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Introduction

The Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture (Foundation House) appreciates the opportunity it had to provide information about a broad range of subjects pertinent to Australians Project: Human rights and social inclusion issues when it met with consultants to the project in July 2009. 

This submission provides additional information about one of the key areas, that of formal schooling for African Australian children and young people. In particular we respond to the request for information about ‘what works’ or is promising to address issues of concern.
Given the nature of our work, the submission is concerned in particular with issues relating to children and young people of refugee backgrounds. The term ‘refugee background’ refers primarily to people who have settled in Australia under the Humanitarian Program which includes those defined as refugees under the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and others with humanitarian needs. 

About Foundation House
Foundation House was established in 1987 to assist survivors of torture and trauma, of refugee backgrounds, who had settled in Victoria. Today, we provide services to more than 3000 survivors each year, in the form of counselling, advocacy, family support, group work, psycho-education and complementary therapies. As well as direct services to clients, Foundation House provides training, consultancy and support for service providers in the health, education and welfare sectors. It also conducts and commissions research to improve policies, programs and services that affect the health and wellbeing of people of refugee backgrounds.
Foundation House is a not-for-profit organisation that receives funding from the Australian and Victorian governments, philanthropic trusts and private donations. We are contracted by the Department of Health and Ageing to provide services under the Program of Assistance for Survivors of Torture and Trauma, and under the DIAC-funded Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy to deliver short term torture and trauma counselling to new arrivals.

Foundation House is a member of the Forum of Australian Services for Survivors of Torture and Trauma (FASSTT), a national network of agencies that provide specialist torture and trauma rehabilitation services to people from refugee or refugee-like backgrounds. There is a FASSTT agency in each state and territory. FASSTT agencies collectively work with approximately 13,000 clients each year.
Foundation House and African Australians
The information provided to the consultants and in this submission is based on the extensive experience of Foundation House in working with African Australian clients over a number of years. In the calendar years 2004-2008 we had 4927 clients who were born in African countries. Of these:

· the majority (3049) were from Sudan;  

· there were almost equal numbers of females (2464) and males (2464);

· over half (2700) were 20 years of age or younger, of whom the majority (1472) were aged 10 or less.
Education of children and young people of refugee backgrounds
Schooling is a critical domain for the health and wellbeing of children and young people while they are young and for their lives as adults.

As noted by State, Territory and Australian Ministers of Education in the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians, “schools play a vital role in promoting the intellectual, physical, social, emotional, moral, spiritual and aesthetic development and wellbeing of young Australians, and in ensuring the nation’s ongoing economic prosperity and social cohesion.”
 In contemporary language, the quality of schooling is a central determinant of social inclusion or exclusion. 

We welcome the governments’ commitment to the educational goal that “all young Australians become successful learners, confident and creative individuals and active and informed citizens.”  And we welcome their acknowledgement that students of certain backgrounds, including refugees, often experience educational disadvantage and require targeted support to achieve better and more equitable educational outcomes.  
We know that many students from refugee backgrounds achieve success in schools.

However, “there is a growing body of evidence to suggest that many young people arriving in Australia under the refugee and humanitarian program are also failing to attain a level of education that will ultimately allow for their successful integration into the Australian community. Minimal or no formal education pre-arrival coupled with significant emotional and physical deprivations are proving to be significant barriers for many in attaining outcomes within the mainstream education system.” 
 
Invited to provide information for our submission to the African Australians Project, one of our staff members observed:
I have worked one-to-one with 12 African Australian young people of secondary school age, and 5 of them have left school (expelled/dropped out/had babies) at Year 10 or earlier. Given that the two primary domains for young people are home and school, and that home life is usually difficult for our clients, school is the most important place where they have the opportunity to experience belonging and social inclusion. Yet I find that the academic and social needs of secondary school aged clients from Africa are usually not well met by the education system (in terms of disrupted schooling, language barrier, cultural factors etc). The clients I visit may be reading English at a grade 3 level and yet placed in Year 10 with little support or modification of the curriculum. I think there must be better solutions for these young people…

