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The need to review 
school policies 

This handbook contains information and practical strategies for all members of the 
school community to understand and respond to the needs of refugee students.  The 
aim of the handbook is to provide school-based personnel with a ready-reference that 
contains practical information about working with refugee students. 
 
The handbook includes ideas for implementation across the school in a whole-of-
school response.  It is hoped that the ideas and information will provide a useful and 
practical starting point for an active response by schools to the needs of refugee 
students.  The aims envisaged are achievable with the support of the whole school 
under the leadership of the school’s executive. 
 
Australia has a long tradition of accepting refugees and of promoting ‘a fair go for all’.  
Equity is a fundamental value in the Queensland education system.  Policies are 
designed to ensure equity in the provision of educational services to students with 
identified special needs and disabilities.  Students have the right to programs that 
meet their unique needs in learning and behaviour, regardless of the origins of their 
difficulties.  The role of the school community is vital in promoting equity and social 
justice for vulnerable students. 
 
Australia accepts approximately 12,000 people each year under the Refugee and 
Special Humanitarian program.  Of these 12,000 annual entrants, approximately eight 
per cent settle in Queensland and about 40 percent are children and young people 
who enter Queensland schools.   
 
The ethnic composition of Australia’s refugee and humanitarian intake is ever 
changing, depending on the location and nature of current conflicts and wars around 
the world. 
 
Because the global situation is constantly changing, schools must frequently review 
and revise their response to refugees, as part of their overall planning.  This needs to 
be done in the context of developing school policies more generally, in particular 
policies relating to welfare and the allocation of resources. 
 
Resettlement difficulties can be reduced if schools, together with human service 
providers are aware of the special needs of newly arrived children.  These children 
may be ‘at risk’ owing to their and their family’s trauma, and may experience difficul-
ties in the post-migration phase of their lives. 
 
Children are particularly vulnerable because they are growing and developing and 
because they are dependent on adults.  Identifying specially vulnerable children in a 
systemic way as early as possible provides the opportunity for early intervention and 
the development of appropriate strategies for addressing the unique needs of each 
child.  How a school responds to the needs of refugee children and their families plays 
an important part in the student’s feelings of belonging and acceptance by the host 
country and contributes significantly to adjustment and future success. 
 
The strategies outlined in this handbook are designed as part of a whole-of-school-
approach - that is, the whole school adopts processes and strategies that meet the 
needs of refugee students.  If the whole school becomes involved, from the executive 
to the tuck-shop, strategies will be more sustainable and successful. 
 

About this handbook 
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Disrupted  
education 
 

The refugee experience 

 
 

Although refugees may share many experiences with migrants, such as resettlement, 
new language acquisition and a change in family, social and support networks, 
refugees do have unique experiences that are quite different to those of migrants.  
Some of these experiences are outlined in this section. 
 
All refugees have been subjected to the horrors of war and/or oppression based on 
political affiliation, religion, ethnicity or cultural background. 
 
Traumatic experiences can include torture, sexual violence, witnessing violence, 
being forced to perform violent acts, being fearful of imminent death, detention, 
disappearance of relatives, being inducted into armies, dangerous journeys to safety 
and dangerous stays in refugee camps and in detention.  Children may also have had 
such traumatic experiences. 
 
Refugees have been exposed to cumulative major losses, including loss of home, 
family members, friends, country, culture and identity.  These losses may have 
occurred through death or destruction and/or displacement. 
 
Refugees have been forced to leave their country in response to threats to their life 
and freedom.  They have had little choice concerning the country of resettlement and 
little psychological preparation time for the exile process, its implications and the 
nature of the host country. 
 
In many situations, refugees are unable to make contact with family and friends.  
They suffer the pain of not knowing if loved ones are alive or in danger.   
 
The physical effects of torture, war injury or maltreatment is often experienced over 
the course of many years.  Somatic reactions to trauma and resettlement stress such 
as headaches and unexplained stomach pains are common. 
 
Socio-political upheaval in the country of origin may have resulted in very limited 
medical or no medical attention for many years.  Non life-threatening problems such 
as vision, hearing or dental treatment are likely to have been neglected. 
 
Medical assistance is also likely to have been unavailable or very limited in refugee 
camps and detention centres.  Sometimes refugees have spent many years in such 
conditions.  Malnutrition, poor hygiene and inadequate shelter are other compounding 
factors to common physical health problems. 
 

Refugee children have often 
experienced major disruptions to 
their education due to social 
upheaval in their country of origin, 
and periods of displacement in 
refugee camps.  Such children and 
young people have little experience 
of a classroom or school environ-
ment.  Incidental learning may also 
have been hampered through years 
of impoverished conditions and lack 
of stimulation. 

Qpastt handbook 
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Common  
learning problems 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Responding to 
students’ needs 

 
Effects on education vary according to age.  For example, lack or loss of education at 
an early age will mean that students have poorly developed first-language literacy.  
For older students, it may mean large gaps in their education, no educational certifi-
cates and a disheartening need to start again. 
 
The devastation of the former life of refugees results in not only a loss of social 
networks, but an absolute disintegration of them.  Deaths, displacement and reloca-
tion of members of networks mean they no longer exist.  This is unlike the situation of 
migrants where the social networks still exist, but the migrants have moved away. 
 
Changes may involve family losses, loss of extended family support and shifts in 
family roles.  Psychological issues for parents may make it difficult for them to fulfill 
their normal parenting roles. 
 
The resettlement process involves adjustments to a new culture, language, education 
system and socio-political environment.  Changes in social status and purpose in life 
are some of the great difficulties and challenges many refugees face.  Resettlement 
also involves practical issues such as housing, employment and income support. 
 

Implications for school 

education 

 
The past experiences of refugee students have a profound impact on their school 
education.  In addressing some of their needs, it is important to examine two 
important areas:  student learning and psycho-social reaction to trauma.   
 
Health problems and disruptions to education can have a major impact on students’ 
ability to learn.  Some common problems include: 
 
 cognitive dysfunction caused by factors such as malnutrition and deprivation 
 unfamiliarity with behaviour required in the classroom 
 sensory problems - hearing, vision 
 adjustment to different discipline styles 
 concentration and memory problems due to reaction to trauma 
 adjustment to different educative styles, e.g. problem-solving as opposed to 

didactic 
 deficits in education caused simply by disrupted education 
 older students wishing to return to school to obtain certificates that they have not 

had the opportunity to gain in the past 
 
Schools should develop strategies to assist students with their learning difficulties.  
The first step to provision of support is a thorough assessment of the student’s needs.  
The second step is to implement strategies aimed at helping students overcome their 
learning difficulties.  This is dealt with further in the strategies section of this 
handbook. 
 
School staff may observe that some of their refugee students appear to be doing well, 
whilst others are aggressive or always absent. 
 
An individual’s capacity to cope with their traumatic experiences varies greatly.     
This capacity to cope depends on many factors including: 

Qpastt handbook 
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Psycho-social 
reaction to trauma 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Delayed reactions 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Support from 
schools 

 
 personality factors - some individuals have the capacity to distance themselves 

from their trauma 
 the severity of the atrocities experienced 
 whether family members are missing, e.g. a parent that has been killed 
 how well the parents are coping psychologically with their experiences and 

resettlement 
 how the student is being supported in their new country - is there an extended 

family, are they helpful?  is there regular contact with the school guidance officer? 
 to what extent is the traumatic experience continuing in the new country in the 

form of racism, poverty, loneliness, inability to cope with education, family 
conflict? 

 
Even students who appear to be coping well can have delayed reactions to their 
traumatic experiences.  This can occur during periods of sickness, during exams, 
triggers to trauma (e.g. anniversary of significant events).  In other words, at times of 
stress, or when the individual is emotionally low, the ability to cope with traumatic 
experiences is lessened. 
 
The level of support available in the country of asylum is critical to the ability of 
individuals to cope with their traumatic experiences.  In particular, support provided 
by schools has been identified as crucial in the adjustment of children and young 
people.  Schools can help by: 
 
 providing education 
 providing social support 
 providing opportunities for leisure, e.g. sport, band and other extra-curricular 

activities (note: financial factors should be considered) 
 providing appropriate role models - teachers, school guidance officers, adminis-

trative staff and executive staff have the opportunity to act as role models 
particularly for children who have lost a parent, or where parents are not able to 
fulfill their usual parenting role due to their own traumatic reactions 

 restoring students’ trust in authority through fair and persistent discipline 
 re-empowering students through listening to their opinions and encouraging 

decision-making. 
 
 

 

Qpastt handbook 



      99  

Qpastt handbook 

Summary of issues affecting refugee students 

Refugee students are affected by many issues of the past while they adjust 

to a new country, culture, language and school environment.  Complex  

settlement issues may also affect a student’s ability to settle in at school. 

Present life issues 

Friends? 

Family in new country? 
Success/failure at school? 

Adjustment to classroom  
environment? 

Renewed violence in home  
country? 

