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Exe c u t i v e  s u m m a ry

This  l i te rature  rev iew  prov ides  an

overv iew  of  research  invest igat ing  the

contr ibut ions  that  schools  can  make

dur ing  per iods  of  disaster  re l ie f  and

recovery .  I t  highl ights  the  importance  of

prov id ing  ongoing  soc ia l  and  emot iona l

learn ing  in tervent ions  as  part  of  a  broad

school -based  response .  

 

Schools  are  uniquely  placed  to  prov ide  a

safe  and  support i ve  space  and  to  support

emot iona l  and  soc ia l  recovery  post

d isaster .  They  can  prov ide  psycho -

educat iona l  support  to  ass i s t  both  in  the

immediate  af termath ,  and  as  part  of

longer - te rm  recovery  ef for ts .  Teachers  are

a lso  wel l  placed  to  not ice  and  re fer  those

in  need  of  addi t iona l  support ,  and  to

contr ibute  to  improv ing  sa fety  v ia

d isaster  preparedness  educat ion .

 

Exposure  to  natura l  disasters  can  be

traumat ic  and  cause  major  dis rupt ions  to

fami l ies  and  to  the i r  l i ve l ihoods .  Rates  of

fami ly  v io lence ,  sexua l  v io lence  and

menta l  heal th  problems  typ ica l l y

increase  in  the  post  disaster  per iod .

 

Whi le  most  chi ldren  and  young  people

are  res i l ient  and  recover  wel l  post

d isaster ,  some  exper ience  long - l as t ing

menta l  heal th  dis t ress ,  inc luding  post -

t raumat ic  s t ress  disorder ,  anx iety

d isorders  and  depress ion .  Those  who  are

most  vu lnerable  pr ior  to  the  impact  of

d isaster  tend  a lso  to  be  most  vu lnerable

to  i t s  ef fects ,  as  are  those  who  have

exper ienced  heightened  or  pro longed

exposure .

THOSE  WHO  ARE  MOST

VULNERABLE  PRIOR  TO

THE  IMPACT  OF  DISASTER

TEND  ALSO  TO  BE  MOST

VULNERABLE  TO  ITS

EFFECTS
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Common  react ions  that  chi ldren  and  young  people  have  to  disaster  exposure  inc lude

heightened  anx iety  even  af ter  the  threat  has  gone ,  di f f icu l ty  s leeping ,  di f f icu l ty

concentrat ing  on  learn ing ,  problems  with  regulat ing  behav iour  and  express ing

emot ions ,  chal lenges  in  managing  f rust rat ion  and   conf l ic t ,  anx iety  about  ef fects  on

the i r  own  and  the i r  fami ly ’s  future ,  and  di f f icu l t ies  in  gett ing  a long  with  others .

 

I t  i s  important  that  schools  prov ide  ongoing  soc ia l  and  emot iona l  support ,  so  as  to

cater  fo r  both  short  and  long - te rm  impacts  on  the  menta l  heal th ,  wel lbe ing ,  soc ia l

connect ion  and  learn ing  of  s tudents  exposed  to  disasters .

 

There  i s  s t rong  ev idence  that  prov i s ion  of  longer - te rm  school -based  soc ia l  and

emot iona l  learn ing  programs  help  mit igate  the  menta l  heal th  impacts  of  exposure  to

d isaster .  When  prov ided  pr ior  to  disaster ,  soc ia l  and  emot iona l  learn ing  programs

also  bols ter  s tudents ’  capac i ty  to  cope  with  t rauma .  Such  programs  are  most

ef fect i ve  when  del i vered  in  an  ongoing  manner  by  teachers  with  whom  s tudents  have

ongoing  re lat ionsh ips .

 

There  i s  a lso  ev idence  that  chi ld -centr ic  and  s t rengths -based  ar ts  in tervent ions

prov ided  by  teachers  or  community  ar t i s t s  work ing  in  c lose  partnersh ips  with  schools

can  ass i s t  communit ies  with  recovery  and  soc ia l  re integrat ion  fo l lowing  a  disaster .  

Teachers  and  schools  are  of ten  f i r s t  responders  in  disasters ,  and  are  adept  at

prov id ing  fo r  immediate  care ,  despi te  themselves  a lso  being  impacted  by  the

disaster .  

 

However ,  teachers  of ten  fee l  under -equipped  about  how  best  to  prov ide  psycho -

educat ive  support  in  the  immediate  af termath  and  v ia  longer  te rm  recovery  ef for ts .

They  need  access  to  ev idence - in formed  programs  to  guide  the i r  approaches ,  and  to

profess iona l  learn ing  des igned  to  advance  the i r  sk i l l s  in  prov id ing  such  programs .

 

A  number  of  ev idence - in formed  programs  are  ava i lab le  open  access  to  support

schools  in  the i r  prov i s ion  of  disaster  prevent ion  educat ion  and  soc ia l  and  emot iona l

learn ing .  Advice  i s  a lso  ava i lab le  to  guide  teachers  in  good  pract ices  dur ing  the

immediate  af termath .  Along  with  prov i s ion  of  short - te rm  spec ia l i sed  support  in  the

immediate  af termath ,  schools  can  benef i t  f rom  being  made  aware  of  ex is t ing

teaching  and  wel lbe ing  resources  and  serv ices ,  and  of  the  rout ine  good  pract ices

they  can  cont inue  to  use  with  good  ef fect  in  the  post  disaster  per iod .
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Global l y  there  i s  an  increas ing

threat  of  natura l  disasters ,  which  are

expected  to  occur  more  of ten  and  with

greater  sever i ty  as  a  resu l t  of  c l imate

change  [ 1 ] .  In  Aust ra l ia ,  bushf i res  and

other  disasters  are  expected  to

increase  over  the  coming  years  and  to

become  a  recur r ing  event  fo r  those

communit ies  most  vu lnerable  to  high -

r i sk  condi t ions  [ 1 ] .  In  2019 -2020  a

ser ies  of  catast rophic  bushf i res  burnt

across  a  l a rge  proport ion  of  Aust ra l ia ’s

south -east ,  af fect ing  an

unprecedented  number  of

communit ies ,  resu l t ing  in  loss  of  l i fe ,

homes ,  l i ve l ihoods ,  assets ,  fa rmlands ,

wi ld l i fe  and  natura l  f lo ra .  

 

Natura l  disasters  can  be  t raumat ic  and

st ress fu l  fo r  chi ldren  and  young

people ,  with  impacts  on  menta l

hea l th ,  wel lbe ing ,  and  soc ia l  inc lus ion

[2 ] .  Whi le  most  chi ldren  are  res i l ient

and  wi l l  recover  with  t ime ,  some

chi ldren  and  young  people  may

exper ience  more  severe  or  ongoing

menta l  heal th  ef fects  fo r  years  af ter

the  disaster .  When  natura l  disasters

occur ,  schools  and  teachers  are  of ten

amongst  the  f i r s t  responders ,

prov id ing  pract ica l  care  and

psychosoc ia l  support  [3 ] .

 

In  the  short - te rm  and  long - te rm

aftermath  of  disaster ,  schools  and

teachers  are  typ ica l l y  pos i t ioned  as

the  pr imary  s i te  through  which  to

prov ide  menta l  heal th  support  fo r

s tudents  who  may  be  exper ienc ing

t rauma  as  a  resu l t  of  the  disaster .

Ev idence  suggests  however ,  that

teachers ,  who  may  themselves  have

suf fe red  losses  or  t rauma  as  a  resu l t  of

the  disaster ,  of ten  fee l  under -

equipped  to  respond  to  th i s  t rauma

[4 ] .

 

This  rev iew  of  academic  l i te rature  i s

des igned  to  help  in form  teachers ,  

schools  and  educat ion  sys tems  of  key

f ind ings  f rom  the  research  re lat ing  to

school -based  wel lbe ing  in tervent ions  in

response  to  disaster .  I t  conta ins  a

summary  of  the  common  impacts  to

menta l  heal th ,  learn ing  and  soc ia l

connectedness  that  chi ldren  and  young

people  might  exper ience  as  a  resu l t  of

d isaster  exposure .  I t  then  out l ines  the

key  ro le  that  schools  can  play  in

support ing  s tudents ’  soc ia l  and

emot iona l  wel lbe ing  throughout

di f fe rent  phases  of  natura l  disaster ,

inc luding  preparedness ,  support  dur ing

the  immediate  af termath ,  and  prov i s ion

of  support  fo r  longer  te rm  recovery .

