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School’s In for Refugees Workshop

Impacts of Trauma on Learning and Behaviour
VicTESOL Symposium, 20 November 24

Facilitators: Allison Greene and Lindsey Hogg

Sharing the space

• Respect for each other
• Confidentiality
• Look after self
• Many voices; allow for others
• A little tech patience

Workshop goals

1. Understand refugee experiences and the impact of trauma on 
learning, wellbeing and development

2. Identify strategies to support recovery and learning

• Counselling for children, young people, individuals and families

• Professional and organisational development

• Secondary consultation

• Refugee Education Support Program

• Schools Support Program

• Resources for teachers

• Statewide MEA network

How Foundation House works with schools
Our Mission

To advance the health, 
wellbeing and human 
rights of people from 

refugee backgrounds who 
have experienced torture 
or other traumatic events

VFST 1987

These services are funded by Department of Education and are free for all schools

School is where you need to be equal and learn – Foundation House School Support Program 2017

Youth Voice

“When someone came here last year, it’s like a baby is born. They’re one year old and when 
they try to walk, his mum is going to take their hand and walk them through slowly. 

Same with teachers. If you help your students and explain to them, they’ll improve in one 
month maybe because they’re motivated. In any class, everything depends on the teachers. 

The way they teach the students matters.” Student participant

1 2

3 4

5 6



19/11/2024

2

Students from Refugee Backgrounds:

• Arrived in Australia on Humanitarian visas and are legally 
defined as refugees (according to UNHCR)

• Arrived in Australia and are seeking asylum (waiting for 
their protection claim to be processed)

• Arrived in Australia under other migration programs with 
refugee-like experiences 

• Were born in Australia but have immediate family members 
who fled as refugees, so come from intergenerational 
refugee backgrounds

Diverse impacts on education

Children and youth may have very few or no options for education once they are forced 
to leave their homes and some may have been impacted prior to flight. 

Learning, wellbeing & social needs of the refugee/EAL group compared 
to other groups 

English 
Speaking 

Background

Refugee/EAL = 
may/may not have low 

literacy, disrupted 
schooling

EAL =    
Equivalent 
schooling

Defining Trauma

A frightening or
distressing event or
experience resulting in a
psychological wound or injury

Difficulty coping or functioning 
following the event

and/or
Difficulty integrating emotions 
related to that event/experience

Resulting
in

Acute/single Trauma Complex Trauma

Types of Trauma

Intergenerational Trauma

Not all of your students or their families will have witnessed trauma 
first-hand. Some may also be second or third generation Australians. 

“… the trauma that is transferred from the first generation 
of survivors that directly experienced or witnessed 
traumatic events to the second and further generations”

(Atkinson, Nelson & Atkinson, 2010)
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Foundation House Trauma Recovery Framework 

Persecution and            
human rights violation

Killings, serious injuries

Threats to self and others

‘Disappearances’

Death or separation from 
loved ones

Imposed isolation

Forced displacement

Human rights violations on 
a mass scale

Transgression of sacrosanct 
boundaries

Impossible choices

Social and psychological 
impacts

Chronic fear

Helplessness

Loss of agency and control

Breaking of bonds
Disruption of connections to 
family, friends, community, 
and cultural beliefs

Destruction of core beliefs 
of human existence

Humiliation

Degradation

Manifestations of        
trauma reaction

Anxiety signs & symptoms

Avoidance behaviours

Hypersensitivity to threat 

Damage to attachments

Grief and depression
Family & community 
fragmentation

Loss of trust
Questioning meaning and 
identity 
Sensitivity to injustice

Guilt

Shame

Blaming others

Recovery goals

Restore safety 

Enhance control

Restore secure attachments, 
connections to others and 
belonging

Restore trust, meaning and 
purpose to life

Restore identity and justice

Restore dignity and value
Reduce excessive shame 
and guilt

Possible implications of refugee experiences on learning
it’s not always trauma

Low literacy/no literacy in 
first language

Slow progression in their learning or showing non-linear 
patterns of progress/regression

Unfamiliar with skills, 
environment and expectations

Young People may be 
juggling school and family 
roles and responsibilities

Young People may have 
limited parent/carer learning 

support

Video: Trauma and the Brain

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4-tcKYx24aA

(Elliot, 2000; Massachusetts Advocates for Children (MAC), 2005) 
Ida Kaplan, The Australian Psychologist, March 2009, 44(1): 6 - 15 

Instructions

Concentration

Long term 
memory

Working 
memory

Attention

Abstract to 
concrete

Problem 
solving

Comprehension

Organise 
and 

categorise

Cognitive functions that underpin learning Our window of tolerance

13 14

15 16

17 18



19/11/2024

4

WINDOW OF 
TOLERANCE

Hyper 
aroused

Hypo 
aroused

Regulated arousal: 
calm, safe, 

open to learning

Fight/ Flight response:

Hyper-vigilant, impulsive, 
reactive, emotionally  
overwhelmed 

Freeze response:

Immobilized, flat, numb, helpless, 
bored, spaced out

Window of Tolerance
Window of Tolerance – we all fluctuate

8am  9am   10am  11.30  1pm   3pm    8am  9am   10am  11.30  1pm   3pm    

Child with a trauma historyChild without a trauma history

What might push someone out of their window of tolerance?

