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RESOURCE 2
Understanding and addressing racism in schools

This document aims to provide key 
information to support schools to 
understand and address racism. 
To meet these aims a school 
community needs to have a shared 
understanding of the following:
• racism in the school context
• what racism and race-based 

discrimination is
• examples of experiences of racism 

in a school setting 
• an understanding of factors that 

lead to racism 
• themes for action to address 

racism
• guiding principles for schools to 

reduce race-based discrimination 
and support diversity

• resources for support.

1. Racism in the school 
context

In a recent study of secondary school 
students, school has been found 
to be the main setting in which an 
overwhelming majority of participants 
experienced racist behaviours 
(Mansouri, F. et al., 2009). Schools 
are required to adhere to legislation 
that supports diversity through the 
Multicultural Victoria Act 2004, Racial 
and Religious Tolerance Act 2001 
and the Victorian Charter of Human 
Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006. 
Teachers are required to identify 
and address with confidence overt, 
subtle and institutionalised racism, 
stereotyping and other forms of 
prejudice. 

DEECD, 2009

2. Understanding racism
Race-based discrimination is 
considered to be behaviours or 
practices, that result in avoidable 
and unfair inequalities across groups 
in society based on race, ethnicity, 
culture or religion. 
These behaviours and practices 
and the beliefs and prejudices 
that underlie them are sometimes 
collectively referred to as racism. 
Nearly 85 per cent of Victorians 
agree that there is racial prejudice 
in Australia; and Indigenous and 
overseas-born Victorians continue 
to report unacceptably high rates 
of discrimination, both in ‘everyday’ 
contexts, such as when shopping, 
participating in sport or using public 
transport, and in a range of settings, 
such as schools and workplaces. 
Effects can include a range of mental 
health problems, including anxiety 
and depression, and can lead to 
disengagement.

VicHealth, 2009

3. Forms of racism that can 
be experienced by school 
students have included

1. Being called an offensive slang 
name for your cultural group

2. Being the target of racist jokes, 
songs or teasing

3. Hearing or reading comments 
stereotyping your cultural group

4. Seeing pictures that portray your 
cultural group in a poor light 

5. Being verbally abused (including 
offensive gestures) because of 
your cultural background 

6. Feeling excluded or left out 
because of your cultural 
background

7. Feeling that people avoid 
you because of your cultural 
background

8. Being refused entry or use of a 
service because of your cultural 
background

9. Being refused employment 
because of your cultural 
background

10. Feeling that people treated you as 
less intelligent, or inferior because 
of your cultural background

Mansouri, F. et al., 2009

http://www.foundationhouse.org.au/
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4. Key factors that contribute 
to race-based discrimination

Individual: Fear, anxiety, discomfort, 
avoidance or intolerance of diversity; 
negative stereotypes and prejudices; 
poor conflict resolution skills
Organisational: Policies, practices 
and procedures that favour the 
majority group; limited opportunities 
for positive inter-group relationships 
and interactions
Community: Leadership that 
supports, fails to recognise, or has 
weak sanctions against discrimination 
or does not value diversity
Society: Institutional, media, cultural 
and political support for, or weak 
sanctions against discrimination; a 
national identity that excludes certain 
groups

5. Themes for action
• increasing empathy
• raising people’s awareness of 

their own beliefs, attitudes and 
behaviours

• providing accurate information
• assisting people to recognise 

incompatible beliefs
• increasing personal accountability
• breaking down barriers between 

groups
• increasing organisational 

accountability
• promoting positive social norms.

VicHealth, 2009

6. Guiding principles for 
schools to reduce race-
based discrimination and 
support diversity 

Strategies should be
• multi-level
• multi-pronged
• integrated and long-term
• based on sound psychological, 

sociological and/or educational 
theory

• matched to the social–cognitive 
skills of participants

• appropriate for the cultural 
composition of the school

• inclusive of adequate teacher 
training

• there are a range of resources 
that schools use to reduce race-
based discrimination and support 
diversity.

VicHealth, 2010

7. Resources
Building on Our Strengths, Victorian 
Health Promotion Foundation, 2009.
This report can help schools develop 
an understanding of factors that 
lead to race-based discrimination, 
and the effects on individuals and 
communities. It identifies education 
as one of the six main settings 
where race-based discrimination 
occurs. It outlines a framework to 
reduce race-based discrimination 
that identifies themes for action to 
reduce discrimination and support 
diversity. It outlines the importance of 
a multi-level multi-strategy approach 
that can apply to the education setting 
and across other settings in the 
community. This is an essential tool 
for schools as they carry out their role 
to support diversity and promote and 
maintain multiculturalism. 

 

Review of strategies and resources 
to address race-based discrimination 
and support diversity in schools, 
Victorian Health Promotion 
Foundation, 2010.
This review was commissioned 
to further understandings of the 
potential effectiveness of school-
based, anti-racism strategies and 
resources available to support such 
strategies. Findings of this review are 
intended to guide anti-racism efforts 
of schools participating in LEAD 
(Localities Embracing and Accepting 
Diversity pilot program, which aims to 
tackle race-based discrimination and 
promote cultural diversity), as well 
as inform VicHealth’s broader work, 
reducing race-based discrimination 
and supporting diversity.

www.vichealth.vic.gov.au

The Impact of Racism upon the 
Health and Wellbeing of Young 
Australians, Mansouri, F. et al., 
Deakin University and Foundation for 
Young Australians, 2009. 

www.fya.org.au

Education for Global and Multicultural 
Citizenship: DEECD Strategy 2009–
2013, DEECD, 2009

www.education.vic.gov.au

Racism and its links to young people’s 
health fact sheet, VicHealth, 2014. 

www.vichealth.vic.gov.au
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http://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/school/teachers/health/multicultedstrat.pdf
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