 

This  document  summar ises  research

f ind ings  about  the  pos i t i ve  impact  that

wel lbe ing  and  menta l  heal th

intervent ions  can  make  towards

mit igat ing  the  r i sks  of  negat ive  menta l

hea l th  ef fects  as  a  resu l t  of  disaster .  I t

demonst rates  that  r igorous ly

implemented  ev idence - in formed  soc ia l

and  emot iona l  learn ing  (SEL )

in tervent ions  are  shown  to  be  among

the  most  ef fect i ve  universa l  approaches

to  s tudent  wel lbe ing ,  contr ibut ing  both

in  prevent ion  and  recovery  phases .

These  inc lude  both  short - te rm

psychosoc ia l  and  ar ts -based

intervent ions  implemented  in  the

immediate  af termath ,  as  wel l  as

ongoing  whole  school  SEL  programs

that  augment  soc ia l  and  emot iona l

sk i l l s  in  a  manner  that  i s  both

preventat i ve  and  respons ive  to  disaster -

re lated  menta l  heal th  r i sks .

 

This  document  a lso  summar ises  key

research  which  reminds  schools  of  the

importance  of  us ing  t rauma - in formed

and  cul tura l l y  respons ive  pract ices  in

the  des ign  and  del i very  of  educat ive

intervent ions  and  support  s t ructures .
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M e n t a l  h e a l t h  a n d  w e l l b e i n g

e f f e c t s  o f  e x p o s u r e  t o  d i s a s t e r s

Major  inc idents  and  natura l  disasters

such  as  f i res ,  f loods ,  earthquakes ,  or

cyc lones  can  be  t raumat ic  and

st ress fu l  fo r  chi ldren  and  young

people ,  with  impacts  on  menta l

hea l th ,  wel lbe ing ,  and  soc ia l

inc lus ion .  Chi ldren  and  young  people

may  be  more  vu lnerable  to  the  ef fects

o f  disaster - re lated  t rauma  than

adul ts ,  as  they  may  have  less

deve loped  coping  s t rateg ies ,  are

dependent  on  others  fo r  soc ia l

support ,  and  are  at  a  deve lopmenta l l y

sens i t i ve  per iod  in  the i r  l i ves  [5 -7 ] .

Women  and  gi r l s  of ten  car ry  a  greater

burden  of  negat ive  impacts  post

emergency ,  due  to  increased  rates  of

fami ly  and  sexua l  v io lence  [8 ] .

 

Mental  health  and socia l
ef fects  in  the immediate
aftermath of  a  d isaster
 
The  major i ty  of  chi ldren  and  young

people  wi l l  recover  f rom  disaster

exper iences  without  requi r ing

spec ia l i sed  support  or  in tervent ion

[4 ] .  However ,  in  the  immediate

af termath  of  natura l  disasters ,  i t

i s  normal  fo r  chi ldren  and  young

people  to  exper ience  and  show  s igns

of  dis t ress .  This  dis t ress  i s  more

intens ive  and  long - l as t ing  fo r  some

than  others .  In  genera l ,  around  1  in  4

young  people  di rect ly  exposed  to  a

disaster  s t i l l  have  post - t rauma

symptoms  three  months  af ter  the

event  [9 ] .

increased  peer  conf l ic t  or  problems

with in  soc ia l  re lat ionsh ips ;            

behav ioura l  changes  (withdrawal  or

‘act ing  out ’  or  behav ing  in  aggress ive

ways ) ;      

pre -occupat ion  with  re -enact ing

negat ive  events  in  plays  and  s tor ies ;

di f f icu l ty  concentrat ing  on

learn ing ;            

di f f icu l ty  ta lk ing  about  t raumat ic

events ;  and

anx iet ies  about  sa fety  even  when

threats  are  no  longer  ev ident  [9 - 13 ] .

Others  may  exper ience  less  severe

ef fects  that  are  nonethe less  dis rupt ive

and  dis t ress ing .  Post - t rauma

symptoms  may  inc lude :

         

 

These  ef fects  can  negat ive ly  impact

s tudents ’  re lat ionsh ips ,  academic

achievement ,  and  phys ica l  heal th .

WOMEN  AND  GIRLS  OFTEN

CARRY  A  GREATER  BURDEN

OF  NEGATIVE  IMPACTS  POST

EMERGENCY ,  DUE  TO

INCREASED  RATES  OF

FAMILY  AND  SEXUAL

VIOLENCE
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N a t u r a l  d i s a s t e r s  a n d  v i o l e n c e

a g a i n s t  wo m e n  a n d  c h i l d r e n

Students  may  exper ience  changed  home  and  fami ly  env i ronments  in  the

immediate  af termath  of  natura l  disaster ,  which  in  turn  may  af fect  the i r

wel lbe ing  and  behav iour .  Fami ly  v io lence  rates  tend  to  increase  in

d isaster -af fected  communit ies .  For  example ,  pol ice  reported  a  53% r i se

in  fami ly  v io lence  fo l lowing  the  Canterbury  earthquake  in  New  Zealand .  

In  the  United  States ,  researchers  found  a  98%  increase

in  the  phys ica l  abuse  of  women  af ter  Hurr icane  Katr ina  [ 14 ] .  In  Victor ia ,

researchers  found  s t rong  ev idence  of  increased  fami ly  v io lence  fo l lowed

the  2009  bushf i res  [ 15 ] .

Medium to  long-term mental
health  and socia l  ef fects  
 

Some  chi ldren  and  young  people

exposed  to  disasters  may  exper ience

severe  menta l  heal th  outcomes ,

inc luding  post - t raumat ic  s t ress

d isorder ,  re -exper ienc ing  symptoms ,

s leep  problems ,  avo idance  behav iours ,

and  depress ion  or  anx iety  [ 16 ,  17 ] .  Those

with  pre -ex is t ing  menta l  heal th

problems  are  more  l i ke ly  to  deve lop

post - t raumat ic  s t ress  disorder  fo l lowing

exposure  to  a  disaster  [ 18 ] .    Est imates

are  that  up  to  30% of  chi ldren  and

young  people  exper ience  ef fects  l as t ing

for  many  years  af ter  the  disaster  [5 ,  19 ] .

Addit iona l l y ,  fo r  some  people  the  most

ser ious  impacts  don ’ t  mani fest  unt i l

cons iderable  t ime  has  passed ,  

as  post -disaster  soc ia l  and

inf ras t ructure  support  becomes  less

ava i lab le  and  longer  te rm  changes

accrue  in  impact  [2 ,  10 ,  20 ] .  Thus  longer

term  recovery  support  i s  important .

 

Many  s tudies  have  researched  the  long -

te rm  menta l  heal th  ef fects  of  bushf i res

and  other  natura l  disasters  on  chi ldren

and  adolescents  [21 -29 ] .  An  Aust ra l ian

study  with  an  adul t  cohort  fo l lowing

the  2009  Victor ian  bushf i res  found  that ,

a l though  rates  of  menta l  heal th

problems  among  those  exposed

dimin ished  over  t ime ,  these

nonethe less  remained  higher

than  nat iona l  leve l s  [ 12 ,30 ,  31 ] .
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P o s t -t r a u m a t i c  s t r e s s  a n d  p o s t -

t r a u m a t i c  s t r e s s  d i s o r d e r

‘Post - t raumat ic  s t ress ’  i s  the  te rm  used  to  descr ibe  the  normal  response

to  t rauma  whereby  people  exper ience  the  in t rus ion  of  dis t ress ing

thoughts ,  fee l ings  and  memor ies  as  the  come  to  te rms  with  the i r

exper ience .  This  requi res  process ing  on  the i r  part  over  t ime .  The  te rm

‘post - t raumat ic  s t ress  disorder ’  (PTSD )  i s  used  when  the  react ion  has

become  a  severe  anx iety  disorder  which  may  inc lude  cont inu ing  to  re -

exper ience  the  or ig ina l  t rauma (s )  through  f lashbacks  or  nightmares ;  a

st rong  need  to  avo id  images ,  sounds  or  places  assoc iated  with  the

t rauma ;  increased  arousa l  and  hyper -v ig i lance  or  need  to  keep  check ing

for  sa fety ;  di f f icu l ty  fa l l ing  or  s tay ing  as leep ;  anger ;  and  numbing .  The

term  ‘disorder ’  i s  used  when  these  symptoms  pers i s t  over  t ime  and  are

severe  enough  to  cause  s ign i f icant  impai rment  in  soc ia l ,  academic ,  or

other  important  areas  of  l i fe .

hav ing  feared  fo r  one ’s  l i fe  dur ing  the

disaster  [31 ] ;

s ign i f icant  or  mult ip le  losses ,

inc luding  loss  of  fami ly  members  or

loved  ones  [31 ] ;

Risk of  developing Post-
Traumatic  Stress  Disorder
 

The  r i sk  of  deve loping  post - t raumat ic

s t ress  disorder  var ies  depending  on

indiv idua l ,  fami l ia l  and  community

contexts .

