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1 Executive summary 

There are more than 30,000 refugees and asylum seekers in Victoria, with an estimated 4,000 more 
arriving each year. Students (or families) from refugee backgrounds are often deeply traumatised by 
their experiences and anxious about their future. They find themselves in an unfamiliar environment 
with limited social supports and a range of very real barriers to overcome. Often the children in these 
families have to cope with a new language and culture, and will need to adapt quickly if they are to catch 
up with their peers. Some schools have learned techniques to understand and respond to the specific 
needs of students from refugee backgrounds. Others, receiving students from refugee backgrounds for 
the first time or in greater numbers than before, are less well-prepared.  

The Refugee Education Support Program (RESP or ‘the program’) is an 18-month program funded by the 
Department of Education and Training (DET or ‘the Department’) and implemented in partnership with 
Foundation House (FH) and the Centre for Multicultural Youth (CMY) to support schools to cater for 
students from refugee backgrounds. It does so through four main program components:  

1. The provision of professional development to school staff that raises their awareness of issues 
affecting students and families from refugee backgrounds.  

2. The conduct of an audit process and development of action plans.  

3. Ongoing advice to schools as they implement the action plans and deal with specific refugee-
related issues 

4. Development of local partnerships to provide out-of-school-hours support to students from 
refugee backgrounds. 

The objective of the program is to leave a legacy of awareness and capability that endures well beyond 
the 18-month period of each program round.  

The Department commissioned Nous Group (Nous) to evaluate the second round of RESP, running from 
July 2014 to October 2015. Nous delivered an interim report in May 2015 based on initial consultations. 
This final report supplements the findings of the interim report using data from additional and more in-
depth consultations. 

The material in this report is based on engagement with the Department and its RESP delivery partners, 
with schools, student and parent focus groups, and individual principals. 

Our findings relate to both the effectiveness of the program and the appropriateness of the delivery 
model. We were not expected or able to directly assess long-term outcomes from RESP, but we can 
conclude that RESP appears to deliver a range of complementary and largely sustainable benefits to 
schools and students. Specifically on program effectiveness, we found from our engagement and 
analysis that RESP:  

 increases engagement between schools, staff, community stakeholders and families from 
refugee backgrounds, which in turn contributes to a stronger learning environment for students 
from refugee backgrounds 

 builds teacher awareness and skills, especially among schools’ RESP contacts. The professional 
learning has a high emotional resonance, and provides practical tools for teachers to use day-to-
day 

 provides helpful and relevant advice to support schools with issues affecting students and 
families from refugee backgrounds when required. RESP implementation partners were seen as 
highly professional, knowledgeable and supportive of schools’ improvement 
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 catalyses improvements to systems and processes through the development of action plans and 
raising the profile of issues affecting students and families from refugee backgrounds within 
schools 

 delivers value over-and-above the outcomes of each program element. The professional learning 
builds skills and knowledge that can be applied and consolidated through out-of-hours supports, 
while relationships can be strengthened and leveraged through the course of the program. RESP 
has lasting effects that sustain beyond the program cycle. 

With respect to the RESP delivery model, our findings are that: 

 Current governance structures are largely appropriate. 

 Collaboration between partners is generally strong at the cluster level, notwithstanding some 
unease among DET RPOs regarding the ambiguity of their role. 

 There is potential for RESP to link with other related initiatives and programs. 

 School selection processes are not totally clear or consistently implemented, potentially causing 
delays in program commencement. 

 The 18-month cycle causes challenges for schools and partners and does not easily align with 
school planning cycles.  

These findings support a series of specific recommendations as set out in Table 1 below.  

Table 1: Nous’ key recommendations 

Recommendations 

1. DET should identify exemplar schools and develop case studies to share with prospective and current 
RESP schools. 

2. DET should consider additional funding for continued strategic advice for alumni schools after the 
formal program completion. 

3. Schools should be encouraged to include at least one member of school administrative staff in their 
RESP teams to ensure that enrolment systems and processes are considered from the point of view of 
families from refugee backgrounds. 

4. The roles of the three program partners in selecting schools to participate in RESP should be more 
clearly defined. Initial selection should occur at the regional/‘cluster’ level and incorporate input 
from all partners. 

5. RESP should prioritise schools with increasing populations of students from refugee backgrounds. 

6. RESP clusters that cross DET regional boundaries should be possible. 

7. DET should consider a 2-year cycle to better align the program with school planning cycles. 

We also offer propositions on issues that we judge would benefit from further consideration. These 
relate to questions of resourcing to enable teachers’ time to be freed-up for RESP; the value of a longer 
term analysis of RESP outcomes; and the potential to use RESP schools as advocates to promote the 
program elsewhere. 


