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Introduction  

This submission as developed in partnership between Arise Learning Academy, Ethnic Communities Council 

of Queensland (ECCQ), and Multicultural Communities Council Gold Coast (MCCGC). ECCQ and MCCGC 

hosted a consultation with current and former high school students. Arise Learning Academy developed a 

public survey which was shared across Queensland with current and former culturally and linguistically 

diverse students. The three partner organisations include staff who have worked with young people from 

culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, their views are also heard in the below submission.  

Terminology:  

• ‘Students’ refers to both former and current students of QLD Public high schools  

• ‘Services’ refers to the staff working in specialist CALD not for profit organisations   

• ‘IEC’ refers to specialised English centres within state high schools  

• ‘Mainstream students’ refers to students for whom English is a first language and have not had 

classes in IEC   

Each avenue of information and data gathering focused on five questions adapted from those provided by 

the Department of Education on the fact sheet to meet the aim of the consultation.  

Question 1. What do you think the Department of Education and/or state schools do (well) to enable 

culturally and linguistically diverse students to succeed at school? What is working? 

Intensive English Centre  

Students expressed that it was integral to have a specialised program for students for whom English is an 

alternative or new language to learn English at their own pace, in a supportive and inclusive environment. 

One student said “Definitely the ESL program (IEC) I would say helped me succeed in my education, as it 

provides you with that confidence booster and make you feel comfortable and safe at the same time. 

Allowing you to start slowly but resulting in major success later on.”  

There were several students who did not engage in IEC and provided a different view of success. It was 

expressed that language barriers will always exist for new students who do not speak English and that  

participation and inclusion were essential to success broader than academic success. They recognised that 

engagement in mainstream classes while learning foundational English had positives and challenges. The 

students reported feeling more included socially but isolated academically. Having additional support, such 
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as a teacher aide was reported differently, from feelings of ‘shame’ to ‘very supported’. One particular 

student who engaged in IEC for 1 year and is currently in mainstream classes felt that he had more progress 

during IEC and feels ‘left behind’ in mainstream classes this year.  

Support from Teachers  

Students and services consistently expressed that academic success and metal wellbeing was attributed to 

supportive and creative teachers. Quotes from students about teachers include: 

- teachers who make you feel welcome  
- when teachers explain in more details, help me to really understand  
- the teachers in IEC were the best and the most caring 

- when teachers focus on spelling and help me to really understand what the word means 

- [at homework club] there is a stronger student to teacher bond where both sides enjoy the study 

and enjoy the environment 

- Even though I met some good teachers, I also met teachers that I felt it hard to work with and I felt 

that they didn’t understand me especially when it came to my cultural and religious backgrounds.  

Sometimes I felt that they did not understand my situations and issues and would sometimes be 

mean or respond harshly 

Students who did not agree with this sentiment had different experiences of teachers which ranged from 

experiences of racism, standard teaching methods and identified symptoms of stress and burn out. Services 

identified that the positive experiences of students occurred when teachers went above and beyond what 

was required of their employment, which many teachers don’t have the capacity to provide. In addition, 

when students had more than one teacher in a class, or the inclusion of a teacher aide in a class they felt it 

enabled their success.  

Social Inclusion  

It was said that having time with mainstream students helped to pick up additional vocabulary and created 

an inclusive school environment. This time did not occur naturally through lunch breaks but through 

‘universal language’ classes such as sports and art. 

It is explored further in Question 4, while discussing social inclusion students said that they felt included in 

IEC but when in groups with mainstream students they felt isolated and were subjected to bullying and 

racism. In most instances when a student’s English improved to conversational their feelings and perception 

of inclusion with mainstream students also increased. Being surrounded by other students also learning 

English was reported to be a motivator and created an inclusive atmosphere where “we are all are learning 

together.” 

An inclusive and supportive school environment is integral to success. As one student said, “when you feel 

included, you have better mental wellbeing. When you have good mental wellbeing, you succeed.” 