 

The  sever i ty  and  context  of  people ’s

exposure  to  disaster  can  in f luence

whether  people  go  on  to  exper ience

menta l  heal th  problems  or  soc ia l

d i f f icu l t ies ,  as  can  the  presence  of

other  r i sk  factors  in  the i r  l i ves  [4 ] .  

Risk  factors  assoc iated  with  more

severe  or  ongoing  post -disaster

psycholog ica l  dis t ress  inc lude :

 

disp lacement  f rom  home ,  or  loss  of

s ign i f icant  pets  and  belongings  [32 ] ;

exposure  to  ongoing ,  or  repeated

disaster  events  over  t ime  [ 12 ,  30 ] ;

exposure  to  cont inued  r i sk  and

dis rupt ion ,  such  as  bushf i res  in  high

r i sk - r i sk  areas  where  the  threat  recurs

annual l y  [7 ] ;  

pre -ex is t ing  menta l  heal th

vu lnerabi l i t ies  or  a  his tory  of  t rauma

[ 18 ] ;

pre -ex is t ing  phys ica l  or  cogni t i ve

d isab i l i t ies  [30 ] ;

a  l ack  of  soc ia l  support  dur ing  and

af ter  the  disaster  [6 ] ;  and

ongoing  dis rupt ions  such  as  not

be ing  able  to  return  to  school ,

hous ing  insecur i ty  and  increased

fami ly  v io lence  in  the  af termath  of

the  disaster  [ 15 ] .

 



Impacts  on learning and
classroom behaviour
 

Exposure  to  disaster  can  a lso  negat ive ly

impact  learn ing  and  academic

per formance .  Dis rupt ions  to  learn ing

may  occur  when  school  fac i l i t ies  are

dest royed ,  teachers  become  unava i lab le

or  preoccupied  with  deal ing  with

impacts  of  disaster  in  the i r  own  l i ves ,  or

when  chi ldren  need  to  be  re located  due

to  school  c losures .  Students  may  f ind  i t

harder  to  concentrate  and  engage  with

chal lenging  tasks  whi l s t  deal ing  with

emot iona l  impacts .  At  a  c lass room

leve l ,  increased  behav ioura l  i s sues  may

also  impact  learn ing .

 

In  the  18  months  fo l lowing  the  2011

Chr i s tchurch  earthquakes ,  teachers

reported  that  s tudent  behav ioura l

problems  more  than  doubled  [7 ] .

 

 

In  another  s tudy  invest igat ing  the

impacts  of  the  2014  Hazelwood  mine

f i re  in  Victor ia ,  teachers  reported  that

learn ing  was  dis rupted  by  decreased

engagement  and  di f f icu l ty

concentrat ing ,  heightened  anx iety ,

increased  peer  conf l ic t ,  and  increased

fami ly  v io lence  and  ins tab i l i t y  [30 ] .

Whi le  long i tudina l  s tudies  have  been

rare ,  one  20 -year  fo l low -up  of  bushf i re -

af fected  chi ldren  found  that  they  were

less  l i ke ly  than  the  compar i son  group

to  go  on  to  extend  the i r  educat ion  and

careers  [ 17 ] .  Another  s tudy  found  that

in  areas  of  high  bushf i re  impact ,

s tudent  l i te racy  and  numeracy

deve lopment  was  negat ive ly  impacted

in  the  years  fo l lowing  the  disaster  [ 10 ] .

Impact  on  learn ing  was    more

s ign i f icant  in  learn ing  domains

demanding  the  highest  leve l s  of

concentrat ion ,  such  as  maths

and  reading  [ 10 ] .  
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I m p a c t s  o f  d i s a s t e r  exp o s u r e  o n

m e n t a l  h e a l t h

Chi ldren  and  young  people  commonly  exper ience  symptoms  of  post -

t raumat ic  s t ress  in  the  immediate  af termath  of  a  disaster .  Whi le

research  shows  that  most  chi ldren  and  young  people  are  res i l ient  and

wi l l  recover  with  t ime ,  some  may  disp lay  chronic  s t ress  react ions

or  other  menta l  heal th  symptoms  years  beyond  the  in i t ia l  event  [33 ] .

Those  with  pre -ex is t ing  menta l  heal th  problems ,  those  with  heightened

r i sk  factors  in  the  home  l i fe ,  and  those  who  exper ience  mult ip le  losses

or  inadequate  support  are  more  l i ke ly  to  be  in  th i s  category .  I t

i s  important  that  schools  prov ide  ongoing  soc ia l  and  emot iona l  support ,

so  as  to  cater  fo r  both  short  and  long - te rm  impacts  on  the  menta l

hea l th ,  wel lbe ing ,  soc ia l  connect ion  and  learn ing  of  s tudents  exposed

to  disasters .
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K e y  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f  t e a c h e r s  a n d
s c h o o l s  i n  d i s a s t e r  p r e p a r e d n e s s ,
r e l i e f  a n d  r e c o v e r y

Schools  can  contr ibute  in  a  range

of  ways  to  disaster  preparedness ,  re l ie f

and  recovery .  Disaster -af fected

communit ies  may  have  l imi ted

resources  to  car ry  out  spec ia l i sed

t rauma  and  re l ie f  programs .  At  th i s

t ime ,  schools  play  a  cruc ia l  ro le  in

support ing  young  people  and  the i r

communit ies  as  they  prov ide  ‘pract ica l ,

feas ib le  and  sca lab le ’  menta l  heal th

intervent ions  [34 ] .

 

The  model  below  ident i f ies  key

contr ibut ions  that  schools  can  make

in  disaster  preparedness ,  prevent ion ,

response  and  recovery .
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Disaster  preparedness :  Schools  can

be  ef fect i ve  prov iders  of  disaster

preparedness  educat ion  or  in i t ia t i ves

which  teach  s tudents  how  to  deal

wi th  the  immediate

and  pract ica l  chal lenges  faced  in  a

disaster ,  such  as  teaching  s tudents

how  to  s tay  sa fe  in  f i res  or  f loods ,  or

how  to  work  with  the i r  fami ly  to

deve lop  and  pract ice  a  fami ly

response  plan .  When  young  people

are  more  able  to  appra i se  r i sk  and

understand  what  they  can  do  to

reduce  r i sk  or  to  cope  with  advers i ty ,

they  are  less  l i ke ly  to  worry .  Research

indicates  that  appropr iate ly - t imed

school -based  disaster  preparedness

t ra in ing  can  help  to  a l lev iate  fears  of

vu lnerabi l i t y  dur ing  natura l  disasters ;

reduce  phys ica l  r i sks  of  disaster  by

a id ing  part ic ipants  with  the

in format ion  to  recognise  the  s igns  of

dangers  and  take  appropr iate  act ion ;

lead  to  better  decis ion -making ;  lead

to  the  adopt ion  of  hazard

minimisat ion  s t rateg ies  at  home ;  and

promote  a  sense  of  contro l  in  a

disaster  s i tuat ion  by  improv ing

coping  mechanisms  [26 ,  35 ,  36 ] .

Disaster  preparedness  may  best  be

prov ided  as  part  of  a  rout ine

cur r icu lum ,  rather  than

in  a  react ive  way  dur ing  or

immediate ly  post  disaster .

First  responders :  Schools  and  teachers

are  somet imes  ca l led  on  to  play  a  key

ro le  as  f i r s t  responders  in  the  immediate

af termath  of  a  disaster ,  as  disaster  can

occur  dur ing  the  school  day ,  when  the

students  are  in  the  care  of  the i r

teachers .   School  s i tes  are  of ten  used  as

a  community  resource  dur ing  or  af ter  a

disaster .  For  example ,  teachers  and

schools  played  a  very  ef fect i ve  ro le  in

keeping  s tudents  sa fe  and  ca lm  when

earthquakes  s t ruck  dur ing  the  school

day  in  New  Zealand  [37 ] .

Secur i ty  and support :  Schools  are  an

important  source  of  cont inu i ty  in  young

people ’s  l i ves .  They  can  prov ide  a  secure

env i ronment  which  helps  s tudents  to

set t le  and  engage  in  act iv i t ies  which

take  the i r  minds  of f  the  t rauma ,  prov ide

hope  and  a  s t ructure  through  which

th ings  can  return  to  normal .  They  make

a  s ign i f icant  contr ibut ion  by  prov id ing  a

predictable  rout ine ,  cons i s tent  ru les ,

emot iona l  support  and  engaging

act iv i t ies .  Teachers  a lso  help  to  model

appropr iate  soc ia l  and  emot iona l

responses  af ter  disasters  [38 ]



Referra l :  Schools  are  an  important

set t ing  in  which  to  not ice  and  re fer

s tudents  or  fami l ies  who  need  more

spec ia l i sed  support  post -disaster  [39 ] .

