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Introduction 

Students from refugee backgrounds and their families often arrive in Australia with high 

expectations about education. Many bring a range of skills and capabilities and most have 

survived extraordinary life experiences. Refugees have usually escaped from war or civil 

unrest, have experienced trauma and in some cases torture. They have often spent long 

periods in refugee camps and may have lost family members. As a result, in the early 

stages of settlement students from refugee backgrounds will likely have greater 

educational and support needs than other newly arrived students. 

Many children and young people from refugee backgrounds have had disrupted or no 

education prior to arrival in Australia. Some have limited or no literacy in their first 

language. They will generally require high levels of support to enable them to settle 

successfully in school, to learn English and to acquire the academic literacy to access the 

full curriculum. In addition, students may have unresolved health problems, including with 

their mental health, as a result of their experiences. 

Schools receive additional resources to provide English as an additional language or 

dialect (EAL/D) support for students from refugee backgrounds through the New Arrivals 

Program and the English language proficiency equity loading. Additional resources are 

provided through the targeted (individual student) funding component of the Resource 

Allocation Model for students who have been enrolled in an Australian school for less than 

three years. 

The strategies each school develops will depend on the number of students enrolled, 

student need, the EAL/D program model and other programs and strategies the school 

has to support the learning and wellbeing of all students. The EAL/D effective school 

practices resource provides insights into effective practices in schools that demonstrate 

evidence of strong EAL/D student growth. In addition the Wellbeing Framework for 

Schools provides a framework for schools to create teaching and learning environments 

that enable students to be healthy, happy, engaged and successful.  

This document will assist schools to:  

• understand the additional needs of students from refugee backgrounds 

• plan strategies and targeted programs  

• make links with community and government organisations  

• access resources to plan professional learning for staff. 

https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/schools-funding/resource-allocation-model/targeted-funding#New1
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/schools-funding/resource-allocation-model/targeted-funding#New1
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/schools-funding/resource-allocation-model/equity-loadings/english-language-proficiency
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/schools-funding/resource-allocation-model/targeted-funding#Refugee0
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/english-as-an-additional-language-or-dialect/resources
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/english-as-an-additional-language-or-dialect/resources
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/school-community/wellbeing-framework-for-schools
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/school-community/wellbeing-framework-for-schools
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A coordinated whole school response 

A coordinated response to supporting students from refugee backgrounds is important as 

many will have additional educational, physical, emotional and social needs. Existing 

structures within the school such as the learning support team can assist with the 

coordination of this response. 

The support for students from refugee backgrounds starts during the enrolment interview 

when details about visa status, prior experiences of schooling and current wellbeing is 

collected. If there is insufficient time during the enrolment process to collect required 

information, schools will need to gather the information as soon as possible following 

enrolment.  

Information collected can assist schools in identifying the support needed as most 

students will require EAL/D specialist support. This can also alert schools to any 

modifications needed to school routines, programming and assessment practices, 

additional learning support, curriculum options and professional learning for teachers 

about effective pedagogy and differentiated teaching and learning strategies.  

Many students will need support from school counselling staff; some may need referral for 

specialist trauma counselling. School counsellors and teachers can make referrals and 

access professional support from the Refugee Student Counselling Support Team and 

STARTTS (NSW Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma 

Survivors. 

A coordinated school response to supporting students from refugee backgrounds includes 

specific strategies targeting:  

• educational support 

• emotional wellbeing 

• social support and  

• physical needs. 

 

  

https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/school-community/school-counselling-service/refugee-teams
https://www.startts.org.au/
https://www.startts.org.au/
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Educational Support 

Enrolment 

Enrolling students as soon as possible after their arrival in Australia is critical for their 

successful settlement. The structures and routines associated with attending school and 

the relationships formed with staff and students can be a stable and positive influence on 

them at this time and aid in their recovery goals. 

Enrolment provides the first opportunity to welcome students into the school. A positive 

experience of enrolment will help new students and their families feel welcome and 

connected to their new community. 

To enable the collection of relevant information at enrolment and appropriate assessment 

of students’ needs it is recommended a nominated staff member, such as an EAL/D 

teacher or member of the school wellbeing team is involved with enrolment. It is important 

that staff facilitating enrolment are aware of the type of information required and the 

reasons for collecting it. Information should be sought in a sensitive and confidential way 

particularly relating to visa status and past experiences. 

Strategies for enrolment 

• If necessary, use telephone interpreting or book an interpreter. Interpreting advice is 

available on the department’s website. 