Certificates and Diplomas  

When looking specifically at senior schooling, having access to study Certificates and Diplomas was also an 

enabler of success. Students saw this as one of two avenues, a pathway into qualifications for quicker 

employment or a pathway into university bypassing the ATAR system. ATAR requires a level of English often 

unattainable in a short time and is not an adequate measure of potential university success.  

On the other side, the high school system only enables limited topics of diplomas or certificates.  This can 

have the effect to pigeonhole students into a career pathway that is not of their interest. School catchment 
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requirements have led to some students have feeling forced to withdraw from high school to follow a career 

pathway or enter a pathway not in their area of interest.  

Question 2. What barriers to success at school exist for culturally and linguistically diverse students?  

Experiences of Migration  

Students with an experience of migration can have additional barriers to success and considerations which 

need to be addressed academically, socially, and emotionally. Their migration experiences are commonly 

complex and, in the context of adolescence, have a significant impact on their settlement journey and what 

success looks like.  

Young people from refugee and migrant backgrounds have a range of strengths and capabilities and it is 

important to recognise and build on these in policy and system design and delivery, rather than emphasising 

a lens of deficit and vulnerability. These strengths and resources include broad international and cross-

cultural knowledge, multilingual skills, adaptability, a strong sense of family and community and high 

educational aspirations.  

As one student said “My education was compared to where I came from, and I would also compare my 

outcomes to those whom I left in the camp… the teacher I spoke to at the time had very little understanding 

on the journeys of refugees and migrants and how the past can significantly affect the present”  

In addition to students’ experiences, the impact of a migration (both by choice and forced) is not adequately 

considered in the education system. The education system is deficit-based and reactive. The system does not 

build on the strengths of students which leads to most students feeling isolated and a deficit in the school 

community. 

 Some parents, usually those with a refugee experience or forced migration have a history of inter-

generational oppression and/or the lack of a system. The experience of migration can cause a shift in familial 

structures and/or parental roles. One student expressed the impact of this on herself and her friends. “Given 

that both mum and dad struggled to engage in English, myself and my siblings had to raise ourselves, we 

missed parental guidance throughout education, and this has had significant impacts on our educational 

outcome. Many young people, especially first-born children from CALD Communities often play parental 

role, looking after their young ones, and educating their parents about the system they themselves are not 

familiar with. In my experiences, I have friends who gave up on education simply because they had to make 

money to pay rent and look after the family.”  

The experiences on migration and settlement are not taken into consideration during the enrolment process. 

There is no standard information or capacity building provided for supporting parents to understand the 

education system or to engage actively in their children’s education. An additional barrier is created through 

the lack of interpreters used by school staff. It has been reported that school staff will often use a student to 

interpret or no interpreter support. In both instances the school is unable to confirm if the parents 

adequately understand the enrolment process, school system or parental and student requirements.    

Social Inclusion  

Social inclusion of students was also extensively explored and raised during consultation. Students identified 

that within IEC they felt included but that the system itself was a barrier to inclusion broadly. Having a 

separate centre for IEC meant that mainstream students can view the IEC as “places for students who have 

issues and are not good enough like others”.  
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In terms of social and emotional success, IEC enables this within the CALD student community, but is a 

barrier to this success between mainstream and CALD students. A common theme was that students didn’t 

feel included within the whole school until they learnt English. It was English acquisition that enabled them 

to build relationships with mainstream students and then begin to explore and understand what school wide 

inclusion can be.  

The exception to this was engagement in ‘universal language’ activities such as soccer. However, 

engagement in these activities was not always possible. As one student said “I experienced bullying from 

both students and staff and was always excluded from participating in programs. I was only involved in 

sports simply because I was good scorer at soccer. I was also subject to racial comment, and was never 

respected simply because I was always viewed as an outsider, and my skills and talents were never 

acknowledged” 

Support in Mainstream Classes 

As identified in Question 1, teachers were one of the two main contributors to academic success. Under 

resourced and understaffed classes were identified as a barrier to success. Students being in academic 

classes without adequate English and a lack of support created an additional barrier. Partaking in the 

consultation was some students who are in mainstream classes but do not feel confident in English to 

succeed in the class. They said that for the classes that have additional, personalised teaching support for 

them they felt more confident and performed better. They also reported that there are some classes that 

this is not available, in which they are less likely to succeed in. As one of the students said, “I do not 

understand what teacher requires me to do and how to do it because of language barrier”  

Question 3. What works to support English language learning?  