The  knowledge  teachers  have  of

the i r  s tudents  pos i t ions  them  wel l  to

not ice  and  re fer  behav ioura l  changes  or

symptoms  of  post - t raumat ic  s t ress ,  and

to  monitor  and  support  recovery  [4 ,  38 ,

40 ] .  Disaster  v ic t ims  are  of ten  re luctant

to  seek  profess iona l  help ,  but  schools

can  ass i s t  by  being  a  proact ive  part  of

the  re fer ra l  process  [38 ] .

 

Psycho -educat iona l  support  in  the

immediate  af termath :  Schools  can  a lso

prov ide  educat ion  in  the  ear ly

a f termath  which  helps  s tudents  to

unders tand  the  range  of  responses

people  can  have  to  t rauma ,  and

to  process  and  express  the i r  emot ions

and  des i res  to  contr ibute  [38 ] .  In

de l i very  of  these  programs ,  teachers

can  re in force  emerg ing  coping  sk i l l s ,

cor rect  mis in format ion ,  fac i l i ta te  peer  

support  and  play  a  ro le  in  de -

s t igmat i s ing  menta l  heal th  dis t ress  and

help -seek ing  [41 ] .

 

Support ing longer-term recovery  and
prevent ion:  Along  with  the  educat ion

and  support  prov ided  in  the  ear ly

phases  post -disaster ,  schools  are  idea l l y

pos i t ioned  to  prov ide  long  te rm

psycho -educat iona l  support  in  the  fo rm

of  soc ia l  and  emot iona l  learn ing

programs .  These  programs  help

students  to  deve lop  the  res i l ience  they

need  to  deal  with  the  chal lenges  of  l i fe .

Research  shows  soc ia l  and  emot iona l

learn ing  programs  are  an  ef fect i ve  way

to  prov ide  the  longer - te rm  support  that

s tudents  need  as  they  recover  over

t ime .  Students  who  do  these  programs

are  less  l i ke ly  to  suf fe r  f rom  post -

t raumat ic  s t ress  disorder .  [42 ] .

Addit iona l l y ,  those  who  rece ive  soc ia l

and  emot iona l  learn ing  programs  pr ior

to  the  onset  of  disaster  as  less  l i ke ly  to

deve lop  PTSD  [42 ] .
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D i s a s t e r  p r e p a r e d n e s s  a n d

r e s p o n s e  p r o g r a m s

The  Victor ian  government  Bushf i re  Educat ion  webs i te  prov ides  teaching

and  learn ing  resources  to  support  ta rgeted  bushf i re  educat ion  in  ear ly

ch i ldhood  set t ings ,  pr imary  schools  and  secondary  schools .  The  Bushf i re

Educat ion  webs i te  inc ludes  teaching  and  learn ing  act iv i t ies  grouped

under  the  four  themes  of  learn ing  about ,  prepar ing  fo r ,  responding  to ,

and  recover ing  f rom  bushf i res .  Al l  teaching  and  learn ing  act iv i t ies  have

been  a l igned  to  e i ther  the  re levant  Victor ian  Ear ly  Years  Learn ing  and

Deve lopment  Framework  outcomes  or  the  Victor ian  F - 10  cur r icu lum .

Other  s tates  and  te r r i to ry  educat ion  sys tems  a lso  prov ide  resources  and

l inks  to  serv ices .

Using Trauma- informed
approaches
 

Chi ldren  a l ready  af fected  by  t rauma

have  heightened  vu lnerabi l i t y  to

psycholog ica l  dis t ress  fo l lowing

exposure  to  a  disaster .  Exposure

to  t rauma  does  not  only  happen  dur ing

emergenc ies  or  disasters .  Trauma  can

be  in terpersonal ,  such  as  when  a  chi ld

i s  exposed  to  ongoing  v io lence .

Susta ined  exposure  to  t rauma  can

resu l t  a  low  sense  of  se l f -worth ,

di f f icu l ty  t rust ing  others ,  and

mispercept ion  of  the  in tent ions  behind

other  people ’s  act ions  [43 ] .  Up  to  40%

of  Aust ra l ian  s tudents  have  been

exposed  to ,  or  witness  to ,  t raumat ic

s t ressors  [44 ] .  Whi ls t  deal ing  

with  normal  leve l s  of  s t ress  helps

chi ldren  to  bui ld  res i l ience ,  t raumat ic

or  tox ic  s t ress  can  create  a  sense  of

ter ror  or  help lessness  which  can

contr ibute  to  wel lbe ing  and  learn ing

problems  [38 ,  45 ] .  Chi ldren  who  have

exper ienced  t rauma  may  exper ience  a

heightened  s tate  of  v ig i lance  or  a larm

even  in  the  absence  of  spec i f ic  threat .

Teachers  are  encouraged  to  use  t rauma -

in formed  pract ices ,  in formed  by  the

understanding  that    t rauma

s ign i f icant ly  a l ters  the  base l ine

phys io log ica l  arousa l  leve l s  in  chi ldren

and  young  people ,  impai r ing  the i r

capac i ty  to  use  log ic  and  reasoning ,

fo rm  pos i t i ve  re lat ionsh ips ,  so lve

problems  ef fect i ve ly ,  manage

behav iour ,  regulate  emot ions ,

concentrate  on  learn ing ,  or  reca l l

learn ing  [46 ] .  Trauma - in formed

approaches  place  emphas i s  on  making

the  rout ines ,  re lat ionsh ips  and

act iv i t ies  that  make  up  school

respons ive  and  f lex ib le  to  the  needs  of

a l l  chi ldren  and  young  people ,

inc luding  those  af fected  by  t rauma .  

Trauma - in formed  pract ices  are  used  to

support  chi ldren  and  young  people  to

reset  the i r  base l ine  in terna l  s t ress  and

arousa l  leve l s .  This  helps  to  set t le  them ,

and  become  more  able  to  engage  and

concentrate  on  learn ing  [46 ] .  Whi le

only  some  chi ldren  and  young  people

may  be  af fected  by  t rauma ,  a l l  s tudents

benef i t  f rom  work ing  with in  t rauma -

in formed  learn ing  spaces  [47 ] .



Consider ing equity ,  inc lus ion and
cultura l  responsiveness  in
school -based disaster  recovery
 
Responses  to  disaster  and  t rauma  can

vary  between  cul tures ,  as  can  coping

sty les  and  prefer red  modal i t ies  fo r

emot iona l  express ion  and  regulat ion .

Var ious  cul tura l  and  ethnic  groups ,

inc luding  F i r s t  Nat ions  peoples  and

Tradi t iona l  Owners ,  may  perce ive

natura l  disasters  and  respond  to

warn ings  in  di f fe rent  ways ,  and  the

psycholog ica l  ef fects  of  disaster

exposure  may  vary  between  groups

dur ing  per iods  of  disaster ,  re l ie f  and

recovery  [49 ] .  Some  populat ion  groups

may  be  more  vu lnerable  to  impacts  due

to  l anguage ,  hous ing  patterns ,  access

to  resources ,  community  i so lat ion  and

the  cul tura l  insens i t i v i t ies  of

sur rounding  others  [49 ,  50 ] .

 

In  the  context  of  school ing ,  research

highl ights  that  s tudents  in  the  same

class room  can  have  very  di f fe rent

perspect ives  on  whether  they  fee l

supported ,  sa fe  and  inc luded .  For

example ,  those  who  exper ience  ethnic

or  gender  discr iminat ion ,  economic

inequi t ies ,  and  other  fo rms  of  soc ia l

marg ina l i sat ion  can  exper ience

marg ina l i sat ion  and  addi t iona l  dis t ress

at  school .  Post -disaster ,  s tudents  who

haven ’ t  prev ious ly  exper ienced  the i r

schools  as  an  inc lus ive  and  support i ve

space  can  f ind  i t  harder  to  engage  in

school -based  response  act iv i t ies .  In

addi t ion ,  the  programs  prov ided  may

not  be  wel l -attuned  to  respond  to  the i r

needs  or  capac i t ies .  Ev idence  suggests

that  schools  should  approach  soc ia l

and  emot iona l  learn ing  in  a  way  that

recognises  diverse  cul tura l  s t rengths

and  i s  respons ive  to  the i r  var ious

cul tura l  assets  [51 ] .
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R e s o u r c e s  t o  g u i d e  t r a u m a -
i n f o r m e d  p r a c t i c e

Schools  seek ing  di rect ion  about  use  of  t rauma - in formed  pract ices  can

access  the i r  educat ion  sys tem  f rameworks  and  guide l ines  to  support

the i r  approaches .  Two  resources  ava i lab le  inc lude :  Calmer  Class rooms :  A

guide  to  work ing  with  t raumat i sed  chi ldren .  [48 ]  and  Making  Space  fo r

Learn ing :  Trauma  in formed  pract ice  in  schools  [46 ] .



