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Introduction

Racism remains a significant barrier to creating inclusive, equitable 
and culturally safe school environments across Australia. Recognising 
both the urgency and the opportunity for local action, the Darling 
Downs African Communities Council (DDACC), Ethnic Communities 
Council Queensland (ECCQ), and Welcoming Australia together 
initiated the Racism in Schools Conversation Series in Toowoomba in 
November 2024.

While the concept and initial framing were co-created by these three organisations, 
the success of this series was only possible because it became a genuine whole-of-
community collaboration. From the outset, we were in active, ongoing communication 
and partnership with:

	∙ Mercy Community Services

	∙ Multicultural Australia

	∙ CatholicCare

	∙ QPASTT

	∙ Members of the Yazidi community

	∙ Other community leaders, youth leaders, parents and advocates

	∙ Toowoomba Regional Council.

This shared leadership ensured the model remained grounded in lived experience, culturally 
informed, locally relevant, and community-held – not institutionally or externally imposed.

The conversation series evolved into a structured, community-driven framework that provides 
a clear pathway for schools, organisations and communities to recognise, discuss and begin 
responding to racism in educational settings. We have now turned this into a model to be 
replicable in other regions. Welcoming Australia has driven the creation of this model, but with 
guidance, input and support from DDACC and ECCQ. 

The three-session model fosters open dialogue, amplifies lived experiences, and equips 
communities, educators, students and families with the necessary tools to take the first step 
towards meaningful action. 

A key reason for the success of this series was the intentional effort to meet the community 
where they were. While we (DDACC, ECCQ and Welcoming Australia) guided and shaped the 
conversation series and curated the session content, we deliberately chose Saturdays for the 
sessions, recognising that many community members worked Monday to Friday and attended 
to religious commitments on Sundays. We provided fresh, delicious food, and tea and coffee, 
to create an inviting, social atmosphere, encouraging connection and dialogue beyond formal 
discussion. We dressed casually, listened actively, and positioned the community as the experts 
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rather than presenting as external authorities in suits and ties. Every person was welcome from 
across the multicultural community, alongside the dominant community, older community 
members, and people from diverse workplaces – ensuring the series was genuinely inclusive, 
culturally safe, and grounded in real community experience.

By anchoring the series in evidence, community insight and actionable strategies, this model 
supports long-term cultural and structural change in a place-based way. 

Our vision for this model is that it starts conversations but also creates a community of practice 
around this work, so that multiple community leaders, educators, schools, community groups 
and more are driving this work. 
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The framework 
A model for beginning conversations 
and action to address racism in schools 
and communities

Session 1 
Understanding the issue –  
presenting the research
Led by John Bosco Ngendakurio, this session presented key findings from the ECCQ-
commissioned report Racism Within Australian Schools (2024).

It provided essential grounding by:

	∙ establishing racism in schools as a real, pervasive and measurable issue, not an 
anecdotal or isolated concern

	∙ highlighting that 40% of non-white Australian students experience daily racial 
discrimination 

	∙ sharing evidence of:

	» stereotyping and lowered expectations

	» racial slurs and verbal abuse

	» implicit bias in academic streaming

	» intergenerational trauma linked to racism

	» systemic issues such as lack of racial literacy and exclusionary 
curriculum practices

This research set the foundation for community dialogue, validated lived experiences, and 
underscored the need for both structural change and community-driven solutions. During this 
session we also asked others researching and working in this space (Aaron Teo – University of 
Southern Queensland; Jenae Tien – Expand Your Library; Marcela Lapertosa – Value Learning) 
to join us to discuss the topic of racism in schools, their knowledge of this topic, and how it 
aligned with the research.
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Session 2 
Community perspectives and response
This session centred lived experience and community voice through facilitated small-
group and whole-group conversations. We also brought in an expert facilitator (Jenae 
Tien – Expand Your Library) to lead the young people conversation, to ensure they felt safe, 
culturally supported and included.