Sudden or loud noise Smells/sights

Unpredictable environments

Enclosed spaces, no windows

A sense of injustice

Experiencing racism

Feeling excluded

Unexpected changes 

Not being able to demonstrate skills/knowledge

Frustration at not understanding

Mental exhaustion

Reminders of the past Strategies to support regulation and learning

Strategy - Monitoring Energy

Observe the group/environment Self/colleagues check-in

Deep breathing, humming

Create a container - wrap arms 
around self, heavy blankets 

(chill out space)
Listening to relaxing music or 

nature sounds

State: HYPER AROUSED

Looks Like: Anxious, Activated, Agitated, panic attack

GOAL: CALMING, CENTERING

Meditation, guided imagery, 
happy place visualisation

Drink icy cold water

Progressive muscle relaxation

Count backward from 10

Strategy – Supporting Self-Regulation (bringing energy DOWN) 

Walking, slowing down 
movement

Cross body movement
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Drink cold water

Sensory Activities:
• Bouncing a ball
• Sensory toys/spinners

5,4,3,2,1

State: HYPO AROUSED

Looks like: Dissociated “spacey” Disconnected, Numb

GOAL: CONNECTING, ENERGISING, reorientating to present moment 

Stand on tip toes, balance on 
one foot

Cool air on face/body

Stand up and move around 
(brain/body breaks)

Listen to upbeat music

Strategy – Supporting Self-Regulation (bringing energy up) 

Tapping/Squeezing, Patting
(waking up body)

Gradually increase movement: 
eg wriggling, moving, walking, 

stretching

Copyright Dr Bruce Perry

Case Study - Iryna

• What are Iryna’s strengths? 

• Where in the window of tolerance is she presenting? 

• What might be triggering a trauma response/state?

• What strategies could you use to support her to shift back into the learning zone? 

Reflection - recovery goals

What other strategies might be used to support Iryna at school more broadly? 

Restore safety

Enhance control

Restore trust, meaning & 
purpose to life, identity & 

justice

Restore secure 
attachments, connections 

to others & belonging

Restore dignity & value 

Reduce excessive shame 
& guilt

“The first time I came to 
Australia, I never made a friend, 

but I loved to talk to my 
teachers. 

They understand how hard it is 
for us when we are new to this 

country.” 

“In Year 9, I had an EAL teacher ... 
she was very helpful for me ... she 
found this engineering camp and 

asked me if I wanted to join. 

She helped me write up the 
application, send it in and 

everything. It was helpful for 
someone to look at that for me. I 

didn’t know anything at the time.”

Youth Voice

School is where you need to be equal and learn – Foundation House Research Project, 2017

What you bring:
• Be genuine, warm and caring
• Be aware of your own reactions
• Collaborate with MEAs to determine successful strategies

Strategies to support all students:
• Plan movement breaks or brain breaks
• Be consistent and predictable with daily routines
• Give early warning about changes to routine/transitions
• Provide appropriate support for learning activities

Supporting emotional regulation:
• Give students options and agency (maximise control)
• Create a withdrawal space/protocol e.g. chill out pass
• Listen and validate emotions
• Get to know the child and their triggers/warning signs
• Maintain respect and confidentiality

Summary: Supportive classroom climate & trauma informed practices
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Indicators that a report to Student Wellbeing and/or external 
referral may be needed

• Crying a lot / persistent emotional distress
• Aggressive behaviour or persistent anger
• Severe social withdrawal or appears uncommunicative
• Overreacting to noises in environment
• Expresses threat to harm self or others
• Reported sleep problems
• Re-telling of traumatic events in stories or conversation
• Lots of worries
• Frequent absences
• Persistent headaches or other aches and pains

Counselling & Advocacy – Eligibility and Referrals

Foundation House services are accessible to individuals who meet the following criteria:

• Have a refugee or refugee-like backgrounds
• Have a history of torture and/or other traumatic events prior to arrival in Australia or

be an immediate family member of such a person (Impact on day-to-day functionality)

Schools can make referrals:
• Primary school students who meet the eligibility criteria
• Secondary school students who meet the eligibility criteria
• Family members of students who meet the eligibility criteria

https://foundationhouse.org.au/for-clients/make-a-referral/

We cannot change the past for our students

but we can support recovery

to help reduce its impact on the present

“Because of this timeless and unintegrated nature of traumatic memories, victims remain 
embedded in the trauma as a contemporary experience, instead of being able to accept it as 

something belonging to the past”

(Kolk & Newman, 2007)

Your feedback please

Link is also provided in the chat

Reflection

Head: Something today got you thinking

Heart: Something today made you feel

Hand: An action you wish to take

Follow Schools In 
for Refugees to 
keep in touch!
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For upcoming learning regarding classroom strategies

Visit www.sifr.foundationhouse.org.au

Contact EducationandEarlyYears@foundationhouse.org.au

The School’s In for Refugees program is supported by the Victorian Government.
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