S c h o o l -b a s e d  d i s a s t e r  r e s p o n s e

i n t e r v e n t i o n s  c a n  d i f f e r  i n

p u r p o s e ,  r e a c h ,  f o c u s ,  a n d

d u r a t i o n

Schools  can  prov ide  a  range  of  in tervent ions  as  part  of  the i r  disaster

preparat ion  and  recovery  ef for ts .  Intervent ions  wi l l  vary  accord ing  to

who  they  ta rget ,  what  they  focus  on ,  and  when  and  fo r  how  long  they

are  del i vered ,  and  the  sk i l l s  of  those  prov id ing  them .

Universal  intervent ions  are  del i vered  to  a l l  s tudents  in  a  school

Specia l ised or  targeted intervent ions  are  addi t iona l l y  del i vered  to

students  who  have  been  ident i f ied  to  be  at  higher  r i sk  

Short-term  post -disaster  in tervent ions  are  del i vered  in  the

immediate  af termath  and  typ ica l l y  happen  in  the  f i r s t  few  weeks  to

set t le  and  support  s tudents  as  they  make  sense  of  what  has  happened

and  begin  the  work  of  a  return  to  the  rout ines  of  normal  l i fe .  They

typ ica l l y  focus  on  process ing  the  t raumat ic  events  themselves ,  and

learn ing  sk i l l s  fo r  emot iona l  regulat ion ,  peer  support  and  help -

seek ing .

Long-term post-disaster  in tervent ions  (4 -6  months  or  longer )  focus

on  bui ld ing  coping  sk i l l s  and  res i l ience  and  advanc ing  soc ia l  and

emot iona l  learn ing .    They  are  des igned  to  bui ld  res i l ience  fo r  l i fe

cha l lenges  in  genera l ,  as  wel l  as  to  mit igate  aga inst  the  potent ia l

long  te rm  soc ia l  and  menta l  heal th  ef fects  of  a  disaster .  They  are  a lso

prov ided  as  part  of  prevent ion  educat ion  as  they  improve  people ’s

capac i ty  to  cope  with  t rauma  and  disaster .

Prevent ion intervent ions  are  universa l  in tervent ions .  They  are

des igned  to  bui ld  coping  sk i l l s  and  res i l ience  fo r  everyday  l i fe ,  and

can  a lso  help  people  cope  with  the  psycholog ica l  and  soc ia l  ef fects  of

d isaster  exposure .  

Preparedness  intervent ions  are  universa l  in tervent ions  implemented

pr ior  to  disaster .  They  focus  on  teaching  the  sk i l l s  people  need  to

plan  fo r  and  keep  themselves  sa fe  dur ing  an  emergency .
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S o c i a l  a n d  e m o t i o n a l  l e a r n i n g
p r o g r a m s  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  r e c o v e r y  a n d
p r e v e n t i o n

Research  has  shown  that  universa l ,

c lass room -based  soc ia l  and  emot iona l

learn ing  in tervent ions  del i vered  by

teachers  can  be  more  ef fect i ve  in

promot ing  psychosoc ia l  heal th  than

targeted  one - to -one  or  smal l

group  in tervent ions  del i vered  by

t ra ined  menta l  heal th  profess iona ls  [52 ,

53 ] .  

 

Soc ia l  and  Emot iona l  Learn ing  (SEL )

in tervent ions  expl ic i t l y  teach  s tudents

the  sk i l l s ,  att i tudes  and  behav iours  fo r

emot iona l  regulat ion ,  cr i t ica l  and

creat ive  th ink ing  and  pos i t i ve

re lat ionsh ips .  They  deve lop  the  key

sk i l l s  of  se l f -awareness ,  se l f -

management ,  soc ia l  awareness  and

deve lop  re lat ionsh ip  sk i l l s  and

respons ib le  decis ion -making  [51 ] .  These

are  important  l i fe  sk i l l s .  When  these

soc ia l  and  emot iona l  competenc ies  are

taught  f rom  a  young  age ,  they  can

pos i t i ve ly  impact  the  l i ves  and

wel lbe ing  of  young  people  [54 ] .

Students  who  part ic ipate  in

Improved  menta l  wel l -being  and

reduce  anx iety ,  depress ion  and

suic ida l i ty  [55 -59 ] ;

Improved  emot iona l  regulat ion  and

se l f -percept ion  [60 ] ;

Improved  soc ia l  and  c lass room

behav iour  [61 ] ;

Reduced  bul ly ing  and  gender -based

harassment  [62 ,  63 ] ;

Reduced  use  of  c igaret tes ,  a lcohol

and  other  drugs  [58 ,  64 ] ;

Reduced  school  drop -out  [55 ] ;

Improved  s tudent  connectedness  to

learn ing ,  to  teachers  and  to  school

[65 -67 ] ;

Improved  academic  achievement  in

the  range  of  5 - 1 1% [60 ,  64 ,  68 ] ;

Improved  employabi l i t y  in  rap id ly

changing  workplaces  and  l abour

markets  [69 ] ;  and

Reduced  preva lence  of  post -

t raumat ic  s t ress  disorder  post

exposure  to  disaster  [ 16 ] .

r igorous ly  des igned  SEL  programs

demonst rate :

 



Socia l  and emotional  learning
programs contr ibute  to  recovery
and prevent ion
 

In  addi t ion  to  genera l  benef i t s  of  SEL

programs ,  these  programs

can  be  used  as  part  of  longer - te rm

support  fo r  s tudent  wel lbe ing  and

menta l  heal th  post  disaster  [ 16 ] .

Further ,  SEL  programs  prov ided  pr ior  to

the  onset  of  disaster  can  equip  s tudents

to  cope  better  when  exposed  to  t rauma ,

with  reduct ions  in  subsequent  rates  of

menta l  heal th  disorders  [ 16 ] .
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E f f e c t i v e  S E L  c l a s s r o o m

P r o g r a m s

Conta in  expl ic i t  teaching  of  soc ia l  and  emot iona l  sk i l l s

Are  of  greater  in tens i ty

Are  of  longer  durat ion

Combine  knowledge ,  soc ia l  and  l i fe  sk i l l s ,  normat ive  approaches ,

cr i t ica l  th ink ing  and  negot iat ion  sk i l l s

Are  del i vered  with in  a  broader  wel lbe ing  cur r icu lum  that  incorporates

a  range  of  soc ia l ,  phys ica l  and  menta l  heal th  i s sues

Are  taught  by  the  c lass room  teacher  

Are  taught  with in  schools  prov id ing  a  pos i t i ve  re lat iona l  c l imate .

Severa l  long i tudina l  s tudies  have  documented  the  way  in  which  SEL

in i t ia t i ves  prov ided  in  the  pr imary  years  can  have  a  l as t ing  ef fect ,

promot ing  res i l ience  and  school  connectedness  wel l  in to  the  high

school  years  [70 ,  71 ] .  The  most  ef fect i ve  SEL  programs  are  those  that :

 

 



Post-disaster  programs
 

Experts  have  ca l led  fo r  post -disaster

programming  to  inc lude  universa l

school -based  in tervent ions  geared

toward  the  broader  audience  of

young  people  who  may  have  a  range  of

d isaster  exposure  and  are  at  an

increased  r i sk  fo r  future  adverse

react ions  [72 ] .  

 

Post -disaster  universa l  wel lbe ing

intervent ions  acknowledge  the  need  to

support  a l l  s tudents  in  the  af fected

community  inc luding  those  who  are  not

perce ived  to  be  at  di rect  r i sk  [39 ] .  Post -

disaster  programs  a im  to  reduce  the

r i sk  and  sever i ty  of  menta l  heal th

ef fects  fo l lowing  an  emergency  or

d isaster .  These  programs  can  inc lude

both  universa l  prevent ion  programs

that  ta rget  a l l  chi ldren  in  a  school  in

the  immediate  af termath ,  and  dur ing

more  susta ined  support  fo r  recovery .  

Programming  can  a lso  inc lude

spec ia l i sed  in tervent ions  that  ta rget

smal le r  groups  of  s tudents  who  have

been  ident i f ied  to  be  at  increased  r i sk

of  deve loping  a  menta l  heal th  problem

[34 ] .  These  in tervent ions  invo lve

act iv i t ies  a imed  at  bui ld ing  the  soc ia l

and  emot iona l  c l imate  of  the  school

and  enhancing  s tudent  abi l i t y  to  cope

with  advers i t ies  [34 ] .