Participants included migrant parents, young people, community leaders, teachers, 
counsellors and representatives from local organisations. 

Key insights and recommendations from Session 2

Lived experiences

	∙ Students experiencing racial slurs (‘monkey’, ‘terrorist’, ‘n-word’) with minimal or 
no school response

	∙ Migrant parents not being informed of academic pathways, leading to limited 
future options

	∙ Multilingual students being automatically placed into EALD (English as an 
additional language or dialect) streams without assessment

	∙ Ongoing feelings of exclusion, alienation and disconnection from school life

	∙ Students and parents reporting that incidents of racism were often labelled as 
‘bullying’, indicating that schools – and at times the broader education system 
– may not fully understand the distinction between the two or the different 
responses each requires

Systemic challenges

	∙ Lack of racial literacy among teaching staff, students and parents

	∙ No clear, trusted reporting systems

	∙ Teacher shortages reducing ability to focus on inclusion

	∙ Curriculum not reflecting diverse histories

	∙ Policies that exist in other states (NSW, Vic) are absent in Queensland

Community recommendations

	∙ Culturally responsive, whole-of-school training

	∙ Policies that address both interpersonal and systemic racism

	∙ Stronger partnerships with community groups

	∙ Inclusion of diverse educators, cultural workers and liaison officers

	∙ Programs that intentionally bring students from different cultures together

	∙ Better pathway information for families, translated and accessible

This session demonstrated that addressing racism is not just a school responsibility; it 
requires shared ownership between families, communities, education departments, 
councils and service providers.
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While this session highlighted significant lived experience of racism, it also surfaced a range 
of broader inclusion issues that affect how CALD families and students navigate school 
life (particularly relatively new migrant families and students 10 years or less in Australia). 
These issues are not about prejudice alone; they reflect structural gaps in communication, 
orientation and cultural bridging within the education system.

Matters where families consistently described uncertainty or confusion

	∙ How the Australian education system works, including key processes, 
expectations and pathways

	∙ The roles and responsibilities of school staff – principals, heads of department, 
teachers and support personnel – and who to approach for different types of 
support

	∙ How discipline and behaviour management operate in Australian schools, and 
how this differs from practices in many home countries

	∙ What a Parents and Citizens (P&C) association is, what it does, and how families 
can participate or influence school decision-making

	∙ Student rights and responsibilities, including codes of conduct, safety 
processes, and how students can raise concerns or seek help

These gaps do not stem from a lack of interest or engagement from families. Rather, they 
demonstrate a need for clearer, more culturally responsive communication from schools 
and a stronger orientation framework to support families who are new to the Australian 
schooling system. Many parents shared that they want to be involved, understand 
expectations, and support their children effectively; however, they lack the foundational 
information required to do so.
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Session 3 
Solutions-focused workshop and 
abridged active inclusion training
The final session of the series shifted deliberately towards solutions, action, and community-
led problem-solving. We began with a short recap of the key themes that had emerged across 
Sessions 1 and 2, then moved into a structured conversation about what students, parents, 
teachers, and community leaders and members would like to see change in schools and the 
broader community.

To support these discussions, we delivered an abridged, context-specific version of 
Welcoming Australia’s Active Inclusion Training (adapted for school settings). This 
provided participants with a shared foundation of concepts to draw on when identifying 
practical solutions:

	∙ What inclusion looks and feels like in everyday practice

	∙ Key concepts such a privilege, bias, culture, intersectionality that inform our 
experience of the world

	∙ The elements of knowledge, policy, behaviour, skills and attitudes that come 
together to support active inclusion

	∙ The idea that inclusion is not accidental or individual – it must be designed into 
systems

	∙ Mention of ‘upstander training’, which is anti-racism training but more 
personalised and embedded, rather than simply instructional. It would be a 
great next step in this work.