• If this is the student’s first enrolment in a NSW government school, assist the family to 

fill out the Application to enrol in a NSW government school form. Explain the purpose 

of the form and use a translated version where possible to assist the family.  

• Make contact with the family’s case manager (where relevant) to assist in 

communicating with the family. 

• Ensure key school personnel, for example the school counselling staff, an EAL/D 

teacher or wellbeing coordinator are informed when a student is enrolling. If possible 

arrange for a staff member such as an EAL/D teacher or member of the school 

wellbeing team to meet and greet the new student and family. 

• Ensure other relevant information about a student’s background, interests and talents, 

family situation and previous education is collected to inform the development of the 

student’s individual learning plan. Show sensitivity when asking questions – students 

from refugee backgrounds and their families may not feel safe providing personal 

information until they have developed a trusting relationship with school personnel. 

• Provide information about the school in home languages if possible. This could include 

information about school uniform, bell times, activities, school rules and expectations, 

staff, homework and support provided for students. 

  

https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/interpreting-and-translations
https://education.nsw.gov.au/public-schools/going-to-a-public-school/enrolment
https://education.nsw.gov.au/public-schools/going-to-a-public-school/translated-documents/enrolment-application
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/personalised-learning
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Orientation 

Enrolling in a primary school in Australia may be the first experience of schooling for some 

students. They will benefit from an orientation program to support their transition to school, 

to ensure safety and give an understanding of the routines and expectations of schooling 

in Australia.  

In high schools in metropolitan Sydney, most students from a refugee background will  

initially attend an Intensive English Centre before enrolling at a mainstream high school. 

They will also need additional support during their transition to mainstream high school.  

Strategies for orientation  

• Provide information about the school, in home languages if possible. 

• Ensure students and families/guardians are provided with information about support 

available for students, for example English as an additional language (EAL) teaching 

support, homework and tutorial support, assistance with purchasing school uniforms 

and equipment, support to enable students to participate in excursions and other 

school activities, where available. 

• Provide basic information about school routines as well as a school map and a 

timetable. For some students this may be their first experience of schooling possibly 

with limited understanding of school expectations and of reading and understanding 

timetables and maps. Students may need a highly scaffolded introduction to school 

routines and expectations. 

• Deliver an orientation program such as the Welcome Program to assist students in 

understanding school routines, practices and expectations. 

• Provide the student with a ‘buddy’, preferably who speaks their first language. The 

buddy may need to be mentored and shown how to help the new student. 

• Identify a staff member who new students can approach for assistance, for example an 

EAL/D or classroom teacher, a year advisor or stage coordinator or welfare teacher.  

• Consider providing students with a basic stationery pack on enrolment and explaining 

the need to bring basic school equipment to school. 

 

    

https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/english-as-an-additional-language-or-dialect/new-arrivals-program/intensive-english-centres
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/whole-school-response/the-welcome-program
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Learning support 

Assessing the initial learning needs of students from a refugee background and monitoring 

their progress requires input from a variety of school personnel such as the EAL/D 

teacher(s), school counselling staff, School Learning Support Officer Bilingual (SLSO 

Bilingual), year advisor or stage coordinator and student wellbeing coordinator. This is best 

coordinated through the school learning and support team.  

Targeted support  

Resources are provided for schools to develop targeted support for recently arrived 

refugee students. This funding is additional to the Equity loadings to support the 

development of students’ English language proficiency and will assist schools to help 

students settle into school and bridge the gap caused by disrupted schooling.  

Targeted support includes:  

• Transition support 

• Intensive English programs 

• Bilingual learning support 

• Orientation programs such as the Welcome Program 

• Homework and tutorial assistance 

• Mentoring and peer support programs 

• Social inclusion programs such as Healing Through Evan Yako’s Drumming 

• Work readiness programs such as Ready Arrive Work. 

 

 

 

https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/schools-funding/resource-allocation-model/targeted-funding#Refugee0
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/schools-funding/resource-allocation-model/targeted-funding#Refugee0
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/schools-funding/resource-allocation-model/equity-loadings
https://vimeo.com/127215101
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/english-as-an-additional-language-or-dialect/new-arrivals-program/intensive-english-centres
https://vimeo.com/127128389
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/whole-school-response/the-welcome-program
https://www.realrhythmstudio.com/
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/career-learning-and-vet/school-to-work/ready-arrive-work
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English as an additional language  

Students from a refugee background with disrupted or limited education usually require 

EAL/D and literacy support and may take longer to achieve curriculum content and 

language outcomes than other EAL/D students as they may not have the curriculum 

content knowledge or literacy skills in their first language on which to build new knowledge.  

