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1	During	this	stage	of	the	research,	we	did	not	consult	with	students.	We	engaged	in	extensive	interactions	with	students	from	refugee	backgrounds	in	the	same	seven	schools	
during	the	final	stage	of	the	research.	Students’	insights	into	what	aspects	of	school	life	promote	their	resilience	and	wellbeing	will	be	presented	in	later	project	publications.

INTRODUCTION
Research suggests that children from refugee 
backgrounds living in countries of resettlement, such as 
Australia, can experience:
• loss and trauma
• difficulties adjusting to a new culture and 

environment
• poverty and deprivation, and
• discrimination in their host country. 

Further to this, students from refugee backgrounds may 
also require additional learning support to engage with 
the Australian education system due to limited English 
language capabilities, missed or interrupted schooling, 
and unfamiliarity with Western curricula and schooling 
approaches.

For refugee youth transitioning to mainstream schools in 
their host country, pre- and post-migratory experiences 
have the potential to impact on their integration, 
wellbeing and academic achievement. For these reasons, 
a significant body of literature has examined how schools 
can best support students from refugee backgrounds (see 
Miller et al., 2018; Baak et al., 2019). In this report, we 
discuss the findings from an Australian study of school 
practices which aimed to promote the wellbeing and 
academic development of refugee students 

THE STUDY
Working with our research partners in Queensland and South 
Australia, we identified seven secondary schools which:
• used an inclusive, whole-school approach to  

refugee education
• promoted an inclusive, refugee-friendly, positive 

school ethos
• used structured but flexible induction processes  

for students from refugee backgrounds
• provided practical, ongoing English language  

support, and
• actively promoted anti-racist policies.

We investigated the policy development and enactment 
processes related to the education of refugee-background 
students at the seven schools. This involved collecting 
data using what Knoblauch (2005) calls a ‘focused 
ethnography’ approach characterised by relatively 
short-term but intensive visits to participating schools. We 
used methods like ‘walking alongside’ interactive ‘tours’ of 

the schools led by school leaders, and informal 
conversations and semi-structured interviews with over  
50 school leaders and teachers. Data were also collected 
from policy texts, observations of meetings, and the 
schools’ physical environment.1

Six key domains of current practice emerged from our 
analysis of the data. They summarise the range of 
approaches used by the participating schools to support 
the education of students from refugee backgrounds:
• School ethos refers to the values, beliefs, norms and 

assumptions that influence the ways students from 
refugee backgrounds are treated in school.

• Celebrating diversity refers to a range of practices 
that value and commemorate the different cultural 
traditions and practices of students from refugee 
backgrounds.

• Targeted support refers to interventions that address 
the complex learning, social and emotional needs of 
students from refugee backgrounds.

• Positive relationships refers to human connections 
and social exchanges at school characterised by 
respect, care and trust.

• Parental involvement refers to a range of strategies 
designed to engage parents of students from refugee 
backgrounds in school-related activities.

• Community partnerships refers to relationships 
between schools and service organisations that 
support the needs of students from refugee 
backgrounds.

THE REPORT
This report unpacks each domain of activity using the 
perspectives of over 50 school leaders and teachers. It is 
very grounded in that it uses direct quotations from 
interviews and conversations with the study’s participants 
to identify what schools actually do to support the 
education of students from refugee backgrounds. It also 
provides insights from the literature on refugee education 
to complement leaders’ and teachers’ perspectives.

Finally, it offers several critical counterpoints to selected 
aspects of refugee education reported by leaders and 
teachers. These take the form of provocations that identify 
some of the tensions, ambiguities and uncertainties that 
educators and researchers face in this field. They are 
intended to stimulate thinking and debate about some 
contentious issues in refugee education in Australia.
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TABLE 1: A SUMMARY OF CURRENT PRACTICES IN REFUGEE EDUCATION

SC
H

O
O

L 
ET

H
O

S

School ethos refers 
to the values, beliefs, 
norms and 
assumptions that 
influence the ways 
students from 
refugee backgrounds 
are treated in school.

Promoting core values:
• acceptance
• equality
• community
• respect
• social justice
• success.

Ensuring values are accessible:
• writing values in a variety of 

languages
• co-developing values
• embedding values as core guiding 

principles
• promoting values throughout the 

whole school community.

Enacting values in practical 
ways:
• school fee remissions.

PO
SI

TI
VE

 
RE

LA
TI

O
N

SH
IP

S

Positive 
relationships refers 
to human 
connections and 
social exchanges at 
school characterised 
by respect, care and 
trust.

Developing trusting relationships 
to provide an additional layer of 
informal support:
• teachers acting as confidantes 

and mentors
• teachers providing practical 

administrative help
• teachers investing time in 

developing relationships. 

Altering school structures to foster 
greater connectedness
• Appointing the ‘right type’ of staff.

PA
RE

N
TA

L 
IN

VO
LV

EM
EN

T

Parental 
involvement refers 
to a range of 
strategies designed 
to engage parents of 
students of refugee 
backgrounds in 
school-related 
activities.

Developing strategies to include 
and engage parents in school-
related activities:
• employing bilingual support 

workers (BSSOs), Community 
Liaison Officers and interpreters

• organising special events and 
cultural festivals

• encouraging community groups to 
reach out to parents

• opening school facilities to 
community groups.

Addressing exclusive practices that 
inhibit parental involvement by 
challenging perceived family and 
cultural deficits
• constraints of standard school 

communication approaches
• ‘unrealistic’ expectations of their 

children’s future careers
• parents’ gendered attitudes

CE
LE

BR
AT

IN
G 

DI
VE

RS
IT

Y

Celebrating diversity 
refers to a range of 
practices that value 
and commemorate the 
different cultural 
traditions and 
practices of students 
from refugee 
backgrounds.

Using events and programs to 
foster inclusion and celebrate 
cultural diversity:
• Harmony Day
• Multicultural Week
• share food, music, art and dance.

Integrating refugee perspectives 
and experiences into the 
curriculum:
• humanities & social sciences
• religious education
• storytelling
• inviting community 

representatives.

TA
RG

ET
ED

 S
U

PP
O

RT

Targeted support 
refers to interventions 
that address the 
complex learning, 
social, and emotional 
needs of students 
from refugee 
backgrounds.

Providing support for language 
needs:
• intensive language programs
• specialised EALD classes
• specialist EALD teachers
• whole-staff EALD training
• Bilingual School Support Officers 
• Homework Club.

Providing support for wellbeing 
needs:
• mental health and wellbeing 

programs
• multi-tiered pastoral support
• on-site and external counsellors, 

psychologists, health workers and 
social workers.

Providing career and 
vocational support:
• work readiness
• VET courses at school
• tailored and individual 

needs focused.

CO
M

M
U

N
IT

Y 
PA

RT
N

ER
SH

IP
S

Community 
partnerships refers 
to relationships 
between schools and 
service organisations 
that support the 
needs of students 
from refugee 
backgrounds.

Building partnerships with 
organisations which support 
vocational and further education.

Using service organisations to do 
things schools can’t:
• linking with a broader range of 

support services
• triaging urgent cases to overcome 

long waiting lists for treatment or 
services.
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DOMAIN OF CURRENT PRACTICE 1:

 SCHOOL ETHOS
School ethos  refers to the values,  beliefs,  norms and 
assumptions that influence the ways students from refugee 
backgrounds are treated in school.

PROMOTING CORE VALUES
The importance of a welcoming and caring ethos in 
supporting the needs of students from refugee 
backgrounds has been identified in a range of studies (e.g., 
Block et al., 2014). Inclusive and shared values can support 
students by helping them to form quality peer 
relationships, building their self-esteem and confidence, 
and assisting them in their academic engagement and 
future pathways. 

Each of the schools we visited as part of the present 
research had a series of core values which defined their 
approach to working with students from refugee 
backgrounds. Common values shared by several of the 
schools were:

ACCEPTANCE

“It’s all about acceptance and inclusion … You know, 
everyone’s unique.”

KATHY, DIRECTOR OF TEACHING AND LEARNING, SCHOOL 1

EQUALITY

“We are the school that cares. People come and feel 
welcome and never feel alienated by background or 
anything. We’re all equal in that sense. And the 
opportunities that are put out there are for 
everybody and nobody will be discriminated 
against negatively or positively.”

GRAEME, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 7

BUILDING A SUPPORTIVE AND CARING  
SCHOOL COMMUNITY

“We like to think we’re all family – you just get a 
feeling that you’re there for one another just like 
your family members and if someone is hurting 
they can approach you for help.”

ANTHEA, ADMINISTRATION OFFICER, SCHOOL 7

RESPECT

“A great deal of time and energy is spent on 
respectful relationships, so that concept permeates 
all of everything we do.”

GERMAINE, DEPUTY PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

SOCIAL JUSTICE

“This is what we do. We are living out and acting 
out our social justice values. It’s not just a mantra 
but it’s the cornerstone of what we do – social 
justice for all – and refugees are included in that as 
well.”

KATHY, DIRECTOR OF TEACHING AND LEARNING, SCHOOL 1

SUCCESS

“I guess there’s a belief that every student should 
succeed, and succeeding doesn’t mean getting A’s; 
succeeding means doing the best they can.”

KATE, HEAD OF DEPARTMENT, EALD, SCHOOL 7

7 



ENSURING VALUES ARE ACCESSIBLE
WRITING VALUES IN A VARIETY OF LANGUAGES
To ensure the values were accessible to all students, 
School 6 had placed the school values on ‘four walls 
around the school’ written in a variety of languages to 
‘multilingually reflect’ them across the whole school 
community.

