitations
	• Lack of integration with other data systems

	• HSLOs, AAOs and PMs need ongoing access to individual student 
attendance and other relevant data

Chapter 10: 
Professional 
learning and peer 
support

	• Current induction process does not provide sufficient or timely guidance

	• Current ongoing online PL does not meet the needs of HSLOs and AAOs

	• Network-based professional learning is valued and preferred

	• Lack of consistent peer mentoring and support opportunities for HSLOs and 
AAOs
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Table 11.2
Overarching recommendations

Program purpose and delivery

1.	 Clarify the HSLP purpose and target population (4.8.1), taking into account:

	• more robust early intervention (4.8.1.2)

	• increased support for older students (4.8.1.1)

	• that declining applications for older students should not be on the basis that legal action 
is no longer an option beyond 14 years (8.3.1.1).

2.	 Revise the current tiered support framework for attendance to include more detailed 
descriptions of intervention tiers, and the roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders with 
particular attention to clarifying the scope and purpose of all HSLP intervention-focused roles 
(HSLOs, AAOs, AAs and SAAs) (4.8.3, 6.2.1).

Workforce needs

3.	 Extend and strengthen the HSLO and AAO workforce (4.8.2) to ensure the workforce can meet 
program demand (6.1.2.1) by:

	• creating attendance associate (AA) and senior attendance associate (SAA) roles to 
expand the HSLP workforce (4.8.2)

	• developing a consistent policy and process for contract renewal (6.8.1)

	• convening more effective recruitment panels with deep understanding of the roles to 
select the best candidates (4.8.4)

	• providing a career pathway in the HSLP for AAOs (5.6.7).

4.	 Re-assess the attendance support needs of principal networks at least every 3 years to ensure 
that HSLP staff are deployed where most needed (4.8.5).

Program structure and reporting

5.	 Establish a formal HSLP governance structure to address aspects such as oversight of 
program operations, risk assessment, communication, monitoring and reporting, and strategic 
policy (5.6.1).

6.	 Revise the HSLP reporting structure to support more effective delivery by:

	• creating a chief education officer (CEO) role responsible for overseeing the HSLP 
delivery (5.6.2)

	• creating a dedicated HSLP administrative team to reduce the administrative burden on 
HSLOs, AAOs, SAAs and AAs (6.1.3.1)

	• having HSLOs at the equivalent of clerk level 9/10 and SAAs report to an LWA (5.6.8)

	• having HSLOs at the equivalent of a clerk level 7/8 and AAs report to an LWO (5.6.8).

7.	 Enhance supervision of HSLOs and AAOs to support more effective service delivery by:

	• delegating completion and approval of HSLO PDPs to LWOs (5.6.3)

	• revising LWO role descriptions to ensure alignment with the work undertaken (5.6.4)

	• reducing duplicate HSLO and AAO reporting lines to multiple PMs (5.6.5)

	• increasing attendance expertise of program managers to improve the quality of HSLO 
supervision (5.6.6)

	• providing cultural AAO supervision by wellbeing practitioners (7.5.2).
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Cultural safety

8.	 Conduct a cultural safety review of HSLP policies and procedures (7.5.1) and enhance the 
cultural safety for staff and program beneficiaries through measures such as:

	• providing cultural safety training to all HSLP staff (7.5.3)

	• clarifying the purpose and scope of the AAO role to harness their cultural skills and 
knowledge in culturally safe ways without undue burden (6.2.1)

	• engaging Elders and community leaders to support Aboriginal families (7.5.5)

	• exploring options for compensating AAOs for cultural load. This should occur through 
consideration of a whole-of-government policy around cultural load compensation (7.5.4).

	• adapting program processes and time frames to increase cultural safety for students and 
families (8.2.1.1; 7.5.1).

Program processes and documentation

9.	 Revise program procedures and policies to ensure that they reflect the operational needs and 
functions of the program and do not impose unnecessary workload burden on staff, making 
sure that:

	• specified program timeframes reflect case complexities and external factors impacting 
attendance support (8.2.1.1)

	• home visit procedures and risk assessments are considered to better enable home visits 
to be conducted at the point of need (8.2.2.1)

	• conditions for HSLO and AAO access to department vehicles reflect their need and does 
not increase workload pressure (6.7.1)

	• there is a defined process for HSLOs and AAOs to provide feedback on program 
functioning, with clear responsibilities for all staff to ensure feedback can be addressed, 
as necessary (6.5.1).

10.	 Revise the SOG and provide clear, explicit and consistent communication of policies and 
procedures (4.8.6, 6.6.1), making sure that:

	• it identifies the purpose and target population for the program (4.8.1, 4.8.6)

	• program policies and procedures are revised and standardised, and presented in 
comprehensive detail, addressing current gaps and inconsistencies (4.8.6)

	• it details the roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders (4.8.6)

	• it includes a comprehensive statement of duties for the HSLO and AAO roles that 
captures the full scope of the roles (6.1.1.1)

	• it is supported by a robust communications plan to enhance communication within the 
HSLP structure and between principals/DELS and HSLP program staff (4.8.6, 6.6.1).

11.	 Refine the application and case acceptance process to reduce administrative burden for all 
staff and improve consistent decision making. This should include consideration of options 
such as:

	• implementing a centralised, online application within the HSLP CRM system (8.1.5.1)

	• establishing a standardised application review and case allocation process that 
incorporates HSLO/AAO feedback (8.1.5.2)

	• identifying comprehensive acceptance criteria and applying them consistently (8.1.5.2)

	• using technology (such as Artificial Intelligence) to streamline and standardise 
processes (8.1.5.3).
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12.	 Improve the timely convening of Secretary’s Conferences and reduce the burden on the small 
pool of trained HSLOs and AAOs by increasing the pool of available conveners through

	• considering options for using external conveners

	• offering more convener training opportunities to HSLOs and AAOs (8.3.2.1).

Data and Systems

13.	 Assess the CRM software requirements for HSLP (9.1.5.1) and implement the most fit-for-
purpose option, with attention to:

	• integration with other departmental systems reporting on aspects of attendance (9.1.5.2)

	• a comprehensive and well-documented hands-on training program for all HSLP staff who 
will use the new/improved CRM system. (9.1.5.3).

14.	 Conduct a needs analysis among HSLP staff to determine their data access requirements 
(9.2.2.1) and ensure ongoing access for all HSLOs and AAOs to all data necessary for their role, 
including individual student attendance data from Scout (9.2.2.2).

Professional learning, peer support and wellbeing

15.	 Review and revise HSLP-specific professional learning to more effectively address all HSLP 
staff needs. This should consider:

	• revision of the current induction program to provide comprehensive and timely role-
specific induction for all program staff (10.1.1.3)

	• revision of the content and frequency of ongoing statewide PL to ensure it is better suited 
to staff needs (10.2.3.1)

	• increased provision of network-based, face-to-face PL that targets the needs of HSLOs 
and AAOs (10.2.3.2)

	• increased collaboration opportunities for HSLOs and AAOs to enable them to learn from 
their colleagues’ experience (10.3.1.1).

16.	 Provide additional measures to support HSLO and AAO wellbeing to prevent burnout and 
maintain their efficacy by:

	• providing additional EAP sessions and other formal support options (6.3.1)

	• implementing a structured peer mentoring and support program (6.4.1).
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