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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

The School Support Program was established in response to recommendations made by the 

Refugee Education Partnership Project which aimed to support the development of 

appropriate policy and practices to enhance wellbeing and educational outcomes for 

refugee background students. The central aims of the School Support Program are to raise 

awareness and understanding of the refugee experience and its effect on learning; support 

schools in their efforts to address the needs of refugee background students; and develop 

resources, promote good practice and provide specialist support.  

The Program is primarily delivered through a network partnership strategy which provides 

intensive, concentrated support to up to 10 schools in each of five metropolitan and rural 

networks. Support from Foundation House to these schools includes reviewing their current 

practice; developing action plans based on a whole school approach; providing intensive 

professional development and support; and enhancing and promoting collaborative 

partnerships between schools and local agencies. The evaluation was informed by the 

frameworks underpinning the School Support Program. These include the Foundation House 

Framework for Supporting Recovery from Trauma, the National Framework for Health 

Promoting Schools, MindMatters and the National Safe Schools Framework. It used an 

ethnographic approach and multiple methods of data collection and analysis. These 

included a literature review, collation and analysis of quantitative Program data, analysis of 

checklist results from the VicHealth Partnerships Analysis Tool, and interviews with key 

stakeholders.  

The literature review provided evidence of the crucial role schools can play in supporting 

recovery from trauma and for the potential for enhanced wellbeing and educational 

outcomes from the provision of appropriate support. 

A key objective of the School Support Program is to build capacity to implement and support 

ongoing change within organisations through sharing information, expertise and resources 

across schools and agencies; establishing sustainable and mutually supportive networks; 

and facilitating dialogue between stakeholders. Coordinating efforts between the health 
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and education sectors and different levels of government and non-government sectors is 

also one of the main components advocated in the National Framework for Health 

Promoting Schools. It was clear that interview participants from all stakeholder groups 

believed the collaborative partnership approach of the Program had a significant impact on 

the capacity of participating schools and their communities. In terms of the strengths of the 

partnership structures, the VicHealth Checklist for Partnership Tool results were 

overwhelmingly positive, indicating “a partnership based on genuine collaboration has been 

established” between Foundation House and participating organisations.  

School staff interviewees reported multiple benefits of the collaborative approach and the 

development of supportive networks, including reducing feelings of isolation. In a number of 

cases, schools worked together to implement changes such as the development of 

transition programs. The complementary roles of the DEECD and Foundation House greatly 

enhanced the delivery of the Program although it was noted that partnerships with regional 

DEECD staff could be strengthened further in some cases. 

Data from 38 schools was available to assess planning and implementation of Program 

associated changes made in each of five key areas: School Policies and Practices; School 

Organisation, Ethos and Environment; Curriculum, Teaching and Learning; Partnerships with 

Families; and Partnerships with Agencies. The majority of schools planned and were 

successful in implementing actions in all of these key areas.  

School Support Program participants reported a higher level of awareness, knowledge and 

understanding of the needs of refugee background students as a result of the Program. All 

schools reported improvements in these areas regardless of their level of knowledge prior 

to participation and despite some resistance from staff not directly involved in the Program 

in a small number of cases. Impacts were also perceived within the local community; 

however it was acknowledged that changing attitudes can be a long process. Evidence 

gathered from the interviews confirmed the findings from the quantitative analysis that 

changes made to school practices as a result of participation in the Program have led to 

increases in school capacity to support refugee background students. Common changes 

included improvements to enrolment and transition processes, improved use of interpreters 

and better knowledge and use of local support services. There were differences with regard 
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to the extent to which changes to practices were made across schools. A number of schools 

were yet to address specific areas and/or had plans to address these in the future.  

Many of the changes made in the area of specialised support for refugee background 

students focused on improving the delivery of ESL, although additional support was also 

provided through, for example, the use of Multicultural Education Aides and refugee 

transition teachers. Increasing schools’ level of awareness of available funding and 

assistance for refugee background students helped schools to establish this extra support. 

School staff from a number of schools reported that the recognition and celebration of 

cultural diversity fostered a change in the school’s ethos and environment. The programs 

and teaching resources promoted through the Program aiming to improve support and 

meet the needs of refugee background students were also received positively by schools.  

Compared with these changes to practices, changes to school policies were more limited. 

Some schools already had policies in place that included mechanisms to support refugee 

background students while a number either reviewed or included refugee background 

students within existing policies as a result of Program participation.  

The involvement of members of the school leadership team was identified as vital for 

enabling successful implementation of the whole school approach and sustainability of 

Program strategies. The value of support from DEECD Regional Network Leaders was 

recognised as facilitating the involvement of leadership and ensuring the Program was a 

priority within schools. Extending support for the Program to include collaboration with 

DEECD units such as Student Wellbeing and Multicultural Education was raised by a number 

of interviewees from both Foundation House and the DEECD as potentially valuable.  

Barriers to successful Program adoption and implementation included small numbers of 

refugee background students within a school; staff turnover; challenges associated with 

implementing a whole school approach in very large schools (particularly secondary schools 

and especially those with multiple campuses); and heavy workloads and competing 

priorities. Where staff recognised the complementary nature of policies and practices 

advocated through the Program, involvement was facilitated. 
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This evaluation report provides information about the processes and implementation of the 

Program; the impact of the partnership between the DEECD and Foundation House; and 

evidence regarding how the School Support Program is valued by Program, school and 

agency staff. It was beyond the scope of the evaluation to assess overall effectiveness and 

longer-term impacts on student outcomes. Additional longitudinal research would be 

required to provide stronger evidence for informing changes to policy and practice.  

Overall the evaluation findings were extremely positive and interviewees reported 

improvements in wellbeing and educational outcomes associated with the Program for both 

refugee background and non-refugee background students, especially for those who have 

additional learning needs. This would suggest that the Program has significant potential to 

promote equity within schools. 

We recommend these issues for consideration arising from the evaluation:  

 Continue to expand the School Support Program to all parts of Victoria with refugee 

settlement 

 Consider extending the involvement of the DEECD to include the Student Wellbeing 

and Multicultural Education units 

 Promote active involvement of DEECD Regional Network Leaders in the Program 

 Promote and disseminate examples of positive Program outcomes and good practice  

 Continue to encourage active leadership participation in schools’ Refugee Action 

Teams 

 Consider adapting particular workshops to deliver differentiated professional 

learning for secondary and primary schools 

 Develop more structured opportunities for involvement of agencies in professional 

learning workshops 

 Provide opportunities for regular ongoing contact between Foundation House and 

networks following completion of the Program cycle to enhance sustainability of 

Program associated changes 

 Collect Refugee Readiness Audit data systematically and completed Action Plan 

Reviews from all schools for program monitoring 

 Consider further research into Program outcomes and effectiveness  
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VFST   Victorian Foundation for the Survivors of Torture (Foundation House) 
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Definition of Key Terms 

 

Action Plan: outlines a school’s planned actions to be addressed over the 18 month School 
Support Program cycle according to each of the five areas of the Refugee Readiness Audit. 
 
Action Plan Review: documents progress in relation to the Action Plan, any additional 
unplanned outcomes, and remaining items at the end of the School Support Program.  
 
DEECD ESL Regional Program Officer: responsible for supporting schools in a 
metropolitan or rural region to implement effective ESL programs, particularly for 
students transitioning from English language schools/centres and those with disrupted 
schooling.   
 
DEECD Regional Network Leader: responsible for leading the development of school 
improvements across a network of schools. This includes developing leadership capacity, 
deploying network resources, encouraging collaboration and collective accountability 
within the network of schools. 
 
Refugee Action Team: key people within a school who participate in Program activities and 
work with the Foundation House School Support Worker to implement Program-associated 
changes within the school.  
 
Refugee Education Partnership Project: established in 2004 as collaboration between 
government and non-government organisations. Its aim was to develop a more coordinated 
system to support refugee children, young people and their families across the community, 
education and government sectors to enhance wellbeing and educational achievement.  
 
Refugee Readiness Audit: part of the School’s in For Refugees: Whole School Guide to 
Refugee Readiness. The Audit provides schools with an overview of their strengths and 
weaknesses with regard to supporting refugee background students according to five key 
areas: School Policies and Practices; School Curriculum and Programs; School Organisation, 
Ethos and Environment; Partnerships with Parents; Partnerships with Agencies.  
 
Regional Reference Group: meets once per term to provide resources, encourage local 
collaboration and support the sustainability of the School Support Program. Membership 
includes Foundation House, the DEECD, the Catholic Education Office and local agencies.  
 
School’s in for Refugees: Whole School Guide to Refugee Readiness: published by 
Foundation House. It provides a range of information, tools and strategies to enhance the 
capacity of schools and their communities to support refugee background students and 
their families. 
 
State-wide Advisory Group: meets quarterly to discuss issues regarding refugee background 
students, to share information, and to ensure an open dialogue exists between the DEECD, 
Foundation House and the Catholic Education Office. 
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REPORT OUTLINE 
 

This evaluation report provides details of the findings of the School Support Program 

Evaluation conducted by researchers from the Jack Brockhoff Child Health and Wellbeing 

Program, McCaughey Centre, University of Melbourne. The report comprises the following 

sections: 

 

Section 1: The School Support Program 

A description of the background, development and current status of the School Support 

Program is provided. 

 

Section 2: Evaluation of the School Support Program 

This section details the evaluation aims, methodology and limitations.  

 

Section 3: Evaluation Findings 

This section provides an overview of findings from the literature concerning the needs of 

refugee background students and the influence of a supportive school community on 

positive outcomes for this population. Findings from the analysis of School Support Program 

data, the Checklist for Partnership data and the interview data are presented. Barriers and 

facilitators for successful implementation of the School Support Program are discussed and 

recommendations provided.  
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SECTION 1: THE SCHOOL SUPPORT PROGRAM 
 

Background to the School Support Program  

The Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture (VFST), or Foundation House, is a Non-

Governmental Organisation established in 1987 to meet the needs of refugees and survivors 

of torture and trauma. Foundation House provides a range of support and advocacy services 

for people from refugee backgrounds. Originally providing services across Melbourne and 

regional Victoria, Foundation House now acts on both a national and international scale.  

 

Since 2006, over 50,000 visas have been granted under Australia’s Humanitarian Program. 

Of the approximately 13,000 people who enter Australia each year with refugee 

backgrounds almost 30% settle in Victoria (DIAC, 2011). Over half of these are under the age 

of 18 and in 2009-2010, 40% of humanitarian entrants to Victoria aged 12-24 entered 

Australia with 6 or fewer years of education (CMY, October 2010; Refugee Education 

Partnership Project, 2007). In addition to newly arrived humanitarian entrants, there are 

many refugee background school age children who have received little specialist support 

during the time they have lived in Australia and continue to face the same resettlement 

challenges as those who have recently arrived.  

 

To respond to the needs of refugee background students in terms of both educational 

outcomes and wellbeing, the Refugee Education Partnership Project (REPP) was developed 

in 2004 through the Victorian Schools Innovation Commission. The Project was based on a 

collaborative effort between key stakeholders from both government and non-government 

organisations running for four years until 2008. The goal of the Project was to establish ‘a 

more coordinated system to support refugee children and young people and their families 

across the community, education and government sectors, so that they experience 

improved wellbeing and educational achievement’. The primary focus areas included policy 

and cross-sectoral coordination; refugee support in schools; and Out of Hours Learning 

Support Programs.  
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The cross-governmental, cross-sectoral approach and the range of expertise provided by 

Project stakeholders, including the Department of Education, the Department for Victorian 

Communities, the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation (VicHealth), the Centre for 

Multicultural Youth Issues (CMYI), and Foundation House, led to strong partnerships across 

the Project. Based on extensive expertise, a common goal and collaborative partnerships, 

the policy document The Education Needs of Young Refugees in Victoria was produced in 

2007. The recommendations made in the document, which aimed to address the needs of 

refugee background children and young people at a systemic level, resulted in the 

development of the School Support Program.  