CO-DEVELOPING VALUES
Several participants, particularly senior leaders, spoke at 
length about the process of co-developing values with 
members of the school community:

“We had a working party that worked on what we 
thought were the important values of the school. I 
pushed for three because I think you can remember 
three and any more they can’t.”

MEREDITH, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

EMBEDDING VALUES AS CORE GUIDING PRINCIPLES
Although core values were reflected in many aspects of 
school life, one school in particular sought to integrate 
their values into all facets of their practice. As one 
participant explained:

“It’s our … values at this school. We don’t just talk 
about [our] values; we live them. It’s just engrained 
in everyone that this is a place where we do care. 
We don’t just talk about caring; we actually show 
that we care. We have so many fundraisers where 
students have to be the active ones. I think that’s 
the thing – we live the values. It just feels right, it 
feels like you belong, and you feel like you’re doing 
something. It may not solve everything, but you’re 
doing something.”

TARA, TEACHER, EALD, SCHOOL 1

PROMOTING VALUES THROUGHOUT THE WHOLE 
SCHOOL COMMUNITY
Across the various schools, values were made accessible 
and promoted to all members of the school community, 
including parents and carers:

So, we came up with these four values and a 
guiding statement. The original guiding statement 
was really long, and we said it’s confusing, let’s 
come up with something that is really short, that 
can be understood by basically every student, 
every parent, and every person who will come here.

IMELDA, TEACHER, EALD, SCHOOL 3

ENACTING VALUES IN 
PRACTICAL WAYS
SCHOOL FEE REMISSIONS
This Catholic fee-paying school’s commitment to equity 
and social justice was enacted with particular reference to 
refugee students through the reduction of school fees:

“One of our core values is social justice. We put that 
into effect by offering fee remissions to those 
students. So, our business manager works with 
families and works out what they can pay, and so 
– you know, they pay something but it’s not the 
same as everybody else.”

KATHY, DIRECTOR OF TEACHING AND LEARNING, SCHOOL 1

The business manager enabled reduced fees for the 
refugee-background students while being cautious not to 
marginalise the students:

“The refugee girls don’t stick out; when you’re an X 
College girl, you’re an X College schoolgirl and the 
fees are just a supplementary issue … (Q: And you’re 
the finance person saying that?) I’m the finance 
person. I have very much a dual role – I get the 
money in, but I also make sure that we help the 
girls, help their families as well. It’s the whole 
equity issue.”

BRETT, BUSINESS MANAGER, SCHOOL 1
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PROVOCATION
A school ethos which recognises and values different ways 
of being and thinking is important in establishing a school 
environment where everyone feels valued and belongs. By 
considering key social issues including equity, human rights 
and diversity in the context of their school community, an 
inclusive ethos can support students relationally and 
academically, and has been shown to empower students 
from refugee backgrounds through fostering quality peer 
relationships, supporting academic engagement and future 
pathways, and developing a shared sense of belonging 
(Block et al., 2014). In the present study, school leaders as 
well as teachers made direct reference to the guiding ethos 
and values which underpinned their approach to refugee 
education; however, an ethos must be more than a 
guiding statement, and should be evident within the 
policies, structure and practice of the school itself. 

ISSUE 1: ETHOS AS A WHOLE-SCHOOL APPROACH
Johnson (2003) notes that an effective school ethos is 
contingent on five critical factors: school management, 
teachers, curriculum and instruction, parents and 
community, and student development and support services. 
The guiding ethos of the school must be evident across 
each of these areas, reflected through a diversity of 
understanding and representation among students, 
teachers and leaders, enacted through culturally responsive 
pedagogy and curricula, and supported through 
partnerships which foster and encourage greater cultural 
understanding. While participants regularly commented 
on the importance of their school’s ethos, in most 
instances it was spoken of as an ethereal statement 
which guided, but was not necessarily evident, within 
practice. Most prominently, this could be seen through the 
lack of pedagogic or curriculum adjustments designed to 
support refugee students, and the notable absence of any 
form of cultural diversity within school leadership structures 
and teaching staff. To be effective, an ethos which supports 
diversity and inclusion must be more than words. When 
considering how an ethos can support students from 
refugee backgrounds, schools may wish to consider the 
following questions: 

• Is the school’s ethos evident in the policies and 
practices of the school?

• Does the structure of the school leadership reflect the 
core values which make up the guiding ethos?

• Do staff subscribe to the ethos of the school and adapt 
their classroom practice accordingly?

• Are different ways of knowing recognised and 
understood, and do they reflect the diversity of the 
school population, including students, staff, parents 
and the community?

ISSUE 2: CREATING PARALLEL STRUCTURES
The issue of ‘othering’, in which groups of students are 
identified and labelled as separate to the rest of the student 
cohort, has been raised as a criticism in literature around 
school ethos, particularly for students with disabilities 
(McKeon, 2020), but also potentially for those from refugee 
backgrounds. Labelling refugee students as a separate 
group within the broader student cohort positions them 
as ‘other’, creating a parallel structure which exists 
outside of the existing school culture or ethos. In every 
school we visited, processes which placed students from 
refugee backgrounds in intensive EALD classes were in 
evidence, framing them as being connected with, yet parallel 
to, the rest of the student cohort. By recognising refugee 
students as separate, schools were able to maintain a culture 
of inclusivity, without modifying the structures or processes 
that would allow them to be truly inclusive. To offer an 
inclusive ethos which avoids othering students from refugee 
backgrounds, school should consider the following 
questions: 
• Does the school’s ethos consider the needs of the 

whole student population, not just the majority?
• Are educational structures unintentionally excluding or 

distancing some students from their peers?
• Do students from refugee backgrounds consider 

themselves as part of the whole school community?
• Do refugee students feel included within the guiding 

ethos of the school?
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Celebrating diversity  refers to a range of practices that 
value and commemorate the different cultural  traditions and 
practices of students from refugee backgrounds.

Recognising and valuing diversity supports the integration 
of students from refugee backgrounds into school 
communities. It also promotes the view that refugee 
students add value to their school communities as it 
encourages them to share their traditions and 
celebrations in ways that reflect the diverse backgrounds 
of students, teachers and parents. 

USING EVENTS AND PROGRAMS 
TO FOSTER INCLUSION AND 
CELEBRATE CULTURAL DIVERSITY
HARMONY DAY
Most of the schools we visited were keen to talk about 
how they recognise and celebrate diversity. Most 
commonly, schools used existing national events as a 
platform from which to acknowledge and connect with 
different cultures, singling out Harmony Day in particular:

“Harmony Day is very important. They get to show 
their culture to the rest of the school, that’s 
certainly a critical one.”

MIRANDA, PARENTS AND COMMUNITY SHOP MANAGER, 
SCHOOL 7

“We introduced Harmony Day. It’s a celebration – 
it’s sort of getting kids to have a better 
understanding and celebrating – how we actually 
embrace the different cultures.”

MEREDITH, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2 

MULTICULTURAL WEEK
Some schools spent a full week undertaking events and 
curriculum which celebrated diversity and 
multiculturalism:

“We started Multicultural Week when we had a 
whole week of different activities. It was really 
successful. We had about 15 different stalls from 15 
nationalities. The kids brought food, the parents 
provided food, and we had their flags up, and 
things like that, so that was really, really good.” 

CHARLENE, TEACHER, EALD, SCHOOL 5

SHARING FOOD, MUSIC, ART AND DANCE
Other schools used national events such as Harmony Day 
to plan their own celebrations which enabled the inclusion 
of families and brought the whole school community 
together to celebrate cultural diversity through food, 
dance, sport and activities:

“We just recently had a [School 4] Celebrates, which 
is essentially a day of celebrating the cultures of 
our students. We had a parade of nations, cultural 
dances and a World Cup soccer tournament and just 
a bunch of different activities, and a food festival 
as well. So basically, we looked at particular groups 
of parents and said, ‘Would you like to host a feast?’ 
We had quite a few hundred people here from 
within the school community and they’re sharing 
their cultures and there was dancing.” 

ESTER, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 4

DOMAIN OF CURRENT PRACTICE 2:

 CELEBRATING
 DIVERSITY
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INTEGRATING REFUGEE 
PERSPECTIVES AND EXPERIENCES 
INTO THE CURRICULUM
Schools integrated refugee perspectives and experiences 
into the curriculum as a way of broadening students’ 
understandings of the experiences of students from 
refugee backgrounds. The most common curriculum 
areas to enable this learning were humanities and social 
sciences, religious education and English. 

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES (HASS)
The HASS curriculum area enabled teaching and learning 
about political and social aspects of the experience of 
refugees in Australia:

“So, we did a unit on refugees. It was more about – 
because we look at social issues about refugees in 
Australia and political issues – looking at the 
experience of refugees, some of the issues that 
refugees face but also the government policies on 
refugees.”

GERALD, ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

Teachers also used the HASS curriculum area to enable 
refugee-background students to share their own 
experiences when this was appropriate and when students 
were comfortable doing so: 

“In a subject like society and culture, we often talk 
about what’s happening in the world. Refugee 
students sometimes will, you know, open up 
depending on their level of comfort with that.” 

KATHY, DIRECTOR OF TEACHING AND LEARNING, SCHOOL 1

RELIGIOUS EDUCATION
Through careful and considered discussions in religious 
education (RE) at the Catholic schools, staff enabled 
opportunities for refugee-background students to share 
their experiences:

“You can’t just randomly say, ‘Can you tell us about 
your refugee story?’, but they will, in RE lessons, if 
they think that’s a safe space. I don’t teach a lot of 
RE but they do all talk about their journeys and 
where they’ve come from. They all share stuff, 
everyone in the room does, if they feel comfortable.”