As indicated above, children and young people of refugee backgrounds have commonly experienced events and circumstances prior to their arrival that may adversely affect their capacity for learning in a variety of ways. As stated by Foundation House Manager of Direct Services Dr Ida Kaplan, “experience of traumatic events, whether violence abuse or neglect, can cause cognitive, emotional and behavioural changes that affect learning.”
 Such experiences are certainly prevalent among our under-18-year-old client group born in African countries. Our records for this group of clients during the period 2004-2008 indicate very significant exposure to events including internal displacement (25%); being subjected to combat fire (30%);  witnessing violence (55%) including people being killed (18%); having family members disappear (33%) and living in refugee camps (47%).
 Children and young people of other origins commonly have similar experiences. 
The pre-arrival schooling of children and young people of refugee backgrounds usually offers poor preparation for what they will encounter in Australia. For instance, many have had little or disrupted formal schooling, are not literate in their first language and have limited numeracy skills.

The process of settling requires children and young people of refugee backgrounds to deal with a variety of experiences that may be very stressful, such as learning a new language and adjusting to a new culture and which are necessary or inevitable incidents of the settlement process. Programs and services are required to help them successfully manage these tasks. All too often they are also exposed to stressful experiences, such as being subjected to hostility and discrimination because of their race or religion or overseas origins, that should not be considered as necessary and inevitable, that infringe their human rights and undermine their sense of security, safety and belonging.
The Education Needs of Young Refugees in Victoria, a report co-authored by Foundation House, notes that “recently arrived students from refugee backgrounds aged 16 years and above with educational levels of much younger students are a group of particular concern.”  

Secondary schools which agree to enrol these students often have difficulty in placing them in an appropriate year level as they do not have the academic skills to cope at senior level, but there are negative impacts on socialisation and self-esteem if they are placed with significantly younger children. As a result, the refugee student can easily become disengaged with the school system.

If the post-compulsory education refugee cohort is not carefully assisted through education and training, there are likely to be long term social consequences for the community.
The responsibility of the education sector to provide equitable outcomes for refugee young people represents a commitment to providing both the necessary skills as well as clear pathways to further education, training and employment. Traditional pathways will not meet the needs of some groups of refugees such as those with a learner profile of interrupted schooling. These students need more flexible learning programs that can combine work and study and contextualise learning and curriculum.

Responding to the educational needs of children and young people of refugee backgrounds
Schools have the potential to not only assist students disadvantaged by disrupted formal education and but also to be locations where the impact of trauma on learning and wellbeing can be addressed. Supportive schools provide a sense of safety and foster their students’ sense of identity, meaning and purpose. These are things that are lost or damaged through the refugee experience.

The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians states that achieving the goals is a collective responsibility of governments, school sectors and individual schools as well as, among others, the broader community.

Foundation House shares that view. We have a long history of working with schools and educational authorities to enhance the wellbeing and educational outcomes of students from refugee backgrounds.  The following sections describe some aspects that may be particularly pertinent to the African Australians Project.
Work with schools

Foundation House works in partnership with schools to develop a whole school approach to supporting the needs of students of a refugee background. This can include:

1. School policies and practices e.g. affordable education expenses, such as books and uniforms; transition programs; using the enrolment process as an opportunity to welcome refugee background families; use of interpreters and translation services; 

 

2. School ethos, organisation and environment e.g. professional development for staff on the refugee experience and ESL strategies in mainstream classrooms; policies and practices that support cultural diversity and inclusion and that address discrimination; including racism;

 

3. Partnerships with families e.g. ensuring parents know who to ask for assistance; encouraging parent participation in classrooms and in school activities; classes for parents at school on subjects such as use of computers and English language;

 

4. Partnerships with agencies e.g. establishing advocacy and referral connections, mentoring and recreation programs, sharing resources with nearby child/youth/family/health agencies 

 

5. Curriculum and programs e.g. ESL trained teachers; curriculum and programs represent the cultural diversity background and experience of the school community; work with Multicultural Education Aides in the classroom; tailored transition and bridging programs as appropriate, for example for older students with little or no formal prior schooling.
As well, we undertake counselling and case work with students and their families.