 

In addition to responding to these recommendations, the School Support Program 

incorporated resources developed by Foundation House such as School’s in for Refugees: 

Whole School Guide to Refugee Readiness (VFST, 2004) to develop the whole school 

approach to supporting refugee background students. The guide provides a range of 

information, tools and strategies to enhance the capacity of schools and their communities 

to support refugee background students and their families. An updated version of the guide 

will be launched at the end of 2011. The School Support Program also incorporates evidence 

and recommendations from a wider range of frameworks and resources. These include the 

Foundation House Framework for Supporting Recovery from Trauma (VFST, 2007); the 

National Framework for Health Promoting Schools (AHPSA, 2001) which itself is based on 

the World Health Organisation’s Health Promoting Schools Framework (WHO, 2000); 

MindMatters, the national mental health resource for schools (MindMatters Consortium, 

2000); and the National Safe Schools Framework (DEEWR, 2003).  

 

The objectives of the Program are to work in partnership with schools and local agencies to 

raise awareness and increase capacity to support students of refugee background by:  

 raising awareness and understanding of the impact of the refugee experience on the 

education, health and wellbeing of children, young people and families 
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 helping teachers & schools to recognise the role they can play in supporting students 

and families in their recovery from the refugee experience 

 recognising the impact of disrupted schooling 

 providing professional development 

 developing resources 

 providing access to specialist support  

 promoting good policy, practice and curriculum  

 promoting supportive school environments for refugee background students and 

families 

 working with groups of schools in a region through regional networks  

 

Partnership between Foundation House and the DEECD 

The Program was trialled in 2007 and in 2008 Foundation House entered into a formal 

partnership with the DEECD, which included a 4 year business plan and funding agreement 

to extend the Program. 

 

The Program was launched in five new areas in 2009 involving 44 schools across each of the 

four metropolitan regions of Melbourne (Northern, Southern, Eastern and Western) and in 

one rural region of Victoria for a period of approximately 18 months until late 2010. The 

Program was then introduced to another group of new areas in early 2011 in each of the 

metropolitan regions and a new rural region, with Foundation House staff working 

intensively with new groups of schools, local agencies and DEECD staff.  

 

The collaborative relationship between Foundation House and the DEECD has been 

enhanced through the State-wide Advisory Group, Regional Reference Groups and 

coordination with DEECD staff, facilitating effective targeting of schools. .The State-wide 

Advisory Group was established during the development phase of the Program and meets 

quarterly to discuss issues concerning refugee background students, to share information, 

and to ensure an open dialogue exists between the DEECD, Foundation House and the 
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Catholic Education Office (CEO). Regional Reference Groups were also established in each of 

the four metropolitan regions and one rural region to provide resources, encourage 

collaboration and support the sustainability of the Program. Membership includes 

Foundation House, the DEECD, the CEO and local agencies.  

 

Figure 1: School Support Program Partnership Model 

 

The School Support Program Network Strategy 

From their prior extensive experience working in the education sector, Foundation House 

had established that working in partnerships with networks of schools would be a more 

proactive, cost effective, and sustainable model for supporting schools than reacting to 

individual requests for support (Clarke & Mitchell, 2007). The partnership between DEECD 

and Foundation House has enabled them to offer the Program to groups of schools in 

identified areas of need to establish regional networks, as well as to address requests for 

support and professional learning in the wider regional context. The Program team draws 
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on data from settlement services, DEECD, English Language Schools and Centres, and 

Foundation House Direct Services and collaborates with DEECD regional offices and the 

relevant Regional Reference Groups to determine which schools within each region should 

be invited to participate in a network. Networks consist of a group of schools in a region 

plus local agencies which provide support to refugee background students and their 

families.  

 

The School Support Program Regional Network Strategy: 

 aims to establish sustainable and mutually supportive networks between school 

communities, local agencies and Foundation House to support refugee background 

students and their families in Melbourne and rural Victorian regions 

 reaches a greater number of schools than working directly with individual schools  

 works with key people in schools and local agencies to build capacity within their 

own organisations 

 acknowledges the expertise that already exists in schools and the benefits of schools 

coming together to offer one another support 

 builds positive working relationships across schools and local agencies 

 is designed to be sustainable when Foundation House reduces its intensive support 

after 18 months 

 facilitates dialogue with key stakeholders to advocate for systemic support, 

Foundation House’s work in schools and other policy issues related to education and 

the emotional wellbeing of refugee background young people 

 

The Foundation House School Support Worker works with up to 10 schools within a region 

coordinating the Program and promoting a whole school approach to supporting refugee 

background students. Additional services provided through the Program include 

consultation, referral assistance, newsletters, resource development, free resource access, 

and professional learning opportunities for both network and non-network schools and 

professionals working in the wider school community. Professional learning is also offered 

to teachers through a biannual training calendar and in response to requests from individual 
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schools in metropolitan Melbourne and rural Victoria.  The School Support Worker also 

promotes partnership building between schools within a region, the DEECD and the CEO, 

and local agencies and manages the Regional Reference Group. 

 

Between June 2009 and June 2011 training was delivered to a total of 5,216 participants 

from both network and non-network schools across Victoria as part of the School Support 

Program.  In addition to school staff, participants included further education providers, 

DEECD, CEO and local agency staff.  

 

 

Considerations for Participation  

To determine whether schools would like to accept the offer to participate in the Program, 

principals take into account the school’s needs - in terms of numbers of, and prior 

experience with refugee background students - and staff commitment and capacity to 

participate in the program. 

 

Once their interest in participating is determined, schools commit to: 

 Identifying and supporting a Refugee Action Team made up of key people able to 

implement a whole school approach and effect change within their schools 

(including a member of the leadership team) 

 Refugee Action Team attendance at a six hour School’s in for Refugees professional 

learning workshop with teams from other schools in the regional network, as well as 

two workshops per term based on five key programmatic areas. The workshops 

facilitate sharing of ideas, strategies, resources and good practice 

 Supporting and enabling a two hour professional learning workshop on School’s In 

for Refugees for all staff at the school  

 Completion of the Refugee Readiness Audit and production of an Action Plan with 

the support of their Foundation House School Support Worker (further details 

below). 
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After committing to the Program, schools complete Tool 1 of the School’s in for Refugees 

resource, the Refugee Readiness Audit. The audit aims to provide schools with an overview 

of their strengths and weaknesses in regard to supporting refugee background students and 

covers the following five areas: 

 School Policies and Practices 

 School Curriculum and Programs 

 School Organisation, Ethos and Environment 

 Partnerships with Parents 

 Partnerships with Agencies 

 

Within each of these areas schools respond ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘review’ to a number of questions. 

In collaboration with the School Support Worker, the results of the audit are then 

elaborated upon using Tool 2: Review of Current School Practice to Support Refugee 

Background Students. The Refugee Action Team, with their School Support Worker, review 

their current strategies to support refugee background students and identify which areas 

require attention and changes that could be made to improve their approach. This 

information is then fed into Tool 3: Action Plan for Whole School Approach to Improving 

Support for Refugee Background Students.  This outlines planned actions to be addressed 

over the course of the following 18 months according to each of the five areas listed. At the 

end of the 18 months, an Action Plan Review is undertaken to assess the progress made and 

objectives achieved in relation to the planned actions, any additional unplanned outcomes, 

as well as what is still to do.  
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SECTION 2: EVALUATION OF THE SCHOOL 

SUPPORT PROGRAM  
 

With the four year funding period coming to a close mid-2012, and to inform future 

planning, in March 2011 the McCaughey Centre, University of Melbourne was 

commissioned by Foundation House and the DEECD to conduct an independent evaluation 

of the Program. 

 

Aims of the Evaluation 

The aim is to evaluate the processes, implementation and impact of the partnership 

between the DEECD and Foundation House and provide evidence for the value of the School 

Support Program whole school approach to supporting refugee students.  

 

Through a collaborative process between Foundation House, the DEECD and the McCaughey 

Centre the following objectives for the evaluation were established: 

 

1. Identify any existing evidence for: 

 interventions which have resulted in improved educational and mental health 

outcomes of students who have a refugee experience 

 links between social inclusion, educational outcomes and mental health  

 the influence of a positive and supportive school community on these outcomes 

 

2. Assess increases in school capacity, including:  

 changes to school policies and practices as a result of participation in the Program 

 improved awareness, knowledge and understanding of the needs of refugee 

students by schools and the broader school community 

 uptake of classroom programs designed to improve support for refugee students 
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 training and professional development opportunities taken up by staff 

 

3. Evaluate the impact of an enhanced collaborative and coordinated approach:  

 assess the strength of partnership structures and the capacity of participating 

organisations, including schools and their school communities to implement and 

support ongoing change 

 Identify any barriers and/or facilitators to participation in the School Support 

Program  

 

4. Assess wellbeing and educational outcomes 

 Gather qualitative evidence for changes to student’s learning and well being 

outcomes  

 

5. Make recommendations based on the evaluation findings and for strengthening the 

School Support Program  

 

Evaluation Methodology 

The evaluation was informed by the frameworks underpinning the School Support Program 

and used multiple methods of data collection detailed below. 

 

An ethnographic participatory approach  

The primary researcher was based at Foundation House four days a week, sharing the work 

environment with the Program team and other members of Foundation House. This type of 

‘organisational ethnography’ enables the researcher to become embedded in the research 

field and develop a deeper understanding of the processes and partnerships involved in the 

Program. Relationships and familiarity established with the Program team promoted open 

dialogue to aid the evaluation. 
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Participant observation 

The researcher attended Program launches for each region, professional learning workshops 

with participating schools, and meetings between the members of the Program team and 

relevant stakeholders including schools, local agencies, the DEECD and the CEO. 

Participation at these events ensured that a comprehensive overview of the Program 

strategy was gained and provided valuable insights into the functioning of the Program. It 

also allowed the researcher to identify key stakeholders and potential participants to inform 

subsequent components of the evaluation.  

 

Literature review 

A brief literature review of existing evidence for the effects of the refugee experience on 

education and mental health outcomes and the role schools play in supporting recovery 

from trauma is presented in the following section. The literature review provides further 

evidence of the rationale supporting the Program.  

 

Collation and analysis of quantitative data 

This component of the evaluation involved the collation and analysis of School Support 

Program data. The researcher used information collected by Foundation House in 

conjunction with participating schools to address the objective of assessing increases in 

school capacity as the result of participation in the Program. Information obtained from 

schools’ Action Plan Reviews was used to determine changes and progress made during 

schools’ participation in the Program.  

 

Partnership evaluation  

Partnerships between Foundation House and Program stakeholders were assessed using the 

VicHealth Checklist for Partnership, a resource used to assess the functioning of 

partnerships, their strengths and weaknesses and areas for improvement.  
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The Checklist was sent to a total of 114 participants. Participants included one Refugee 

Action Team member from each of the schools involved in the 2009/2010 Program cycle 

and one Refugee Action Team member from each of the schools involved in the current 

cycle. Checklists were also sent to staff from agencies involved in both cycles of the Program 

including DEECD, CEO, the Centre for Multicultural Youth, School Focused Youth Service, 

AMES, local councils, youth and health services (see Table 3).  

 

 Interviews with key stakeholders 

In order to develop a deeper understanding of the impact of the Program and of the 

functioning of its network partnership strategy, thirty-four semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with key stakeholders. Interviews explored stakeholder’s views on increases in 

school capacity to support refugee background students; the impact of a collaborative and 

coordinated approach; and impact of the Program on student wellbeing and educational 

outcomes. Interviews were conducted with staff members of schools involved in the 

completed 2009/10 and current rounds of the Program cycle, local agency staff, the DEECD, 

CEO and Foundation House School Support Program staff. A purposive sampling strategy 

was used to include participants who represented the full range of agencies, regions and 

experiences of the Program. The qualitative data obtained was coded, categorised and 

analysed thematically.  

 

Limitations 

This was a one-way analysis of the Program partnerships which did not include an analysis 

of the partnerships from the perspective of Foundation House staff. It is also possible that 

respondents who viewed their partnership with Foundation House favourably may have 

been more motivated to complete and return the Checklist.   