KATHY, DIRECTOR OF TEACHING AND LEARNING, SCHOOL 1

11 



STORYTELLING
It was unclear whether refugee students decided to share 
their experiences as a result of feeling safe, or whether 
the content being presented and/or discussed 
encouraged them to speak up:

“Last week we were watching Gallipoli and that 
sparked something with one of my Afghani refugees 
and she cried uncontrollably. I didn’t let her leave 
the classroom because I figured that it had 
triggered something within her. So, I talked to her 
quietly and said, ‘This is a perfect opportunity for 
you to tell your story.’ I stopped teaching and let 
her tell her story to the class. We just sat in a circle 
altogether; we were all holding hands and hugging 
each other. For me, that was probably the most 
powerful thing to do, as it changed the dynamics of 
that class.” 

CARMEL, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 1

Opportunities for refugee students to share their 
experiences sometimes involved a wider audience, as was 
the case when refugee-background students from one 
school were invited to contribute to a sectorial conference: 

“We have a conference for our group of schools from 
across Australia and our whole staff went to that 
conference. One of the presentations was by a 
group of our refugee girls, in a panel, and they were 
just sharing their stories of where they’d come from. 
Very openly and honestly, no graphic stuff.” 

KATHY, DIRECTOR OF TEACHING AND LEARNING, SCHOOL 1

Providing refugee students with opportunities to share 
their experiences can counter negative and stereotypical 
views of asylum seekers and refugees. Such opportunities 
promote an understanding of refugees as individuals, and 
not as members of a homogenous group who all share 
the same pre- and post-migration story. Indeed, 
participants in this study saw great value in hearing the 
unique stories of students from refugee backgrounds, and 
valued this as a way of promoting a better understanding 
of their cultures and experiences: 

I think you look for those opportunities where you 
get them to tell their story and it’s a way for them 
to be validated within the community, but it’s also 
a way for them to be the teachers of other students.

CARMEL, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 1

“We have lessons where I create activities for them 
that give them a chance to talk about their life. It’s 
really important to know their journey before they 
arrive here. It’s really important because we want 
what we are doing to be relevant, and this is the 
first step.”

NAZA, COORDINATOR, EALD, SCHOOL 2

INVITING COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVES
Schools also attempted to increase recognition of cultural 
diversity through strategies including inviting community 
representatives to talk to students and staff, and by 
providing information about key cultural events in school 
communications:

“I guess when we’ve had big groups of refugees 
arrive in Australia, and then we find them in our 
schools, we have had speakers come in from the 
community to give us a cultural understanding of 
the community. So, that’s actually been helpful. I’m 
aware that we’re about to get a lot more Syrian 
refugees, and that might mean we’ll get in someone 
from the community to talk with our teachers.”

MEREDITH, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2
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PROVOCATION
School leaders’ and teachers’ descriptions of the ways 
their schools recognise and celebrate cultural differences 
resonate with positive Multicultural Day and Harmony Day 
activities that focus on aspects of culture such as 
language, dress, music, customs, food and dance. These 
‘feel-good’ initiatives aim to appreciate and celebrate 
diversity, foster inclusiveness, respect and belonging, 
and ensure that students and staff are civil to each 
other in the interests of social cohesion at school.

At the risk of being seen as multicultural killjoys who rain 
‘on the parade of celebration of difference’ (Watkins & 
Noble, 2019, p. 305), we would like to raise a few issues for 
schools to consider as they reflect on what to celebrate 
and how.

ISSUE 1: TOKENISM
Perhaps the most common criticism of efforts to celebrate 
cultural diversity is that they are frequently simplistic and 
superficial, reducing the complexities of different cultures 
to tokenistic artifacts and rituals. They can also contribute 
to and reproduce essentialised understandings of cultural 
difference – the tendency to attribute fixed and stereotypic 
characteristics and traits to particular ethnic groups. At their 
most extreme, these ways of thinking constitute overt 
racism. So, what can schools do about this?

Teachers can develop students’ abilities to critically 
analyse these celebratory practices by asking or 
posing questions that challenge simplistic ways of 
portraying different cultures. This could include 
questions like: 
• Is this an accurate depiction of these cultures?
• What is emphasised and showcased, by whom, and 

for what purposes?
• What is missing?
• How can we find answers to these questions?

ISSUE 2: MISREPRESENTATION
Related to the problem of essentialised understandings of 
cultural difference is the tendency in celebratory activities 
to represent ethnic groups as homogeneous and cohesive 
entities. This has the effect of misrepresenting the 
diversity and complexity of refugee students’ lives 
due to cultural variations and differences in migration 
and resettlement histories and experiences. Teachers 
can help students challenge cultural misrepresentations 
by posing questions like: 
• What are the dangers of assuming that most refugee 

students share similar backgrounds and experiences?
• Are there differences and subtleties within cultures 

that we can’t see?
• How can diverse refugee ‘voices’ be incorporated into 

everyday school life?

ISSUE 3: DEPOLITICISATION
The third criticism of Harmony Day–type celebrations is 
that they overtly shut down any consideration of more 
challenging aspects of intercultural relations related to 
racism, discrimination and inequality. In the interests of 
promoting ‘togetherness, integration and cooperation’ 
(Ho, 2010, p. 106), these issues are rarely raised or 
critiqued. Schools can address the depoliticisation of 
multiculturalism by embracing ‘a more critical approach 
that develops a way of talking about conflict and power’ 
and the impact of globalisation and forced migration on 
peoples’ lives (Watkins & Noble, 2019, p. 306). A more 
critical approach might address questions like: 
• What are the values and politics that underpin these 

forms of celebration?
• What issues tend to be sidelined or ignored when 

there is a strong focus on social cohesion rather than 
problematic issues like racism, discrimination and 
inequality?

• What other kinds of activities could be undertaken to 
develop a deeper understanding of these aspects of 
intercultural relations?
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DOMAIN OF CURRENT PRACTICE 3:

 TARGETED 
 SUPPORT

Targeted support  refers to interventions that address the 
complex learning,  social  and emotional needs of students from 
refugee backgrounds.

All of the schools that participated in the present study 
provided a range of targeted support processes which 
aimed to address the social, emotional and academic 
issues affecting refugee students. These supports are 
critical for students’ recovery from possible trauma, 
addressing learning challenges, helping students develop 
English proficiency and promoting their integration into 
mainstream classrooms. These support processes focused 
primarily on three areas:
• English as an additional language or dialect (EALD) 
• wellbeing
• career and vocational support.

PROVIDING SUPPORT FOR 
ENGLISH LANGUAGE NEEDS
When addressing refugee students’ English language 
needs, Naidoo et al. (2015, p. 75) outline four key 
requirements: 

• Academic supports for refugee-background students 
should be differentiated from those for other EALD 
groups.

• Academic supports for refugee students should be 
delivered face to face, rather than through generic 
skills programs or online.

• The multilingual skills of refugee students should be 
acknowledged, nurtured and utilised.

• Refugee students should be supported by staff qualified 
to teach English to speakers of other languages.

In the present study, all English language learning was 
provided face to face, with the support of specialist EALD 
teaching staff who worked with students either 
individually or in groups and liaised with other teaching 
staff throughout the school.

INTENSIVE LANGUAGE PROGRAMS
Three of the Queensland schools supported the language 
needs of students from refugee backgrounds through the 
provision of intensive language programs. These specific 
programs help students to increase their English 
language proficiency. The programs develop oral and 
written communication skills, increase students’ 
knowledge of Australian culture, and develop skills for 
living and studying in Australia. 

Almost all of the students in the South Australian schools 
had been to the Adelaide Secondary School of English 
(ASSOE) before transitioning to mainstream schools. 
ASSOE provides similar intensive supports as the Intensive 
English Language Program in Queensland, with smaller 
classes of mostly refugee and migrant students who have 
recently arrived in Australia. Students can attend ASSOE 
for up to 18 months. The transition from ASSOE to 
mainstream schools is carefully supported and scaffolded.

“Usually, we get students from Adelaide Secondary 
School of English. They do the hours required to be 
done and they come here. It’s communication 
between the two schools and then when they come 
here, if their level [of English] is 7 and below, they 
should be in an EALD class.”

MEREDITH, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

SPECIALISED EALD CLASSES
When students complete the Intensive English Language 
Program or transition from ASSOE, they usually still require 
additional support in learning English. Schools usually 
provide this support in an EALD class which students 
attend instead of the regular English class:

“We have a specialised EALD class in English, so the 
focus is really on learning the language. We modify 
the Australian Curriculum to make sure that they’re 
getting some of the goals there.”

ESTER, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 4 

Alternatively, some schools with significant numbers of 
EALD students taught all EALD students in one English 
class:

“We have classes of mainstream kids with EALD kids 
in them, that’s the mainstream classes. But we have 
parallel EALD classes so the kids can get more 
support with their language.”

PETER, HEAD OF DEPARTMENT, EALD, SCHOOL 4
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SPECIALIST EALD TEACHERS
Specialist EALD teachers worked in a variety of ways to 
support the learning of students from refugee 
backgrounds; some worked with students in class 
alongside subject teachers, others worked with students 
one on one, while others provided practical help to 
mainstream teachers to modify their teaching.

“We do have a very capable EAL support team 
which goes into classes and works with kids. They 
assist with adapting and modifying the curriculum.”

KATHY, DIRECTOR OF TEACHING AND LEARNING, SCHOOL 1

“Sometimes if young people need special support, 
whether it’s with their work or personally, they’ll 
just come down and sometimes have a one-on-one. 
The EALD support teacher sometimes goes to classes 
as well and supports students in class.”