Acceptance? 

Identity? 

Past trauma 

 

Torture? 
Violence? 

Nightmares? 
Lack of trust? 

Parents killed? 
Relatives missing? 

Emotional numbing? 

  Migration &  

settlement issues 

 
Command of English? 

Enough money? 
Support networks? 

Good accommodation? 
Transport problems? 

Fear of new culture? 

Caught between two cultures? 
Racism? 
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A summary of the needs of refugee students 
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How is your school community 
helping? 

 

A safe and predictable  

environment  
 

 

A sense of belonging and 

acceptance 

 

Time to adjust to the new 

country 

 

Remediation for year of lost 

education 

 

Attention to physical well-

being e.g. vision and  
hearing checks 

 

Bilingual support 

 

Intensive English 

 

Opportunities to build  

trusting relationship 

 

A sense of hope for a  

positive future 

 

 

Support with survival needs 

 

Opportunities to develop  

social skills 

 

Assistance for grief and 

trauma 

 

Family support 

 

Re-empowerment of the  

student 
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See  pp. 34-41 
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and table of 
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 How to book 
interpreters 

All school personnel 
 

Translating and interpreter service 
 
The Queensland Government Language Services Policy (MAQ, 1999) states that 
wherever possible, professional interpreters should be used by Queensland 
Government agency employees to communicate with persons unable to satisfactorily 
communicate in English.  
 
The Translating and Interpreter Service (TIS) provides both over-the-phone 
interpreters at short notice and on-site interpreters that are booked a couple of days 
in advance. It is important to establish language, ethnic and gender preferences for 
interpreters and to request these from TIS.  The world map and  table of countries, 
languages and religions in the attachments section of this handbook may be of 
assistance. 
 
The TIS telephone number is 131 450.  Telephone interpreters can be accessed 24 
hours per day. 
 
TIS will request a client service number for all interpreting jobs.  To facilitate the use 
of TIS, Education Queensland has a centralised client service number that can be 
used by school staff.  Education Queensland pays for the cost of professional 
interpreters if schools use this Client Service number.   
 
Accessing telephone interpreters: 
 
1.  To obtain the client service number, please telephone the School and 
Commonwealth Resourcing Unit on (07) 3237 0778. 
 
2.  Call TIS on 131 450. 
 
3.  Explain the purpose of your call and nominate the language (and gender/ethnic 

preference) required.   
 
4.  TIS will then request a client service number.  
  
5.  You will then be connected to an interpreter in the language you require. 
 

6.  The telephone interpreter service can 
also be pre-booked for an extra fee.  If 
the call is booked in advance this will 
ensure that any special requirements 
can be catered for. 

 
7.  Schools do not need to obtain prior 

approval before using this service. 
 
 

Qpastt handbook 

How school staff can help 

School environment 
 
School personnel need to be aware that refugee students 
and their families: 
 
 May be sensitive to being labelled ‘refugees’ (‘new 

arrivals’ may be more appropriate) 
 May be anxious about separation 
 Find building trust and making friends difficult 
 Lack the organisational skills, resources,  
 confidence or language needed to access school 

facilities or support 
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 How to use 
interpreters 

Accessing on-site interpreters: 
 
1. Determine the language, ethnicity and gender required. 
2. Complete an Interpreter Request Form (available from TIS). 
3. Fax the completed Interpreter Request Form to TIS on 1300 654 151 with 

reasonable notice – at least a couple of days in advance. 
4. The account will be sent to central office, Education Queensland. 
 
Using phone interpreters 
 
These can be used if you are with the client or if the client is at another location: 
 
Same location: 
 
1. Sit with the client next to a telephone.  Put the telephone on the ‘speaker’ 

function.  
2. Call TIS on 131 450 and the operator will connect you to an interpreter in the 

language you require. 
3. Sit facing the client.  Be aware of facial expressions and body language. 
4. Speak in the first person at all times. 
5. Be sure that the interpreter can hear clearly. 
6. Keep the amount of information to be interpreted at any one time short, with one 

idea per sentence. 
7. So that the participants do not talk over each other, include a pause after each 

sentence. 
 
Different locations: 
 
1. Call TIS on 131 450 and ask the officer to contact the required interpreter, who 

will then call the client. 
2. A three-way conversation can then take place. 
3. In the same way, parents can use this service to contact the school. 
 
Using on-site interpreters 
 
1. Introduce everyone and establish roles. 
2. Arrange seating to facilitate communication between yourself and the client.  The 

ideal seating arrangement is a triangle, with participants at equal distances from 
each other, so that eye contact can be maintained at all times. 

3. Maintain eye contact with the client if culturally appropriate (rather than engaging 
with the interpreter).  Avoid private discussions with the interpreter. 

4. Speak directly to the client, on first person terms. 
5. Speak slowly and clearly but naturally.  Avoid jargon.  If jargon is unavoidable  

e.g. “assessment scheme”, ensure that the interpreter understands the concept. 
6. If you feel that the client and interpreter are speaking together and excluding you 

to the extend that you are not establishing communication with the client, you 
should stop the interview.  Restate the ground rules and start again. 

7. Summarise your discussion periodically throughout the interview to ensure 
shared understanding of what is being said. 

8. With consecutive interpreting, use short sentences. 
 

 
More information:  
http://education.qld.gov.au/studentservices/inclusive/cultural/esl/interpreter-guidelines.html 
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How to  
enrol a refugee 
student 

School administration & enrolment 
officer 
 
Your role is vitally important.  As the first point of contact with the school and indeed, 
Education Queensland, everything you say and do will have a powerful effect on the 
refugee student and his/her family.  How you respond may determine whether they 
will see school as a friendly, helpful place, or a place where people are too busy to 
help. 
 
 
1.  Welcome Welcome the student and family to the school. 
  
2.  Communication Establish the preferred language for communication.   
 Is a professional interpreter required?  
 Ring the Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) on 131 

450.   
 Refer to pages 11-12 of this handbook for a full account of  

this service . 
 
3.  Enrolment  Establish status for enrolment.   

 Permanent visas – all permanent residents are eligible to 
enrol in schools. 

 Temporary visas – enrolling officers should contact  
Education Queensland ESL Database (07) 3235 4611 to  
determine the eligibility status of students on temporary 
visas.  Some may be required to pay fees. 

 Bridging visas – these allow a non-legal, non-resident 
person to be considered as a legal non-resident for a 
limited period while their status is being reassessed.  Any 
entitlements during this time are the same as their original 
visa status provided for on arrival to Australia.  Determine 
the original visa conditions and copy both the original and 
bridging visas. 

  
If in doubt, contact ESL Database Administrator 
Performance Monitoring & Reporting at Education 
Queensland on (07) 3235 4611 
 

4.  Assessment  Make contact with ESL personnel within the school or 
district.  It is better to have an ESL teacher assess the 
student’s language needs than to assume the student has 
no ESL needs because s/he seems orally proficient. 

 
 A decision about ESL support should be made 

collaboratively at the school level. 
 
 Students receiving ESL support should not be involved in 

assessment processes without consultation with ESL 
personnel.  It is inappropriate to use many standard ‘testing’ 
procedures for students who have limited understanding of 
English.  Where further assessment is genuinely believed to 
be necessary, it should be undertaken using bilingual 
support.   

Qpastt handbook 



      1414  

  
 Fill in ESL Enrolment Forms and send together with a copy 

of the student’s passport and visa to the ESL Database at 
Education Queensland Central Office (fax 07– 3210 6374) 

 
 Refer to page 25 of this handbook for more information 

about assessment. 
 
5. Placement Students should whenever possible be placed in the 

appropriate year level for their age, not placed in lower 
year levels because of limited English proficiency.  

 
6.  Information Inform the School Guidance Officer of the enrolment of the 

new refugee student and if possible ensure their presence 
at the enrolment interview. 

 
 

Year co-ordinator 
 
Your role is extremely important as you have regular contact with the refugee 
students in the year you are coordinating.  As the person who sees these students 
everyday, you are in an excellent position to observe their progress, behaviour and 
social interactions with other students.   
 
You can assist refugee students by liaising with their classroom teachers to: 
 

 raise awareness about the needs of refugee students 

 inform them of the current and ongoing situation of individual students 

 direct teachers towards teaching strategies in this handbook. 
 
If a particular refugee student needs extra support, it will be important for you to liaise 
with the School Guidance Officer and parents to ensure that support mechanisms are 
put in place. 
 
Your coordinating skills may also be required to contact support staff or other school 
personnel who may be able to direct the student or their family to further support 
agencies.

Qpastt handbook 
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Teachers 
 
Teachers play a crucial role in the resettlement and recovery of students from refugee and 
displaced backgrounds.  Attending school can provide stability to the lives of refugee 
students and an organised school life is an important factor in the successful resettlement 
of such students.  Education can also instill community values, promote justice and 
respect for human rights. 
 