Students from a refugee background receive a higher level of resourcing than other EAL/D 

students in recognition of their generally limited previous education and greater need for 

support due to trauma.  

Most newly arrived EAL/D students, including refugees, require short term intensive 

English language support when they first enrol, followed by ongoing EAL/D support. High 

school students may receive intensive English tuition in an Intensive English Centre or 

high school, while primary school students receive initial intensive support within the 

school.  

English language proficiency  

Students’ level of oral and written language proficiency, in their first language and in 

English, will influence their rate of learning English and learning outcomes across the 

curriculum.  

Most refugee background students are developing English language skills at the same 

time as they learn the content of lessons through the medium of English language. This is 

demanding and tiring.  

Some students may be proficient speakers, readers and writers in their first and other 

languages. Others may have acquired effective everyday communication skills in their first 

language but may not have had opportunities to develop the literacy and numeracy skills 

required for academic studies. This can make it difficult to participate in learning and 

assessment across the curriculum.  

Differentiate assessment, teaching and learning  

All teachers share responsibility for developing an understanding of their students’ 

learning, emotional and social support needs. Teachers may need to differentiate 

assessment tasks and activities to allow students to access and demonstrate 

understanding of stage appropriate outcomes despite differing levels of language and 

literacy.  

Contributing to the development and implementation of individual learning plans with the 

learning support team will assist in this process.  

https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/english-as-an-additional-language-or-dialect/teaching-and-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/literacy-and-numeracy/resources-for-schools/eald
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/personalised-learning
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Communicate with relevant staff  

Obtaining, recording and distributing information about students from refugee backgrounds 

assists teachers to better understand the wellbeing and learning needs of their students. A 

distribution list for essential information about newly enrolled students is recommended 

and could include school counselling staff, school executive, wellbeing team, year advisor, 

class teachers, EAL/D teachers and careers advisors. Before distributing information, it is 

important that schools establish procedures to ensure that information is treated 

confidentially and the privacy of students and their families is protected. 
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Emotional Wellbeing 

Over time, most students from a refugee background adjust to the educational and social 

environments of their school and local community. As they settle, their needs may change 

or others emerge. Building a sense of safety, belonging and acceptance which supports 

students and their families to feel welcome in the school will assist their adjustment.  

Allow time for students to recover and adjust  

Some students adjust quickly and easily to life and schooling in Australia while others take 

longer. During this time students may appear withdrawn and distant, unresponsive, 

moody, easily provoked to anger or aggression. They may also be often absent from 

school. They may have other physical symptoms such as headaches, skin conditions, 

intermittent nausea or respiratory ailments such as asthma.  

These reactions may be linked to past trauma or injuries sustained during conflict, or to 

current anxieties about loved ones who are not in Australia. They could also result from 

the stresses of resettlement in a new country or may be related to adolescence or 

intergenerational conflict. Any of these concerns and responses can disrupt the capacity of 

students to concentrate on learning at school.  

Understand the impact of trauma  

It is important for teachers to be aware of and understand the backgrounds of their 

students and the impact of refugee experiences in general.  

A student who is suffering distress because of trauma may consistently or intermittently 

exhibit a range of indicators. They may:  

• be anxious about separation 

• experience difficulties in building trust and friendships 

• lack the organisational skills, resources, confidence or language necessary to access 

support 

• be distrustful of schools, teachers and school administrators as representatives of 

authority 

• appear to be slow, confused, disinterested in school work 

• be absent from school for extended periods 

• over-react to discipline strategies of teachers or to threatening behaviour by other 

students 

• respond with fear and anxiety to unfamiliar situations or triggers in the environment, for 

example sudden loud noises, sirens or planes passing overhead 

• display ‘instinctive, survival-type’ behaviours which are no longer required 
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• become significantly distressed during class discussions of some topics, such as 

families, warfare, or current events in their country. 

 

In some cases, students who initially appear to adjust well may at a later stage show a 

delayed reaction to their previous traumatic experiences. This may be triggered by events 

or circumstances that resemble events from their past. They may also emerge during 

periods of sickness, times of stress such as examinations, prior to or during overnight 

excursions or the transition from one school to another or from one year to another in 

primary schools. Reactions may also be triggered by increased turmoil in the country of 

origin, particularly if there is the potential that loved ones may have been involved. 