 

To gain a comprehensive overview of the Program, interviews were requested with a wide 

range of stakeholders including staff from Foundation House who deliver the Program, staff 

from agencies who receive the Program and school staff who both receive and deliver the 

Program. A range of schools were invited to participate in the evaluation to represent 
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varying levels of Program engagement and implementation.  It should also be noted that the 

data analysed here consists of self-reports from program participants. While questions were 

designed to elicit negative as well as positive responses, it should also be noted that 

participants may have had a biased perspective or an interest in promoting the positive 

aspects of their involvement. It was not within the scope of this evaluation to capture the 

perspectives of students and their families as the ultimate beneficiaries of the Program.  

 

Additional limitations concerning the quantitative analysis of School Support Program data 

are discussed in the findings which present the Action Plan Review Data. 
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SECTION 3: EVALUATION FINDINGS 
 

Literature Review 

One of the objectives of the evaluation is to locate the achievements and strategies of the 

School Support Program within existing evidence concerning interventions which have 

resulted in improved educational and mental health outcomes for refugee background 

students. This section considers briefly the links between social inclusion, educational 

outcomes and mental health; and the influence of a positive and supportive school 

community on these outcomes.  

 

Social Inclusion & Mental Health 

Not only do refugee background families have to deal with experiences of loss, family 

disruption, time spent in refugee camps and trauma associated with having to flee their 

homes and the journey to Australia, they also have to cope with a new culture, new 

language, new health, welfare and education systems and establishing new lives in a new 

country (Duncan, Shepherd, & Symons, 2010). Refugee background families may face a 

number of barriers to inclusion and integration within Australia based on a range of factors 

including language, race, religion, colour, ethnic origin, traumatic history, country of birth, 

education and poverty status (Australian Goverment, 2009; Taylor, 2004).  Social exclusion 

can have significant negative effects on mental health and wellbeing and is associated with, 

for example, a higher incidence of depression and anxiety, fewer resources to cope during 

times of stress, isolation, and poor physical health (VicHealth, 2005).  

    

The effects of social exclusion and stresses associated with settlement can exacerbate the 

effects of trauma, having as bad an impact if not worse on mental health and wellbeing, as 

the impact of the pre-settlement context itself (Correa-Velez, Gifford, & Barnett, 2010). 

Given the exclusion faced by many people of refugee background, in combination with 

trauma already suffered, it is hardly surprising that psychological morbidity among refugee 

background populations has been found to be significantly higher than that of other 
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populations (Thomas & Thomas, 2004). Social exclusion can both exacerbate and create 

mental health problems and as a result heighten exclusion even further thus creating a 

vicious cycle (Popay et al., 2008).  

 

VicHealth (2005) defines a socially inclusive society as “one where all people feel valued, 

their differences are respected, and their basic needs are met so they can live in dignity”. 

With regard to recovery from experiences of trauma in refugee background populations, a 

significant amount of research exists to establish that both social inclusion and social 

cohesion are vital to recovery (VICSERV, 2008). Strong social support networks associated 

with social inclusion provide a sense of belonging and value, essential for social cohesion, 

and linked, in turn, to wellbeing. VicHealth (2005) cites a number of studies reporting the 

positive effects of social support and social inclusion for improving mental health and 

highlight evidence illustrating its protective effect on physical health. For students from 

refugee backgrounds, schools are clearly an important setting for promoting social cohesion 

and inclusion. 

 

Schools, Educational Outcomes & Refugee Background Students 

Young people with refugee backgrounds have frequently experienced disrupted schooling, 

exposure to torture, mental and physical trauma and violence. While many refugee students 

do well, others experience difficulties coping with school as a result of these experiences. 

Developmental delays including speech and language delays and hearing and vision 

impairment as well as disturbed cognitive and psychological development are relatively 

common (Koh, Zwi, & Walls, 2009). Manifestations of these disturbances may include social 

withdrawal and regressive behaviours, hyperarousal or dissociation, flashbacks, aggressive 

behaviours, inability to concentrate, attachment difficulties, memory difficulties, sleep 

disturbances, feelings of guilt, depression, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and anxiety 

disorders (Correa-Velez, et al., 2010; Downey, 2007; Fazel & Stein, 2002; Murray, Davidson, 

& Schweitzer, 2008). The way in which information is processed can be altered, responses to 

the environment change, and there is often a distorted view of the world and those in it 

(Steele, 2002).  
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The impact of these manifestations on education and learning can be profound. They may 

lead to, for example, poor achievement, lack of engagement, feelings of disempowerment, 

absenteeism, failure to establish and sustain healthy relationships, early exit from school 

and significantly poorer long term prospects in terms of employment and overall 

socioeconomic status (Porche, Fortuna, Lin, & Alegria, 2011; Watson, 2009). In combination, 

these factors result in a deteriorating cycle of disadvantage, undermining coping strategies 

and resilience and heightening social exclusion (Australian Goverment, 2009).  

 

Amongst the findings of the recently released Refugee Status Report, it was stated that 

while there is a lack of reliable data, school attendance was identified as a problem for 

refugee background students. It also identified multiple barriers to refugee background 

parents’ participation in their child’s education (DEECD, 2011). The following figure shows 

that the proportion of students born in humanitarian source countries who were at or 

above the national minimum standard for reading, writing and numeracy was lower than for 

Victorian students as a whole for every year level tested.  

 

 

Figure 2: Percentage of years 3, 5, 7 and 9 students at or above the national minimum 
standard, Victoria, NAPLAN 2009 

Source: Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (2011), Refugee Status Report: A report 
on how refugee children and young people in Victoria are faring. Victoria 
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Schools however, are in a prime position to support refugee background students and to 

address social exclusion, mental health problems and poor educational outcomes. 

Removing barriers to participation and achievement enables children to experience success 

and build on their strengths with positive outcomes in the long term (Mujis et al., 2007). 

Ross & Wu’s (1995) study on the link between education and health is frequently cited in 

the literature. Education was associated with a greater sense of control, higher levels of 

social support and social inclusion, improved economic conditions and overall improved 

psychological and physical health. In an international comparison of educational attainment 

and emotional wellbeing, Sznitman et al (2011) also found that emotional wellbeing had a 

direct effect on educational attainment.  

 

A number of factors beyond school control are associated with higher school dropout rates 

including low socioeconomic status, ethnicity, non-English speaking backgrounds, and 

family structure (Lehr et al, 2004). However, school-based variables such as appropriate 

school policies, positive school climate, developing students’ sense of belonging and extra 

educational support have been associated with improved retention. The provision of social-

emotional support in schools has also been shown to lead to improved outcomes in the long 

term (Lehr et al, 2004; Slade, 2002; Zins et al, 2004).  

 

Providing a supportive, inclusive, safe environment for students is vital, not only for 

individuals but also at a societal level. A symposium on the social costs of inadequate 

education in the U.S. found that with improved school retention: crime rates are 

significantly reduced and billions of dollars are saved per year in lowering the associated 

costs from crime. In addition, annual losses of billions of dollars in income and tax revenues 

are avoided; and as higher rates of morbidity occur among high school dropouts, lowering 

dropout rates saves billions on health care (Teachers College, Colombia University, 2005). 

This evidence suggests that supporting refugee background students to improve 

educational outcomes and mental health is likely to lead to long term social benefits by 

relieving pressure on social security and health systems and their associated costs.  
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The Good Starts Study for Refugee Youth (Gifford, Correa-Velez, & Sampson, 2009) followed 

120 refugee young people over a five year period to identify social determinants of 

wellbeing. The study examined how the youth made connections during the resettlement 

process to aid recovery from trauma and promote wellbeing. Home and school were 

repeatedly highlighted by youth as being two of the most important environments 

supporting their resettlement. Schools were critical in helping to develop a sense of safety 

and belonging. Building and restoring relationships was highlighted as integral to supporting 

recovery from trauma with the inclusive nature of the classroom promoting feelings of 

belonging. Reporting on the early phase of the study when the young people were engaged 

in on-arrival programs in English language schools, it was found that participants were eager 

to learn, and saw education as central to future success (Sampson & Gifford, 2010).  

 

The study also found that facilitators of school engagement for refugee background 

students included additional ESL support; supported transition from an English language 

school to mainstream school; an adapted curriculum taking into account the needs of 

students with disrupted schooling; and out-of-hours learning support programs. Also 

important were the existence of fair and enforced school policies and responses to 

discrimination and bullying; the establishment of a safe and trusted environment; and 

supportive teachers focused on developing positive relationships with students and 

addressing their individual needs. The Good Starts Study emphasised the difficulties many 

experienced in the transition between English Language School and mainstream schools 

with a decrease in wellbeing following transition. By the end of the fourth year of the study, 

25% of the existing study participants had left school before completing their secondary 

education (Gifford, et al., 2009). 

 

School-Based Practices & Interventions  

While there is a clear rationale for targeted interventions to promote social inclusion and 

improved educational and mental health outcomes for refugee background students and 

their families, such interventions are not commonly found in mainstream schools with 

refugee background students among their student population. Nevertheless, the 
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interventions that do exist, highlight the importance of schools and education in the process 

of recovery from trauma and identify key factors to support recovery. It has also been found 

that with any approach to student wellbeing, a whole school approach is critical to 

developing a positive school ethos and ensuring sustainability and collaborative 

partnerships for the long term (Australian Catholic University & Erebus International, 2008).  

 

Steele (2002) further emphasises that it is critical that schools provide appropriate 

interventions and support mechanisms to reduce learning and behavioural problems that 

result from trauma. Calmer Classrooms (Downey, 2007) states that providing a supportive, 

positive school environment, and developing relationships with, traumatised children can 

build on their strengths and result in their greater resilience to deal with life in the future. 

Participating effectively in formal education in a supportive environment can improve self-

esteem, promote social inclusion, develop an individual’s resilience and potential, build on 

strengths and skills and create pathways for future success in terms of employment and 

further education (Jeffery, 2004). 

 

Through referral to appropriate resources and services, schools can also act as a key link to 

support offered by the wider community (Craig, Jajua, & Warfa, 2009). The need for access 

to mental health services for refugee background students and their families is stark. 

Nevertheless, there is a lack of access due to, for example, language and cultural barriers 

and unfamiliarity with the health system. The National Child Traumatic Stress Network 

Refugee Trauma Taskforce (2005) stresses that the mental health needs of refugee 

background children can only be adequately addressed using a holistic model involving the 

education system and wider school community.  

 

English Language Schools offer a non-threatening environment where students feel safe and 

supported. Transitioning to mainstream school can have negative impacts on refugee 

background students. Stressors multiply as recently formed social networks disband, their 

level of English is still far behind that of their classmates, they may be placed in a classroom 

inappropriate for their education level and they may have to learn new ways to behave in a 
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more formal education setting (Gifford, et al., 2009). Consequences include increased 

anxiety and loss of self-esteem, disengagement with the education system, increased 

absenteeism and heightened feelings of loss and trauma (REPP, 2007). The National Child 

Traumatic Stress Network Refugee Trauma Task Force (2005) however, highlights that 

programs targeted specifically towards children of refugee background can assist with their 

recovery from trauma and their integration into mainstream classrooms and curriculum. 

Non-intervention, conversely, can result in significant disadvantage for refugee background 

students and failure to reach their potential (DEECD, 2008). 

 

Despite all this evidence, there remains a lack of standardised interventions for refugee 

background students within Australian schools (Murray, et al., 2008). In addition - while 

acknowledgement of trauma and the need for support is critical - there appears to be a 

tendency to treat people from refugee backgrounds as victims rather than recognising their 

potential and building on their strengths (Correa-Velez, et al., 2010). Correa Velez and 

colleagues point out that: 

There is no coordinated specific youth focus in early resettlement programs 

[in Australia] which in turn has resulted in the inability of educational and 

employment policies to adequately meet the needs of this population. 

Resettlement policies and programs for refugee youth, for the most part, 

fail to recognise and build on the considerable resources these youth bring 

to their new country and miss opportunities to develop their leadership 

potential (Correa-Velez, et al., 2010: 1399).  

 

The potential benefits of a program supporting refugee background children and the long 

term benefits that a whole school approach can provide for these children appear clear. 