A good teacher-student relationship also plays a vital factor in the restoration of safe, 
trusting relationships.  While teachers already have all the principles and tools for working 
with refugee students within the classroom, it will be beneficial for teachers to be able to 
recognise trauma and its consequences, and assist in the social reintegration of the 
student. 
 

Background information 
 
Students with refugee or displaced backgrounds may display a range of behaviours that 
are symptomatic of traumatic experiences.  These symptoms and signs will vary according 
to the age and developmental stage of the student.  The following trauma symptoms can 
assist teachers to determine which students are exhibiting post-trauma reactions (adapted 
from Plummer, 1997). 
 
Children five years and younger may: 

 Exhibit anxious attachment such as clinging, whining, tantrums and attachment to 
security objects 

 Regress to early childhood behaviour patterns 

 Engage in thematic play with dolls, toy guns and play mates  that recreates the past 
trauma or abuse  

 Experience distressing dreams and nightmares 

 Re-tell the story obsessively 

 Withdraw, avoiding playmates and adults 

 Refuse to talk or becoming mute 

 Experience illness and/or tiredness 
 
Primary School-aged children may: 

 Re-enact the trauma 

 Express moodiness as they deal with feelings of 
inadequacy and attempt to establish control 

 Express aggression/ bossiness in order to establish 
control 

 Experience a decline in school performance or work 
tasks 

 Exhibit perfectionist behaviours 

 Continually and/or obsessively talk about their feelings/
traumas 

 Develop psychosomatic complaints such as headaches 
and stomach aches if they are not free to express their 
feelings 

 
Young people may: 

 Exhibit any or all of the above behaviours 

 Stay in one mood of withdrawal and isolation, or 
compliance and pleasing 

Qpastt handbook 

 

 

 

 

 

Important role of 
teachers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Trauma signs 
and symptoms 

Support for teachers 
 
The teacher’s role can be demanding at the 
best of times.  Working with traumatised 
students, although rewarding, can add addi-
tional challenges to a teacher’s workload.  
Teachers can also be affected emotionally 
by the trauma experienced by their students.   
 
Sometimes teachers may experience 
emotional responses that mirror the kind of 
feelings their students experience.  This is 
called ‘vicarious traumatisation’.  Such 
emotional responses could include help-
lessness, guilt, anger, idealisation, dread 
and horror, personal vulnerability, and 
avoidance reactions (VFST 1988).  Vicarious 
traumatisation is an ‘occupational hazard’ for 
workers who are in regular, empathic 
contact with traumatised people.  
 
See the attachments section in this 
handbook for an article on vicarious 
traumatisation.  
 
It is important that teachers seek support 
and assistance for themselves as early as 
possible.    
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Expressions of dis-
tress at school 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Welfare and    
family issues 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Identifying  
students who need 
help 

 Express anger and rebellion 

 Act out behaviours in the form of arguments with adults 

 Disobey rules 

 Take illicit drugs 

 Engage in inappropriate sexual activity 

 Vandalise 

 Engage in risk taking behaviour 

 Become pre-occupied with self 
 
If refugee students do display any of the signs and symptoms of post-traumatic 
stress, it may be useful to keep a special eye on them. 
 
Students may also: 
 
 Miss school for extended periods 
 React badly to threats 
 Respond with fear and anxiety to unfamiliar situations or triggers in the 

environment (e.g. ambulance, planes passing overhead) 
 Display survival or instinctual type behaviours that were appropriate in a 

different context – they may need to be taught co-operative and sharing 
behaviour appropriate to the classroom 

 Find some topics distressing (e.g. families) 
 Find that their ability to learn English is delayed and require a ‘silent period’ 
 React to current events in their country of origin 
 Engage in violent or repetitive play 
 Be overly compliant 
 Find difficulty in applying previous learning experiences and knowledge to 

current learning 
 
It is important that teachers are pro-active in opening the lines of communication 
between themselves and refugee families and if needed, are active in assisting 
students and their parents to gain access to appropriate services. 
 
In all countries schools are important institutions.  However in some countries, 
schools may be perceived as the propaganda tool of the political regime.  In other 
countries schools, including teachers and students, may be the targets of organised 
oppression and violence. 
 
The refugee experience causes enormous upheaval to family relationships.  Some 
students may have lost their families, are separated indefinitely or living in a different 
family context, such as a nuclear family.  Students who are living with their families 
are often affected by trauma and resettlement issues experienced by their parents 
and there may be strained family relationships.  Such students may receive very little, 
if any, emotional support at home.  The teacher may be the only supportive adult 
available for such students. 
 

Strategies 
 
Some refugee students may require extra help to integrate into the school environ-
ment, establish relationships with other students and perform their school-work.  The 
trauma symptoms provided in this section can assist teachers to determine which 
students are exhibiting post-trauma reactions.   
 
It should be noted that a lack of obvious negative responses does not automatically 

Qpastt handbook 
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Early interven-
tion questions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Class environment 
 
 
 
Academic  
development 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Social  
development 
 
 
 
General welfare 

mean that there has been no negative impact on the student’s mental health.  The 
effects of trauma are often delayed until the initial resettlement period has been 
completed, and can even manifest a number of years later. 
 
The following questions can assist teachers to determine if students are in need of 
extra help or even a referral to the school guidance officer (adapted from Transact, 
1997): 
 

 How does the student relate with other students? 

 Do the student’s experiences of life prior to living in Australia find expression 

through play, art or acting? 

 Does the student have difficulty in remembering daily activities, routines or tasks? 

 Does the student appear to experience mood swings? 

 Is the student able to concentrate on a set task? 

 Does the student appear frightened or fidgety? 

 Are there any recurrent themes in the student’s drawings and art work? 

 What are the student’s strengths?  (e.g. coping mechanisms or abilities) 
 
For refugee students, a predictable, safe environment with clear rules and conse-
quences is important to their resettlement process.  Teachers are also ideal role 
models for students.  The  guidelines on the next page may assist teachers to 
consider how they may assist refugee students through the class-room environment. 
 
Refugee students have experienced profound trauma during their natural process of 
cognitive, emotional, social and physical development.  Furthermore, most refugee 
children have experienced considerable interruption to their schooling.  Some may 
have been without schooling for several years and others may never have 
experienced a school or class-room environment before. 
 
Refugee students may require extra academic support and encouragement.  Some 
may receive little support or assistance to complete home-work.  There are several 
successful home-work support clubs trialed in Brisbane and elsewhere for refugee 
students from particular ethnic backgrounds.  Liaison with refugee support agencies 
may be required to explore the establishment of home-work support groups. 
 
For further support with teaching strategies, teachers can contact the ESL teacher or 
ESL Program Manager in their district. 
 
Most of the support strategies that teachers can use with refugee students to facilitate 
their social development can easily be integrated into normal classroom and school 
activities.  Extra attention to social integration however can be of significant 
assistance. 
 
The regular contact that teachers have with their students, place them in an ideal 
situation to observe, monitor and respond to their resettlement difficulties and general 
welfare needs.  Because many students come from backgrounds where seeking help 
outside the family about emotional matters is unfamiliar, teachers may need to 
actively encourage students to use the school guidance officer.  Most refugee 
students would benefit from being made aware of the availability of the school 
guidance officer, school health nurse or chaplain, their roles and how contact can be 
made.  Teachers are well placed to provide such information. 
 

Qpastt handbook 
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SUMMARY OF STRATEGIES SUMMARY OF STRATEGIES 

FOR TEACHERSFOR TEACHERS  

Class environment 
 
 Ensure a safe, consistent, predictable 

classroom environment with clear rules 
and consequences 

 Avoid aggressive confrontations 
 Prepare students for changes to routine 
 Encourage optimism and hope for a 

positive future 
 Give plenty of praise and encourage-

ment for small gains 
 Focus attention and revise frequently 
 Provide breaks to relieve fatigue 

Identification of 
students 

 
 Check background 

of students 
 Communicate with 

the family 
 Talk with the school 

guidance officer 
 Be effective in identi-

fying refugee       
children in need of 
special care 

General welfare 
 
 Recognise and respond to signs of stress 
 Provide translated information on the school, its 

policies, expectations and the assistance available 
to families 

 Ensure that interpreters are used at school meet-
ings and that information is translated for parents 

 Ensure that translated information is developed 
and provided to parents about the education     
system in Australia 

 Provide vital information on refugee health and 
welfare to other relevant school personnel 

Social development 
 
 Teach social skills that enable them to develop friendships 

and/or cope with a classroom situation 
 Model and encourage relationships that rebuild trust 
 Help children to learn about normal reactions to trauma and 

loss.  By encouraging children to share experiences in 
groups, their reactions are further normalised. 