The Trauma-informed practice in schools explainer briefly summarises the evidence on 

trauma informed practice with an educational context and how school leaders and 

teachers can implement strategies to support students. Schools may also wish to 

implement approaches outlined in the Trauma sensitive environment guide to create 

trauma-sensitive environments. 

Monitor student behaviour 

The capacity to cope with traumatic experiences varies greatly for students from refugee 

backgrounds. This is influenced by:  

• the severity of previous experiences 

• the number of traumas and the length of time the trauma was sustained 

• whether parents or close family members were killed, injured or missing 

• their risk and protective factors. 

Involve school counselling staff  

A whole school approach to supporting students from refugee backgrounds will include the 

school’s leadership, curriculum, literacy, learning support and student wellbeing teams. In 

this context, the professional expertise and insights provided by the school counselling 

staff will aid in delivering interventions for students.  

School counsellors can assist teaching staff to discern the influences of trauma on the 

performance and behaviour of students. They can provide direct counselling to individuals 

or groups. Counsellors can play an important role in accessing additional community 

support and, where appropriate, referral to specialist services such as the department’s 

Refugee Student Counselling Support Team or NSW Service for the Treatment and 

Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS). 

Advice on the Assessment of Students with English as an additional language or dialect 

(EAL/D) is available in the School Counselling Service Practice Guide – Psychological 

Assessment. For further information email: schoolcounselling@det.nsw.edu.au. 

https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/trauma-informed-practice-in-schools
https://education.nsw.gov.au/campaigns/inclusive-practice-hub/all-resources/secondary-resources/other-pdf-resources/trauma-sensitive-environments
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/school-community/school-counselling-service/refugee-teams
https://www.startts.org.au/
https://www.startts.org.au/
mailto:schoolcounselling@det.nsw.edu.au
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Group programs  

When a school counsellor has worked separately with students from refugee backgrounds 

it may be appropriate to establish a group program to continue providing counselling 

support for their recovery and adjustment.  

Small therapeutic group programs have many advantages as many young people feel 

uncomfortable about being selected for individual counselling. Deciding whether to 

establish a group program relies on counsellor assessment. Because of the content and 

focus of therapeutic group counselling it is essential that school counsellors supervise the 

program. Guidelines for conducting groups are contained in the manual: Settling In: a 

group program for newly arrived refugee and migrant students.   

 

  

https://www.startts.org.au/product/settling-in-kit/
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Social Support 

Support parents and families 

A welcoming environment is important for newly arrived refugee parents and families. 

They need to be confident that their children are safe in school and to develop trust in the 

school and its staff. Ensuring that school staff members, particularly front office personnel, 

are trained in communicating with parents whose first language is not English, and in 

accessing and using interpreters, is an effective strategy.  

Interpreting and translation services  are provided for parents and carers who do not 

speak or understand English well and for deaf or hard of hearing parents and carers who 

use sign language. Translated documents are available in many languages on the NSW 

Department of Education website. 

The Families in Cultural Transition (FICT) program for newly arrived migrant and refugee 

parents is available through STARTTS to provide an understanding of the impact of 

resettlement on the family. 

Develop partnerships with government and 

community agencies  

Student wellbeing is enhanced when schools connect with and draw on the expertise, 

contribution and support of their communities. There are a number of government and 

non-government organisations that provide support to newly arrived students and their 

families. Schools can refer families to appropriate agencies when required. 

Some of these include:  

• STARTTS 

• Settlement Services International 

• Navitas 

• The Australian Red Cross 

• Asylum Seeker Centre 

• St Vincent de Paul. 

 

 

 

https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/interpreting-and-translations
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/interpreting-and-translations
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/interpreting-and-translations
https://www.startts.org.au/services/fict/
https://www.startts.org.au/
https://www.startts.org.au/
https://www.ssi.org.au/
https://www.navitas.com/
https://www.redcross.org.au/
https://asylumseekerscentre.org.au/
https://www.vinnies.org.au/sa/find-help/refugee-asylum-seeker-support
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Physical Needs 

Refugees often have limited access to medical assistance or primary health care facilities 

during their refugee journey. To support the physical wellbeing of students and enable 

positive health outcomes it will be important to monitor their ongoing physical wellbeing 

and refer to support agencies and service providers when remediable physical injuries or 

conditions remain unresolved. 