 

Programs  prov ided  in  the  in i t ia l

a f te rmath  commonly  focus  on  ass i s t ing

students  to  make  sense  of  what  has

happened ,  and  to  understand  and

manage  the i r  responses .  They  typ ica l l y

inc lude  a  focus  on  se l f -ca lming

st rateg ies ,  and  coping  s t rateg ies  to

he lp  them  to  manage  f rust rat ion ,

anx iety  and  conf l ic t .  They  ra i se

awareness  of  ava i lab le  supports  and

serv ices  and  promote  help -seek ing ,

peer  support  and  peer  re fer ra l .
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S E L  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  c o n t r i b u t e  a s

p r e v e n t i o n  a g a i n s t  o n s e t  o f  P T S D

f o l l ow i n g  d i s a s t e r

One  s tudy  which  invest igated  the  impact  of  prevent ion  educat ion

programs  in  support ing  post -disaster  res i l ience  was  conducted  with

1488  I s rae l i  pr imary  school  s tudents  exposed  to  rocket  attacks .  I t  found

that  those  who  had  part ic ipated  in  a  14 -week  SEL  prevent ion  program

pr ior  to  the  attacks  were  s ign i f icant ly  less  l i ke ly  to  deve lop  PTSD

fo l lowing  the  rocket  attacks .  Only  7 .2% of  s tudents  who  part ic ipated  in

the  SEL  program  were  ident i f ied  post  disaster  to  be  suf fe r ing  f rom

PTSD ,  as  compared  with  1 1 .3% of  s tudents  in  the  contro l  group  who  had

not  rece ived  the  SEL  program  pr ior  to  the  disaster  [42 ] .  This  highl ights

the  ro le  that  SEL -based  prevent ion  educat ion  can  play  in  prevent ing  the

onset  of  t rauma  fo l lowing  a  disaster ,  as  wel l  as  deve loping  the  sk i l l s  and

st rateg ies  that  young  people  need  to  cope  with  dai l y  s t ressors  and

chal lenges  in  the i r  l i ves .



G e n e r i c  a d v i c e  p r o v i d e d  t o  g u i d e

t e a c h e r  r e s p o n s e s  i n  t h e

i m m e d i a t e  a f t e r m a t h

Establ i sh  and  mainta in  normal  c lass room  rout ines

Bui ld  pos i t i ve  re lat ionsh ips  between  s tudents  and  s ta f f

Remain  ca lm  and  opt imis t ic  

Convey  a  c lear  message  that  the  threat /danger  i s  over  and  that  good

th ings  wi l l  cont inue  to  happen

Pract ice  se l f -care  and  seek  support  fo r  se l f ,  col leagues  and  s tudents

Use  t rauma - in formed  pract ices  to  help  s tudents  set t le  and  focus

Prov ide  s t ructured  but  l imi ted  opportuni t ies  fo r  vo luntary  ta lk ,

wri t ing  or  drawing  about  what  has  happened

Avoid  ask ing  s tudents  to  re - te l l  and  dwel l  on  the  t rauma ,  and

encourage  them  to  th ink  of  the  s t rengths  people  and  communit ies

have  used  to  respond  wel l  and  to  help  each  other

Share  about  the  pos i t i ve  coping  s t rateg ies  that  people  have  or  can

use  to  help  them  deal  with  the  t raumat ic  events

Prov ide  spaces  and  t ime  to  focus  on  techniques  fo r  se l f -ca lming  and

emot iona l  express ion  and  regulat ion  sk i l l s  through  mindfu lness ,  c i rc le

t ime ,  re laxat ion  act iv i t ies ,  ar ts  and  non -compet i t i ve  games  and  sports

Prov ide  some  act iv i t ies  jus t  fo r  fun  or  to  l i f t  the  mood ,  such  as  v ia  use

of  music  and  play

Ant ic ipate  s i tuat ions  which  may  t r igger  dis t ress ,  such  as  a larms ,  hot

and  windy  weather ,  fog  or  smoke ,  and  reassure  and  in form  about

what  i s  happening

Use  pos i t i ve  disc ip l ine  s t rateg ies  which  favour  heightened  use  of

pos i t i ve  fo rmat ive  feedback  and  recogni t ion  of  ef for t

Scaf fo ld  chal lenging  or  susta ined  learn ing  tasks  to  fos ter  a  sense  of

mov ing  fo rward

Arrange  bra in  breaks  dur ing  tasks  requi r ing  higher  leve l s  of

concentrat ion

Prov ide  s tudents  with  addi t iona l  not ice  and  reminders  of  changes  to

scheduled  events  or  rout ines

Moni tor  s tudents  fo r  symptoms  of  t rauma  or  behav iour  change  over

t ime ,  and  re fer  as  warranted

 

For  fu r ther  adv ice  see  the  Aust ra l ian  Ins t i tute  fo r  Disaster  Res i l ience

 https : / /www .a idr .org .au /
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Long term socia l  and emotional
learning intervent ions  provide
susta ined support  for  recovery
 

Whi ls t  research  shows  the  importance

of  inc luding  long - te rm  (6  months  or

longer )  prevent ion  and  menta l  heal th

programming  af ter  a  disaster ,  serv ices

are  of ten  only  geared  toward

intervent ions  in  the  immediate

af termath .  Although  these  emergency

intervent ion  serv ices  are  necessary  fo r

mit igat ing  post t raumat ic  s t ress

symptoms ,  they  of ten  focus  spec i f ica l l y

on  responses  to  the  disaster  [2 ,  16 ,  73 ] .

Longer - te rm  in tervent ions ,  idea l l y

de l i vered  by  the  c lass room  teacher ,

focus  on  emot iona l  responses  and

coping  s t rateg ies  fo r  use  in  everyday

l i fe  as  wel l  as  those  used  to  deal  with

loss ,  dis rupt ion ,  and  the  recur r ing

threat  that  the  disaster  may  happen

again  [72 ] .  They  bui ld  protect ive  factors

such  as  soc ia l  support  and  coping  sk i l l s ,

which  are  essent ia l  both  fo r  both

disaster  recovery  and  fo r  nav igat ing  the

chal lenges  of  l i fe  [52 ] .

 

Post -disaster  in tervent ions  that  address

soc ia l  and  emot iona l  competenc ies

have  been  shown  to  improve  chi ld  and

adolescent  menta l  heal th  outcomes .

One  rev iew  of  research  s tudies

nvest igated  the  impact  of  22  di f fe rent

school -based  in tervent ions  ta rget ing

negat ive  menta l  heal th  outcomes  as  a

resu l t  of  exposure  to  conf l ic t  or  natura l

d i sasters .  F indings  showed  that  55% of

these  programs  had  pos i t i ve  impacts ,

reduc ing  occur rence  and  sever i ty  of

post - t raumat ic  s t ress  disorder  (PTSD ) ,

depress ion ,  and  behav iour  and  conduct

d isorders  [34 ] .  This  rev iew  of  research

found  that  s t ructured ,  longer  te rm

programs  were  more  l i ke ly  to  be

ef fect i ve  in  mit igat ing  the  negat ive

menta l  heal th  and  soc ia l  ef fects  of

conf l ic t  or  disaster  [34 ] .  

 

A  s tudy  invest igat ing  the  impacts  of  a

universa l ,  cur r icu lum -based  SEL

program  implemented  fo l lowing  a

natura l  disaster  in  Oklahoma  found  that

the  program  contr ibuted  to  improved

communicat ion  sk i l l s ,  abi l i t y  to  manage

conf l ic t ,  res i l ience ,  and  emot iona l

regulat ion  [ 16 ] .  An  invest igat ion  of  the

long - te rm  ef fect i veness  of  a  Turk i sh

school -based  in tervent ion  a iming  to

support  res i l ience  and  wel lbe ing  post

exposure  to  conf l ic t  found  that  of  287

young  people  aged  9  to  17  who  took

part  in  the  s tudy ,  those  who  rece ived

the  in tervent ion  cont inued  to  disp lay

lower  leve l s  of  PTSD ,  gr ie f  and

dissoc iat ion  than  the  contro l  group ,  as

measured  three  years  af ter  the

intervent ion  [74 ] .

 

 

 

 



An  o p e n -a c c e s s  e v i d e n c e -
i n f o r m e d  s o c i a l  a n d  e m o t i o n a l

l e a r n i n g  p r o g r a m  f o r  p r i m a ry
a n d  s e c o n d a ry  s c h o o l s

 

Schools  va lue  open  access  to  comprehens ive  ev idence - in formed  soc ia l

and  emot iona l  learn ing  programs ,  part icu lar l y  when  they  are  endorsed

or  prov ided  by  the i r  educat ion  sys tem  and  are  mapped  to  the i r

cur r icu lum .

