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Today's migration patterns have shifted in ways that bring new challenges to the field of
refugee mental health. Increasing numbers of new refugee arrivals in Australia have histories of
loss, grief and trauma. Migration alone is a stressful experience but, when accompanied by
traumatic pre-migration and trans-migration experiences, the stress induced commonly

exceeds an individual's normal coping capacity.

It has been clearly demonstrated that refugee children and adolescents are vulnerable to the
effects of pre-migration, most notably exposure to trauma. Refugee children are often torn
between their homeland culture, the culture of the new country and the culture of refugee
resettlement. This research study interwove migration, resettlement and identity formation into

an understanding of psychosocial well-being of adolescent refugee children.

There is a paucity of research and literature specifically concerned with refugee adolescents
and an even smaller proportion focusing on refugee adolescent school-based interventions and
programmes. This is in spite of schools playing a central role in the initial adjustment and

psychosocial well-being of refugee youth.

This project examined psychosocial well-being from the perspective of refugee adolescents in
four government schools in Perth, Western Australia. Focus group discussions were
conducted with a total of 45 students from Intensive English Centres within the government
schools. All students had entered Australia within the last 2yrs under the refugee or special
humanitarian visa categories. In addition, key informant interviews were conducted with IEC

staff and support workers, appropriate government departments and community services.

The aims of the study were: first, to investigate perceptions and anxieties about escape, flight,
migration, resettlement, acculturation and future goals; and second, to identify the multiple
stressors that refugee adolescents and youth have to cope with during the process of
acculturation. Here the researchers conversed about everyday experiences at school, struggles
with language and skill acquisition and formation of emerging identities.  Finally,
recommendations for school-based strategies to promote psychosocial well-being among

refugee adolescents were outlined and areas requiring further research were identified.

Interpretation of the data was underpinned by a conceptual framework of individual

psychosocial well-being which has three core domains: human capacity (mental health and
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well-being); social ecology (relationships linking individuals within and between communities);

and culture and values (the value and meaning given to behaviour and experience).

The research highlights the vulnerability of adolescent refugees and the gaps in current service
provision and support. The multiple stressors this group faces as individuals attempt to
acculturate and attain their high career aspirations can lead to decreased psychosocial well-
being. The current support programmes in schools need to be reviewed in light of challenges
the current cohort bring with them. There is an identified need for interventions that reach not
only the adolescents but also the families of these children in order to maximise their

opportunities for successful educational outcomes and improved psychosocial well-being.

While the focus of the study was on refugee adolescents’ perspectives, the research also
explored the perspectives of those working closely with them in the school environment.
Teachers, support workers and |IEC principals provided insight into challenges they face in

meeting the educational, social and psychological needs of their students.

The challenge for schools, the Department of Education and Training, the Department of
Health and the Department for Community Development is to further develop their efforts to
address the social, cultural, economic and educational realities experienced by newly-arrived

refugee adolescents and their families.
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