 Encourage group work so that students 

 can see that they are not the only ones with certain 
problems and feelings 

 can accomplish things that they could not alone 

 learn problem solving and coping skills from each oth-
er 

 Provide the student with appropriate responsibilities to       
improve their self confidence 

Academic development 
 
 Provide older students with a political understanding of the 

causes and reasons behind war to allay misconceptions and 
provide a framework for events in their own lives 

 Teach students about their new country and its culture 
 Provide opportunities for refugee students to share their cul-

ture and some of their experiences 
 Encourage students to express their thoughts and feelings in 

written forms e.g. diary writing 
 Provide opportunities to express fear and to process what has 

happened through visual art, story telling, drama and role play-
ing 
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A recovery 
framework 

School guidance officers 
 
The information presented in this section is divided into three sections – counselling,  
careers advice and assessment, to reflect the multifaceted role of school guidance 
officers.  The school guidance officer is a very important person in the resettlement 
process of refugee students.  As the key person within the school environment 
concerned for the student’s welfare, the school guidance officer is well placed to offer 
direct emotional support to the refugee student. 
 

Counselling 
 
Any work involving young people, but particularly young people from culturally diverse 
backgrounds must not only consider therapeutic issues, but also issues relating to 
service access and engagement.  These three crucial issues will be covered in this 
section. 
 

Therapeutic issues 
 
Like the trauma of abuse, war and refugee trauma has profound effects that – without 
assistance – may last indefinitely.  Often the trauma may resurface at new 
developmental stages, or even many years subsequent to the trauma.  The torture and 
trauma of parents can also have significant generational effects on children. 
 
Counsellors may feel reluctant to open up a student’s traumatic past, for fear that they 
will not have the counselling techniques to handle the horror, or believing that such 
trauma should be left to a specialist.  While specialist services are important referral 
agencies, a student with fears and anxieties about ‘others’ may not be willing to use 
them. 
 
Counsellors already have the principles and tools required for working with refugee 
students.  There are no special techniques or tools that are especially ‘effective’ with 
refugee students.  However, an understanding of the framework in which counsellors 
work will be helpful.  The three core issues to consider within such a framework are: 
 
1. Fundamental cross-cultural practice 
2. A recovery framework (see page 20 for one such framework) 
3. An awareness of own counselling style and position on relevant issues e.g. racism 
 
It can be useful to understand refugee trauma counselling in a framework with clearly 
identified recovery goals.  The recovery framework on the next page links four essential 
recovery goals with the trauma reactions commonly experienced by refugees, and 
identifies corresponding counselling strategies (VFST, 1996:34). 
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Trauma reaction component 3:  
Shattering of assumptions about  

humanity: trust, dignity & meaning  
destroyed 

Recovery goal = to restore meaning and purpose to life 
Strategies:  

 Group programs to promote communication, reduce        
isolation & enhance self esteem 

 Integrate past, present & future through art, story telling 
& drama 

 Create opportunities to facilitate a view of the future 

 Explore concepts of self, other and the community 

 Validate the trauma & difficulties experienced 

 Validate cultural differences in values 

 Human rights education & political background to vio-
lence 

Trauma reaction component 4:  
Guilt and shame 

Recovery goal = to restore dignity and value which in-
cludes reducing excessive shame and guilt 
Strategies:  

 Facilitate expression of guilt & shame 

 Reflect that it is normal for them to wish that they 
could have done more to prevent others from  being 
harmed 

 Allow the telling and re-telling of events & stories 

 Assist with developing ways to reduce guilt 

 Community acknowledgment of human rights viola-
tions and the need for redress 

Trauma reaction component 2:  
Loss of relationships to parents, fami-

ly, community, religion & culture;  
grief; depression 

Recovery goal = to restore attachment and connections 
to other people who can offer emotional support and 
care, and overcome grief and loss 
Strategies:  

 Foster a trusting continuing connection with an available, 
caring adult 

 Group participation to reduce social isolation 

 Promote belonging by overcoming settlement problems 

 Link to supportive groups & agencies 

 Provide opportunities for social/political action which may 
be valued & restore a sense of purpose 

Recovery goal = to restore safety and enhance control 
and reduce the disabling effects of fear and anxiety 
Strategies:  

 Provide basic needs such as health, welfare, educa-
tion, accommodation 

 Identify causes of anxiety and accommodate the effects 
of anxiety 

 Restore safety 

 Provide information about the trauma reaction 

 Introduce relaxation exercises 

Trauma reaction component 1:  
Anxiety, feelings of helplessness,  

perceived loss of control 

RECOVERY FRAMEWORK 
(VFST, 1996) 
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Some specific counselling strategies 
 
Rapport – take time to establish cultural rapport with the student/family.  Be prepared 
to learn and be open to the cultural (social, political, religious and economic) 
background of the family. 
 
Validation and integration – listen to the student’s story and validate the horror and 
distress experienced.  The purpose of recounting the trauma is to assist with its 
integration.  Painful memories need to be respected and understood, not resisted. 
 
Normalisation, legitimisation – normalise the student’s reaction by describing the 
symptoms as post-traumatic reaction, not post traumatic stress disorder.  Use the 
metaphor of trauma as wounding – as with physical wounds, psychological wounds 
need care, attention and time.  Assure the student that powerful emotions generated 
by the experience are legitimate. 
 
Helping the student to understand trauma – provide a psycho-educational 
perspective on post-traumatic symptoms: 

 Give the student a description of common symptoms and reaction to trauma: 

- flashbacks, nightmares or intrusive thoughts that re-enact the trauma 
- drifting into re-experiencing the trauma where the student feels detached and 

out of control 
- avoidance of possible reminders of the trauma and numbness 
- hyper-vigilance, agitation and anger 

 Help the student identify his or her reactions – if they can be named and predicted, 

they become less frightening and strange. 

 Educate the student about the biological effects of trauma. 

 
The student’s perspective – explore the student’s perspective on how their 
symptoms have affected life at home, school or the wider community. 
 
Re-framing reactions – help the student re-frame reactions as a sign of self-
protection and healing efforts.  Reactions developed in the past need to be 
considered in the current context -  are they helpful for today’s situation? 
 
Symptoms to work on – ask the student to identify specific symptoms he or she 
wants to work on. 
 
Expressive techniques – these should be considered at all stages and include 
painting, drawing, collages, sand tray, drama and music.  Such techniques help to 
transcend language barriers. 
 
Art therapy – art is an ideal expressive technique that is particularly suited to the 
school environment.  It is recommended that the focus be on the process rather than 
the product.  Therefore, individual pieces are not interpreted but the process is used 
to explore specific issues, e.g. problems or incidents.  Colours, shapes and medium 
should not be prescribed in relation to moods or feelings, nor interpreted.  There are 
several books that are helpful on this topic including: 
 

 The Handbook of Art Therapy 

 Art Therapy for Groups 

 Something to Draw On 

 The Secret World of Drawings 
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Service access & engagement 
 
Facilitating service access and engaging young people in an ongoing therapeutic 
relationship can be challenging for busy school guidance officers.  It can be 
particularly challenging  with students with complex problems, such as refugee 
students.  There are however, a range of ‘youth friendly’ practices that can assist 
counsellors to increase the access and levels of engagement of refugee students.  
The foundation on which most of these strategies are based is flexibility on the part 
of the counsellor.    
 
The following tables provide an overview of the core issues related to access and 
engagement and some strategies to address these (adapted from Mitchell, 2000).   
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Flexibility for 
access &  
engagement 

ACCESS ISSUES STRATEGIES 

Refugee students are most often unfamiliar with a 
formal service system such as that found in Aus-
tralia.  Seeking help outside the family is often also 
unfamiliar. 

 Initiate contact with refugee students on an ongoing basis, particularly 
during transition times.  Explain the role of the school guidance officer 
and how assistance can be provided. 

 The counsellor may need to be highly visible by visiting different areas 
of the school ground where refugee students hang out.  This also facili-
tates the development of a more trusting relationship between the coun-
sellor and refugee students.    

Young people, especially those with complex 
problems tend to drift into and away from services 
and return at a later stage for further assistance. 

 Recognise and expect this. 

 Do not close cases when students fail to show.  Returning students 
should be treated as ongoing clients, if possible, not new clients who are 
expected to join the waiting-list. 

Young people with the greatest problems tend to be 
those who find it the most difficult to attend 
scheduled appointments.  Young people with 
mental health problems who are homeless, who are 
misusing substances, who are involved in the juve-
nile justice system, who have experienced abuse or 
neglect or those from chaotic family environments 
often find it the most difficult to keep structured ap-
pointment schedules. 
 

 Recognise that failure to keep appointments is not an expression of not 
requiring assistance. 

 Interventions need to be offered in locations convenient to young people 
in a range of different settings.  

 Further contact may need to be initiated by the counsellor. 
 

ENGAGEMENT ISSUES STRATEGIES 

Young people have different communication styles 
and needs.  Students from backgrounds in which 
they have experienced repressive authorities are 
often wary of active questioning styles and may  
fail to engage with the counsellor. 

 Overall, communication needs to be developed on multiple levels: 
about emotional well-being,  resilience and mental health; engagement 
in therapeutic alliance; and communication to foster partnerships in 
service development. 