Community ideas, insights and recommendations from Session 3

Participants generated a wide range of thoughtful, constructive ideas. These contributions 
demonstrate both the complexity of racism in schools and the community’s readiness to 
engage in systemic, long-term change.

Ideas categorised by theme are listed below.

Systems, frameworks and policy

	∙ A need for clarity on national guidance addressing racism in education (noting 
the existence of the National Anti-Racism Framework)

	∙ Recognition that racism fundamentally fractures the purpose of schooling and 
undermines wellbeing and learning

	∙ Calls to understand whether Education Queensland (EQ) is actively engaged 
in anti-racism work, and if not, how to fill this gap

	∙ A desire for policy change within EQ, particularly policies that currently fail to 
address racism adequately

	∙ Concern that existing EQ commitments are not filtering down to teachers, 
parents and students
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Representation, curriculum and workforce diversity

	∙ Inclusion of diverse and intersectional voices in curriculum design

	∙ The need for greater workforce diversity, including teachers and staff from 
cultural backgrounds represented in the student population

	∙ Employing cultural workers, cultural linguists or cultural liaison officers to 
bridge gaps between families, schools and classrooms

	∙ Creating opportunities for staff to bring ‘themselves’ into the classroom – 
enabling students to see teachers as whole people, with cultures, interests 
and identities

Student and family engagement

	∙ Better structures for parents and teachers to work together on identifying 
solutions

	∙ More intentional opportunities for students from different cultural 
backgrounds – including the dominant culture – to interact and build 
relationships (being done well at some schools, e.g. St Ursula’s in Toowoomba, 
and Yeronga SHS in Brisbane)

	∙ Expanding cultural events such as Harmony Day, but embedding them 
throughout the year, not as one-off celebrations

	∙ Empowering students and families to understand their rights, including what 
constitutes racism and how to report it

	∙ Supporting families at home with education about racism, expectations and 
school culture

Practical school-level strategies

	∙ Developing staged or bite-sized approaches to address different types of 
issues

	∙ Increasing general public and community awareness of racism, both 
interpersonal and systemic

	∙ Recognising and responding to hidden or subtle racism, which participants 
emphasised is pervasive and harmful

	∙ Continuing to organise workshops, forums and community conversations, with 
some recommending more intensive or ongoing sessions

	∙ Addressing concerns around surveillance practices, profiling, and the impact 
of a single teacher overseeing students for long periods

Funding and resourcing

	∙ A clear and repeated theme: funding is essential to sustain this work and 
enable schools and EQ to implement consistent, long-term strategies

	∙ Roles that participants identified to significantly improve outcomes, including:

	» cultural connectors

	» cultural representative officers

	» community liaison roles
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Key outcomes from 
the conversation series

1. Employment of an inclusion officer

As a direct outcome of this series, one Toowoomba school has now appointed an inclusion 
officer from the African community. While this idea had been discussed previously, it wasn’t 
implemented until the conversation series brought it back into focus.

The inclusion officer role:

	∙ builds trust between families and the school

	∙ supports students’ cultural safety

	∙ helps bridge communication gaps

	∙ provides a community-held perspective within school decision-making.

Upon reflection, some participants noted that the inclusion-officer model could be 
strengthened and expanded by partnering with existing Police Service Cultural Liaison 
Officers, such as those representing African, Yazidi and other communities. This approach 
could provide an integrated support system for families within schools, foster positive 
community–police relationships, and allow for better use of existing resources without 
incurring additional costs.

2. Strengthened partnerships and governance

The Multicultural Advisory Committee continues to provide advice to Toowoomba Regional 
Council on racism in schools to inform Council’s decision making.

3. A community-held, replicable framework

The series produced a documented, evidence-informed model now ready for use by:

	∙ Education Queensland

	∙ local councils

	∙ community organisations

	∙ school clusters or P&Cs

	∙ regional education offices.
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4. Increased community confidence and cohesion

Parents and students expressed feeling:

	∙ heard

	∙ recognised

	∙ more willing to engage with schools

	∙ more informed about their rights and responsibilities.