SANDRA, DEPUTY PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 6

“Another thing EAL teachers do is work closely with 
all our subject mainstream teachers, planning, 
modifying, adjusting work, assignments, tests, etc., 
for refugee students.”

REBECCA, COORDINATOR, EALD, SCHOOL 1

WHOLE-STAFF EALD TRAINING
One school invested heavily in EALD professional 
development for all of its teachers:

“All staff do a 50-hour PD course called Teaching ESL 
Students in Mainstream Classrooms (TESMC). It’s 
compulsory. The first module is all about 
understanding EALD student backgrounds. So, you 
do a case study on a student and you learn if they 
have refugee background experience. You learn 
about looking on OneSchool for data, so it upskills 
teachers to get to know their students a bit better. 
There’s also a fair bit of grammar in there too.

The idea is that teachers across all subject areas 
have the skills to teach students from different 
backgrounds. It’s a whole-school thing. All teachers 
can teach some language in their subject areas.”

PETER, HEAD OF DEPARTMENT EALD, SCHOOL 4

BILINGUAL SCHOOL SUPPORT OFFICERS (BSSOS)
Schools employed Bilingual School Support Officers 
(BSSOs) in a range of language support roles. They 
provided general assistance in EAL classes as well as 
more specific language support to EALD students in 
mainstream classes. Schools recruited BSSOs to meet the 
specific language needs of their student cohort.

Bilingual staff were singled out as one of the most 
effective forms of support for refugee students due to 
their ability to speak with students in their first language. 
This will be discussed further on page 22.

HOMEWORK CLUB
Several schools provided an optional after-school 
Homework Club for those students who requested 
additional language support. All were staffed by teachers 
in a voluntary capacity.

“The homework club that we offered our students 
was based on the outcomes of a survey … ‘We need 
more time.’ ‘We need somebody to assist us.’ The 
EALD students were asking for more time and 
personal help with their schoolwork. That’s why we 
offered a homework club. We opened it to all the 
students, but the attendees were mostly EALD 
students.”

NAZA, COORDINATOR, EALD, SCHOOL 3

“Our after-school support club is particularly 
designed to support refugee students who don’t 
have the network of support outside of school to 
help them with their studies generally speaking.”

KATHY, DIRECTOR OF TEACHING AND LEARNING, SCHOOL 1
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PROVIDING SUPPORT FOR 
WELLBEING NEEDS
Wellbeing was a key area in which schools sought to 
support the needs of refugee students. Potential 
experiences of trauma before and during migration, 
combined with discrimination, bullying and the need to fit 
in to their host society post-migration, all contribute 
towards an increased risk of poor mental health outcomes 
in students from refugee backgrounds (Baak et al., 2020). 
Studies have repeatedly identified the importance of 
providing a range of mental health and wellbeing supports 
to students from refugee backgrounds, including a 
multi-tiered pastoral support network, opportunities to 
engage with mental health services, and embedding 
agency support within the school itself, as the capacity of 
schools to provide specialist mental health support is 
limited.

MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING PROGRAMS
Supports ranged from very broad pastoral care from the 
general school community to more specific mental 
health–related services. Most schools had multiple and 
diverse supports in place:

“I think the amount of support and the multi-
pronged approach support that’s given to them 
really sets the base for them to feel accepted, to feel 
that somebody cares and that there is a place to go 
to if they are in trouble or anything like that.” 

TARA, TEACHER, EALD, SCHOOL 1

Some participants were sceptical about whether these 
services would be accessed by some students from 
refugee backgrounds, due to limited understanding and 
stigma relating to seeking wellbeing or emotional 
support: 

“I think the kids aren’t going to respond to any 
trauma intervention or any psychological 
intervention until it’s culturally deemed okay by 
them and they have to be taught that that’s part of 
our culture. So, we’ve got a clinical psychologist. 
The kids would no sooner go and see her, the 
refugee kids, than fly to the moon – she’s great and 
we work really closely with her. But for some 
reason, I don’t think they get what that psychology 
element is all about.” 

ELOISE, LEADER OF LEARNING, SCHOOL 5 

MULTI-TIERED PASTORAL SUPPORT
Staff with roles that had specific duties related to 
supporting refugee-background students were essential 
supports for these students and their families. Meeting 
and getting to know students and their families during 
enrolment interviews and continuing material and  
individual support was essential:

“[Staff member] is really important in reaching out 
to families especially the most vulnerable families. 
She’s with me when I interview refugee students so 
that’s the first point of contact. They will come and 
meet with her to get their uniforms, to get their 
books organised; so it’s a very personal connection. 
Her whole job is supporting those students and 
their families; it’s not something she does on the 
side.”

CARMEL, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 1

Building trusting relationships was essential to enabling 
students to access further support for mental health and 
wellbeing:

“The school chaplain – we have him here three days 
a week. He’s funded through Scripture Union 
Queensland, so that is a community-supported 
position. He does a lot of programs at lunch time 
with the students from games on the basketball 
court – to help keep them engaged – to some 
one-on-one stuff.” 

SANDRA, DEPUTY PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 6

“When we go back to the wellbeing aspect, we know 
that a number of our refugee students need a lot of 
intensive support around wellbeing. And so, a 
specific wellbeing counsellor has been able to meet 
some of those needs in terms of making sure that 
they’re connected with services that can support 
trauma and all sorts of things that refugee students 
sometimes bring with them.” 

JEMIMA, HEAD MIDDLE SECONDARY, SCHOOL 3
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ON-SITE AND EXTERNAL COUNSELLORS, 
PSYCHOLOGISTS, HEALTH WORKERS AND SOCIAL 
WORKERS
The schools in this study attempted to support the 
wellbeing and mental health of refugee students by 
providing access to a broad network of on-site and 
external counsellors, psychologists, health workers and 
social workers:

“So, our in-house support looks like we have a doctor 
come in regularly, we also have referrals to our 
psychologist from the doctor, who also comes in 
regularly. We have two social workers on site and 
have a Christian pastoral care worker. They are 
specifically for refugee students, but all of our 
students can access these people.” 

JEMIMA, HEAD MIDDLE SECONDARY, SCHOOL 3 

Recognising the multiple barriers to accessing supports 
off-site, schools were able to bring medical and mental 
health–specific supports into schools, enabling greater 
access for students: 

“So, now we’ve been working with families to get our 
students into Headspace but having it onsite is so 
much easier. Having that doctor give their mental 
health plan and getting those kids into that – those 
meetings has been really good.” 

MEREDITH, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2 

PROVIDING CAREER AND 
VOCATIONAL SUPPORT
While most of the supports discussed by school staff 
focused on English language and wellbeing, there was also 
a significant focus on preparing students for employment 
and life after school. Refugee-background students who 
arrive in Australia and enter straight into secondary schools 
can face significant barriers to pathways after school (Baak 
et al., 2018), which most of the schools in this study were 
aware of and sought to address. 

WORK READINESS
The schools offered a range of supports to help students 
understand the processes and possibilities for finding 
employment and employment pathways after school:

“With employment, we help them create resumes, so 
we run workshops through to having one-on-one 
support with them, helping them with resumes. So, 
work readiness, applying for jobs, taking them to 
career expos. Another one that we do is educate the 
kids on work readiness, so how to do resumes and 
things like that – and that’s run at the school.” 

LEILANI, STUDENT ENGAGEMENT OFFICER, SCHOOL 6

Helping students to learn and build networks and 
connections that enabled them to develop an 
understanding of post-school pathways was also 
important:

“We have a range of programs that we run in terms of 
career development, but also for students who 
perhaps are new to Australia. Making sure that 
they’ve got some strong connections that could lead 
them beyond school because they don’t always have 
perhaps the support at home, maybe like some of our 
more local students do, or don’t understand how 
postgraduate study or tertiary study might work.”

ANNIE, CAREERS COUNSELLOR, SCHOOL 1

VET COURSES AT SCHOOL
Students from refugee backgrounds can struggle to make 
the transition between compulsory education and higher 
education or employment, due to limited English language 
proficiency, interrupted schooling, narrow social networks, 
financial struggles, or limited vocational skills and work 
experience. As Annie, the careers counsellor at School 1, 
explained, vocational training was particularly important for 
students from refugee backgrounds given their limited 
social networks and reluctance to engage in VET courses: 

“So, it’s about building their own employability 
skills, but also career self-advocacy. One of the 
important aspects of my work with quite a number of 
our students is trying to connect them to some VET 
pathways, perhaps doing a VET course while they’re 
at school – so not a dream killer. But if they have 
aspirations to go to university, we’ll do everything 
we can to support them. And that’s part of it as well 
for our refugee girls. I really try to help them connect 
and apply for scholarships.”

ANNIE, CAREERS COUNSELLOR, SCHOOL 1

TAILORED AND INDIVIDUAL NEEDS FOCUSED
Importantly, some of the schools were able to 
acknowledge the individual and very diverse experiences 
of students from refugee backgrounds and the impacts of 
post-migration schooling experiences and other aspects 
of their lives on post-schooling opportunities. They sought 
to tailor their supports to this diversity:

“So, our approach is quite tailored, and increasingly 
so as students get older, but also tailored I guess 
individually for students’ needs because not all of 
our refugee students necessarily fall into the same 
category. It’s almost like a case management 
approach – we really try to tailor things. We don’t 
look at our refugee students as a whole and say, 
‘You’re all the same and this is what you all need.’” 