Intensive English Centres  

Most students consulted had attended IEC during high school, they attributed this focused, specialised 

centre as paramount to acquiring English. Students acknowledged the importance of engaging in 

extracurricular activities and subjects with other focuses but strongly stated that acquiring English first was 

what enabled success and inclusion in these areas.   

Some views of students are:  

• “This is my 4th year in Australia this year, I have gotten a job and a driver’s license. This wouldn’t 
have been possible if I wasn’t introduced to this department (IEC) when I first arrived. My experience 
has been great, made a lot of memories and friends from different continents, some I still have 
today, and what made this all possible was learning English, and I wouldn’t imagine, students coming 
from overseas and not getting the help [IEC] gave me” 

• “[in IEC] there is a lot of love, empathy, help, and time devoted to students with language learning 
difficulties.” 

• “I felt included in my classes because teachers encourage me to read out loud, my classmates were 
in the same level as me so I didn’t feel that I was dumb.” 

Services said that:  

• “[the students] need to learn English before they start in mainstream classes. I think it’s really 
important that they have an understanding of English before they can go and succeed in other 
subjects and classes. Having supports who understand their situation…who understand the refugee 
journey and what they’re going through… teachers, teacher aids or other one on one support 
definitely enables them to succeed in English.” 
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• “Being in a space where teachers go through the basics, teaching spelling, grammar, and everything. 
This is the foundation that will see success in mainstream classes”  

Excursions  

Learning in a classroom context is often not conducive to the experiences of migration. Students, particularly 

those who attended high school on the Gold Coast, found excursions to be influential in acquiring English. 

While in IEC students went on excursions to places such as museums, beaches, theme parks and wildlife 

centres. This provided context to classroom learning and enabled kinaesthetic and visual learning. The 

excursions also created a feeling of inclusion with the broader Australia population and taught valuable life 

skills. One student reminisced on an excursion to the Beach when he learnt about swimming between the 

flags, beach safety and felt truly part of Australia. He was able to take this practical learning to his family and 

community. This supports students to engage with the broader Australian community successfully.  

Question 4. What makes students feel / not feel included at school?  

Embracing Multiculturalism  

When asked the question ‘what makes you feel included?’ overwhelmingly the response was that students 

feel included when in IEC but feel less included when in mainstream classes and with the broader school 

population. As one student said “When I first arrived didn’t know what the school here would be like, 

whether I would be accepted or not but on my first day when enrolling at the IEC department, I saw people 

with different ethnicity and religions all learning together. I was greeted and welcome and within the first 

few weeks of learning I felt welcome and included” 

There are additional factors which impact on inclusion and integration. Students who are newly arrived in 

Australia have the pressures of learning a new language, learning the educations system, and learning the 

culture. Students, particularly those from a refugee background, may never have attended formal schooling 

before, may not be literate in their mother language and are possible survivors of trauma and torture.  

Students said that the longer they were at school the more included they felt, this correlated with English 

acquisition. Students and services said that for the first months they focus on making friends within their 

language and ethnic group but as they learn English their confidence to engage with mainstream students 

increases.   

With all these factors at play, what ultimately makes students feel included is the school and community 

embracing their culture and multiculturalism broadly. Students said that events where they could display and 

teach about their culture were essential. There are two facets to this, yearly events such as harmony week 

and refugee week, but also smaller consistent acts. These acts can be a teacher asking a student about their 

language, an assignment with culture as the topic, or being able to wear an aspect of cultural dress within 

the uniform. A service said that “the simple recognition that a CALD student has experienced more than the 

average mainstream student in terms of life adds to their resilience and lived experience. In saying this they 

will often have more responsibilities and with more parental expectations in their home life. This simple 

acknowledgement helps the student feel understood and heard.” 