 

The  Res i l ience ,  Rights  and  Respect fu l  Relat ionsh ips  program  i s  an

example  of  a  comprehens ive ,  ev idence - in formed  universa l  soc ia l  and

emot iona l  learn ing  program .  The  Res i l ience ,  Rights  and  Respect fu l

Re lat ionsh ips   learn ing  mater ia l s  have  been  des igned  fo r  teachers  in

pr imary  and  secondary  schools  to  deve lop  s tudents ’  soc ia l ,  emot iona l

and  re lat ionsh ip  sk i l l s .  Ef for ts  to  promote  soc ia l  and  emot iona l  sk i l l s

and  pos i t i ve  gender  norms  in  chi ldren  and  young  people  have  been

shown  to  improve  menta l  and  soc ia l  heal th  and  to  reduce  ant i soc ia l

behav iours  inc luding  bul ly ing  and  gender - re lated  v io lence .

 

The  Res i l ience ,  Rights  and  Respect fu l  Relat ionsh ips  learn ing  mater ia l s

are  prov ided  fo r  a l l  leve l s  of  pr imary  and  secondary  educat ion .  They  are

mapped  to  the  Victor ian  cur r icu lum ,  which  i s  s imi la r  to  the  Aust ra l ian

cur r icu lum .  The  teacher  manuals  prov ide  deta i led  age -appropr iate  and

sequenced  learn ing  act iv i t ies  address ing  8  top ics :  Emot iona l  L i te racy ;

Personal  Strengths ;  Pos i t i ve  Coping ;  Problem  Solv ing ;  Stress

Management ;  Help  Seek ing ;  Gender  and   Ident i ty ;  and  Pos i t i ve  Gender

Relat ionsh ips .

 

The  Res i l ience  Rights  and  Respect fu l  Relat ionsh ips  resources  are  open

access  on  the  Victor ian  Department  of  Educat ion  Fuse  webs i te .

 

Rights  and  Respect fu l  Relat ionsh ips  onl ine  learn ing  program

prov ided  by  the  Victor ian  Department  of  Educat ion  i s  ava i lab le  to

support  teachers .  I t  can  be  accessed  by  those  with  a  univers i ty  or

educat ion  sys tem  emai l  address .
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Arts ,  sports  and  le i sure  programs  can

be  used  post -disaster  to  prov ide  young

people  with  a  vo ice  and  an  opportuni ty

to  enhance  connectedness  and

re lat ionsh ips .  Whi ls t  these  programs

can  prov ide  therapeut ic  benef i t s ,  they

should  not  be  confused  with  therapy

prov ided  by  t ra ined  profess iona ls  fo r

those  with  ind icated  needs .  Rather ,

they  are  most  ef fect i ve ly  used  as  part  of

broader  educat ion ,  community  bui ld ing

and  psychosoc ia l  endeavours  [8 ] .

 

Arts -based  in tervent ions  prov ide  a

power fu l  mode  fo r  col lect i ve

express ion .  They  may  use  a  range  of

mediums  inc luding  conversat ions ,

drama ,  drawing ,  s tory te l l ing ,  music

making ,  dance ,  c i rcus  and  express ive

play  to  support  s tudents  to  explore

emot ions  and  connect  with  others  in

the  af termath  of  a  disaster  [37 ] .

Research  shows  that  ar ts -based

wel lbe ing  in tervent ions  can  pos i t i ve ly

impact  chi ldren ’s  abi l i t y  to  process

the i r  exper iences  fo l lowing  a  disaster ,

to  manage  post - t raumat ic  s t ress ,  and  to

bui ld  soc ia l  cohes ion  and  se l f -

conf idence  [37 ,  80 ] .  Arts -based

intervent ions  have  been  shown  to  be

most  ef fect i ve  when  col laborat i ve ly

created  with  chi ldren  as  th i s  helps  to

create  a  sense  of  agency ,  authent ic i ty

and  sa fety  [37 ] .  Whi ls t  s tudents  a lso

need  opportuni t ies  to  ind iv idua l l y

process  disaster - re lated  events ,
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S o c i a l  a n d  E m o t i o n a l  L e a r n i n g

p r o g r a m s  p l ay  a  k ey  r o l e  i n

s u p p o r t i n g  we l l b e i n g  i n  a l l

s t a g e s  o f  p o s t -d i s a s t e r  wo r k  i n

s c h o o l s

Psycho -educat iona l  programs  can  be  used  to  ass i s t  in  the  immediate

af termath  of  a  disaster  and  as  part  of  a  longer - te rm  focus  on  recovery

and  prevent ion .  Ta i lo red  programs  focus ing  on  in i t ia l  recovery  are

usua l l y  of fered  in  the  immediate  short  te rm .  Longer  te rm  soc ia l  and

emot iona l  learn ing  programs  are  prov ided  to  ass i s t  with  longer

term  recovery .  They  focus  on  bui ld ing  res i l ience  and  l i fe  sk i l l s  rather

than  jus t  on  responding  to  t rauma .  These  programs  help  to  deve lop  the

soc ia l  and  personal  capabi l i t ies  which  equip  people  to  deal  with

advers i ty  and  the  chal lenges  of  everyday  l i fe .  Del ivered  pr ior  to  disaster ,

SEL  programs  can  a lso  help  to  mit igate  the  impact  of  t rauma  and

disaster .

U s i n g  A r t s - b a s e d  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  t o
p r o m o t e  r e c o v e r y  p o s t - d i s a s t e r



col laborat i ve  engagement  in  ar ts -based

act iv i t ies  can  help  them  to  understand

that  others  may  have  exper ienced

s imi la r  t raumas  too ,  and  that  together

they  are  a  source  of  res i l ience  and

st rength  [80 ] .

 

A  number  of  researchers  suggest  that

an  undue  focus  on  ind iv idua l i sed

re - te l l ing  of  the  more  t raumat ic  parts

o f  the i r  disaster  s tory  may  be  unhelpfu l ,

and  that  th i s  can  best  be  le f t  to  more

therapeut ic  endeavours  .  Rather ,

metaphors ,  analog ies ,  t rad i t iona l  songs ,

dances ,  myths  and  s tor ies  can  be  used

to  prov ide  a  fo rm  of  protect ive

d is tanc ing  and  funct ion  as  moti f s

through  which  to  explore  concepts  of

res i l ience  and  in tegr i ty  in  the  face  of  

 

advers i ty  [75 -79 ] .

 

Arts -based  in tervent ions  can  be  used

along  with  SEL  programs  to

support  recovery  in  post -disaster

set t ings .  In  genera l ,  both  draw  on

mult ip le  methods  and  use  col laborat i ve

and  capac i ty -bui ld ing  act iv i t ies  as  part

o f  the i r  approach .  Arts -based  pro jects

may  be  prov ided  by  ar ts  educators

wi th in  the  school ,  or  with  the  support

o f  community  ar t i s t s  work ing  c lose ly

wi th  teachers .  Both  SEL  and  ar ts -based

intervent ions  pr ior i t i se  s tudent

wel lbe ing  and  sa fety ,  use  s t rengths -

based  approaches ,  and  work  to  ensure

that  s tudents  are  work ing  with in

a  sa fe  space  and  support i ve

env i ronment  [80 ,  81 ] .
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Exa m p l e s  o f  a r t s -b a s e d

i n t e r v e n t i o n s

Fol lowing  the  2010 –2011  New  Zealand  earthquakes ,  a  UNESCO - funded

pro ject  supported  a  range  of  schools  to  use  ar ts -based  pract ices  to  te l l

the i r  shared  s tory .  In  one  school ,  chi ldren ,  fami l ies ,  teachers  and  the

pr inc ipa l  a l l  contr ibuted  to  an  i l lus t rated  book  of  exper iences .  In

another  school ,  chi ldren  became  documentary  makers .  In  a  th i rd

school ,  chi ldren  worked  with  teachers ,  ar t i s t s  and  community  members

to  create  a  sequence  of  deta i led  mosaic  panels  represent ing  the

community ’s  s tory  before ,  dur ing  and  af ter  the  earthquakes .  In  a l l  cases ,

chi ldren  reported  the i r  pro jects  to  be  pos i t i ve  and  helpfu l ,  and  fe l t  that

the  express ive  power  of  the  ar ts  had  supported  the i r  soc ia l

connectedness  and  emot iona l  process ing  of  the  exper ience  [37 ,  80 ] .  

