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Student engagement in 
school

“Over the past decade there has been virtually no improvement in 
the learning outcomes of students in the Western World, even 
though expenditure on schooling rose by almost 20% during this 
period” (OECD, 2018).

Equity of outcomes

Global trends

2000 baseline

Digital screen time in 
school

Creativity



“The achievement gaps across the OECD 
countries between the most socio-
economically advantaged and disadvantaged 
students have remained stagnant or 
widened.” 
                         – PISA 2018

“There is a global learning crisis that amplifies educational 
inequalities that severely hobbles the disadvantaged youth 
who most need the boost that a good education can offer.” 

                       – Human Development Report 2018

“An estimated 258 million children, adolescents and youth, or 
17% of the global total, are not in school.” 
          – Global Education Monitoring Report 2020



“Insanity is doing the same thing 
again and again but expecting 

different results.”

?



Our schools.
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Is education still the “great equaliser”?
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Our kids. 



Thinking about the young

What is one value that 
shapes the way you think 
about children and young 

people?



Thinking about the young

Children have much greater capacity than 
we give them credit for.

Freedom to explore independently is an 
important part of children’s learning and 
wellbeing.

Children have a right to play, and we must 
protect that right for every child every day.





Illustrative trends 
in children’s outdoor play, screen time and independent mobility in 1980 - 
2025
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Note: llustrative synthesis based on multiple studies of children’s outdoor play, 

screen use, and independent mobility in high-income countries. Exact global 
time-series data are unavailable.
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“A primary cause of the rise in 
mental disorders is a decline 
over decades in opportunities 
for children to play, roam, and 
engage in other activities 
independent of direct oversight 
and control by adults.”



Life without free play

Research shows that long-term impacts of 
play deprivation include: 

• mental health issues, e.g., depression

• behavioural issues, e.g., aggression

• reduced self-control 

• poor resilience

• obesity

Source: Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019



Reinventing Australian schools.



What do 
young 

people 
want?

Work on and learn meaningful things 
with purpose

Positively contribute to the community 
and beyond

Build positive relationships to peers 
and adults

Pursuit holistic wellbeing and 
happiness

Feel that their identities are 
understood and valued



Free play.



Classroom lessons
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Relationships.
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Unleash curiosity.



Teach students to 
identify and solve 

real problems

Start asking   ”How 
are our students 
smart?”

Keep wondering  
“What if…”

Prepare students to 
be wrong!



- An annual award for schools, educators or students in Australia

- A recognition of a practical idea that positively contributes to children’s play

- $10,000 cash award to advance childhood play

- Online submission now open via Sydney Opera House website (QR code above)

Sydney Opera House 2026 
Play Award 



Thank you!


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 24
	Slide 25
	Slide 26