Racism 

In contrast to embracing multiculturalism is the racism that students experience. Students reported 

instances of indirect, direct, and systemic racism and discrimination. They reported experiencing this from 

both students and Education Queensland staff. Instances in racism were commonly witnessed by staff but 
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not addressed by the staff. This further created the feelings of isolation that students experienced. Students 

didn’t feel safe to raise instances of racial abuse and did not have trust in the school system to address the 

abuse sensitively or adequately. Services who have supported students through this said that they feel 

teachers do not have the training or experience to adequately and sensitively address instances of racial 

abuse.  

After a mainstream student verbally racially abused a CALD student, we asked why they didn’t tell a staff 

member. He said “I didn’t want to report [the racial abuse] to the teacher, as they would take the other 

student’s side. I also didn’t want them to call my parents as my parents would assume I was in trouble 

[because they don’t speak English]” 

The system to address racism within the school is largely reactive and disciplinary. This system does not 

enable prevention, education, or long-term systemic change. Educational or preventative activities or 

programs not only enable long term change but also help students feel included. As one student said “When 

the Black Lives Matter movement started the school did not do anything, did not acknowledge it. I felt 

ignored and unheard. Even something as simple as one post on social media would have helped”. 

Student-led Sports  

As discussed above, inclusion with the broad school community is challenging with out speaking English. 

Students consulted who attend school on the Gold Coast have a multicultural soccer program in which they 

feel included without English being a barrier. Although an external service provider oversees the program it 

is largely led by the students, and former students.  

Soccer is considered a universal game and has a universal language. When playing soccer any cultural 

differences are put aside and all students are focused on the one goal. The game provides a safe space for 

cross-cultural inclusion, celebration, and friendly competition. Having this avenue to speak the universal 

language of soccer supports the students to build positive relationships and create an inclusive community 

within the school.  

Two students discussed how soccer helps with inclusion and mental health: 

• “I think the school should keep involving students in [soccer]. Physical actives you mentally. This is 
especially important as many young people are now suffering from mental illnesses.” 

• “Some young people feel excluded if their level of English is not where other students English is. 
They will often stay in their cultural groups because of this exclusion. They do feel included when it 
came to activities like sports where they didn’t necessarily need to verbally communicate. Although 
this also worked the opposite, in the fact that it helped and encouraged them to learn English to be 
part of a sporting group.” 

Question 5. What else should the department know or consider to ensure every culturally and linguistically 

diverse student succeeds?    

External Support Services  

Having external support services within the school is invaluable. The support that specialised CALD services 

provide is culturally responsive and respectful. It provides an avenue for students to engage with the broader 

Australian community and build relationships with trusted people outside of the school. A recent graduate 

reflected on the support from external services.  

“Learning another language is hard sometimes.  At the school, they had external services like Access, 

Multilink, QPASST services run program for homework, job club, wellbeing and I was also involved with 
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leadership programs where I became a mentor for younger students. Doing these programs helped me 

connect and communicate and built confidence. It also helped me practice my English.” 

As schools are led by a curriculum with clear objectives, students who have not had previous years of 

schooling often miss essential lessons and experiences that mainstream students have experienced. 

Specialised CALD services have a flexible funding model which can be tailored to students needs. These 

needs range from learning about beach safety to understanding the Centrelink system or health care system 

and exploring career or employment options.  

A service put it succinctly, “Schools should continue to invest in programs that enable engagement in the 

broader community. Investing in programs that help CALD students to catch up in areas that mainstream 

students had the opportunity to early on in their education. Programs that perceive their culture and 

experience as a tool rather than a barrier.” 