 Communication needs to be clear and open and above all convey the 
message that the student’s perspective is understood and respected. 

 Assessments and other processes that require information gathering 
need to be done over an extended period to avoid interrogative 
communication with the student.   

 Considerable time is needed to develop a trusting relationship before 
the student will talk openly with professionals about their problems. 

 Informal modes of communication, such as playground chats, can 
assist in building trust. 
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ENGAGEMENT ISSUES (cont’d)     STRATEGIES 

Counsellors can feel that they have little 
knowledge of the cultural context of refugee 
students and can become disempowered in 
their capacity to work with this group of 
students, thereby shying away from such work.  

 Counsellors are not expected to know about every culture, tradition or 
ethno-specific practice! 

 Having an attitude of curiosity and compassion will go a long way and be 
appreciated by students. 

 Recognise the symptoms of disempowerment – see the attachments 
section on vicarious traumatisation. 

 Seek assistance from a relevant specialist agency – see the contact list. 

Refugee students may have a range of practical 
needs that are unmet, compounding their mental 
health, behaviour and school performance issues.  
Young people with complex problems in 
particular, have often had negative experiences 
involving a merry-go-round of referrals between 
agencies and often fall through the service 
gaps. 

 It may not be possible to provide a range of services as a school guidance 
officer, but it is possible to directly and actively follow-up other services 
that do provide the services required.   

 Advocacy on behalf of the student will also assist in the building of a 
trusting relationship, whilst ensuring that practical needs are met. 

Young people often fail to present for appoint-
ments even when the therapeutic relationship 
appears to be progressing well.  Once again, 
those with the most complex needs may be those 
that find it difficult to engage and follow-through 
with appointments.  A lack of resources and 
pressure to provide a service to those students 
that do actually present for assistance may mean 
that counsellors have little opportunity to follow-up 
those that drop out. 

 Active follow-up is required by the counsellor to find out if there are any 
barriers for the student and how they may assist the student to overcome 
these.  Although this may be difficult to achieve, it needs to be borne in 
mind that the needs of these students may be even greater than the needs 
of students that do attend appointments. 
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Careers advice & post-school options 
 
Many refugee students come from countries that have few post-school options 
available.  Therefore, it is important that time and care be taken to explain the post-
school options available and assist students to choose an appropriate pathway. 
 
A comprehensive web-site on post-school options, including essential contact 
details is available on the Education Queensland website: 
www.education.qld.gov.au/students/placement/work/resources.html 
The web-site also contains many useful handouts that can be given directly to 
students. 
 
When discussing career options, be aware of different terminology that may be 
used.  For example, a student may wish to become a ‘mechanical engineer’ and go 
to university, but on further questioning s/he would really like to be a motor 
mechanic that requires an apprenticeship and TAFE entry.  Similarly, an electrical 
engineer or technician may be an electrician in Australia. 
 
Some older students may have commenced post-school studies or jobs in their 
country of origin and may only be returning to school reluctantly to learn English.  
For some students, it may be more appropriate to undertake intensive English 
studies elsewhere and obtain recognition of overseas qualifications so that they 
may be able to continue their studies.   
 
Many older students have unfinished high school studies or have been forced to 
leave their country without documentation of their studies.  These older students 
often have a great desire to complete their high school study in Australia.  The 
Queensland Senior Certificate is seen as the best entry into tertiary studies. 
 
It is important to check if there is an alternative option for such students, such as a 
mature students program at another school, or the TAFE system.  If not, a 
comprehensive assessment needs to be carried out so that students are catered for 
within the school. 
 
In some countries, all academic and vocational/technical further studies are carried 
out at university so students may be unfamiliar with TAFE colleges.  TAFE should 
be discussed as an option for practical educational and vocational training.  TAFE 
courses provide students with a pathway to skilled jobs and further study at 
university.  Course Information Officers at TAFE colleges can also provide advice 
and information to prospective students.  The website to search is 
www.tafe.qld.gov.au.  English Language Assessment, Adult Literacy and 
Numeracy and English Language Training information can be obtained from 
www.tafe.qld.gov.au/courses/english_language/index.html 
 
ACCESS Educational Services Division has a range of courses and services 
suitable for refugee students.  Contact the English for Speakers of Other Languages 
(ESOL), Outreach and Labour Market Programs (LMP) co-ordinators at the relevant 
college. 

 A range of ESOL courses are available, some including an introduction to a 

particular vocational area. 

 TAFE outreach provides education and training for students with barriers to 

learning including language and cultural factors and lack of educational 
confidence.  Various length, time and types of courses can be negotiated and 
can be taught at different locations off campus. 
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 Although Labour Market Programs are designed to assist unemployed people to 

enter employment, they may not always be suitable for students who need extra 
support. 

 
Job network employment and training providers are often able to assist students with 
language and other barriers.  Job Network has information on all members of the job 
network.  See http://www.jobnetwork.gov.au/ 
 
Centrelink offers literacy and numeracy programs. See www.centrelink.gov.au 
 

Assessing refugee students 
 
The assessment of refugee students requires some sensitivity and understanding.  
The person undertaking the assessment must be mindful of the anxiety and 
nervousness many refugee students experience during the assessment process.  
This anxiety usually stems from a fear of officials and a desire to ‘pass’ or be seen as 
successful and intelligent.   
 
Students should be put at ease as much as possible and an explanation should be 
provided of the purpose of the assessment process.  Because many students and 
their families want to present as best as possible to the school, vital information may 
be omitted from the initial interview (such as past learning difficulties or class 
repeats).  Furthermore, families may be unfamiliar with the type of information the 
school requires about the student’s background.  For example, families may think a 
student’s past apprenticeship is irrelevant to the current school environment but this 
experience may have a big impact on the student’s expectations and ability to settle 
into a more structured learning environment.  For these reasons, it is advised that the 
initial assessment be followed up approximately five weeks later with a follow-up 
discussion. 
 
The following overall process is advised: 
 
1.  Book a professional interpreter for the whole assessment process. 
2.  Engage the student and his/her family in an initial discussion about the school 

system and structure, and the need for an assessment.  Try to obtain as much 
information as possible about the student’s educational background.  Refer to the 
following section on ‘questions to determine a student‘s educational background‘. 

3.  Take the student aside and undertake the assessment, with the assistance of the 
professional interpreter if needed, to clarify instructions.  Reassure the student as 
much as possible. 

4.  Resume the family interview, with the student and the interpreter, to discuss the 
outcome of the assessment.  Discuss the student’s placement in the school, the 
assistance that can be provided to the student and any additional remedial 
programs the school can provide.  Please note that students should be placed 
in age-appropriate years whenever possible.   

5.  Invite the family and student for a follow-up meeting in five weeks time.  At this 
time it will be possible to obtain further information about the student’s educational 
background and current settling-in experiences. 
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Specific assessment issues 
 
Cross-cultural assessment of intellectual ability poses many difficulties and 
challenges.  Nevertheless, the practical requirements of the school system and the 
need to assess students for access to most support services, mean that appropriate 
tests must be selected that can be used on a routine basis to provide an indication of 
intellectual functioning. 
 
Any psychometric assessment of students of non-English speaking background 
needs very careful consideration.  In isolation, test scores may be misleading.  
Inaccurate labelling can lead to enormous damage to a student’s  sense of self.  
Broad-based assessment is advised. 
 
It may take some time to obtain an accurate picture of the student’s background.  
Many refugee students have experienced several types of disruptions to their 
schooling.  The questions in this handbook can be used to elicit the student’s 
educational background but it must be remembered that the student and his/her 
family may need to be prompted. 
 
Find out: 

 The student’s country of birth, nationality, preferred language for 
communication 

 Previous countries of residence, date of arrival in Australia, immigration status 
(refugee, migrant, temporary) 

 Educational and schooling background 

 Ask for previous school reports 
 
Administration of tests 
 
A number of important issues should be considered in the administration of tests. 
 
Firstly, the degree of exposure to formal tests will influence the student’s 
responsiveness to the test.  Some refugee students will be unfamiliar with the concept 
of formal testing and the social setting in which a test is administered.  Also, speed of 
operation may be culturally related:  for example, a student from a rural background 
may value speed less than a student from a non-rural environment.  Achievement 
motivation is another area that may vary between cultural groups and may account for 
test performance. 
 
It is unlikely that a test could ever be designed that would entirely eradicate the 
influence of learning and cultural experiences.  However, a distinction can be made 
between cultural bias and the test being culturally loaded.   
 
There are many definitions of cultural bias in tests, covering issues of mean 
differences; single-group or differential validity; and differential construct validity.   
 
On the other hand, the concept of culturally loaded is on a continuum from high to 
reduced.  Test material that calls for specific information associated with a given 
culture, such as familiarity with the language of the culture and objects representative 
of the linguistic terms (e.g. the PPVT-R test), are highly culturally loaded.  A test like 
the Raven’s Progressive Matrices on the other hand, is considered to have a low 
cultural loading because it is less dependent on exposure to specific language 
symbols. 
 