While it may also be a potential source of stress, school is one of the most important arenas 

for promoting recovery from trauma (National Child Traumatic Stress Network: Refugee 

Trauma Taskforce, 2005). However, as Rousseau and Guzder state, ‘more interdisciplinary 

work is needed to develop and evaluate rigorously joint school based education and mental 

health initiatives that can respond to the diverse needs of refugee children’ (Rousseau & 
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Guzder, 2008: 533). The Foundation House School Support Program and its evaluation aim 

to address these needs. 
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Analysis of School Support Program Data 

 

Action Plan Review Data (2009/2010 Program Cycle) 

In order to analyse the array of activities and changes within schools associated with the 

School Support Program, the evaluation planned to use the Refugee Readiness Audit 

completed at the beginning of the Program cycle to compare with the same audit 

completed at the end of the cycle. However, due to inconsistencies in the way this data was 

collected it was not possible to perform this analysis. As an alternative, the final Action Plan 

Reviews – which assessed changes implemented against those that were planned early in 

the Program cycle - were used as a measure of change. It is important that limitations 

associated with this approach, explained below, are considered to ensure that the effects of 

Program participation are neither underestimated nor overestimated.  

 

At the end of the Program cycle, each of the schools completed an Action Plan Review 

assessing the progress made and achieved outcomes in relation to the planned actions, any 

additional unplanned outcomes, and areas yet to be addressed. Schools’ Action Plan 

Reviews were collated and the common themes and categories selected for comparison 

purposes. The analysed sample includes 38 of the 44 schools involved in the completed 

2009/2010 Program cycle. 

 

Important Notes Regarding Interpretation 

It is important to note that in cases where schools had neither achieved the planned action 

nor were in progress to achieving the action, this conclusion was based only on the Action 

Plan Review conducted at the end of the period of intensive support. This does not imply 

however that there was no intention to address the action in the future. These actions were 

generally included in the ‘still to do’ column of the tool and in the majority of cases 

reference was made to completing these actions in the future. 
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Each school was different in terms of what measures already existed to support refugee 

background students before joining the Program and in terms of their level of experience 

with refugee background students. Indeed, it is vital that the Program is able to be adapted 

as needed to the particular circumstances of each school and each region. The small number 

of schools addressing certain areas may indicate that these measures were already in place.  

Conversely for schools with little prior experience with refugee background students, larger 

action points may not have been set or achieved during the Program cycle as Program 

involvement acted rather to establish a solid base on which to build and address bigger 

action points in the future. These issues were explored further in the interviews. It is also 

important to note that while the graphs provide a simplified illustration of school 

achievements, any changes made, regardless of size, involve a significant amount of work 

across school settings and within school communities.  

 

The Action Plan Reviews provide only a basic overview of changes and may underestimate 

achievements made. The interviews explore additional changes made to the schools and 

their communities and provide qualitative evidence of improvements to student wellbeing 

and educational outcomes.  

 

A number of significant changes to schools over the course of the Program cycle affected 

their participation. There were several school mergers over the 18 month period which 

interrupted participation. These schools were nevertheless committed to addressing their 

Action Plans following the mergers and a number of them are involved in the current 

Program cycle. In addition, significant staff changes had an impact on Refugee Action Team 

membership within several schools and in some cases resulted in a Refugee Action Team 

comprising of only one member.  

 

School Support Program Regional Network Areas (2009/2010) 

Croydon and Ringwood Network - Eastern Metropolitan Region (EMR) 

Croydon and Ringwood are predominantly areas of primary settlement for refugee 

background families of mainly Karen, Chin and Sudanese background. Schools participating 
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in the Croydon and Ringwood Network had little prior experience with students and families 

of refugee background.  The existence of an English Language School in the area meant that 

the majority of refugee background students from schools involved in this network had 

attended English Language School before transition to a mainstream setting. Foundation 

House worked in the region during the Program pilot in 2007 and had also worked with local 

agencies and schools to organise ‘Global Gathering’ in 2008, 2009 and 2010. This is a large 

school event managed by Foundation House to promote cultural diversity and strengthen 

partnerships between schools and agencies and is the recipient of a Victorian Multicultural 

Commission award.  

 

Whittlesea Network - Northern Metropolitan Region (NMR) 

The Local Government Area of Whittlesea is an area of both primary and secondary 

settlement. Refugee background families originate from a number of countries including 

Iraq, Sudan, Sierra Leone and Liberia and the area also has refugee background children and 

young people who are part of the Refugee Minor Program. Schools participating in the 

Whittlesea Network had little prior experience with regard to supporting students and 

families of refugee background. Few secondary refugee background students had attended 

English Language School while most primary refugee background students had attended an 

English Language School Outpost. The Program pilot ran in the NMR and many Foundation 

House direct services clients attend schools in the area. Foundation House had also 

previously run group programs with schools in the NMR. 

 

Southern Network – Southern Metropolitan Region (SMR) 

The SMR has the highest numbers of refugee background students (DEECD, 2011). Given its 

history of receiving refugee background families, Foundation House had previously worked 

in the SMR through direct support for refugee background families and students and 

through support for school staff via secondary consultation and professional learning. The 

SMR was involved with the Program pilot and with the second round of the Program 

commencing in February 2009. The majority of schools in the Southern Network have had a 

longer experience than other regions of supporting refugee background students.  
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Melton Network – Western Metropolitan Region (WMR) 

The Shire of Melton is a designated growth corridor and as such, there has been rapid 

development in the area with the population more than doubling in the last 10 years (ABS, 

2009). While Melton has not historically been a settlement area for families of refugee 

background, affordable housing has been a major factor in a wave of secondary settlement 

of predominantly Sudanese families. Following the SMR, the WMR has the second highest 

numbers of refugee background students in Victoria (DEECD, 2011). Foundation House 

began working with schools in the Melton region in 2008 and established the Melton 

Network in 2009. 

 

Latrobe Valley Network – Rural Region 

At the time the Latrobe Valley Network was established, this was mainly an area of 

secondary settlement for refugee background families with some primary settlement. The 

majority of refugee background families are from Southern Sudan. Many of the schools 

joining the Network had refugee background students enrolled for the first time with little 

prior experience or skill development with regard to supporting these students and families. 

The regional Program commenced in October 2008 but was delayed due to fires until March 

2009. This was the first time the Program had been introduced to an area outside 

Metropolitan Melbourne. 
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Action Plan Review Results (2009/2010 Program Cycle) 

A total of 44 schools signed Partnership Agreements. Table 1 provides a summary of these 

schools. 

 

Table 1: Participating Schools 

Type of School Government 
School 

CEO 
School 

Total 

Primary School 14 7 21 

Secondary School 15 6 21 

Secondary School with English Language Centre 
on site 

1 NA 1 

English Language Centre 1 NA 1 

Total 31 13 44 

 

Of these, 41 completed the core components of the Program: establishing a Refugee Action 

Team; completing the Refugee Readiness Audit; producing an Action Plan; and participating 

in a whole staff professional learning workshop.  

 

Action Plan Reviews were available for 38 of the 41 schools that completed the core 

components of the Program. The results are presented according to each focus area 

outlined in the Refugee Readiness Audit: School Policies and Practices; School Organisation, 

Ethos and Environment; Curriculum, Teaching and Learning; Partnerships with Families; and 

Partnerships with Agencies. For the purpose of analysis, reported changes were grouped 

thematically. The following graphs compare the number of schools that planned actions in 

each of the focus areas with the number of schools that successfully realised one or more of 

these planned actions during the Program cycle.  
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School Policies & Practices  

 

Figure 3: School Policies & Practices 

 

The most commonly addressed area within School Policies and Practices was professional 

learning which was both planned and implemented by all of the schools for which Action 

Plan Reviews were available. This included whole school Professional learning on the 

refugee experience, as well as sessions delivered to the schools’ Refugee Action Teams 

through the Program workshops. The second most common area was the use, or improved 

use, of interpreters, Multicultural Education Aides (MEAs) and translated material. Action 

plans developed within this area included translating enrolment forms, developing school 

policy on the use of interpreters and employing MEAs. Despite the fact that the proportion 

of schools implementing planned actions was lower for this area, 25 of the 32 schools 

addressed one or more planned actions during the Program cycle.  

 

Improved collection and distribution of enrolment information was the third most common 

area addressed under School Policies and Practices with 90% of schools succeeding in 

implementing planned actions. These included informing staff of specific student needs 

identified at enrolment and collecting information on students from feeder schools. Action 

plans developed under the area of increased support at transition included the use of 

transition strategies such as Beaut Buddies (a Foundation House program in which 
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mainstream students volunteer to ‘buddy’ incoming English Language School students); 

including the School Welfare Officer at enrolment; and tracking students during the 

transition period. Of schools that planned to address one or more actions in this area, 86% 

were successful in doing so. 

 

School Organisation, Ethos & Environment 

 

Figure 4: School Organisation, Ethos & Environment 

 

For School Organisation, Ethos and Environment the most common area planned to address 

was school environment concerning issues such as a schools’ racism and bullying policies, 

celebration of cultural diversity, and empowerment of refugee background students within 

the school community. Ninety three percent of schools targeting this area succeeded in 

implementing one or more planned actions. Improved classroom environment focussed on 

creating a supportive environment, developing positive relationships with refugee 

background students, understanding the learning barriers experienced by refugee 

background students, and understanding how refugee background students feel about 

school. Ninety two percent of schools successfully implemented planned actions in this area. 

Fewer schools had specific plans for addressing school structures, however, of those that 

did, 83% were successful in addressing one or more planned actions in this area. These 

included the establishment of a Refugee Welfare Committee, input regarding the sourcing 
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and development of curriculum materials in relation to refugee issues and the provision of 

advice on school policy on topics affecting refugee background students such as settlement 

issues and pathways.  

 

School Curriculum, Teaching & Learning  

 

Figure 5: School Curriculum, Teaching & Learning 

 

Within School Curriculum, Teaching and Learning, the most common and successfully 

addressed area was the provision of additional/improved educational and/or ESL support 

for refugee background students. This included the use of ESL resources, small group 

programs and individual ESL support. Actions developed for the provision of additional 

educational support for refugee background students beyond ESL support were also 

addressed in this area, for example, the use of Individual Learning Plans and individualised 

classroom support. Ninety six percent of schools that addressed this area were successful in 

implementing one or more planned actions.  

 



 
 
 

   40 

The second most common area, with 75% of schools successfully addressing one or more 

planned actions, was the introduction of programs to enhance wellbeing and social 

connectedness.  

 

While fewer numbers of schools planned to address the provision of after school learning 

support, of those that did, 87% were successful in addressing one or more planned actions. 

It is not possible to tell from the Action Plan Review data how many schools already had this 

type of program in place. Fewer schools were successful in incorporating refugee/culturally 

diverse issues into the school curriculum. Fifty-six per cent of schools that aimed to address 

one or more actions planned in this area succeeded in doing so.  

 

Partnerships with Families & Partnerships with Agencies  

 

Figure 6: Partnerships with Families & Partnerships with Agencies 

 

The proportion of schools successfully addressing one or more planned actions within 

Partnerships with Families and Partnerships with Agencies was high (90% or over with the 

exception of outreach/home visits at 89% and use of translated materials/interpreters at 
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64%). However, fewer schools had planned to address points within these areas. In regards 

to Partnerships with Families, the most common action planned aimed to improve contact 

with families of refugee background students through enhancing the flow of information 

between the school and home through parent information sessions. Ninety-one percent of 

schools succeeded in addressing one or more planned actions within this area. Actions 

planned for Partnerships with Agencies focused primarily on developing knowledge of 

available support for refugee background students and their families with 91% of schools 

also successfully addressing one or more planned actions. 

 

Out of the five key areas, the majority of schools planned to implement actions in all areas 

with the highest number in relation to School Policies and Practices followed by School 

Organisation, Ethos and Environment. Fewer schools set actions in the area of Partnerships 

with Families and Partnerships with Agencies, however, of the schools that did, 86% and 

95% of actions respectively were successfully implemented. Table 2 provides an overview of 

the achievements made across the schools according to each of the five audit areas. 