ANNIE, CAREERS COUNSELLOR, SCHOOL 1
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PROVOCATION
ISSUE 1: PREOCCUPATION WITH ENGLISH 
LANGUAGE CAPABILITIES
Developing the English language capabilities of students 
from refugee backgrounds is a critical form of support that 
schools can provide, which enables students to engage 
with the Australian Curriculum and integrate with English-
speaking peers. While all of the schools in our study 
placed a strong focus on providing EALD support, research 
suggests that it can take up to seven years for EALD 
students to become proficient English speakers (Naidoo & 
Adoniou, 2019). During this period, students from refugee 
backgrounds may find it difficult to engage with English-
speaking staff and peers, and as a result can feel isolated 
or disconnected from the school community and 
disengaged with their learning (Due et al., 2016).

However, schools’ preoccupation with developing 
refugee students’ English language capabilities risks 
neglecting the diverse range of skills and 
experiences that they bring to the school community. 
In particular, research (see, e.g., Cerna, 2019) shows that, by 
recognising refugee students’ proficiencies in languages 
other than English, schools can enable them to:
• communicate more effectively, particularly in relation 

to social, emotional and cultural needs
• improve their cognitive development and second 

language literacy
• establish friendships with children from similar 

backgrounds
• feel less anxious around fitting in with mainstream 

classes
• develop a greater sense of belonging within the 

school and community, and
• maintain a healthy self-identity and self-esteem.

ISSUE 2: PREOCCUPATION WITH TRAUMA
Wellbeing is a central component of educational policy 
and practice in the contemporary Australian education 
system. Trauma has been shown to significantly impact 
the social, emotional and educational development of 
children and young people. The acknowledgement of 
trauma and its relevance to refugee-background students 
in Australia dates back to trauma services developed for 
refugees from Latin American countries in the 1980s, as 

this cohort of refugees reported pre-migration 
experiences of torture (Neumann & Gifford, 2017). Ensuing 
research into refugee resettlement and education in the 
early 2000s strongly emphasised trauma as a primary 
barrier to refugee wellbeing and resettlement (UNHCR, 
2002). Over the past few decades, however, research has 
indicated that an over-emphasis on trauma in educational 
settings can be problematic, as it contributes to 
pathologising and victim-centric framings of refugees 
(Marlowe, 2010; Neumann & Gifford, 2017).

Most of our participating schools indicated an awareness 
of trauma and the importance of wellbeing structures 
being accessible to refugee-background students. School 
staff indicated that they utilised bilingual support officers, 
on-site wellbeing staff members and community 
partnerships with trauma and torture–specific services to 
provide mental health and wellbeing support to refugee 
students. However, as indicated above, an over-
emphasis on trauma can narrow a school’s wellbeing 
perspective to essentialised and assumed traumatic 
experiences. Refugee education research (e.g., Gifford et 
al., 2009; Matthews, 2008; Taylor & Sidhu, 2012) instead 
suggests that a holistic approach to wellbeing should ask 
questions such as: 
• How can we see beyond trauma and think more 

holistically about social, emotional, cultural and 
educational development?

• How can our school acknowledge and centre on the 
strengths, hopes and future aspirations of refugee-
background students?

• How can we participate in an active welcome and 
the involvement of families and ethnic community 
groups in school activities, events and daily life?

• How can we talk about wellbeing in a broader and 
more culturally accessible way that captures physical, 
social and relational/sexual health?

• How can our school and wellbeing team build strong 
partnerships with external agencies and community 
groups that offer broader support and programming 
beyond trauma or mental health?

• How can we reflect and adapt our policies and 
practices in order to recognise and directly challenge 
racism and discrimination?
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DOMAIN OF CURRENT PRACTICE 4:

 POSITIVE 
 RELATIONSHIPS

Positive relationships  refers to human connections and social 
exchanges at school characterised by respect,  care and trust.

DEVELOPING TRUSTING 
RELATIONSHIPS TO PROVIDE 
AN ADDITIONAL LAYER OF 
INFORMAL SUPPORT
It was evident that many teachers in the study had 
developed positive relationships with students from 
refugee backgrounds. Positive relationships provided an 
additional layer of informal support, which, in some cases, 
was more valuable to the students than the range of 
formal supports provided by the school. Providing this 
informal support required staff to step outside of their 
official roles and duties. 

TEACHERS ACTING AS CONFIDANTES  
AND MENTORS
One teacher provided this informal support by being a 
sounding board for students who wanted to ‘vent’ their 
frustrations or concerns about aspects of school life. She 
tacitly adopted the role of a trusted listener who was 
willing to accept students’ complaints in a non-
judgemental way.  

“I don’t push it but if they want to talk to me, they 
can. I am not a counsellor so I leave that to a 
professional, because I’m someone who will just 
start bawling with them, and I’d be no help. I’m 
more of a confidante and an educational mentor, so 
they’ll come and whinge to me about what’s going 
on, what’s wrong, what they can’t do.”

CHARLENE, TEACHER EALD, SCHOOL 5

TEACHERS PROVIDING PRACTICAL ADMINISTRATIVE 
HELP (E.G., FILLING OUT GOVERNMENT FORMS)
Recognising that the complex needs of students from 
refugee backgrounds extend beyond academic and 
language learning, school staff often assisted students 
and their families with some of their broader needs 
relating to settling in a new country:

“So sometimes there are visa applications or forms 
to fill in to get their driver’s licence. Other teachers 
and I have been a referee for students to get their 
learner’s permit because they say, ‘Who do I know 
who’s not my family and speaks English who can be 
a referee for me?’” 

KATE, HEAD OF DEPARTMENT, EALD, SCHOOL 7

TEACHERS INVESTING TIME IN DEVELOPING 
RELATIONSHIPS
Developing relationships was a demanding process which 
took significant time and commitment:

“The best thing that you can do is stand at the door 
in the morning when they’re coming into the 
classroom and smile at them and say their name, 
say, ‘Good to see you. I’m looking forward to 
reading that piece of work that you did last night. 
Come in.’ And it’s that smile and that making them 
feel like they belong here. This is something that a 
lot of these kids that come from trauma 
backgrounds, they don’t have that, they don’t 
experience that, they don’t have somebody to  
smile at them and to make them feel like they 
belong here.” 

KAREN, HEAD OF CAMPUS GIRLS EDUCATION, SCHOOL 2
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ALTERING SCHOOL STRUCTURES TO 
FOSTER GREATER CONNECTEDNESS
The schools used a variety of strategies to support 
teachers and students to forge supportive relationships 
including reconfiguring lessons, school timetables and 
work arrangements so that refugee students spent a 
greater amount of time with the same teacher.

“They might only have 1 or 2 teachers in the whole 
day every single day, whereas the kids in the 
mainstream classes would have probably 4 or 5 
teachers and different teachers from day to day.” 

ANTHEA, ADMINISTRATION OFFICER, SCHOOL 7

“They don’t have it where they’re just with the one 
teacher the whole time, which is something that 
we’re doing a bit differently, but we feel that 
reducing the number of teachers gives the 
opportunity for the kids to just settle, to work with 
fewer teachers.”

KATE, HEAD OF DEPARTMENT, EALD, SCHOOL 7

APPOINTING THE ‘RIGHT 
TYPE’ OF STAFF
From a school leadership perspective, it was important to 
have the ‘right type’ of staff who fit with the ethos and 
core values of the school and understand the diverse 
needs of the school cohort:

“The people we have working are young, not all 
young, but I guess are really enthusiastic and they 
want to support. So, they’ve got really good 
emotional intelligence.”

MEREDITH, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

“It does require a level of flexibility and 
compassion, but thankfully teachers who come here 
tend to have that disposition anyway and I suppose 
it is choosing the right people.”

CARMEL, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 1

For certain cultural groups it was also important to match 
the gender of teachers to the student cohort:

“We have female teachers with them, and the 
families feel comfortable for the girls with that. You 
will see we’ve got quite a few girls in hijab here, 
and they come here because it’s a girls’ only 
campus.” 

MEREDITH, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

Another key factor which was instrumental in developing 
trusting partnerships with refugee students was having 
staff from different backgrounds, including those who 
spoke other languages, or who had experience of coming 
to Australia as migrants or refugees:

“Whatever I do as a teacher, I’m really passionate. I 
try my best to give the best to my students and I 
came from a different background and I feel how 
they feel to be in a different place. So, I have that 
sympathetic attitude towards them.” 

IMELDA, TEACHER, EALD, SCHOOL 3

“A lot of our staff are second generation migrants or 
first generation, so they get the cultural stuff. They 
really do understand that bit, so that helps with the 
kids we have because they’re not coming from a 
one-culture sort of mindset.” 

GERMAINE, DEPUTY PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

“Most of our teachers were not born here – they 
come from other countries – and so they 
understand how hard it is to integrate from one 
country to the other.” 

PIERRE, VOLUNTEER TEACHER AIDE, SCHOOL 6
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PROVOCATION
It is axiomatic that teaching is a profession that is 
dependent on the formation of positive relationships 
between teachers and students (Hargreaves, 1998). It is no 
surprise, then, that nearly all of the teachers and school 
leaders in this study spoke of the need to relate to and 
connect with students from refugee backgrounds. For 
Carmel, the Principal of School 1, the commitment and 
capability to form strong ties with students was a 
prerequisite to teaching in her school.

Twenty-five years ago, Hargreaves and Macmillan (1995) 
described the inherent divisions within secondary schools 
that impede the implementation of unified and 
coordinated whole-school initiatives. It has proven 
exceptionally difficult to change these structures within 
secondary schools. Their findings that the level of 
cooperation is low in many secondary schools has 
implications for the education of students from refugee 
backgrounds. 

