
SUPPORTING STUDENTS FROM 
REFUGEE BACKGROUNDS DURING 
COVID-19 RESTRICTIONS

Children and young people 
from refugee backgrounds, 
including those born in 
Australia, may experience 
‘trauma reactions’ when 
they are reminded of their 
family’s past traumatic 
history. These may impact 
on the students’ ability 
to focus and engage in 
learning. 

Focus primarily on your students’ wellbeing and  
their remote learning through personalised approaches. 

While there is fear, anxiety and uncertainty about the future, you can support 

students and their parents/carers to increase their feelings of safety and control.

Trauma reactions may show in changes in their behaviour, for 
example:

• In young children: regressing to behaviours of an earlier 

developmental age, clinginess, separation anxiety, appetite 

disturbance, nightmares, or becoming withdrawn.

• In young people:  social withdrawal, sleep difficulties, irritability, 

anger, lack of motivation, risk-taking behaviour, anxiety, and feeling 

alone and sad.

Trauma reactions in children and young people from refugee 
backgrounds could be brought on by:

• Restrictions on being able to leave home and forced confinement.

• The highly visible presence of uniformed authorities such as police 

and security guards. 

• Uncertainty over what could happen if someone contracts the 

disease.

• Feelings of intense anxiety and fear related to their family’s prior 

experiences of ongoing danger.

• Memories of living as urban refugees in cities where they may have 

had to remain indoors for long periods, and it was unsafe to go 

outside.

• Previous experiences of community transmission of life-threatening 

infectious diseases. 

• Experiences of having to carry ID or permits to move about in public 

areas.

If a student experiences persistent trauma reactions which 
impact their school engagement, we recommend making a 
referral to Foundation House.  
www.foundationhouse.org.au/making-a-referral

Visit the School’s In for Refugees website for further information 
and resources: 
sifr.foundationhouse.org.au

http://www.foundationhouse.org.au/making-a-referral
http://www.foundationhouse.org.au/making-a-referral
http://www.foundationhouse.org.au/making-a-referral
http://sifr.foundationhouse.org.au


Anxiety is sometimes easily observed. You may notice students becoming highly irritable and unable 
to tolerate frustration. Some students may withdraw and disengage from learning.

• Make use of interpreting and translation services which are free for government schools via 
LanguageLoop. See the Interpreting and Translation Services policy for further information. 

• Let parents/carers and students know that you are ‘open’ to contact from them and how 
to get in touch. You may also like to let families know that they can contact you via text 
message and you will call them back with an interpreter within an agreed time period. Some 
teachers have set times to speak with students/ families.

• If possible, initially reach out to families via text message before calling them as some 
parents/carers may not answer their mobile phones if they receive a call from an ‘unknown’ 
number. You could send a text in advance e.g. ‘Your child’s teacher will call you at 3pm, please 
answer the unknown number then’.

WHAT 
YOU 
CAN DO

WHAT 
YOU 
CAN DO

• Provide a predictable class routine and explain any changes to the routine wherever 
possible. 

• Explain the purpose of activities.

• Set clear expectations about tasks and timelines for completing work.

• Some students may feel overwhelmed by remote and flexible learning. Providing 
instructions in small bites can help.

• Remind students that this COVID-19 crisis will pass. 

• Set up individual catch ups to check-in with students and ask about their wellbeing.

• Ask open questions about how students are feeling and their current experiences.

• Allow students to control their level of disclosure if they choose to share their feelings 
with you.

Regular communication with students can help strengthen a sense of connection 
and belonging, while also reducing fear and anxiety
Teachers can support students and families during this period by strengthening connections, 
listening, and helping link families with additional supports and services. The Refugee Health Network 
provides useful Covid-19 related resources.

• Make it clear that you are primarily calling to make sure the student is okay and that you are checking on their 
wellbeing.

• If you receive a call from parent/carer who is concerned that their child is not doing any work, listen to the 
parent/carer and then ask to speak directly with the student.

• If your school has a Multicultural Education Aide (MEA) or Bicultural Worker, seek their feedback about 
whether parents/carers understand the information that is being provided by the school. Some parents/carers 
may be reluctant to admit to teachers they do not understand information.  

• Speak with school wellbeing staff and MEAs/Bicultural Workers about approaches for connecting with 
students and families from refugee backgrounds. Arrange a meeting with them if you have concerns about 
particular students.

• Talk with students and their families about their home learning environment. Consider whether families have 
adequate data and devices to support learning requirements.

• If your school has a designated day to make follow-up calls to students, send out an online notice to families so 
they know they will receive a call. This may need to be translated.

Enhancing feelings of safety and control is crucial to addressing 
students’ anxiety and fear

© 2020 The Victorian Foundation 
for Survivors of Torture Inc.

The development of this resource was 
supported by the Victorian Government

Making contact with families from refugee backgrounds can be challenging. Keep consistently trying to reach 
them (via phone calls, emails and/or texts) and remember that, in general, families will be happy to receive regular 
positive contact from the school. Do not underestimate how significant it is to students and families to know that 
someone is reaching out to them at this time.

https://languageloop.com.au/
https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/interpreting-and-translation-services/policy
http://refugeehealthnetwork.org.au/covid-19-information-resources-services/
https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/interpreting-and-translation-services/guidance/procedures-requesting-translations