 

Table 2: Actions Planned and Implemented 

Audit Focus Area Schools with 

planned actions  

Schools that 

successfully 

implemented one or 

more planned actions  

School Policies and Practices 100% 100% 

School Organisation, Ethos and 

Environment 

76% 94% 

Curriculum, Teaching and Learning 92% 79% 

Partnerships with Families 74% 86% 

Partnerships with Agencies 71% 95% 

 

Overall, a broad range of changes were made across schools and implementation was 

successful for a large proportion of the schools that planned actions in each of the audit 

areas.  
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The School Support Program Partnership Approach 

The model of the School Support Program is based upon partnership building and 

collaboration. This is identified as one of the eight Key Action Areas and Priority Outcomes 

promoted through the National Framework for Health Promoting Schools.  The Program 

aims to establish sustainable and mutually supportive networks to support refugee 

background students and their families. The development of partnerships between 

stakeholders (Foundation House, DEECD, CEO, schools, and local agencies) is critical to 

addressing this aim. The VicHealth Checklist for Partnership was used to assess the 

partnership between stakeholders and Foundation House. The impact of a collaborative and 

coordinated partnership approach was explored further through the semi-structured 

interviews.  

 

Checklist for Partnership Results 

As noted earlier, the Checklist was sent to a total of 114 participants. Table 3 shows the 

return rates for participants from schools and agencies (including the DEECD and the CEO) 

respectively. 

 

Table 3 Checklist Participants 

Checklist Participants Sent (n) Completed (n) Return Rate (%) 

Schools 69 44 64 

Agencies 45 30 67 

 

The results of the Checklist provided feedback on the status of the partnership between the 

stakeholders and Foundation House across seven domains recognised as critical to 

successful partnerships: 

1. Determining the need for the partnership 

2. Choosing partners 

3. Making sure partnerships work 

4. Planning collaborative action 

5. Implementing collaborative action 



 
 
 

   43 

6. Minimising the barriers to partnership 

7. Reflecting on and continuing the partnership 

 

Participants were required to reflect on their partnership with Foundation House and rate 

each of these domains by responding to a series of statements. The maximum score 

obtainable in each domain is 20 with a total maximum score of 140 across all domains. 

According to the Partnership Analysis Tool, scores can be interpreted as follows: 

 

 92-140 A partnership based on genuine collaboration has been established. The 

challenge is to maintain its impetus and build on the current success 

 50-91 The partnership is moving in the right direction but it will need more attention if 

it is going to be really successful 

 0-49 The whole idea of the partnership should be rigorously questioned  

 

Average partnership scores were compared between schools and agencies; schools involved 

in the 2009/2010 Program cycle (checklist return rate 61%) and current Program cycle 

(checklist return rate 67%); and primary schools (checklist return rate 66%) and secondary 

schools (checklist return rate 59%). The total overall average score across all participants 

was 106.5. The results are presented below. 

 

 
Figure 7: Average Total Checklist Scores across Categories  
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The results of the Checklist for Partnership across all categories were overwhelmingly 

positive, each in the highest scoring category with a score of over 92; interpreted as “a 

partnership based on genuine collaboration has been established. The challenge is to 

maintain its impetus and build on the current success”.  

 

The insignificant difference between the total average scores is of note given the differing 

needs and demands of individual agencies and schools. It suggests that the flexible nature of 

the Program and partnerships formed with Foundation House enables appropriate 

adaptation to meet specific needs. It also indicates that the partnerships formed with 

Foundation House have been sustainable given the high average score for schools involved 

in the both the earlier (2009/2010) and the current (2011/2012) Program cycles. The 

following figure displays the average scores according to each of the seven checklist 

domains, comparing schools and agencies. Average scores for both schools and agencies all 

indicated either strong agreement or agreement with positive statements for all seven 

partnership domains.  
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Figure 8: Average Score by Checklist Domain  

Statement scores: 0 = strongly disagree; 1 to 5 = disagree; 6 to 10 = not sure; 11 to 15 = 
agree; 16 to 20 strongly agree  

 

Schools scored slightly higher than agencies with regard to their partnership with 

Foundation House. This is perhaps unsurprising given the support schools receive from 

Foundation House via their School Support Worker during and beyond their involvement 

with the Program. The purpose of Foundation House’s partnership with agencies, on the 

other hand, is to help them connect with the schools rather than to provide them with 

direct support.  

 

Qualitative Evidence for the Partnership Approach  

The aim of the School Support Program is to build capacity to implement and support 

ongoing change within organisations through sharing information, expertise and resources 

across schools and agencies; establish sustainable and mutually supportive networks; and 

facilitate dialogue between stakeholders. Coordinating efforts between the health and 

education sectors and different levels of government and non-government sectors is also 

one of the main components advocated in the National Framework for Health Promoting 

Schools. The Checklist analysis presented in the prior section highlighted the positive 

partnerships between Foundation House, schools, local agencies, and the Department. The 

interview findings to be reported here, demonstrated the strength of the relationships 

amongst all of the stakeholders.  

 

Interview participants emphasised that the Program had evolved over time and the 

partnership between the DEECD and Foundation House was highly valued. An interviewee 

from the ESL Unit highlighted the collaborative effort that went into developing the Program 

and its delivery and the continued dialogue that exists between the Department and 

Foundation House. Another noted that processes have been developed to strengthen and 

refine the Program and that any “tough” issues have been worked through collaboratively. It 

was emphasised that, as partners, “Foundation House are able to deliver something *the 
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Department+ wouldn’t be able to do [alone]” while at the same time, the Program also 

addresses the priorities of the ESL Unit. 

 

It was identified that the close relationship between the DEECD and Foundation House in 

the majority of (past and current) regional networks had improved capacity to both recruit 

and work effectively with schools.  

Now they’ve got the backing of the Department and the particular things 
that they’ll deliver in terms of schools opting in, I think that gives them more 
credibility and something [on which] to build sustainable practices in the 
system. (DEECD Staff) 

 

School representatives felt in turn, that participating in the Program had strengthened their 

working relationships with the Department. Cross-sectoral partnerships had also 

strengthened as part of the Program, with participants from the DEECD and CEO agreeing 

that their relationships had improved. 

 

 All ESL Regional Program Officers interviewed commented on the relationship with their 

respective School Support Worker, praising the level of communication and collaboration 

that existed. These sentiments were reciprocated, with one School Support Worker 

describing the partnership with the Department as a “real energising force” and noting that 

the enthusiasm from local Department staff had been contagious. In a small number of 

networks however, support from the relevant ESL Regional Program Officers was limited, 

creating challenges for the School Support Workers. 

 

The partnership between schools and their School Support Worker is central to the success 

of the Program. All interviewees from schools praised Foundation House, commenting on 

their level of expertise, support, professionalism, and approachability. Participants observed 

that a positive aspect of the Program was the strategic way in which the School Support 

Worker actively engaged schools, determining their goals, and planning together how to 

achieve these. School Support Workers’ flexibility and realistic approach to Program 
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participation, with an understanding of teachers’ heavy workloads, staff turnover and the 

individual needs of the school, were also noted: 

Foundation House is always extremely pragmatic and very accessible. I think 
what they’re doing is fairly extraordinary… They strengthen us to do what we 
need to do in our particular context rather than directly doing it which is 
disempowering. (Welfare Staff, Secondary School)  

 

The coordinator of an English Language School in another region stated: 

I can’t even imagine how you would work without a place like Foundation 
House in a setting like ours. (Coordinator, English Language School - current 
cycle) 

 

School interviewees appreciated the Program structure, noting that the regular meetings 

and workshops provided them with the momentum and motivation to continue to 

implement changes within the schools. A number of interviewees from schools involved in 

the completed 2009/2010 Program cycle noted that while they still had a relationship with 

Foundation House and would not hesitate to contact them, they would like regular and 

ongoing contact with a School Support Worker. School representatives explained that 

competing priorities in schools mean that the focus on refugee background students 

developed through the Program can “fall to the wayside”, and a review with the School 

Support Worker once a term would help to keep it on the agenda. However, the principal of 

a primary school stated that: 

There’s still more we can do but we are accountable within ourselves and we 
have a sense of responsibility. (Principal, Primary School - current cycle) 

 

Networking with other schools and with agencies was highly valued. One School Support 

Worker described these opportunities as the “beauty” of the Program and noted that: 

“When you join forces to do it, it’s just so much more powerful”.   

 

The shared knowledge, resources and expertise and the relationships developed were 

important for interviewees. The value of creating dialogue between primary and secondary 

schools was appreciated. As an outcome of the Program some primary and secondary 

schools jointly established transition programs and homework clubs. Reduced feelings of 
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isolation were reported with the realisation that other schools were facing similar 

challenges. This was of particular importance in the rural regions 

 

Partnerships with agencies have developed over time to enable schools to access available 

support services and expertise. In early Program cycles, agencies were invited to specific 

workshops to showcase their work. During the current Program cycle, School Support 

Workers have encouraged agency participation in all workshops to promote networking 

throughout the 18 month process. This was generally praised by interviewees as positive 

although a small number of agencies questioned their role at the Program workshops 

beyond limited informal networking and suggested that a more structured role would be 

useful. 

 

The Program provides agencies with improved access to schools and increases their capacity 

to support ongoing change within these schools and their communities. A clear example of 

this is the Centre for Multicultural Youth and their Learning Beyond the Bell program which 

supports and runs homework clubs. One of the key findings of the Refugee Status Report 

was that homework clubs are likely to be an important support for refugee background 

students (DEECD, 2011). Homework clubs have been established in a number of schools as a 

result of connections made through the Program to the Learning Beyond the Bell Regional 

Officer.  

 

A number of agencies had little or no connection with schools prior to Program participation 

and have since developed supportive partnerships. One agency interviewee commented 

that while they had a relationship with the schools prior to the Program, that their “role was 

definitely enhanced by working with Foundation House”. Increased school confidence in 

contacting agencies and understanding of available services was also reported. 

 

The importance of the partnership approach was particularly evident in the rural and 

regional networks. These areas have substantial refugee settlement which is a new and 
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rapidly growing phenomenon. The importance of establishing relationships was discussed 

by a rural and regional School Support Worker:  

One of the challenges… *is+ people not being aware of Foundation House… A 
lot of the time is taken up with saying who are we and what we are before 
you can even convince anyone that it would be really good to be part of the 
[Program]. (Foundation House School Support Team) 

 

Despite this challenge, the Program, once adopted, was highly appreciated in rural areas. 

Several interviewees noted that the adaptability of the Program model enabled it to meet 

the needs of specific schools and agencies in their local communities.  

 

Overall, it was clear that interview participants from all stakeholder groups believed the 

collaborative partnership approach of the Program had a significant impact on the capacity 

of participating organisations, including schools and their communities to implement and 

support ongoing change.  

 

School Capacity to Support Refugee Background Students and Families 

According to the National Safe Schools Framework, guiding principles for the provision of a 

safe and supportive school environment include making explicit the roles and 

responsibilities of all members of the school community and the need to recognise the 

“critical importance” of pre-service and ongoing professional learning. Raising awareness, 

knowledge and understanding of the needs of refugee background students and their 

families through advocacy and professional learning is a key element of the Program. The 

importance of this component and the impact schools can have in supporting refugee 

background students was outlined by a member of the School Support team:          

It’s getting a bit deeper *into+ what it actually means…It’s sort of assumed 
that all the hard things happen before people came here...you can’t provide 
for 10 years of education when someone’s 16, in one year, but you can focus 
on the recovery goals. There is a lot that you have influence over in terms of 
being supportive for that young person. (Foundation House School Support 
Team)  
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While schools differed in their level of awareness of the needs of refugee background 

students prior to participation in the Program, they invariably reported improvements as a 

result of participation. Overall, the whole school Professional learning workshops were well 

received by staff and interviewees professed a new and deeper understanding of the 

refugee experience with a deeper empathy for refugee background students and their 

families. An often repeated comment was “we didn’t know what we didn’t know”. 