ISSUE 1: ‘REFUGEES ARE EALD BUSINESS’
As this study has clearly found, EALD teachers are vital 
providers of English language support and pastoral care 
for refugee students. Baak and Miller (2019, p. 42) 
recognise and highlight the expertise and advocacy of 
EALD teachers and assert that ‘these staff are well 
deserving of higher status that reflects their leadership in 
relation to students from refugee backgrounds’. They also 
make the point that responsibility for these students 
should be ‘shared across the whole staff’ and not just left 
to specialist EALD teachers. They maintain that sharing 
the work associated with these students ensures that 
they experience the benefits of being supported 
across all school settings. However, overcoming the 
structural and subject-based division of labour in 
secondary schools is a challenge. One of the study 
schools – School 4 – did this by mandating EALD 
professional development for all teachers across all 
subject areas, thus spreading responsibility for language 
and pastoral support beyond EALD specialists. Other 
schools used special events and celebration days to 
promote whole-school responses to the needs of 

students from refugee backgrounds. Despite these 
positive initiatives, questions about schools’ commitment 
to holistic approaches to refugee education remain. To 
raise this as an issue, teachers and school leaders could 
consider the following questions: 
• Who takes responsibility for refugee student 

education at this school? 
• What strategies or initiatives would broaden this to a 

wider group? 
• What changes in pedagogy and assessment in non-

EALD classes would support students from refugee 
backgrounds? 

• What school rules, expectations and accountability 
processes (about uniforms, punctuality, reporting to 
parents, homework and assignment due dates, for 
example) could be modified or adjusted to meet the 
needs of refugee students experiencing difficulties at 
school and/or home?

ISSUE 2: PATERNALISM
Teacher–student relationships can become paternalistic 
when teachers, with the best of motives, assume that they 
know what is best for students from refugee backgrounds 
without consulting them or their families. Paternalistic 
relationships are characterised by unequal power 
interactions, overprotective behaviours, condescending 
and deficit mindsets, and patronising comments and 
interventions. Teachers and school leaders can be alert to 
these issues by asking questions like the following: 
• Who sees this as a problem? For what reasons? 
• What do the students think and want in this situation? 
• In whose interest is this initiative or intervention? 
• What are the motives of those who want to ‘help’ 

here? 
• How can we discourage paternalistic idealists without 

crushing their generosity of spirit and altruistic 
motivation?
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DOMAIN OF CURRENT PRACTICE 5:

 PARENTAL 
 INVOLVEMENT

Parental involvement  refers to a range of strategies designed 
to engage parents of students from refugee backgrounds in 
school-related activities.

DEVELOPING STRATEGIES TO 
INCLUDE AND ENGAGE PARENTS 
IN SCHOOL-RELATED ACTIVITIES 
One aspect of good practice which has been repeatedly 
identified in relation to students from refugee 
backgrounds is parental involvement. School–family 
partnerships can support student learning and wellbeing 
through improving academic achievement, attendance 
and behaviour. Creating connections between schools and 
parents is particularly beneficial for students from refugee 
backgrounds as it has been found to foster a greater 
sense of integration and inclusion; where parents from 
refugee backgrounds are welcomed as members of the 
school community, so too are the students themselves. In 
an attempt to bring parents of refugee students into the 
school community, the schools had implemented a range 
of strategies to increase their engagement.

EMPLOYING BILINGUAL SUPPORT WORKERS 
(BSSOS), COMMUNITY LIAISON OFFICERS AND 
INTERPRETERS
Bilingual support workers including Bilingual School 
Services Officers (BSSOs), Community Liaison Officers 
(CLOs) and interpreters were commonly used to forge 
links between the schools and families:

“The parents are really active in wanting to know 
more about the subjects that students are learning, 
so we have a whole team of our BSSOs on hand 
during those processes to provide support with 
language and interpretation and interpreting when 
teachers and parents are together around that.”

JAMES, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 3

Bilingual support staff provided a key resource in 
overcoming language barriers and engaging with families 
and communities. As one principal explained, ‘That’s the 
link of our BSSOs … wherever there are language barriers, 
we have a number of those employed in the school and 
they create direct connections with the family’ (Darren, 
Principal, School 5). A large part of the support they 
provided involved mediating between the school and its 
community due to their capacity to ‘facilitate the 

communication’ and overcome the ‘cultural 
miscommunication that you get sometimes’ when 
teachers or administrative staff attempt to contact 
families of refugee students directly. As the most 
commonly used method of connecting with parents of 
refugee students, bilingual support workers provided a 
critical line of communication between the school and the 
family. Hiring bicultural support staff also indicates a 
school’s willingness to engage with the broader refugee 
community.

In addition to acting as direct liaisons between the 
schools and families, bilingual staff, interpreters and 
Community Liaison Officers also played a crucial role in 
facilitating other events used by the schools to encourage 
greater parent involvement:

“We also saw successes with the Community 
Liaison Officers. They were amazing; they started 
off building networks with our community. They 
were already in our community as well. They knew 
more about our community than we knew. And so 
they were able to support us. They were able to 
bring families into our school.”

ANGELA, LEADER STUDENT WELLBEING, SCHOOL 3

While bilingual staff provided a much-needed link 
between the schools and the parents, the close-knit 
nature of some cultural communities created issues of 
privacy, with some families preferring to find someone 
they already knew to fulfill the role: 

“It can be a little bit tricky because sometimes 
those families don’t want other people involved. 
They feel shame about sharing a problem they’re 
having with the community, which is very small, 
and they want to keep it private. So, at times it’s 
been quite difficult because they don’t want 
anyone there. We try to work out who they’re 
prepared to have come along and sometimes they 
do pick their own community member instead, and 
that’s fine.” 

MEREDITH, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2
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ORGANISING SPECIAL EVENTS AND CULTURAL 
FESTIVALS
Several schools had organised specific events designed to 
encourage the families of refugee students to engage 
more fully with the school community: 

“We had a morning tea for all the refugee parents. 
We’ve got a new building that we opened up so it’s 
the first thing we did there, it’s really nice. And they 
all came and loved it.”

DARREN, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 5

“One of the things that we do is that, usually at the 
end of the term, we have a meeting where the 
families can come in and they bring all this 
beautiful food. And so, they come in and we have a 
meeting with them, with interpreters explaining 
some of the basics of the school.” 

GRAEME, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 7

Where events brought together a range of parents from 
different cultural backgrounds, interpreting in multiple 
languages simultaneously could be difficult. Schools 
addressed this challenge by grouping parents according 
to their first language: 

“Putting them into their first language groups has 
actually worked the best. We didn’t have to worry 
about an interpreter, and it didn’t take as long to 
get through the information that we were trying to 
explain with families.” 

MEREDITH, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

ENCOURAGING COMMUNITY GROUPS TO REACH 
OUT TO PARENTS
Another common method of encouraging parent 
involvement was through connecting with community 
groups. Creating links to community groups was also 
beneficial to the school itself by providing a deeper 
understanding of different cultural attitudes and practices: 

“The other thing that we’ve done this year which 
has been beneficial is reaching out to community 
support groups. There’s support in the community 
that’s available to us which we’ve started to tap 
into a little bit. So, representatives from there came 
to our morning tea with the parents.” 

DARREN, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 5

OPENING SCHOOL FACILITIES TO COMMUNITY 
GROUPS
Enabling groups from the community to access school 
facilities after school hours was also seen as a positive 
way to build links with families and communities:

“As we have a large South Sudanese population, we 
have a relationship with the South Sudanese 
community, and they use our facilities twice a week 
after hours as a community gathering point. Also, 
what our staff do, if we have any concerns or issues 
to do with some of the Sudanese students, is connect 
with the elders and the leaders of the community. 
They actually become advocates and supports to 
build that connection as well.” 

JAMES, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 3
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ADDRESSING EXCLUSIVE 
PRACTICES THAT INHIBIT 
PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT BY 
CHALLENGING PERCEIVED FAMILY 
AND CULTURAL DEFICITS
During interviews with teachers and school leaders it 
became apparent that some of the challenges schools 
faced were attributed to perceived differences or 
deficiencies in refugee students’ cultures and families. The 
prevalence of ‘deficit thinking’ (Valencia, 2010) was 
evident when some teachers commented on the 
‘problems’ they encountered with parents. This sometimes 
led to practices being implemented for families as well as 
students on the basis of perceived, rather than actual, 
need, leading to families’ reluctance and resistance to 
engaging with these supports.

CONSTRAINTS OF STANDARD SCHOOL 
COMMUNICATION APPROACHES 
Some parents of refugee-background students may have 
limited literacy in their home languages as well as English: 

“There’s a lot that have the spoken Arabic but can’t 
read Arabic. To start with, we couldn’t understand 
why they weren’t understanding because it’s there, 
it’s written in Arabic – but they couldn’t read it. 
They could speak it, but they hadn’t had the 
education [to learn to read].”

DARREN, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 5 

An overreliance on written forms of communication, 
including the need for written consent forms and the 
increasing shift to digital communication platforms, makes 
communication with some families particularly difficult.

“We’ve had so many issues with correspondence. 
That’s a nightmare. Not everyone can read Arabic, so 
we decided on phone calls, but then [school sector 
administration] says no, phone calls aren’t 
acceptable, you have to have written permission, 
and doing that is a whole other world.”

CHARLENE, EALD TEACHER, SCHOOL 5

“We’ve gone to a completely digital platform in 
terms of our reporting so we’re expecting parents to 
be able to get on to platforms to access and read 
reports. I find – and this is just anecdotal – that our 
EAL community probably are the ones that access 
those platforms the least.”

