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RESOURCE 3
Strategies to help students with a refugee 
background who are experiencing behavioural 
issues
NSW Department of Education and Communities

All teachers need to be aware of the 
enrolment status of students in their 
class.

School executive also need to be 
aware of students’ backgrounds. 
This enables supportive, proactive 
practices to be established at the 
time of enrolment and eliminates the 
opportunities for negative or punitive 
experiences for students. 

Strong leadership that establishes 
a climate of compassion and 
understanding will provide an 
environment conducive to learning. 
Researchers have identified areas 
and indicators that affect the social 
and emotional wellbeing of young 
people. 

Protective factors Risk factors
Individual Self-esteem Low self-esteem and poor self-

concept

Academic and sporting achievement Isolation

Connectedness Exposure to adverse life events

Religious faith

Coping skills

Social and environmental Access to educational training and 
employment activities

Unemployment and lack of access to 
education

Social advantage Social disadvantage

Developed social networks and 
community participation

Limited networks

Freedom from discrimination Racism and discrimination

Feelings of safety, acceptance, 
participation and support in school

Disrupted education
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Specific classroom strategies
Behaviour Strategies
Isolationist, e.g. under table, curled up in a corner • Use calm, soothing voice, simple sentences, reassure 

e.g. ‘you are safe, it’s OK to keep yourself safe’
• Sit close but do not touch
• Respect personal space
• Have an interpreter if possible
• Alternatively, leave them in their own space until crisis 

has passed, then reassure
• Teacher is always to be present

Withdrawal from communication about a specific 
incident

• Use a reassuring calm, soothing voice similar to 
isolationist

• Keep to routine as much as possible
• Introduce any new adults to student sensitively
• Have photos attached to routines – classroom and 

playground roster
• Visual timetables used daily

Lack of a set of school behaviours, e.g. using a 
pencil, sitting down and staying in classroom/seat,  
and social skills, e.g. taking turns, hand up to speak, 
following class rules

• Ascertain level of previous schooling experiences
• Model skills, e.g. using scissors, holding pencil
• Start in small groups
• Introduce issues slowly – don’t overwhelm
• Class values, beliefs and rules
• Explicitly teach social skills (use visuals)
• Use photos or social stories
• Celebrate small gains
• Use peer tutoring
• Prepare students for change to routines
• Acknowledge correct/appropriate behaviour often, notice 

and comment 

Exaggerated responses – cries at small things, angry 
outbursts

• Use a calm, soothing voice and validating language
• Don’t overreact
• Confer with student crisis
• Re-teach classroom values and rules
• Use the language of values and rules regularly
• Acknowledge appropriate behaviour often

Escaping 
– running away
– hiding
– going to the toilets often

• Signs on fence to illustrate boundaries (visual and verbal, 
e.g. hand in stop sign)

• Send for a support adult/sibling to try to talk child down
• Have a lookout who doesn’t get too close
• Contact parents if child leaves school grounds
• Investigate all support agencies if it continues to occur
• Encourage child to stay in class by ensuring work is 

appropriate and engaging
• Use social circle and pair/group activities to help child 

make connections with other class members
• Organise appropriate and engaging class work
• Encourage social connectedness with other students
• Allow time to play (for defusing situations)
• Instigate buddy system or monitor when leaving 

classroom
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Behaviour Strategies
Outbursts of anger that can become violent

No conflict resolution skills

• Teach social/problem-solving skills – whole class e.g. skill 
of the week

• Organise parent interviews to discuss behaviour
• Stay calm and allow student time to cool off, then 

conference
• Avoid confrontation with student
• Be aware of personal space
• Be consistent with consequences
• Avoid power struggle – look for win/win outcome
• Lead with a smile or a joke to help defuse
• Establish rapport with the student and promote 

connectedness with others
• Provide a safe environment with clear boundaries and 

expectations

Tiredness • Establish a calm/quiet corner or space
• Allow time to rest, e.g. sit and look at a book, sick bay, 

use headphones
• Involve school nurse or school counsellor
• Be sensitive to why not sleeping (could be bad dreams, 

cultural, not enough furniture, stress, cultural or sensory 
overload, depression)

• Ensure child has enough food

Clinginess – excessive physical touching and hugging • Discuss personal space and appropriateness
• Set the context for that behaviour
• Substitute something else to hug, e.g. teddy 
• Develop positive relationship 
• Establish behaviours/routines to deal with anxiety

No playing skills • Play lots of games emphasising rules, turn taking and 
cooperation

• Include social skills games and develop the language of 
playing

• Embed games into the learning process, e.g. drama

Lack of understanding of the physical environment 
of school

• Explicit teaching of physical aspects of the school context, 
e.g. classrooms, using chairs

• Point out ‘This is how we do it at school.’ 

No communication with teacher or other students • Refer to strategies to manage isolationist and withdrawal 
behaviours

• Be aware that in some situations students may be 
unwilling to speak until they can speak competently

• Check to see if they are unresponsive in their first 
language
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Specific classroom strategies
Behaviour Strategies
No English • Learning programs that support the gaps in schooling

• EAL support
• Emphasise visual learning experiences
• Encourage bodily/kinaesthetic experiences
• Use gestural language when communicating
• Community language programs
• Bilingual programs
• Buddy support
• Community support for parents
• Use of class/student translator if possible to explain 

simple instructions (be careful not to give the translating 
student more responsibility than is appropriate)

Avoiding school events and places,  
e.g. playground, sports carnival

• Ease student into the situation
• Be aware that excitement can become too much 
• Establish a safe place to retreat to when needed
• Discuss the situation (e.g. carnival) before the event
• Give strategies on how to deal with change
• Give student a job and buddy for the event
• Point out what is familiar about the situation 

Psychosomatic disorders • Validate that the symptoms are real and acknowledge that 
the student is in distress and need

• Involve the student in resolution ‘What do you want to 
do?’

• Be sensitive without being overwhelming
• Identify trigger and give student appropriate and effective 

ways to deal with situation
• If it continues, seek counselling support for student
• Provide opportunities where children can make their own 

decisions so that they regain a sense of control
• Model and encourage relationships that are reassuring 

and that build trust

Lack of concentration • Check to see if student has had something to eat 
recently; may need to introduce breakfast program

• Check sleep patterns
• Look at appropriateness and relevance of teaching and 

learning activities
• Explore possibilities of medical issues, e.g. ADHD

Regression to preschool behaviour, e.g. loss 
of toileting ability, biting, inability to express needs 
verbally, unable to dress themselves

• Parent, counsellor, local child health services involvement
• Contact and inform parent/carer
• Ensure child is changed, showered and comfortable
• Discretely minimise embarrassment and be supportive
• Teach strategies to deal with frustration, e.g. hands in 

pockets, go for walk, drink of water, positive self-talk
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