  

The Professional learning workshop was delayed or did not take place with all school staff in 

a small number of schools. In some cases, competing priorities led to frustrations in 

attempting to organise this event as one interviewee explained:  

It took all year of nagging to get the PD for the rest of the staff! (ESL Staff, 
Secondary School) 

 

However, Refugee Action Team members remained enthusiastic about the Program despite 

occasional barriers posed by a lack of perceived interest amongst the wider staff.  They gave 

examples of how they had used the knowledge they had gained, albeit to a lesser extent in 

schools in which the wider staff were less engaged.  

 

Recognising Specific Needs of Refugee Background Students  

It was made clear through interviews with School Support team members that, prior to 

Program participation, many school staff did not differentiate between refugee background 

students and non-refugee background ESL students. However, through the School Support 

Program, school staff came to understand that refugee background students have specific 

educational and welfare needs that must be addressed in addition to their ESL needs: 

If we hadn’t had that great awareness *developed through the Program] we 
would have just gone, “well, okay here's some students, yes we need to look 
after them, they can just go to ESL classes” but not be aware that there’s a 
whole range of things that we need to provide. (Leadership, Primary School)  

 

Professional learning workshops raised awareness of how the refugee experience can 

manifest itself in student behaviour. Tools and resources were provided which were 

described as extremely useful.  Even in schools which had a history of receiving and 
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supporting migrant students – and in some cases felt that they already had adequate 

practices in place – staff reported discovering gaps in their knowledge which were 

addressed by the Program.  

  

Impact beyond the School  

Several interview participants expressed the view that Program participation had influenced 

attitudes in the local community. One interviewee described their school’s efforts to provide 

information to the wider community on refugee background families with the aim of 

addressing negative attitudes. In one area in particular that was relatively new to refugee 

settlement, participants reported that there had been a significant shift in attitudes within 

the community that was attributed to the Program. 

Media began to talk about what youngsters and schools were doing in [terms 
of] multiculturalism ... And that began to be reported and the language 
changed from "why are they here" and "them"… into "our Sudanese families 
were at this thing" and the [DEECD Support staff], I remember, remarked to 
me that they felt there was a direct link with [the Program] (Foundation 
House School Support Team) 

 

An interviewee from the DEECD reported that improvements had occurred in raising 

awareness of refugee background students within the Department itself. The Program had 

provided an opportunity to discuss issues within the Department and reinforced the need to 

support schools with refugee background students. 

 

In summary, School Support Program participants reported a higher level of awareness, 

knowledge and understanding of the needs of refugee background students as a result of 

the Program. All schools reported improvements in these areas regardless of their level of 

knowledge prior to participation and despite some resistance from other staff in a small 

number of cases. Impacts were also perceived within the local community, although it was 

acknowledged that changing attitudes through improved awareness, knowledge and 

understanding can be a long process.  
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Changes to School Policies and Practices  

Addressing policies and practices through a whole school approach to supporting refugee 

background students follows the principles advocated in MindMatters regarding 

coordinating strategies that have a “unifying purpose and common set of values”.  The 

interview data provided detail of changes made to schools’ policies and practices as a result 

of participation in the Program. This information adds to the evidence presented in the 

quantitative analysis section of the report which showed that the Program had a substantial 

influence in this area. The extent to which changes were made, and in what areas, was 

influenced by a number of factors such as leadership support, school size, numbers of 

refugee background students, school ‘readiness’ to participate in the Program, time, and 

competing priorities.  

 

Several participants commented that the policies and practices advocated by the Program 

were positive for the school, irrespective of the presence of refugee background students. 

As one school leader expanded:  

...like being more tolerant and culturally diverse in the things that we 
celebrate in the school; trying to be more inclusive in the curriculum; trying 
to identify students who may have some background that may involve us 
needing to make sure [the student] wellbeing [team in the school] is at least 
aware... (Leadership, Secondary School) 

 

Several participants recognised that the changes made within the schools complemented 

existing school policies and practices and would ultimately “make life easier”. One 

interviewee from the DEECD commented that “the audit tool is built around the school 

system so it talks to the schools”. 

 

Schools differed in terms of pre-existing policies and practices and this dictated their focus 

in terms of changes made. A number of interviewees noted that regardless of specific 

changes directly attributed to Program participation, the knowledge gained had an overall 

impact on their practice. 
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Enrolment 

The majority of schools made changes to enrolment procedures. These included gathering 

additional information on students’ histories (including previous schooling) to assess their 

needs; ascertaining the students’ visa type (to determine refugee status); identifying the 

languages spoken in the home; and assessing the need for an interpreter.   

Our enrolment - that probably would have been the major thing that 
changed. We designed new forms and parents had an interview and I could 
fill out the forms with the parents… making sure that we’ve got background 
information on where they come from, how long they’ve been here, who 
lives in the home, the languages they speak… (ESL Staff, Primary School)  

 

In one region communication procedures had been established with the English Language 

School. This ensured refugee background students’ needs were indentified before 

enrolment and referrals to the language were school made if appropriate. 

 

School Support Workers commented that prior to participation some schools were not 

aware of refugee background students within their student body. Despite the Program’s 

emphasis on the importance of identifying refugee background students in order to assess 

their needs, a small number of schools remained unsure of the best way to determine 

refugee status. In one case, a representative reported that unless parents disclosed a history 

of trauma, she could not be sure which students were refugees. However, in the vast 

majority of cases, reported changes made to enrolment processes reflected the advice 

advocated by the Program.  

 

Transition  

The impacts of unsupported transition to mainstream school can be significant.  These 

include increased anxiety, loss of self esteem and disengagement with the education system 

(Gifford, et al., 2009).  Ensuring supported transition for refugee background students is an 

important component of the Program.  School staff discussed supporting the transition of 

refugee background students to their school. This included meeting students prior to 

enrolment; providing tours of the school; distributing student information to class teachers; 

use of buddy programs; receiving students’ work from feeder primary schools; developing 
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welcome packs; and the inclusion of the wellbeing staff during enrolment and transition 

processes. 

 

Several primary and secondary school interviewees commented that through the 

networking opportunities provided by the Program, relationships had been formed with 

feeder schools, particularly the English Language Schools. This facilitated the flow of 

information between schools and the ability to work together to support students through 

their transition. The coordinator of an English Language School relatively new to the region, 

credited the raising of the language school’s profile within the region to involvement with 

the Program and had seen an increase in the number of requests from teachers to visit the 

school and speak to the staff. In one region, a comprehensive transition program for refugee 

background students was developed as a result of a collaborative effort between several 

schools as a result of the Program. 

 

Use of Interpreters and Translations  

Changes to practices with regard to the use of interpreters were evident from the 

quantitative data provided and were elaborated upon in the interviews. Several 

interviewees commented that prior to the Program their school had never accessed 

interpreters but now used them regularly. Others noted that although their school had a 

history of using interpreters, issues such as the preferred gender of the interpreter had not 

been considered. One interviewee stated that the strategies provided through the Program 

on working with interpreters provided her with confidence when working with families.  

 

With regard to translations of newsletters and notices, schools differed in the degree to 

which they had addressed this area. Some schools used translated material although this 

was sometimes limited to notices while other information, such as the school newsletter, 

was provided in English. A number of schools had processes in place to make follow up 

phone calls to ensure notices had been read, understood and responded to appropriately.  
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Specialised Support – Curriculum, Teaching and Learning 

The literature review demonstrated the documented need for targeted support for refugee 

background students given the impact of trauma and disrupted education on learning and 

their associated extra educational needs. The need to improve curriculum, teaching and 

learning in some schools was regarded as a priority area: 

When I assess their skills, and they’ve been there for over a year for 
example, they haven’t really learnt what they should have learnt and there is 
a reason behind that… Teachers are not changing the way they teach and 
they’re not catering for the refugee students. So that’s where I find I have to 
focus. (ESL Staff, Secondary School - current cycle) 

 

The quantitative analysis of Action Plan Reviews suggested that some schools were yet to 

implement planned actions with regard to school curriculum, teaching and learning.  

Although some school staff reported that they had experienced difficulties in making the 

necessary changes within curriculum, teaching and learning across the whole school, others 

suggested that there had been significant changes in this area, some of which may not have 

been incorporated into the schools’ original Action Plan.  Changes made included the 

provision of specialised support for refugee background students and non-refugee 

background students with additional learning needs (including ESL). Examples included the 

introduction of Individual Learning Plans, the provision of extra educational support, 

additional ESL support, and the use of the ESL continuum. Several schools also worked in 

collaboration with local agencies and/or other schools to either establish homework clubs 

or tap into existing homework clubs to support students, as a result of relationships 

established and knowledge obtained through the Program. 

 

In some cases, Program participation led school staff to realise that available ESL Index 

Funding and additional funding provided by the Department and the CEO for refugee 

background students was either not being accessed or not being used in the most effective 

way. This recognition resulted in the money being accessed and spent more effectively on 

additional support for refugee background (and ESL) students. Changes included the 

employment of Refugee Transition Teachers, ESL coaches and Multicultural Education Aides.  
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School Ethos and Environment 

The need to promote care, respect and diversity is one of the guiding principles of the 

National Safe Schools Framework.  Similarly, the Foundation House Framework for Recovery 

counts restoring dignity, safety and value amongst its Recovery Goals.  MindMatters also 

outlines the importance of a whole student approach, ensuring the richness each student 

brings to the school setting is recognised. The importance of addressing school ethos and 

environment, in particular to celebrate cultural diversity and promote inclusion was 

emphasised in the interviews. The introduction of cultural programs, celebration of Refugee 

Week, multicultural days, and embedding diversity and tolerance issues into the curriculum 

have all aided this process. These changes, in addition to the others, helped a number of 

schools to promote an ethos of acceptance of diversity and inclusion across the school: 

In terms of our culture and what we celebrate and what we do, we’re trying 
to make it as diverse as possible… I think we’ve seen some changes in terms 
of what we celebrate and what we value... I feel like we’ve started doing 
some things that we wouldn’t have started doing if we weren’t doing the 
program. (Leadership, Secondary School) 

  

Nevertheless, not all schools had such a significant shift. One interviewee commented that 

while the school leadership would confirm that there was a focus on inclusion across the 

school, the students were yet to fully come on board. Another interviewee thought that a 

lack of flexibility within the secondary school system prevented substantial changes to the 

ethos and environment. However, an interviewee from another secondary school involved 

in the current cycle of the Program anticipated significant changes within the school: 

I think it will actually change the culture of the school... and I think issues like 
racism and discrimination will definitely improve because the reality is it’s a 
two way process. (ESL Staff, Secondary School – current cycle) 

 

Engaging with Families  

The Refugee Status Report discussed multiple barriers to refugee parents participating in 

their child’s education (DEECD, 2011), one of which is language. In each of the frameworks 

upon which the Program is informed, facilitating family engagement is one of the key 

elements.  MindMatters in particular highlights the importance of positive communication 

and facilitating partnerships with family and caregivers.  One of the main impacts of the 
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Program in terms of strengthening partnerships with families was the increased use of 

interpreters to aide communication between parents and staff at the school, particularly 

during parent/teacher interviews. The Refugee Readiness Audit was also mentioned as a 

useful tool to identify existing practices to connect with parents and how these could be 

improved.  

 

In some cases individuals who worked within the refugee background community, such as 

local church leaders or a school’s Multicultural Education Aide, had been recruited to help 

to foster the relationship between schools, refugee background families and the wider 

refugee community. A number of schools reported improved processes to engage parents 

such as holding information sessions, coffee mornings and/or English classes (although 

these met with varying success depending on numbers of refugee background families), and 

had assisted in referrals to appropriate agencies and services. Several schools ran the 

Foundation House Talks In program, aimed at increasing schools’ capacity to engage parents 

of refugee background.  

 

Several interviewees noted that parents and care givers are generally more involved with 

their children’s education in the primary school years. Correspondingly, it appeared that 

primary schools and English Language Schools were more successful than secondary schools 

at involving parents of refugee background within the school community. While engaging 

parents was noted as a challenge, interviewees from secondary schools observed that their 

interaction with families of refugee background had progressed due to their increased 

understanding and empathy as a result of the Program. They noted that they now felt more 

confident and comfortable in contacting parents of refugee background and that 

communication and relationships had improved. 