Facilities for Student-led Sports 

Students consulted who attend school on the Gold Coast mostly attended one specific school. It is this group 

who reported a specific initiative and concern; they said that for many years the oval at the high school was 

used during breaks and after school by culturally diverse students to play soccer. The students expressed 

that the soccer was more that just playing a sport, and more than for fitness. Soccer was a way to be 

included, a way to engage across cultures and build relationships. The students and services said that playing 

soccer brought kids together from all cultural backgrounds, to speak a ‘universal language’ and create 

bridges between cultures.  

Recently, the school made a decision to build a gym on top of the oval for rugby players. The students said 

that the school did not tell the students or services that this was planned. They returned to school after a 

break and found the oval had disappeared and was now a construction site.  The students felt that through 

this action the school was indirectly saying that they did not value the students or understand their needs.  

Recommendations  

Intensive English Centres and Adequate Individualised Student Support  

Overwhelmingly both students and services identified that IEC is integral to academic success, initial social 

inclusion, and successful integration into the Australian school system. Students are the experts in their own 

learning, abilities, and experiences.  

We recommend that IEC is available to all students who are not fluent in English. This should be a combined 

model with engagement in classes with a ‘universal language’ such as sports and art. Having a combined 

model will enable students to engage with mainstream students to support the English acquisition and 

inclusion. This will additionally enable mainstream students to engage in culturally responsive 

communication. As students learn and improve their English, we recommend gradual engagement in 

mainstream classes as led by the student themselves.  

Teaching staff, specifically supportive and culturally responsive teachers are integral to a student’s English 

acquisition and academic success. Access to individualised, one on one support in mainstream classes as 

students move towards these classes are recommended. This support should be led by the students based 

on a joint assessment of their learning needs. Additional individualised support by these teachers should also 

be made available outside the formal classrooms. This would be in the form of homework clubs and 
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additional language classes. To enable further inclusion and social cohesion this additional support could be 

co-designed by students and co-led by mainstream students.   

Anti-Racism Initiatives  

We recommend school implement proactive and preventative programs to educate and build capacity 

around racism. These programs would include formalised approaches such as teaching the laws on anti-

discrimination, racial discrimination, and human rights. Students have recommended that schools invite 

guest speakers for all students to engage with and learn from. Less formal approaches include 

acknowledging movements such as Black Lives Matter and civil disruption overseas and celebrating students’ 

cultures through Harmony Week and Refugee Week. These programs should take a whole of school 

approach as a form of inclusion and a supportive socially cohesive learning environment.  

All anti-racism initiatives should be developed in consultation with people with migration experience, and 

where possible co-designed by people with lived experiences of racism.  

Culturally Responsive Practice Training  

Culturally responsive practice, cross cultural communication, use of interpreters and refugee experience 

training should be mandated for all staff of Education Queensland. We recommend this training is delivered 

by a specialised cultural diversity trainer and should be ongoing. Specialised cultural diversity trainers use a 

co-designed and lived experience approach when developing, and often when delivering training. Having 

ongoing training enables reflective practice of staff and ensures that they have the tools for an ever changing 

environment. 

Cultural awareness training for staff and students to recognise how differences, especially cultural difference 

can be used to encourage engagement rather than exclusion by creating a ‘us and them’ situation. Cultural 

awareness training could also help to break down barriers and miscommunication between CALD students 

and staff.  

As one service stated, “I found that teachers needed more cultural awareness training specifically for the 

youth settlement framework.  I found students struggle with teachers that sometimes did not communicate 

appropriately when discussing lessons content, client issues, beliefs, and values.” 

Consultation and Co-design 

Students who have experienced migration have a rich lived experience and have often taken up informal 

leadership and decision-making positions within their family and community. The education system fails to 

recognise this and how these skills could positively contribute to the school community.  

We recommend student-led initiatives to enable students to participate in extracurricular activities and the 

broader school community. Student-led initiates should be developed through consultation, co-designed and 

co-delivered. We believe that this approach will create an inclusive school environment and the ownership 

over initiatives creates active participation.  

For all recommendations above, we strongly recommend that they are developed and implemented through 

consultation and co-design with students and co-delivered by students.  