Most standard measures are not available in translation and are administered where 
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necessary, through professional interpreters.  This introduces non-standard factors into 
the assessment process, and possibly inaccuracies and misunderstandings.   
 
When selecting a test for use with students of non-English speaking background, it is 
important to consider the norms on which the test is based, the amount and type of 
cultural loading, and the applicability of the test across cultures. 
 
The following tests can be considered for assessment of intellectual functioning: 
 

 Raven’s Standard Progressive Matrices (aged 8 to adult) 

 Raven’s Coloured Progressive Matrices (for younger children) - a useful screener 

 
These tests have low cultural loading and have been widely used cross-culturally. 
 

 WISE-III Performance Scale for cognitive assessment 

 
The Verbal Scale should be used with a great deal of caution, preferably not with 

students who have less than four years of 
exposure to English. 
 
In any report, acknowledge cultural factors and 
the student’s non-English speaking background 
and qualify test conclusions in the light of the 
limitations of the test cross-culturally. 
 
 

Some questions to use to determine a 
student’s educational background 
 

These questions are a guide only – use them 
thoughtfully and prompt the student to provide as 
much description as possible. 
 

 Where did you go to school? 

 

 What hours each day did you go to school? 

 

 How old were you when you started 

school? 
 

 Did you go to school in more than one 

place – did you change school?  How 
often?  Did you cross borders? 

 

 Did you ever learn in settings outside the 

classroom like we have here? 
 

 What language(s) did you learn in? 

 

 How many schools were there in your town 

(urban or rural?) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Tests for intel-
lectual function-
ing 
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Determining a student’s educational background 

 

It may take some time to obtain an accurate picture of the 

student’s background.  Many refugee students have experi-

enced many types of disruptions to their schooling – some 

may have been educated in informal settings such as bomb 

shelters or in the outdoors, whilst others may have been 

without formal education for several years. 

 

The most important thing about obtaining a student’s 

educational background is to get a contextual picture of 

his/her past experiences with education and schooling.  If 

the student discloses that there has been disruption to 

their schooling, prompt him/her for a full description of all 
the disruptions experienced.  It is likely that there has 

been more than one disruption. 

 

It is also crucial to find out whether the student’s past 

schooling took place in a rural or urban environment.  There 

are profound differences between rural and urban 

education in many countries.   

 

Don’t forget to determine whether the student received 

instruction in their mother language or in another language, 

in the past.  Many students have received schooling in a 

language other than their own and may have had to learn 

several languages before learning English. 

 

Prompt the student for educational experiences other than 

the traditional class-room setting.  For example, appren-

ticeships and technical courses may have been completed in 

the past and are highly relevant to your assessment.  

However, the student may not see this information as 

relevant.   
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 How many students were there in your school and classes? 

 

 What did you like best at school in your country? 

 

 Did you miss any time at school? 

 

 Did you repeat any classes? 

 

 What class were you in before you came to Australia? 

 

 Do you have any school reports or certificates that you were able to bring 

to Australia? (Are they translated into English? Get a copy.) 
 
For older students: 
 

 What did you do after you finished study?  

 

 Have you worked, or done an apprenticeship (explain)? 

 

 Have you learned any kind of trade? 

 

 If you had continued to live in your country, what work do you think you 

might have liked to do? 
 

 What type of work interest you in Australia? 
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A WHOLE-OF-SCHOOL 

APPROACH 

 
Refugee students are continually enrolling in Queensland schools.  Despite their 
traumatic experiences, they have no designated support teacher or support structure 
within the school system.  This support is best addressed by the whole school 
community. 
 
As the leader of the school, it is the school principal’s responsibility to understand the 
plight of refugee students and to encourage the school community to understand, 
support and plan for them.  Such leadership can also facilitate and support a 
sustainable response from school personnel who have the most contact with refugee 
students, such as teachers and school guidance officers. 
 
Below are a range of activities and suggestions that can facilitate a whole-school 
approach. 
 

 Develop cultural knowledge about groups within the school by inviting community 
representatives. 

 

 Ensure that school personnel are aware of the policy on using professional 
interpreters and ensure all know how to book one. 

 

 Take relevant sections from this handbook, read and discuss how the school 
community is responding to the issues raised 

 

 Invite a guest speaker from QPASTT to address the P & C, executive meetings or 
staff meetings 

 

 Join in the activities for Refugee Week.  This is an annual event. 
 

 Make a list of teaching resources within the school to promote awareness of 
refugee issues. 

 

 Invite the ESL District Manager to come to the school and talk about teaching 
strategies when working with refugee students. 

 

 Incorporate annual celebration days such as those listed below into school 
activities and curriculum: 

 
1 January  World Peace Day 
21 March  International Day for the Elimination of Racial   

    Discrimination 
3 May   World Press Freedom Day 
19 September  International Day of Peace 
24-30 October Disarmament Week 
10 December  Human Rights Day 
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CONCLUSION 

 
 

Schools can be an integral part of the resettlement and recovery process of refugee 
students and their families.   
 
The adoption of the strategies contained in this handbook and the integration of 
these strategies into everyday school processes will have far-reaching effects on 
the lives of these students.  An atmosphere of acceptance and understanding within 
the whole school environment can provide refugee students the stability and securi-
ty they have lacked in the past, put them on the path to recovery and indeed, pro-
vide the building blocks for a better future. 
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USEFUL CONTACTS &  

RESOURCES 

 

Education related  
 
Links to where teachers can obtain information.  
  
Enrolment: http://ppr.det.qld.gov.au/education/management/Pages/Enrolment-in-State-Primary,-Secondary-and-Special-
Schools.aspx 
  
English as an additional language or dialect (EAL/D) policy statement [EAL/D replaces ESL]: http://education.qld.gov.au/
curriculum/framework/p-12/docs/policy-statement-eal-learners.pdf 
  
There is also the overarching P-12 curriculum, assessment and reporting framework page which includes the EAL/D policy 

and additional supporting information for EAL/D learners: http://education.qld.gov.au/curriculum/framework/p-12/index.html   

 In-service training for teachers – Queensland College of Teachers for further information: http://www.qct.edu.au/  
 
 DETE intranet site ‘Guidelines for Using Interpreters in Schools’, it outlines the process for engaging an interpreter. 
 http://education.qld.gov.au/studentservices/inclusive/cultural/esl/interpreter-guidelines.html 
 
Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) National.  
http://www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia/help-with-english/help_with_translating/index.htm 
 
 

Multicultural settlement, health and trauma related services 
 
 Queensland Program of Assistance to Survivors of Torture and Trauma (QPASTT) 
28 Dibley St, Woolloongabba 4103 Ph: (07) 33916677 Fax: (07) 3391 6388 
Email admin@qpastt.org.au   
Website address  www.qpastt.org.au/ 
Can provide counselling/advocacy, referral, in-service training for teachers, group programs in schools, access for young 
people to community activities and a homework club for high school students. 
 
 Refugee Claimants Support Centre (RCSC) 
12 Bonython St  
Windsor Qld 4030  
Ph: (07) 3357 9013 Fax: (07) 3357 9019  
Email refugees@ecn.net.au 
Web: www.refugees.rg.au  
Services are provided to refugee claimants only.  These are   people whose refugee status have not yet  been determined by 
authorities.  RCSC provides a drop in centre, English language classes, emotional support, information and referral, no-
interest loans for employment purposes, limited emergency relief, computer skills, and assistance with accommodation, food, 
employment and health (including dental health).  
 
 Transcultural Clinical Consultation Service 
519 Kessels Rd, Macgregor Postal: PO Box 6623, Upper Mt. Gravatt, 4122 Ph: (07) 3167 8333 Fax: (07) 3167 8322 
Email: tccs@health.qld.gov.au 
Works in partnership with mental health services, can provide cultural information, mental health information, referral, advice 
and clinical consultation if needed.  TCCS is a state-wide service 
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http://education.qld.gov.au/curriculum/framework/p-12/docs/policy-statement-eal-learners.pdf
http://education.qld.gov.au/curriculum/framework/p-12/docs/policy-statement-eal-learners.pdf
http://education.qld.gov.au/curriculum/framework/p-12/index.html
http://www.qct.edu.au/
http://education.qld.gov.au/studentservices/inclusive/cultural/esl/interpreter-guidelines.html
http://www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia/help-with-english/help_with_translating/index.htm
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 Refugee and Immigration and Community Legal Service (RAILS)  
Level 1/170 Boundary St, West End   Qld   4101 
Ph: (07) 3846 3189 Fax: (07) 3844 3073 
Web: www.rails.org.au 
RAILS  specialises in immigration and refugee law, as well as dealing with general law matters. Free evening 
advice sessions are held every Monday and Wednesday from 6.30 to 8.30 pm. Useful interactive web pages to 
guide people through legal questions they may have. 
 