 

Plans to continue working on this area were also discussed by secondary school staff. One 

stated that: 

We’d like to have someone *work here+ that had some sort of experience 
and also that had some connection with the community … We’re getting 
better but we need to improve our proper link with community as opposed 
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to us just saying "yeah, come up"… We can do a better job of engaging the 
parents. But we have got better, we’re much more mindful of it and we’re 
much more deliberate in doing things. (Leadership, Secondary School)  

 

Engagement with Agencies 

As has already been discussed as part of the impact of the Program’s partnership approach, 

the majority of schools reported changes in practices with regard to their interaction with 

agencies. As the literature suggests, schools can provide an important link to support 

offered in the wider community. It was often reported that prior to participation, schools 

had little or no knowledge of where to seek help when required or of the breadth of support 

available.   

*The Program+ was invaluable for me because I didn’t know about some of 
the services… often I used to just go to the language centre thinking that 
they’d be the ones to help me but they weren’t local enough and couldn’t 
meet my needs. So really [the Program] opened our eyes to the enormous 
amount of support that is out there if you need it. (Leadership, Primary 
School) 

 

The introduction to agencies through the Program enabled participants to put faces to 

names, develop relationships and improve referral procedures within schools. Some 

interviewees discussed working collaboratively with agencies on a variety of initiatives 

including homework clubs, transition programs, health promotion within schools, and 

applying for and receiving funding for school based projects such as multicultural gardens.  

 

When asked whether participation in the Program had changed the school’s ability to work 

with agencies, one interviewee replied: 

Changed? I think it’s now being formed. We had no concept of what existed 
… now we actually know who the faces are, we can call them, we can ask for 
help if we need it and get some advice. Even a tiny little thing we can call and 
say "What can I do"? (ESL Staff, Secondary School -current cycle) 
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Changes to School Policies  

Implementing policies to nurture a safe and supportive environment is another of the 

guiding principles of the National Safe Schools Framework. MindMatters also emphasises 

the importance of coordinating policies, structures and processes to reflect current practice. 

Compared with the wide-ranging changes to school practices discussed above, specific 

changes to school policies were reported less commonly. As suggested by the following 

comment, some did not feel that policies necessarily determined their practices: 

Our policies haven’t changed an awful lot but the way we do things has 
changed. (ESL Staff, Secondary School)  

 

However, others recognised a need for development and implementation of policies around 

refugee background students to ensure that the practices implemented were sustainable. A 

number of schools already had policies in place, such as a multicultural policy, that 

incorporated issues pertaining to refugee background students such as bullying and racism 

and staff made the point that participation in the Program provided an opportunity to 

review these policies. One School Support team member noted that schools in the current 

Program cycle had started to prioritise policy development more than previous schools. 

 

Uptake of Classroom Programs 

A number of teaching resources and programs aimed at improving social and emotional 

support and learning, aiding recovery from trauma, and promoting multicultural 

perspectives in the classroom, are freely available and promoted to schools through the 

School Support Program. Resources are discussed and activities demonstrated during the 

workshops. A number of these resources have been developed by Foundation House, and 

some are designed to be co-facilitated by a Foundation House counsellor-advocate or the 

School Support Worker. Resources are also available for schools to run independently.  

 

It was reported that prior to participation in the Program many schools were unaware of the 

resources available to support refugee background students. Since being introduced to 

them, several interviewees praised their quality and had confidence in recommending them 

to other schools. 
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Foundation House does some great work with their resources. They’re very 
high quality, I think they’re fantastic and that they can be recommended to 
schools and you can feel confident that they’re good materials and they’re 
freely available, which is the other thing which is fantastic because a lot of 
resources are actually expensive to get, and these are targeted at what we 
need. (DEECD Staff) 

 

The Foundation House Rainbow Program for Children in Refugee Families (Rainbows) is a 

structured group program to aid the settlement of primary school aged children from 

refugee backgrounds.  The program was used in a number of schools and received positive 

feedback from interviewees. An ESL coordinator emphasised its value:  

We [ran] a Rainbow program... that’s sort of led to a deeper understanding 
of some of the girls and their families and probably the attitudes and the 
baggage that they carry that you perhaps didn’t realise… It was very 
challenging to do but the support we got from Foundation House was just 
outstanding. (ESL Staff, Primary School)  

 

Other Foundation House programs used within schools were Kaleidoscope and Klassroom 

Kaleidoscope. Kaleidoscope is a group program delivered to refugee background young 

people aiming to break down social isolation and help with the development of self identity 

and identification of emotions influencing everyday behaviour. Klassroom Kaleidoscope is a 

program designed to “facilitate connectedness and wellbeing in the culturally diverse 

classroom”. One ESL teacher described finding the Kaleidoscope program as extremely 

useful for stimulating discussion about cultural diversity. Talk’s In, as noted earlier, is 

another Foundation House resource designed to strengthen the capacity of school 

communities to provide a supportive and inclusive environment for families of refugee 

backgrounds which was mentioned as useful by several interviewees. One school 

representative reported working with the local health centre to establish regular “circle 

time” with students; a group activity promoting effective communication, emotional literacy 

and social problem solving. 

 

Despite recognising the value of these resources, both School Support Workers and school 

staff reported that in some cases time constraints prevented their use. In many cases, while 

they may not have taken up the opportunity to run complete programs, schools gave 
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examples of how they had adapted the resources according to their needs and incorporated 

elements into their own classroom programs and activities. One school gave examples of 

how they had used elements of both Kaleidoscope and Beaut Buddies into their ESL and 

transition programs respectively.  

 

Impacts on Learning and Wellbeing Outcomes 

While it is beyond the scope of the evaluation to collect data on student learning and 

wellbeing outcomes pre and post schools’ involvement with the Program, interview 

participants were asked to comment on the Program’s impact in these areas. The National 

Framework for Health Promoting Schools recognises that health and education are 

inseparably linked.  Evidence presented in the literature review confirms this, illustrating the 

link between social inclusion, mental health and educational outcomes. 

 

Overwhelmingly, interviewees believed that Program participation had or would lead to 

positive outcomes in terms of the wellbeing and educational outcomes of refugee 

background students. While the scope for making significant changes varied according to 

school context and pre-existing practices, a number of interviewees made comments along 

similar lines. As one explained, their improved knowledge and understanding, access to 

resources, and connections established to access additional support had, “impacted greatly 

on the refugee students”. A participant from the Catholic Education Office expanded: 

When you have a better understanding of the children and what they’ve 
been through, clearly you can design programs to better meet their needs 
emotionally, socially and educationally. (CEO Staff) 

 

In a number of instances individual case studies were relayed by interviewees concerning 

particular refugee background students for whom they believed outcomes had been 

enhanced because of the Program. A primary school principal stated that critical assistance 

from a service provider had resolved a serious issue regarding a refugee background student 

which would not have occurred had they not been connected through the Program. 
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Promoting Wellbeing for Refugee Background Students 

The evidence presented in the literature review illustrates that schools are a critical factor in 

students’ recovery from trauma and providing appropriate interventions and support 

mechanisms to reduce learning, behavioural and mental health problems. The link between 

trauma and educational outcomes was discussed in the review along with evidence of the 

need to address the wellbeing of refugee background students in order to promote learning. 

This was echoed in the interviews with the School Support team and with school staff:  

I think [the Program] helped us to help the children to settle better which 
has fostered their ability to make friends, They’ve assimilated really well 
they’re just part of the community now, no one sees them as anything 
different. (Leadership, Primary School) 

 

[The refugee background students] would have seen a difference in the way 
that we interact with them… *we’re+ much more comfortable, much more 
confident… Their attendance is great at school. They feel connected, 
they’ve got friends... They really take the learning very strongly, very 
passionately. (Welfare Staff, Secondary School) 

 

One member of the School Support team recalled a comment from the local English 

Language School Coordinator that out of all the schools she’d visited, the students of 

refugee background there “seem to be so settled, so happy”. The secondary school was 

involved in a transition program developed through the Program.  

 

Promoting Enhanced Educational Outcomes for Refugee Background Students 

As outlined above, developing a school environment in which students feel safe, accepted 

supported and comfortable is critical to supporting students’ recovery from trauma and 

creates a setting conducive to learning. When asked to comment on specific examples of 

outcomes from schools involved in the 2009/2010 Program cycle, a member of staff from 

the CEO reported on the learning and classroom environment: 

There were several outcomes. The teachers were more collaborative in 
dealing with issues in the school. The children were able to participate 
more fully in the educational process because they knew the teachers had a 
better understanding of their needs...  It developed their confidence at 
school and they developed better relationships with their teachers and the 
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students… It was more positive [in terms of] their day to day learnings 
including better behaviours with other kids. (CEO Staff) 

 

A member of the School Support team also described changes to ESL practices to better 

address the needs of refugee background students and ultimately improve their educational 

outcomes. The point was also made that as a result of the Program, schools were better 

placed to respond to the individual educational needs of refugee background students. 

  

As stated previously, homework clubs were recognised as an important support for refugee 

background students in the Refugee Status Report (DEECD, 2011). This is of particular 

importance considering that often the parents/caregivers of refugee background students 

may not have the language or educational background to provide educational support at 

home. Through the Program, schools are encouraged to establish or link with existing 

homework clubs and a number of homework clubs were successfully established in schools 

across the Program networks. Several others reported plans to address this need in the 

future.  

 

In terms of the overall impact of the Program, a member of the School Support team 

summarised their conviction regarding the ultimate impact on refugee background students 

as follows: 

Do I think student are benefitting educationally by our program? From that 
point of view I would have to say yes… I can’t say that I’ve got a bit of paper 
that proves this but I know it intuitively and there’s a part of me that knows 
it as an [ex-teacher] myself. (Foundation House School Support Team) 

 

Promoting Whole School Outcomes  

A number of interview participants reported benefits for the non-refugee background 

students as well as the refugee background students from participation in the Program.  

Fostering an environment of inclusiveness and acceptance and providing appropriate 

support for all students can remove barriers to participation and achievement and promote 

wellbeing across the student body. As one DEECD staff member elaborated, this was of 

particular importance for ESL and other students with additional learning needs.  
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It’s about building communities, strengthening communities, and I know it’s 
specifically for refugee students and families but the spinoff has been for 
other ESL kids.  And I think as well it’s also been for other at risk kids or 
disadvantaged kids in schools because inevitably when a school reviews 
their policies, you can’t just look at the refugee kid because you suddenly 
realise there are other kids. (DEECD Staff) 

 

As outlined earlier, schools reported changes around acceptance and inclusiveness of all 

students and an increased celebration of cultural diversity across the whole school. An ESL 

staff interviewee from a secondary school noted that a small number of students within the 

school had negative attitudes towards the refugee background students. Nevertheless, 

when speaking about the planned incorporation of work around identity, diversity, 

background, and human rights into the year 7 curriculum, this interviewee stated with 

confidence that “it will start with Year 7s and it will eventually become the culture of the 

school”. 

 

Discussion of Barriers and Facilitators for Successful Program Implementation  

While the overwhelming response to the School Support Program was extremely positive 

across all stakeholder groups, a number of barriers and facilitators to successful 

participation were identified through the interviews. This section of the report will provide 

an overview of these findings. 

 

School Leadership Support and Participation 

Interview participants from all stakeholder groups discussed the importance of having 

leadership support for the Program within a school.  A statement from a principal involved 

in the current cycle of the Program reflected the views of several: 

I think fundamentally if the leadership group doesn’t drive it, it’s not going to 
work. So the leadership team has to say this is a priority within our school, 
and has to say that the refugee group is a subset of everybody else, that it 
has its own special needs, and that if we are going to teach every child in our 
school and enable them to achieve to the best of their ability, then we have 
an obligation to do what we can. (Leadership, Primary School, current cycle) 
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Leadership involvement was also seen as necessary to gain the active support of the whole 

school staff. One member of the School Support team noted that changes are more likely to 

be sustainable if a school leader is on the school’s Refugee Action Team. They also stated 

that in their current Program network, each school has a member of the leadership team 

engaged in the process with one exception, and it is the exception that is “lagging”.  