JEMIMA, HEAD OF MIDDLE SECONDARY, SCHOOL 3

While some teachers attributed school–parent 
communication difficulties to parents’ lack of literacy and IT 
skills, others were more concerned about what their schools 
could do to facilitate better communication processes:

“One of the things is teacher awareness about how 
to communicate with people. When I was at my 
previous school, I just emailed parents because I was 
pretty sure that every parent could read an email. 
Here, it’s a big assumption that they can read an 
email in English. So, there are some who still – I 
won’t say misunderstand – need to know that 
emailing is an ineffective way of communication in 
this context.” 

GERALD, ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

“I remember going on an excursion and so many of 
the refugee kids were missing out on excursions and 
things because there were no allowances or support 
around getting permission notes returned and that 
kind of thing. Yes, the school could do that better.” 

MAUREEN, FORMER DEPUTY PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 4

This subtle shift from focusing on parents’ literacy and IT 
shortcomings to thinking about what schools could or 
should do to promote more effective parent–school 
communication represents an important shift away from 
negative, self-defeating and ‘victim blaming’ ways of 
viewing parent–school relations. 

PARENTS’ ‘UNREALISTIC’ EXPECTATIONS OF THEIR 
CHILDREN’S FUTURE CAREERS
Refugee and migrant parents’ high expectations for the 
future success of their children in school and work have 
been reported by many researchers (e.g., Langenkamp, 
2019). It is not surprising, then, that teachers in the current 
study described the often narrow but high aspirations of 
parents who wanted their children to win very competitive 
places in prestigious university courses like medicine, law, 
engineering and dentistry: 

“As Africans and Asians, I think we have something in 
common. The expectations are I want my son to 
become a doctor, a lawyer, a pilot, an engineer. Other 
options aren’t really considered: teacher – nope; bus 
driver – nope; singer – nope; professional sports player 
– nope. So, they don’t want any of that, they just have 
those big titles. The reason is because in our countries 
those are the people who are rich, they get paid a lot. 
So, when the parents arrive here, they think it’s the 
same way over here and they don’t understand how 
tough it is or how hard it is to get to that level.” 

PIERRE, FORMER STUDENT AND VOLUNTEER TEACHER 
AIDE, SCHOOL 6
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A major challenge faced by teachers was achieving a 
balance between encouraging refugee-background 
students to strive for these high-status courses and 
providing them with alternative pathways to meaningful 
study and work, usually through the TAFE system. As 
Darren, Principal at School 5, explained,

“So, culturally, it’s taken us time to help the families to 
understand that their kids have missed a lot of English, 
that they may be very good at maths, but that they 
can’t go to university without English. We explain 
various pathways through the TAFE system where they 
can do a diploma course and then move on.

So, a lot of them have that mentality that my kid needs 
to finish up high school and then go to university. But, 
of course, that’s not the only case – there are different 
options here.”

LEILANI, INTENSIVE LANGUAGE STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 
OFFICER, SCHOOL 6

Other school leaders highlighted differences in students’ 
and parents’ aspirations:

“Some of our kids want to become barbers, but their 
parents – their mothers – say, ‘No, no, no, I want you 
to be an engineer.’ And the boys are going, ‘Mum, I’m 
not going to be an engineer, I want to be a barber’. 
So, there’s that disconnect or misunderstanding 
between the kids and the family.”

GERMAINE, DEPUTY PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 2

Such ‘disconnections’ between students’, parents’ and 
teachers’ expectations were addressed at several of the 
study schools, mainly through the work of staff appointed 
to a non-traditional role such as industry liaison officer 
(Delilah, School 6) and careers counsellor (Annie, School 
1). These staff worked to expand students’ career choices 
beyond narrow and difficult to achieve professional 
options without quashing or demeaning the dreams of 
parents who wanted the best futures for their children.

PARENTS’ GENDERED ATTITUDES
Without essentialising or homogenising particular cultural 
groups, it is important to recognise that students from 
refugee backgrounds often share cultural values and 
practices that are different from those of the dominant 
Anglo-Australian culture, which stresses individualism, 
competition, gender equality and meritocratic principles. 
As the Australian education system is shaped by and 
promotes these values, it is not surprising that many 
teachers find alternative cultural values and world views 
confronting. They struggle to understand and accept the 
gendered practices of some cultural and religious groups 
that position girls in what they perceive to be 
disadvantaged and limiting circumstances. As Karen, Head 
of Campus Girls Education, School 2, reflected,

“The girls tend to carry a lot more of the burden of 
whatever it is that’s going on in the family. So, the 
boys can go off to work and go to school and they 
either don’t have to worry about it or can hide that 
better. The girls often have to be home with their 
families to help support them going to the doctor or 
interpreting or going to other appointments. Often 
there are little children, and the girls have to stay 
home to help out with them.” 

KAREN, SCHOOL 2

Other teachers were frustrated by what they saw as parents’ 
culturally restrictive low expectations of their daughters: 

“Whenever I’ve said stuff to mum [about her 
daughter’s education] it’s like, ‘Oh yeah, but it doesn’t 
matter. She’ll be getting married soon anyway.’”

CHARLENE, EALD TEACHER, SCHOOL 5

“When the girls first started, I asked them, ‘What do 
you want to do when you leave school?’ The boys 
would say, ‘I want to be a doctor, engineer, dentist’, 
all these highfaluting jobs, which some of them 
could do, don’t get me wrong. But the girls would go, 
‘I don’t know.’ It’s cultural, they don’t know. So that 
impacts on what happens with the choices that are 
made for them, for their priorities here.” 

ELOISE, LEADER LEARNING ENHANCEMENT, SCHOOL 5
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PROVOCATION
ISSUE 1: LOW PARENTAL ENGAGEMENT: WHOSE 
PROBLEM IS IT?
Involving the parents or carers of children from refugee 
backgrounds in school activities can be beneficial in 
supporting students’ academic engagement and 
wellbeing (Rah et al., 2009). While the schools in the 
present study had all sought to enhance parental 
engagement through hosting cultural events and hiring 
bilingual support workers, school staff often displayed 
their frustrations with refugee parents’ apparent 
unwillingness to engage with the school, citing language 
barriers and limited knowledge of the education system as 
contributing factors. Contrasting these perceptions, 
Bergset (2017) found that parents of refugee students 
expressed a strong desire to support their children’s 
academic development. However, they often struggled to 
communicate effectively with the school via formal 
channels, leading to a sense of resignation after making 
and failing at multiple attempts. 

Although we saw some efforts by schools to open more 
informal communication pathways, such as through CLOs 
and BSSOs, other strategies which were intended to 
increase accessibility, such as moving all parent 
information online, may have had the opposite effect 
for refugee parents who lacked digital devices, 
internet access, or the IT and literacy skills to access 
these resources. Changing teachers’ and school leaders’ 
deficit thinking about the causes of low parental 
engagement may empower them to take greater 
responsibility for increasing school–parent 
communication and parental engagement.

ISSUE 2: ISLAMOPHOBIA
Parents of refugee-background students are unlikely to 
engage with their schools if they experience the effects of 
negative racial and religious stereotyping and vilification. As 
part of a wider community that is suspicious of, and hostile 
towards, refugees generally and Muslim refugees in 
particular, schools can inadvertently reinforce pejorative 
representations of Islam and Muslims in Australia. These 
negative sentiments have their genesis in the West’s 
responses to extremist Islamic terror attacks on New York in 
September 2001, Bali in October 2002, and London in July 
2005. The subsequent US-led ‘War on Terror’ resulted in 
unprecedented long-term military and diplomatic action 
against perceived Islamic threats to world peace, 
particularly in Iraq and Afghanistan. The contagion effect of 
these sustained actions, and the media coverage of them, 
has led to increased ‘Islamophobia’ – fear of Islam – in the 
Australian community. Teachers and school leaders are 
not immune to these negative influences. However, 
they have a professional responsibility to their 
students to interrupt and dispute common 
misconceptions of Muslims. They can begin to do this by:
• implementing general whole-school anti-racist 

policies
• seeking and acting on regular feedback from 

students and parents from refugee backgrounds 
about community- or school-level instances of racist 
attitudes and behaviour

• promoting positive counter-narratives about Islam 
that stress the ‘true spirit’ of Islam, which promotes 
harmony, equity and justice

• promoting the critical analysis of misleading and 
distorting depictions of Islam in media discourses.
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DOMAIN OF CURRENT PRACTICE 6:

 COMMUNITY 
 PARTNERSHIPS

Community partnerships  refers to relationships between 
schools and service organisations that support the needs of 
students from refugee backgrounds.

Many studies have identified school and community 
partnerships as a key element of good practice in 
supporting the needs of students from refugee 
backgrounds. Accordingly, most of the schools in the 
present study had established partnerships with service 
organisations with the specific intention of doing this. 
Community organisations also offer valuable insights into 
the challenges that refugee students may experience. 
These partnerships were often used by schools when 
taking in new families who had refugee experience to give 
them a better understanding of how best to respond to 
their needs. These included partnerships with refugee 
support organisations including mental health and torture 
and trauma–specific services such as the Queensland 
Program of Assistance to Survivors of Torture and Trauma 
(QPASTT) and broader settlement support services. Some 
schools had focused on building long-term partnerships 
which would offer greater access to the services required 
by refugee students and their families. One school in 
Queensland had arranged for a student engagement 
officer from Access Community Services to be located 
permanently on campus to provide a range of supports to 
students with intensive English language needs:

“So, the purpose of my role here is to have the 
students engage in activities. There are two sections. 
[The first] is for casework for low community 
participation, so any casework that is needed of the 
young person. And my other role is the youth 
transition program, which is basically we help 
young people engage in employment, education, 
vocational and sports. So, that’s what I run mainly 
here at the school.” 