Multicultural Development Association Inc. (MDA) 
28 Dibley St, Woolloongabba 4103 
Ph: (07) 3337 5400 Fax: (07) 3337 5444 
Email mailbox.mdabne.org.au 
Can provide settlement support, information, advice and referral on settlement related issues.  MDA can provide 
contacts for similar settlement services in regional Queensland. 
 
Multilink 
38 Blackwood Rd, Woodridge 4114 
Ph: (07) 3808 4463 Fax: (07) 3808 6337 
Email:info@multilink.org.au 
Services include settlement support, interpreting and language support, bi-cluturtural langauge support workers, a 
Multiclultural playgroup, homework club, individual couselling, family mediation and recreational support for the 
southisde of Brisbane. 
 
Mercy Family Services—(Unacompanied Humanitarian Minors Program) 
125 Queens Road Nudgee Qld 4014 
PO Box 182 Banyo Qld 4014 
P 07 3267 9000 F 07 3267 0569 
E:mfs.admin@mfsq.org.au 
Helps unacompaned minors and their carers to achieve physical, emotional and social wellbeing while maintaining 
positive connections with their culture and community.  

 
 Volunteer Refugee Tutoring in the Community (VoRTCS) 
Email: info@refugeetutoring.org 
Web: www.refugeetutoring.org.au 
Provides free in-home tutoring English language support. 
 
ACCESS Inc. 
4/2 Carmody St, Woodridge 4114 Mail: PO Box 10 Logan Central Qld 4114 
Ph:  (07) 3808 9299; Fax (07) 3208 9319  
Email: manager.ihss@accesservicesinc.org.au 

Can provide settlement support, information, advice and referral on settlement related issue in the Logan and 
Beenleigh area.  Offer English and computing classes.   
 
 Townsville Migrant Resource Centre Thuringowa Ltd 
467 Flinders St 
Townsville   Qld   4810 
Ph: (07) 4772 4800  Fax: (07) 4772 1840 
Email: angela@townsville-mrc.org   
Web:www.townsville-mrc.org  
MRC operates as an information and referral service and offers support, information and advice on  employment, 
health, cultural activities, legal, education and children’s activities.   
 
 Migrant Settlement Services Cairns 
Suite 21, 1st Floor Virginia House,  
68 Abbott St 
Cairns   Qld   4870 
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REFERENCES 

Ph: (07) 4041 7699 Fax (07) 4041 7655  
Email migrantservices@centacarecairns.org 
 

Teacher support and resources related to refugee and human 
rights  
 
 Amnesty International (Queensland branch) 
3rd Fl, 250 Edward St 
Brisbane   Qld   4000 

(07) 3221 0221 Fax: (07) 3221 0598  

 qldaia@ozemail.com.au  

Can provide information about the human rights situation globally, educational resources suitable for schools and guest 
speakers. 
 
 United Nations High Commission for Refugees 
PO Box 2500, CH-1211 Geneva 2 
Fax: 41 22 739 7395 
Email: hqpa00@unhcr.ch 
Web: www.unhcr.ch 
UNHCR’s website (http://www.unhcr.ch.section “for teachers”) proposes detailed lesson plans to approach refugee issues 
within the field of history, geography, civics, literature and art.  The lesson plans are aimed at students from different age 
groups and provide references and teaching tools which will help to introduce refugee related topics. Additional materials 
are available from UNHCR upon request. 
 
 Global Learning Centre 
Ph: (07) 3857 6666 
Email: glc@uq.net.au 
Web: www.uq.net.au/~zzglcent/ 
Offers Global Education resources and classroom activities, has a resource library and run professional development work-
shops fro schools.   
 

 
 Barnard, J. & Mantell, J. An early intervention model for addressing war trauma in young refugee children, Perth, 

AseTTS, 1998. 
 Mitchell, P. Valuing young lives, Evaluation of the National Youth Suicide Prevention Strategy, Australian Institute of 

Family Studies,  Melbourne, 2000. 
 Multicultural Affairs Queensland, Queensland Government Language Services Policy, Department of the Premier and 

Cabinet, Queensland Government, Brisbane, 1999. 
 Pickering, E. A Helping Hand, NSW Dept of Education & Training (in press). 
 Plummer, S. Trauma and children: fostering healing and supporting recovery, University of Canberra, Canberra, 1997. 
 Save the Children, Helping children in difficult circumstances, a teacher’s manual, London, 1991. 
 Transact, Refugee children: a resource and guide, Canberra, 1997. 
 VFST Inc. Rebuilding shattered lives, Melbourne, 1988. 
 VFST Inc. A guide to working with young people who are refugees, Melbourne, 1996. 
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These maps of the world can be used by school staff to determine the country of   
origin and preferred language of new students and their families.  All the maps are 
from “MapQuest” (www.mapquest.com).  Please also note that some country     bor-
ders may have changed. 
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Maps of the world 
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Maps of the world continued 
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Countries, languages &  

religions 

Regions and countries not recognised as independent nations but with a distinct language spoken and 
maintained by migrants and refugees in Australia are also included in this section, e.g. Assyrian,  
Armenian, Kurdish.   

Country/region Main languages Other languages Main religions 

Afghanistan Pashtu & Dari Uzbek, Turkmen, Baluchi, Pashaii, 
Nuristani 

Islam 

Albania Albanian Greek, Macedonian, Romanian Predominantly Muslim, Eastern 
Orthodox, Roman Catholic 

Algeria Arabic French, Berber dialects Predominantly Muslim 

Angola Portugese Several Bantu languages  

Assyria Assyrian (Syriac), 
Chaldean 

Arabic, Persian Christian 

Bangladesh Bengali (Bangla) English, Urdu, Assamese Islam (state religion), minority 
Hindu, Buddhist, Christian 

Bosnia & Herze-
govina 

Bosnian Croatian, Serbian Muslim, Orthodox, Roman  
Catholic  

Burma (see My-
anmar) 

Burmese Karen, Chin Buddhist, Christian, Musilm 

Burundi Kirundi French, Swahili Predominantly Christian, Indige-
nous beliefs, Muslim minority 

Cambodia Khmer Mandarin, Teo Chew, Vietnamese, 
French 

Buddhist, Christian 

Chile Spanish Indigenous American Indian lan-
guages 

Predominantly Catholic 

China Mandarin, Canton-
ese 

Hakka, Hokkien, Mongolian, Teo 
Chew, Tibetan, and 500 other lan-
guages 

Buddhist, Confucian, Christian 

Colombia Spanish Indigenous dialects Roman Catholic 

Congo, demo-
cratic repulic 
(formerly Zaire ) 

Swahili, French Several Bantu languages Christina, Kimbanguist, Muslim & 
indigenous beliefs 

Croatia Croatian Slovenian, Serbian, Predominantly Catholic 

Djibouti Arabic Somali, French Predominantly Muslim, minority 
Christian 

East Timor Tetum, Indonesian Portugese, Hakka Catholic, Muslim 

Eritrea Tigrinya Amharic Muslim, Coptic Christian, Roman 
Catholic, Protestant 

Ethiopia Amharic Tigrinya, Oromo, Arabic, Italian Muslim, Orthodox, Animist 
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Fiji Fijian, English Hindi, Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam Christian, Hindu, Muslim 

India Hindi (official), English 
(associated), 18 other 
official regional lan-
guages 

Bengali, Marathi, Telugu, Urdu, Oriya, 
Tamil, Gujarati, Kannada, Konkani, 
Malayalam, Nepali, Punjabi, As-
samese, Santali, Sindhi, Kashmiri, 
Sanskrit, Manipuri and numerous oth-
er local languages 

Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Christian, 
Jain, Buddhist 

Indonesia Bahasa Indonesia Javanese, Sundanese, Balinese, Ma-
durese, Buginese, Minangkabau, Ba-
tak 

Muslim, minority Christian, Hin-
du, Buddhist 

Iran Persian (Farsi) Azerbaijani, Kurdish, Baluchi, Armeni-
an, Turkish, Assyrian, Arabic 

Shi’ite Islam (official religion), 
Sunni Muslim, Zoroastrian,  
Jewish, Christian, Baha’i 

Iraq Arabic Kurdish, Assyrian, Persian, Turkmen Islam (Shi’ite Muslim, Sunni 
Muslim), minority Christian 

Jordan Arabic English Sunni Muslim, minority Christian 

Kenya Swahili, English, Kikuyu, Masai Christian, indigenous beliefs, 
Muslim 

Korea – south Korean  Confucian, Mahayana Buddhist, 
ancestor worship, Shamanism 

Kurdistan Kurdish Arabic, Turkish, Persian Majority Muslim, indigenous 
Kurdish faiths, minority Chris-
tian, Jewish, Baha’i 

Kuwait Arabic English, Persian Predominantly Muslim 

Laos Laotian Hmong, Chinese dialects, French & 
English 

Majority Theravda Buddhist 

Liberia English Kpelle, Grebo, Bassa, Mano, Kru, Gio, 
Loma, Gbandi, Gola, Via, Mandingo 