 

In recognition of the importance of leadership support, revisions were made to the 

Partnership Agreement signed by principals which now states that the Refugee Action Team 

should comprise “key people able to affect whole school change and include either the 

principal or assistant principal”. However, despite nominal team membership, in some cases 

active participation was reported to be limited, with the potential consequence of reducing 

Program impact. A DEECD staff member stated that while valuable changes had been made 

at the classroom level, it was questionable whether the reforms had been as extensive as 

was required in some schools due to the relative lack of “clout” of staff involved in the 

Program. While it was recognised that change can happen “from the ground up”, principals 

and assistant principals often discussed the effect of the Program across the whole school 

while the impacts discussed by non-leadership staff were frequently limited to specific 

areas.  

 

Interviewees from the Support Program team and DEECD staff discussed the value of 

involving the DEECD Regional Network Leaders in order to promote the participation of 

school leadership. Schools in each government area are divided into regional networks. The 

Regional Network Leader is responsible for improving the quality of education offered and 

student performance across a particular network. One of the few Regional Network Leaders 

involved in the Program stated that: 

I think the only way these things work is if we involve the leadership of the schools 
from the absolute kick off… I think the [advantage] of having me on board is for me 
to be able to facilitate principal involvement. They tend to listen to me and 
consequently if I’ve rung them and said "I want you to come to a meeting" they’ll do 
it and therefore then they see the benefits of the program. (Regional Network 
Leader, DEECD) 
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It was reported that the Regional Network Leaders were supportive of the Program in 

principle but, with a very small number of exceptions, their involvement was limited. One 

School Support team member noted that the Regional Network Leaders have the capacity to 

make the Program a priority for school leadership whereas the ESL Regional Program 

Officers have “less agency to move things up the scale”.  

 

Extending the School Support Program 

A number of interviewees from both Foundation House and the DEECD raised the idea that 

collaboration with DEECD units such as Student Wellbeing and Multicultural Education could 

enhance the impact of the Program. It was suggested that this would lead to more efficient 

use of resources rather than differentiated programs from different departments working 

on similar issues with the same goal.  

 

Considering the Program’s central focus on wellbeing, one DEECD staff member stated that 

“it would make sense” and would be “very doable” to involve these units and to raise the 

profile of the Program within the Department. It fits [even] more there than [in] ESL…” The 

point was made that situating the Program within the ESL Unit alone, gives the impression 

that the needs of refugee background students are limited to language support whereas 

addressing health and wellbeing are also critical. 

 

Another common suggestion to facilitate uptake of the Program was to “showcase” the 

previous successes of the Program strategy. Interviewees from the DEECD commented that: 

hearing about the impact of the Program in other schools; how it applies to existing school 

practices’ how it could improve the school as a whole; and tying it back in to regional 

priorities, would have a significant impact on leadership engagement. At the beginning of 

the current Program cycle Foundation House hosted a “Principal’s Breakfast”, inviting 

principals and assistant principals to a breakfast forum with speakers from the DEECD, 

Foundation House, and the CEO. Although not all principals attended, the organisers 

received excellent feedback from those who did attend. 
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The potential for wider application of the Program was discussed by several interviewees 

from the DEECD and Foundation House. The need to extend this type of support to early 

childhood settings and working more with families was recognised. The importance of 

addressing the early years was emphasised in the Refugee Status Report. While preschool 

has academic, social and behavioural benefits, particularly for disadvantaged children, 

barriers exist for accessing preschool settings for families of refugee background (DEECD, 

2011). It was also suggested that the Program could be applied in the post-compulsory 

education sector, as here too there was a pressing need to provide support around 

pathways and engagement with families. This is particularly the case given concern over the 

potential for disengagement of refugee background young people in this age group.  

 

School and Community Attributes 

In some cases, high demand from schools for the Program and additional support strained 

the capacity of School Support Program staff to respond. This was particularly the case in 

areas with large numbers of refugee background families. 

 

Schools with small proportions of refugee background students posed a different set of 

challenges. From the original Action Plan Review data it was evident that a small number of 

schools achieved little and/or dropped out of the Program. Discussions with the School 

Support team members suggested this was due to a number of issues, with small numbers 

of refugee background students named as one of the primary factors. In such cases it can be 

difficult for schools to recognise the value of participating in the Program given the time and 

effort required. A member of the School Support Team noted that numbers of refugee 

background students had recently increased in some schools which previously declined an 

invitation to join the Program or did not participate fully. This had led to later demand for 

Program support. It was suggested by several interviewees that the “timing” had not been 

right for these schools.   

 

However, a number of other schools with a small proportion of refugee background 

students responded very favourably to the Program. It was suggested that these schools 
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embraced their refugee background students and saw their presence as an opportunity to 

enhance the school community. A small number of interviewees commented that successful 

uptake of the Program may be due to a pre-existing culture of inclusiveness within the 

schools. One interviewee from a large secondary school with refugee background students 

making up less than 1% of the student body was asked whether he questioned their 

involvement in the Program due to this small proportion. He replied: 

No, we were open to the idea of it… we did recognise that this was an area that we 
thought was going to be important for us because we think that we’re going to have 
a lot more *refugee background students+ so we need to be ready and that’s why 
we got involved in it. (Leadership, Secondary School)  

 

Some schools were reluctant to participate as they felt they were already supporting 

refugee background students well, independently of the Program. The challenge in these 

cases was to help them realise the significant benefits of participation and potential for 

knowledge development regardless of current practice. 

 

Despite the challenges in engaging some schools, evidence of demand for support was 

apparent with regular requests to Foundation House to run group programs, professional 

learning workshops and provide consultations, particularly in the rural areas and growth 

corridors across Victoria.  

 

It was proposed by one School Support team member that it may be more efficient to work 

with a smaller number of enthusiastic schools rather than invest time, energy and resources 

into schools that are reluctant to participate fully. Instead these schools could be supported 

through outreach and invited to participate when the need and desire to do so was fully 

recognised. This is more of a challenge in the rural and regional areas given the associated 

logistics. Support team members explained that the increasing numbers of refugee 

background families moving into communities, some of which have little or no experience of 

supporting refugee background families, illustrated the need for the Program. Sometimes 

there was a lag however, between enrolment of refugee background students in schools 

and recognition by schools of a need for specialised support.  
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There were also challenges reported in implementing a whole school approach in large 

schools. Getting the support and “buy in” from all staff and leadership can be a challenge, 

particularly across multiple campuses, with large numbers of staff and a higher level of 

differentiation. Some schools involved in the 2009/2010 Program cycle were undergoing 

mergers which also reduced their capacity to participate fully in the Program at that time. 

While some primary schools involved in the Program have large numbers of students, in 

general, secondary schools have a larger student population. Several interviewees reported 

that the nature of secondary schools and their size could be barriers to participation in the 

Program. As a DEECD staff member explained, this was despite the fact that the Program 

was potentially even more critical for secondary students with disrupted education: 

All the data says that the amount of time it will take for a secondary student 
to catch up with their learning is significantly longer than it would take for a 
primary school student… there’s so much catch up to do, definitely the 
secondary schools have found it harder, not a doubt. (DEECD staff) 

 

Interviewees agreed that the needs of both secondary and primary schools were addressed 

by the Program, however, it was suggested by a DEECD interviewee that particular 

workshops could address the differing needs and challenges of secondary schools. The 

networking and interaction between primary and secondary schools was valued in terms of 

shared knowledge, “cross fertilisation” and promoting an effective and efficient use of 

resources. However, the benefit of specific workshops for secondary schools was reiterated 

by several other interviewees, noting that not all topics are equally relevant to all. 

 

Time Limitations, Competing Priorities and Funding 

Two of the most common challenges for Program participation discussed were time 

constraints and competing priorities. Considering the heavy workload of school staff and 

competing priorities within schools, releasing teachers to attend Professional learning was 

often an issue, as well as having the time to dedicate to completing the Refugee Readiness 

Audit, and implement the Action Plan. Recognition of the Program as complementary to 

existing practices and of its long term benefits acted as facilitators to continued 

participation.  
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Despite efforts to be flexible with delivery of the Professional learning workshops, it was 

hard to accommodate all participants. It was noted that holding the workshops after school 

meant impacting on teachers’ personal time or clashed with other commitments, while 

holding workshops through the day created issues in terms of releasing teachers from 

classroom responsibilities. However one School Support team member made the point that 

having the workshops during the school day “gives a message of prioritising”.  

 

Although schools received the Program free of charge, Casual Relief Teacher costs were 

borne by the school and were thus a barrier to releasing staff to attend the workshops. 

Similarly, sending more than one Refugee Action Team member to workshops was also a 

challenge for schools regardless of recognised benefits associated with the Program. 

Overwhelmingly though, interview participants were adamant that the outcomes of their 

involvement with the Program had been worth the time invested. 

 

Sustainability  

It has already been noted that the active involvement of school leadership supported 

sustainability of Program associated changes. Staff turnover, including that of leadership, 

within schools and agencies was a barrier to sustainability of the Program. School Support 

team members noted that changes in Refugee Action Team members and agency personnel 

proved challenging as relationships had to be rebuilt, not only for the School Support 

Workers but for the schools and agencies.  

 

Interviewees from schools involved in the completed 2009/2010 Program cycle also 

discussed the need to provide Professional learning for new teachers. However, it was 

reported that in some schools, where none of the Refugee Action Team members remained, 

changes associated with the Program were likely to be more difficult to sustain. This again 

highlights the importance of the whole school approach.  Where the Program was 

successfully embedded across the whole school, this should ensure Program sustainability 

regardless of staff turnover.  
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Some of those interviewed also identified potential for positive outcomes associated with 

staff turnover. It was suggested that staff that had been part of a Refugee Action Team 

developed a high level of knowledge and expertise that would become a resource for their 

next place of employment. This provided an opportunity to extend the reach of the 

Program, with these staff being able to advocate for refugee background students and 

maintain the contacts they have made through the Program network. An example of this 

was provided when staff members of three schools involved in the Program started at a 

school that had not been part of the Program. According to a member of the School Support 

team: 

*They+ hit the ground running… so there was a bit of cross pollination and a 

bit of skill and confidence being portable. (Foundation House School Support 

Team)  

 

The newsletters produced by Foundation House were considered useful to “keep up to 

date.” The web resource, Schools in for Refugees Online (SIFRO), currently being re-

developed, would also appear to have the potential to aid sustainability of Program impacts. 

Interviewees were generally enthusiastic about the connections developed with agencies 

and felt that these would continue.  

 

Relationships formed through the network model were also seen as a key to sustainability. 

In one rural area, for example, regular meetings, coordinated by the ESL Regional Program 

Officer, continue to be held with schools involved in the completed 2009/2010 Program 

cycle. The Regional Reference Groups were established to provide resources, encourage 

regional collaboration, and support the sustainability of the Program. A few interviewees 

questioned the value of these Groups however, the majority of interviewees found them to 

be a valuable platform from which to network with other agencies.  
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Issues Recommended for consideration arising from the evaluation 

 Continue to expand the School Support Program to all parts of Victoria with refugee 

settlement 

 Consider extending the involvement of the DEECD to include the Student Wellbeing 

and Multicultural Education units 

 Promote active involvement of DEECD Regional Network Leaders in the Program 

 Promote and disseminate examples of positive Program outcomes and good practice  

 Continue to encourage active leadership participation in schools’ Refugee Action 

Teams 

 Consider adapting particular workshops to deliver differentiated Professional 

Learning for secondary and primary schools 

 Develop more structured opportunities for involvement of agencies in professional 

learning workshops 

 Provide opportunities for regular ongoing contact between Foundation House and 

networks following completion of the Program cycle to enhance sustainability of 

Program associated changes 

 Collect Refugee Readiness Audit data systematically and completed Action Plan 

Reviews from all schools for program monitoring 

 Consider further research into Program outcomes and effectiveness 
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