5. Shared understanding across sectors

Agencies, including QPASTT, Multicultural Australia, Mercy Community Services and 
CatholicCare, along with the Toowoomba Regional Council and the coordinating partnership – 
DDACC, ECCQ and Welcoming Australia – now have a unified understanding of:

	∙ key challenges

	∙ roles they can play

	∙ opportunities to collaborate.

Moreover, this approach demonstrated a cohesive response to the community –  
agencies and organisations coming together to discuss, examine and address this issue 
demonstrated a positive collaborative model that builds networks, connection, social  
capital and social cohesion. 
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Priority actions and 
recommendations for 
future work

Policy and structural reform
	∙ Develop school-level inclusion and anti-racism policies

	∙ Advocate for statewide racial literacy training

	∙ Push for a uniform reporting and accountability system

	∙ Collaborate with EQ on pathways, curriculum and EALD strategies

Training and capacity building
	∙ Whole-school inclusion training (all staff)

	∙ Annual upstander and anti-racism workshops

	∙ Cultural-safety capacity building led by community members

	∙ Programs to build demographic and racial literacy

Parent and community engagement
	∙ Workshops on educational pathways

	∙ Multilingual resources in plain English and translations

	∙ Bridge-building programs between parents, teachers and schools

	∙ Community advisory roles embedded in school governance structures

Student voice and leadership
	∙ Programs supporting allyship, global citizenship, and leadership

	∙ Peer-led inclusion committees or student ambassador models

	∙ More intentional intercultural activities and shared events

Data, reporting and measurement
	∙ Annual student survey on racism (not currently happening in Qld)

	∙ Clear reporting processes within each school

	∙ Tracking systemic issues such as streaming, suspension rates, and 
EALD placements
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NOTE: Many of these priority actions and recommendations can be implemented at the 
regional, neighbourhood, or individual school level. While systemic, statewide change remains 
an important goal, individual schools can embed many of these measures – for example, 
training programs, racism reporting processes, school-level values statements, guidelines 
addressing racism, and diversity-focused events – on a much faster timeline than broader 
system change.
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Conclusion

The Racism in Schools Conversation Series demonstrates that meaningful change 
happens when:

	∙ communities lead

	∙ lived experience guides

	∙ evidence grounds the work

	∙ communities collaborate and feel valued

	∙ councils and local organisations actively participate

	∙ partnerships are authentic and ongoing.

This initiative worked because it was not owned by one organisation – it was co-designed, 
co-delivered, and co-held by the entire Toowoomba community.

The model is now ready to scale. With sustained investment, regional adaptation, and 
continued partnerships, this work can contribute to systemic change in Queensland 
and beyond, ensuring schools are places where every child feels safe, valued and able 
to thrive.
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Further reading 

Anti-racism action in schools (NSW)

education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/multicultural-education/anti-racism-
education/anti-racism-action

Preventing and Addressing Racism in Schools (VIC) 

education.vic.gov.au/pal/preventing-addressing-racism-schools/policy

Policy Paper: Racism in Education Institutions (QLD)

eccq.com.au/publications/racism-in-education-institutions-policy-paper

Report: Racism in Australian Schools – Impacts and Possible Solutions (QLD)

eccq.com.au/publications/report-racism-within-australian-schools-impacts-and-
possible-solutions

Everyday Racism (SA)

ccyp.com.au/publications/everyday-racism

All Together Now – Racism in Schools (National)

alltogethernow.org.au/racism/racism-in-schools

Welcoming Australia acted as a facilitator of this project. We would like 
to sincerely thank the following collaborators: Darling Downs African 
Communities Council (DDACC); Ethnic Communities Council Queensland 
(ECCQ); and Welcoming Australia. With support from Toowoomba 
Regional Council.

welcoming.org.au This resource was made 
possible with the support of 
the QLD government.
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