Innovative pathways for older students

Many newly arrived African Australian young people and those of other origins have had limited formal education as a result of the refugee experience. Foundation House therefore developed ‘Ucan2’, a pilot project designed to enhance the opportunities available to such young people aged 16-24 from refugee backgrounds. The primary objective of Ucan2 is to increase the target group’s participation rates or decrease the rate of disengagement from mainstream education and training after the completion of on arrival language programs. The project has been jointly developed by Foundation House with Adult Migrant Education Services and the Centre for Multicultural Youth. Ucan2 is being evaluated by the McCaughey Centre, a research arm of the University of Melbourne. 
Partnership with government and systemic advocacy

The Refugee Education Partnership Project (REPP) is a particularly notable achievement. During 2004 – 2008 the REPP brought together key stakeholders from government and non-government organisations in Victoria with a common goal of establishing a more coordinated system to support refugee children, young people and their families to improve well-being and educational achievements. They were Foundation House, the Centre for Multicultural Youth Issues, the Victorian Department of Education, the Department for Victorian Communities, the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation, Debney Park Secondary College and a private philanthropic trust.

The REPP produced the report cited above, The Education Needs of Young Refugees in Victoria, which provides a valuable advocacy tool for partners to use within and outside their organisations.  Its recommendations include: 

· That the Victorian Education Department develop a refugee education strategy that draws together responses to meet the learning, welfare and family support needs of refugee students;

· That system data be collected, reported and analysed which tracks refugee student progress throughout their education;
· That the Commonwealth be encouraged to increase per capita funding for the English as a Second Language New Arrivals Program to reflect the longer period of time required to assist refugee students with little or no prior education to gain proficiency in English before transition into mainstream education; 
· That a statewide strategy to develop teacher knowledge and skills in literacy and language support across all subject areas be developed; 
· That a statewide strategy be designed to assist schools to develop a whole school approach to supporting refugee students;
· That teacher training institutions incorporate curriculum about the refugee experience and teaching language and literacy into courses for all trainee teachers;
· That additional resources be allocated to provide specialist expertise to assist in engaging families with the transition process;
· That an accredited training course be developed and promoted for multicultural education aides; 

· That the Victorian Government fund an initiative to develop more appropriate pathway options for refugee young people of post-compulsory education age.

Action on a number of the recommendations is apparent in the document published by the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD)in 2008, Strengthening Outcomes: Refugee Students in Government Schools. 

The REPP recommendations and the Victorian Government’s paper on refugee students in government schools indicate the range of measures required to ensure children and young people of refugee backgrounds achieve their educational potential in supportive and nurturing environments. Whole school approaches are necessary, attending to the needs of children in the playground as well as in the classroom; supporting the involvement of parents and so forth.  Foundation House is working in partnership with DEECD in recognition of the systemic support required within the on arrival and mainstream school system, and the need for the development of new pathways for older adolescents with little or no formal schooling.

Conclusion
Children and young people of refugee backgrounds are keen to enroll in school, to learn English and do well. However, the impact of the refugee experience and of post-migration experiences means that many face significant challenges in the schooling system. 
There is much goodwill within the education system and numerous examples of individual schools responding positively to the needs of children and young people of a refugee background. However, there are many schools that could further develop the scope and scale of interventions necessary to achieve positive outcomes for their students of refugee backgrounds. Students of refugee background often attempt the same educational pathways as students who were born in Australia, in a much shorter amount of time, and in many cases without the assistance that is necessary to address their learning and wellbeing needs.

Foundation House is committed to continuing our engagement with teachers, schools, educational authorities and other stakeholders to build on what has been achieved and foster the development of a schooling system that effectively addresses the needs of all students who experience educational disadvantage and offers all children the opportunity to achieve their potential.
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