LEILANI, INTENSIVE LANGUAGE STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 
OFFICER, SCHOOL 6

BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS 
WITH ORGANISATIONS THAT 
SUPPORT VOCATIONAL AND 
FURTHER EDUCATION
Additional partnerships were developed, such as with 
universities, that enabled support for refugee-background 
students such as through tutoring programs, but also 
helped students learn about post-school pathways: 

“We have a special University of Queensland (UQ) 
refugee tutoring partnership. They run it at UQ and 
our mostly senior students get tutoring sometimes 
twice a week.”

ESTER, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 4

“We have got the university opening up. They can do 
one university subject in Year 11 and one in Year 12 if 
they’re able to cope with that. It’s something that we 
are really looking forward to in the next couple of 
years, to be able to give some free university courses 
and almost direct entry.” 

DARREN, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 5

Other partnerships such as with the School Community 
Industry Partnership Service (SCIPS) enabled students to 
learn about post-school pathways with industry such as 
traineeships.

“We also have a partnership with a group called 
SCIPS, our School Community Industry Partnership 
Scheme. Basically, the idea is there is a number of 
schools of one side and you’ve got industry on the 
other side. Industry want kids to come in and do 
traineeships and all those things so that they’re 
really like a brokering organisation that we’re 
associated with.” 

ESTER, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 4.
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USING SERVICE ORGANISATIONS 
TO DO THINGS SCHOOLS CAN’T
Arnot and Pinson (2005) stress the importance of using 
school and community partnerships to provide a holistic 
network of support which addresses the complex and 
diverse needs of refugee students and their families. In 
their study, schools had sought to establish multi-agency 
partnerships with educational psychologists, social services 
and health and housing departments. From our schools’ 
perspective, establishing long-term partnerships with 
service organisations offered an additional layer of support 
that they could tap into when their own services were 
unable to address particular needs. Leilani, the student 
engagement officer located at a school campus, explained: 

“The first thing they have to do is go through the 
school process first. They either see the guidance 
officer, the careers officer, or whoever they might be. 
If they’re still unable to help, that’s when I step in.” 

LEILANI, INTENSIVE LANGUAGE STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 
OFFICER, SCHOOL 6

Block et al. (2014) found that partnerships between 
schools and local agencies enabled schools to connect 
students with specialised forms of support that they were 
unable to provide. These partnerships were also effective 
for schools with limited resources as they allowed them 
to tap into existing services without having to fund them.

LINKING WITH A BROADER RANGE OF SUPPORT 
SERVICES
A broad range of benefits of community partnerships were 
identified. Foremost, the partnerships provided refugee 
students and their families with access to community-
based organisations that could provide services that the 
schools themselves often could not: 

“What doesn’t work quite so well is just those I 
suppose lack of resources at times. So, I know that 
there’s been times when we’ve tried to – or we want 
to be able to connect students with more access to 
more agencies and there’s just either on a waiting 
list or we just don’t have access to what we need.” 

JEMIMA, HEAD OF MIDDLE SCHOOL, SCHOOL 3

In instances like this, community partnerships proved vital 
in providing both knowledge of existing services, and the 
means to access them. As Rah et al. (2009) note, school 
partnerships are particularly effective in helping refugee 
students and their families navigate ‘unfamiliar 
educational, social, governmental and economic 
institutions’ (p. 363), and these partnerships are highly 
valued for their ability to improve knowledge and access 
to key support services, which families themselves often 
struggle to achieve. Evidence of this was found in several 
of the schools in the present study: 

“So, I mostly deal with students who are either leaving 
school or need extra support. For example, if they’re 
struggling in school and they need some extra 
education support, I can step in and say, ‘Okay, here are 
some tutoring places that we can refer you to.’ Another 
thing could be health. So, if they need something like an 
assessment of hearing or some learning difficulties, I 
can step in and refer them to those services. We just 
kind of have that extra connection. At the same time, I 
try to build the relationship between the school as well 
as to the services.”

LEILANI, INTENSIVE LANGUAGE STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 
OFFICER, SCHOOL 6

“Jane is our psychologist and she worked for STARRS 
[Survivors of Torture and Trauma Assistance and 
Rehabilitation Service] for about eighteen months 
recently and so has Mary, who’s our other school 
counsellor. So, they bring that experience with 
them. They are able to direct students who need 
additional support to some of the services that are 
available in the broader community.” 

CARMEL, PRINCIPAL, SCHOOL 1

TRIAGING URGENT CASES TO OVERCOME LONG 
WAITING LISTS FOR TREATMENT OR SERVICES
Where students and their parents were already aware of 
services, having a formal partnership between the school 
and the organisation offered the potential to reduce the 
length of time for organising referrals or appointments:

“One of the reasons Leilani is here is because she 
provides that ready access. What has happened in 
the past is kids have had a need, we’ve rung and by 
the time it’s gone through the triage process or the 
intake process the situation’s become really serious. 
Whereas with Leilani here, even if she’s not the 
young person’s case worker, she’s able to link them 
in straight away.” 

JACK, HEAD OF STUDENT PERFORMANCE, SCHOOL 6

While partnerships were viewed as beneficial by the 
schools, some participants did raise concerns over 
forming the ‘right’ partnerships, which entailed having the 
right organisation or person who would be able to fulfill 
the needs of refugee students:

We are sometimes limited in that, so we try and 
make sure that decisions that we’re making around 
that actually fit. Sending them to Headspace when 
it has a 12-week wait is not an option. So, we need 
to be making good decisions around where we send 
people and making sure that it’s do-able.

FIONA, COUNSELLOR, SCHOOL 1
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PROVOCATION
The schools in this study used and promoted service 
organisations to augment their own resources to address 
the needs of students from refugee backgrounds. They 
partnered with Access Community Services, QPASTT, the 
School Community Industry Partnership Service, University 
of Queensland, Australian Refugee Association and 
Headspace as well as a range of external social and 
psychological service providers. While such partnerships 
seem eminently sensible, productive and consistent with 
evidence of best practice, there are a few cautions that 
need to be considered to ensure that apparently 
valuable community partnerships do, in fact, serve 
the interests of refugee students and their families. 

We raise several concerns about some community 
partnerships. We recognise that these involve a somewhat 
contentious interrogation of the field. In determining the 
veracity of forming partnerships with any external service 
organisations, schools might ask questions about:
• Aims and purposes: What does the organisation 

aim to achieve by being involved in the school? 
What are its purposes? What does it value? Are these 
compatible or consistent with what the school values 
and promotes? Whose interests are served – the 
students’ or the organisation’s?

• Competence: Are non-educators best placed to 
address the complex needs of refugee students? 
Would funding be better used to employ professional 
counsellors with a teaching background?

• Governance: To whom are external service providers 
responsible? What accountability arrangements are 
in place? To what extent do school leaders have 
oversight of their activities?

• Responsibility: Are external providers usurping the 
responsibilities of schools to provide key services 
to refugee students? What school services can be 
legitimately ‘outsourced’ to community service 
organisations? Who makes these decisions and for 
what reasons?

• Confidentiality: What protocols are in place to 
ensure the confidentiality of students and their 
families? Does the organisation have any links 
to other government agencies (e.g. Centrelink, 
Department of Home Affairs)? What school data does 
the service provider want or need?

• Complexity: Are external service providers legitimate 
and acceptable stakeholders in schools? Does 
their involvement add to the already complex and 
expanding number of organisations wanting to be 
involved in and influence what schools do? How are 
multiple and sometimes contradictory points of view 
mediated? Who does this work?

• Approach: Is their relationship with students and their 
families paternalistic? Do they assume that they know 
what is best for students from refugee backgrounds 
without consulting them or their families? Are 
there unequal power interactions, overprotective 
behaviours, condescending and deficit mindsets, and 
patronising comments and interventions?

In addressing these questions, schools will be well placed 
to negotiate ethical and reciprocal partnerships with 
external service providers that serve the interests of 
students from refugee backgrounds.
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This report summarises the overwhelmingly positive 
practices of seven secondary schools in South Australia 
and Queensland relating to the education and wellbeing 
of students from refugee backgrounds. Those practices 
have been loosely grouped under six key domains. They 
emerged from our analysis of informal conversations and 
semi-structured interviews with 53 teachers and school 
leaders working in the participating schools. The findings 
are largely consistent with research into refugee 
education conducted in the UK by Arnot and Pinson 
(2005) and Rutter (2006), and in Australia by Matthews 
(2008) and Taylor and Sidhu (2012). 

In order to advance the field of refugee education we 
identified several issues and aspects of practice that 
warrant deeper reflection and contemplation. We took the 
opportunity to do this by using provocations to identify 
the tensions, ambiguities and uncertainties that educators 
face in this field. Many of these have their genesis in 
historic racism and xenophobia that have beset Australian 
society and schooling for decades. We identified and 
challenged instances of:

• tokenism and paternalism

• racism and Islamophobia

• deficit thinking and flawed attributions

• secularism trumping religiosity

• systemic bias, prejudice and inequality

• depoliticisation of refugee issues

• an over-emphasis on English language acquisition.

Rather than criticising schools for their perceived failure to 
address these issues, we chose to challenge teachers and 
school leaders to critically reflect on their attitudes, 
beliefs and practices to improve what are largely positive 
responses to the needs of students from refugee 
backgrounds. As the final arbiters of practice, their 
ongoing role of supporting these students remains pivotal 
in achieving fairer and just outcomes for a vulnerable 
group in our schools.

CONCLUSIONS
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