The NSW Refugee Health Service provides health services by assisting refugees and the 

health professionals. Services provided include specialised health clinics for refugee 

children, youth and adults; orientation to the health system; advocacy and advice 

regarding access to health care; and programs in areas of preventative health, for 

example health screening, oral hygiene, nutrition. Students may be referred by schools to 

the NSW Refugee Health clinics including the Health Assessment for Refugee Kids 

(HARK) clinic at Westmead Children's Hospital and the Community Paediatric Clinics 

across South Western Sydney Local Health District.  

 

 

  

https://www.swslhd.health.nsw.gov.au/refugee/
https://www.swslhd.health.nsw.gov.au/refugee/#/reg-ref-clinics
https://www.schn.health.nsw.gov.au/refugee-health-hark-childrens-hospital-westmead
https://www.schn.health.nsw.gov.au/refugee-health-hark-childrens-hospital-westmead
https://www.swslhd.health.nsw.gov.au/communityhealth/Community_Paediatrics.html
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Professional Learning and Resources 

A number of professional learning programs are available for all staff and teachers of 

students from refugee backgrounds.  

 

DOE table  

Supporting 

students from 

refugee 

backgrounds - 

evaluation and 

planning tool 

The evaluation and planning tool helps schools assess their capability 

to support students from refugee backgrounds and their families and 

to determine focus areas for improvement. 

S.T.A.R.S. in 

Schools: 

supporting 

students from 

refugee 

backgrounds 

This is a 5 hour NESA accredited professional learning course that 

aims to raise awareness about students from refugee backgrounds 

and their experiences and assist schools to create learning 

environments which support their recovery. Participants will develop 

strategies for responding with sensitivity to behavioural issues that 

may arise in relation to students’ emotional and learning needs.  

Teaching students 

from a refugee 

background  

 

This is a 20 hour NESA accredited professional learning program that 

helps classroom teachers K-12 develop skills and knowledge to 

effectively teach students from refugee backgrounds in mainstream 

classrooms. It also outlines specialist personnel, external agencies, 

training programs and resources available to support students.  

Classrooms of 

Possibility  

The Classrooms of Possibility resource has been developed by 

academics from UTS in collaboration with the NSW Department of 

Education. The site provides professional learning resources based 

on the research 'Classrooms of Possibility: Working with students 

from refugee backgrounds in mainstream classes'. These resources 

can support primary and high school teachers who are working in 

mainstream classes with recently arrived EAL/D students, including 

those from refugee backgrounds. 

 

  

https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/Professional-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/Professional-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/Professional-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/Professional-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/Professional-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/Professional-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools/Professional-learning
https://myplsso.education.nsw.gov.au/q/AC00143
https://myplsso.education.nsw.gov.au/q/AC00143
https://myplsso.education.nsw.gov.au/q/AC00143
https://myplsso.education.nsw.gov.au/q/AC00143
https://myplsso.education.nsw.gov.au/q/AC00143
https://myplsso.education.nsw.gov.au/q/AC00143
https://myplsso.education.nsw.gov.au/q/AC00148
https://myplsso.education.nsw.gov.au/q/AC00148
https://myplsso.education.nsw.gov.au/q/AC00148
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/english-as-an-additional-language-or-dialect/eald-professional-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/english-as-an-additional-language-or-dialect/eald-professional-learning
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Quick links  

Multicultural Education 

Supporting refugee students 

Interpreting and translations 

EAL/D literacy and numeracy 

EAL/D effective school practices 

Refugee Student Counselling Support Team 

Wellbeing Framework for Schools 

Trauma-informed practice in schools 

Trauma sensitive environment guide 

STARTTS (NSW Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma 

Survivors) 

 

 

More information 

Noah Jiyane 

Refugee Student Education Advisor 

NSW Department of Education 

Phone: 02 7814 0261 

noah.jiyane1@det.nsw.edu.au 

 

https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/multicultural-education
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/multicultural-education/refugee-students-in-schools
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/interpreting-and-translations
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/literacy-and-numeracy/resources-for-schools/eald
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/multicultural-education/english-as-an-additional-language-or-dialect/resources
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/school-community/school-counselling-service/refugee-teams
https://education.nsw.gov.au/student-wellbeing/whole-school-approach/wellbeing-framework-for-schools
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/education-data-and-research/cese/publications/research-reports/trauma-informed-practice-in-schools
https://education.nsw.gov.au/campaigns/inclusive-practice-hub/all-resources/secondary-resources/other-pdf-resources/trauma-sensitive-environments
https://www.startts.org.au/
https://www.startts.org.au/
mailto:noah.jiyane1@det.nsw.edu.au