Predominantly Christian, minori-
ty Muslim 

Former Yugo-
slav Republic 
of Macedonia 

Macedonian Albanian, Serbian Christian, minority Muslim 

Malawi Chickewa, English Other Bantu languages  Christian, minority Muslim 

Morocco Arabic Berber dialects, French Muslim 

Mozambique Portugese, Bantu dia-
lects 

Swahili 50% indigenous beliefs, minority 
Christian, Muslim 

Myanmar 
(Burma) 

Burmese English, Karen, other indigenous lan-
guages 

Majority Thera Vada Buddhist, 
minority Christian, Muslim 

Qpastt handbook 



      4040  

Qpastt handbook 

Countries, languages & religions continued 

Nigeria English, Hausa Yoruba, Ibo Muslim 50%, Christian,  
indigenous beliefs 

Pakistan Urdu, English Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashtu, Baluchi and 
others 

Muslim, minority Hindu 

Palestine Arabic  Predominantly Muslim, minority 
Christian 

Peru Spanish, Quecha Aymara Christian Roman Catholic 

Philippines Filipino (Tagalog), 
English 

Cebuano, Ilocano, Ilongo, Bikol, oth-
ers 

Predominantly Christian 

Poland Polish Ukrainian Christian (Catholic), minority  
Jewish 

Romania Romanian Hungarian, German, Romany Predominantly Orthodox 

Russian Fed-
eration 

Russian Ukrainian, Tartar Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim 

Rwanda Ruanda Swahili, French, Kirundi Predominantly Christian, minority 
Muslim 

Serbia & Mon-
tenegro 

Serbian Croatian, Slovenian Serbian Orthodox 

Sierra Leone English, Krio Mende, Temne Predominantly Muslim, Christian, 
indigenous beliefs 

Slovenia Slovene Serbian, Croatian Christian (Catholic) 

Somalia Somali English, Arabic, Swahili Islam (state religion), Sunni  
Muslim 

Sri Lanka Sinhalese, Tamil, 
English 

 Hindu, Buddhist, Christian 

Sudan Arabic Nubian, Dinka, Darfurian, English Christian and Muslim 

Syria Arabic Kurdish, Armenian, Assyrian Muslim, minority Christian,  
Jewish, Baha’i 

Turkey Turkish Kurdish Predominantly Muslim, minority 
Christian, Jewish, Baha’i 
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Uganda English, Swahili  Christian, minority Muslim & indig-
enous beliefs 

Vietnam Vietnamese Cantonese, French, Khmer, Teo 
Chiew 

Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, 
Christianity, 2 indigenous sects – 
Cao Dai & Hoa Hao 

Zambia English, Bantu  Predominantly Christian, muslim, 
Hindu, indigenous beliefs 

Qpastt handbook 

Useful websites: 

 

AMEP Research Centre provides teachers with information on areas of professional concern.  AMEP 
Fact sheets provide information about selected countries. 
http://www.nceltr.mq.edu.au/pdamep/factsheets.html 
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Vicarious traumatisation 

This article appeared in the School Links Newsletter (NSW), September 
1999, written by Lisa Wilson, Deputy Director Community Health Services, 
Auburn. 
 
 
 
As early as 1966, June wrote about an “unconscious infection” being the result of 
working with the mentally ill.  In 1976, English wrote that he seemed to absorb the 
emotional needs and distresses of people during a process of empathising and in 
1978, Chessick hypothesised that the conditions of despair and depression (what 
he called “soul sadness”) could be contagious.  Since 1990 the concept of 
vicarious traumatisation has been well documented and has created powerful 
witness in the literature to suggest that being exposed to another’s traumatic 
material has the potential to produce traumatic stress.  The term was coined in 
1990, by McCann and Pearlman and was used to describe the results of working 
with the traumatised.  They assert that long-term exposure to traumatic 
experiences of clients could result in vicarious trauma and post traumatic stress.  
Symptoms include intrusive thoughts and emotional reactions such as anxiety 
and fear.  These disturbances can affect all aspects of a therapist’s life and can 
affect the therapist’s perspective of the world. 
 
 
“Vicarious traumatisation is a process of change resulting from empathic engage-
ment with trauma survivors.  It can have an impact on the helper’s sense of self, 
world view, spirituality, affect, tolerance, interpersonal relationships and imagery 
system of memory.  It is neither a reflection of inadequacy on the part of the 
therapist nor of toxicity or badness on part of the client.  It is best conceptualised 
as a sort of occupational hazard ... Anyone who engages empathically with 
trauma survivors is vulnerable to vicarious trauma.”  (Pearlman 1995:52) 
 
 
It is argued that working with traumatised people, such as those who have 
survived sexual abuse, can produce secondary symptoms of post traumatic 
stress in the therapist.  These symptoms may consist of sleeplessness; vivid 
mental replaying of the client’s description of the trauma after the session, similar 
to flashbacks; lack of interest in sex or romance; numbing and generalised 
anxiety.  It has also been argued throughout literature that, if therapists identify 
with the trauma experienced by the clients they may also feel overwhelmed, 
incompetent and depressed.  (Dolan 1991 & Kassam-Adams 1995). 
 
 
Secondary traumatic stress has been referred to as ‘compassion fatigue’ and 
‘compassion stress‘, which is a “natural, predictable, treatable and preventable 
consequence of working with people who are suffering” (Figley 1995).  It is 
proposed that professionals need to recognise their vulnerability to compassion 
fatigue in order to cope more effectively. 
 
 
Symptoms of burnout have been described as depression, cynicism, boredom 
and a loss of compassion.  Research suggests that the contributing factors may 
be professional isolation, the emotional drain of being empathic, a lack of 
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therapeutic success not reciprocated, giving and attentiveness, and a failure to live 
up to one’s own expectations which lead to feelings of inadequacy and 
incompetence.  The potential effects of working with trauma survivors are distinct 
from those working with other populations because the therapist is exposed to the 
emotionally shocking images of horror and suffering characteristic of serious trauma 
(McCann and Pearlman 1990). 
 
 
Burnout is related to a situation that does not incorporate the interaction of the 
situation with the therapist as in the case of vicarious trauma.  Vicarious 
traumatisation includes the symptoms of secondary traumatic stress in the context 
of profound changes in the therapist’s sense of meaning, identity, world view and 
beliefs about self and others (Pearlman and McCann 1990).  Literature on burnout 
focuses on the characteristics of the stressor in that it suggests that the therapist is 
distressed because of the nature of the external event. 
 
 
Literature on counter-transference focuses on pre-existing personal characteristics 
and attempts to explain the individual response as a function of the therapists’ 
previous unresolved psychological conflicts.  The literature parallels two lines of 
thinking in field of traumatic stress which places different emphasis on whether 
characteristics of the stressor or in the individual’s personal character, determine 
their responses to trauma. 
 
 
McCann and Pearlman (1995) provide a theoretical context for understanding 
vicarious traumatisation.  The underlying premise is that people construct their own 
personal realities through the development of complex cognitive structures that are 
used to interpret events.  These cognitive structures evolve and become complex 
over the lifespan of individuals who interact with the environment. 
 
 
This theory implies that vicarious traumatisation is broader than counter-
transference as the therapist’s cognitive world is altered by hearing traumatic client 
material.  These alterations may be lasting in the therapist’s cognitive structures and 
may have a lasting impact upon  feelings, relationships and upon life in general.  
Three basic assumptions or beliefs that Pearlman highlights will be challenged by 
vicarious traumatisation: the belief in personal invulnerability, the view of oneself in 
a positive light and the belief in a meaningful and orderly world. 
 
 
McCann and Pearlman (1995) refer to five fundamental psychological needs that 
are disrupted by trauma.  These are safety, dependency/trust, power, esteem and 
intimacy.  Therapists’ cognitive structures are continually challenged by clients’ 
traumatic experiences.  Therefore it is imperative that therapists are aware of their 
own conflict areas or unresolved areas of trauma that may be re-activated.   
 
 
By acknowledging the effects of working with people who have experienced trauma, 
this could lead to the development of more effective strategies for therapists to 
cope.  Such strategies may benefit organisations by reducing the turnover of staff, 
therefore increasing staff continuity and decreasing agency training costs.  The 
following are examples that may assist in reducing the development of vicarious 
traumatisation: 
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 seek out professional supervision 
 attend ongoing training and professional development 
 strive for balance in personal and professional life 
 critical incidence stress debriefing around any crisis faced in the organisation 

by staff 
 be aware of and respect own boundaries and give permission to experience 

emotions 
 involvement in non-client-related activities 
 tap into sources of support in professional networks in order to avoid worker 

isolation 
 
 
The organisational context plays a large role in the development of vicarious 
traumatisation and therefore needs to play a central role in supporting, under-
standing and responding to therapists where the possibility of development 
vicarious traumatisation exists. 
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