 

After  the  2009  Black  Saturday  f i res  in  Victor ia ,  a  therapeut ic  music

program  was  deve loped  that  used  song -wri t ing  and  the  shar ing  and

discuss ing  of  songs  to  support  emot iona l  process ing  and  connect ion

among  young  people  [82 ] .  Part ic ipants  va lued  the  exper ience  of  play ing

mus ic  with  others  who  had  been  through  s imi la r  exper iences  and  who

understood  them .  The  col laborat i ve  musica l  exper iences  helped  people

to  empath ise  and  fo rm  connect ions  with  others  who  had  exper ienced

loss  and  rega in  conf idence  in  the i r  capac i t ies  to  grow  and  learn .

 

For  fu r ther  Arts  resources  and  examples  see  The  Arts  Heal th  Network ,

and  The  Creat ive  Recovery  Network .



Many  teachers  report  that  they  fee l

under -prepared  to  respond  to  disaster -

re lated  t rauma  [4 ] .  Severa l  s tudies

have  highl ighted  that  teachers

themselves  need  support  fo l lowing  a

disaster ,  both  with  regards  to  the i r  own

soc ia l  and  emot iona l  wel lbe ing  and  in

re lat ion  to  the  pedagogica l  chal lenge

of  prov id ing  wel lbe ing  programs  fo r

s tudents .  Schools  may  have  been

damaged  or  re located ,  resu l t ing  in  a

lack  of  access  to  teaching  resources ,

and  the  pressure  of  tak ing  on

addi t iona l  non - teaching  dut ies  to

ensure  s tudents  can  sa fe ly  get  back  to

school  [30 ] .  Teachers  themselves  may

be  af fected  by  t rauma  and  personal

losses  and  some  may  fee l  unable  to

del i ver  c lass room -based  post -disaster

intervent ion  [38 ] .  Some  teachers  may

prov i s ion  of  wel l -deve loped  and

expl ic i t  teaching  resources  to  guide

the i r  approach ;

ta rgeted  profess iona l  learn ing

demonst rat ing  how  to  use  these

resources ;

a lso  fee l  re luctant  to  fac i l i ta te  menta l

hea l th  in tervent ions  due  to  l ack  of

t ra in ing  or  a  bel ie f  that  i t  i s  not  a

good  f i t  with  the i r  job  [4 ] .  

 

In  addi t ion  to  ex is t ing  wel lbe ing

support  s t ructures ,  schools  may

need  to  prov ide  a  range  of  ind iv idua l

and  s t ructura l  supports  to  teachers  to

enable  SEL  in tervent ions  to  be

del i vered  with  f ide l i ty .  SEL  research

suggests  that  ef fect i ve  supports  fo r

teachers  inc lude :
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Ar t s -b a s e d  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  c a n

c o n t r i b u t e  d u r i n g  d i s a s t e r

r e c o v e ry

Arts -based  in tervent ions  can  play  a  va luable  ro le  in  narrat ing  the

community ’s  response  to  disaster ,  and  in  ra l l y ing  s t rengths  in  moving

towards  recovery .  They  of fer  a  range  of  ways  to  use  protect ive

d is tanc ing  in  s tory te l l ing  whi l s t  a lso  of fer ing  express ive  and  res torat i ve

modes  fo r  col laborat i ve  engagement  with  what  has  happened  and  can

contr ibute  towards  re -generat ion  of  soc ia l  capi ta l  in  af fected

communit ies .

S u p p o r t i n g  t e a c h e r s  t o  f a c i l i t a t e
s o c i a l  a n d  e m o t i o n a l  l e a r n i n g  a f t e r
d i s a s t e r
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R o u t i n e  s c h o o l  p r a c t i c e s

t h a t  s u p p o r t  d i s a s t e r

p r e p a r e d n e s s ,  r e l i e f  a n d

r e c o v e ry  i n t e r v e n t i o n s

Whole  school  approaches  to  t rauma - in formed  pract ice ;  

School -wide  pos i t i ve  behav iour  support ;

Menta l  heal th  promot ion  and  prov i s ion  fo r  soc ia l  and  emot iona l

learn ing ;  

Investment  in  s t rong  partnersh ips  with  parents  and  community

agenc ies ;  and

Prov i s ion  of  wel l -s t ructure  pastora l  care  and  wel lbe ing  support

sys tems  and  serv ices .

A  number  of  rout ine  school  pract ices  are  idea l l y  su i ted  fo r  cont inued

use  post -disaster .  They  inc lude :

 

c lear  schoolwide  approaches  fo r

making  re fer ra l s  and  managing

disc losures ;

prov i s ions  in  the  t imetable  fo r  the

SEL  in tervent ion  to  be  del i vered ;

s t ructures  fo r  col leg ia l  support  such

as  mentor ing  or  team  teaching ;

act ive  invo lvement  of  spec ia l i sed

wel lbe ing  s ta f f ;  and

v is ib le  school  leadersh ip  support  [83 ] .

In  post -disaster  contexts ,  exposed

teachers  may  benef i t  f rom  addi t iona l

support  s t ructures  that  empower  them

to  take  on  the  new  respons ib i l i t ies

assoc iated  with  address ing  t raumas

[38 ] .  I f  they  f ind  themselves  fee l ing

help less  or  unable  to  per form  the i r

regular  pedagogica l  dut ies  in  the

immediate  af termath  of  disaster ,  they

may  need  spec i f ic  prov i s ions  and

al ternat ive  respons ib i l i t ies  as

wel l  as  access  to  spec ia l i sed

psycholog ica l  serv ices  [38 ] .  A  school -

wide  approach  to  teacher  support  may

inc lude  creat ing  spaces  fo r  teachers  to

express  t raumat ic  exper iences ;

fac i l i ta t ing  teacher  re laxat ion ;

readjust ing  s ta f f  expectat ions  to  ensure

they  are  rea l i s t ic ;  and  ident i f y ing  and

mobi l i s ing  school  and  community -

based  resources  that  can  ass i s t  s ta f f  in

the i r  own  recovery  [38 ] .



Aust ra l ian  schools  are  equipped  with

numerous  pol ic ies ,  f rameworks  and

curr icu la  to  support  s tudent  wel lbe ing .  

A  few  examples  are  descr ibed  below .

Schools  are  adv ised  to  check  fo r

the  most  updated  wel lbe ing  pol ic ies

and  f rameworks  fo r  the i r  s tate  or

ter r i to ry .  

 

The  Aust ra l ian  Curr icu lum  requi res  a l l

teachers  to  play  a  ro le  in  deve loping

the  personal  and  soc ia l  capabi l i t ies .

Approaches  to  advanc ing  the  personal

and  soc ia l  capabi l i t ies  invo lve

students  in  a  range  of  pract ices

inc luding  recognis ing  and  regulat ing

emot ions ,  deve loping  empathy  fo r

others  and  understanding  re lat ionsh ips ,

establ i sh ing  and  bui ld ing  pos i t i ve

re lat ionsh ips ,  making  respons ib le

dec is ions ,  work ing  ef fect i ve ly  in  teams ,

handl ing  chal lenging  s i tuat ions

const ruct ive ly  and  deve loping

leadersh ip  sk i l l s .
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T e a c h e r s  b e n e f i t  f r o m  a d d i t i o n a l

s u p p o r t  i n  t i m e s  o f  d i s a s t e r

Teachers  are  commonly  amongst  those  af fected  by  the  disasters  that

impact  on  the  s tudents  in  the i r  care .  They  benef i t  f rom  access  to

psychosoc ia l  support .  They  a lso  benef i t  f rom  pedagogica l  support  to

guide  them  in  the i r  prov i s ion  of  wel lbe ing  educat ion .

U s i n g  e x i s t i n g  p o l i c i e s ,  f r a m e w o r k s
a n d  c u r r i c u l u m  t o  s u p p o r t  s t u d e n t
w e l l b e i n g  p o s t  d i s a s t e r
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C u r r i c u l u m  f r a m ewo r k

a n d  r e s o u r c e s  t o  s u p p o r t

p r o v i s i o n  o f  s o c i a l  a n d

e m o t i o n a l  l e a r n i n g

The  Victor ian  Department  of  Educat ion ’s  Student  Wel lbe ing  and

Learn ing  Pol icy  s tates  that  schools  must  prov ide  an  in tegrated  and

comprehens ive  cur r icu lum  approach  that  incorporates  equi table

opportuni t ies  fo r  a l l  s tudents  to  enhance  the i r  own  and  others '

wel lbe ing  through  the i r  dai l y  learn ing  exper iences ;  and  prov ide

a  cur r icu lum  that  supports  s tudents  to  deve lop  knowledge ,

understanding  and  sk i l l s  that  enables  them  to  engage  cr i t ica l l y  with  a

range  of  heal th  and  wel lbe ing  areas  and  i s sues

 

The  Aust ra l ian  Student  Wel lbe ing  Framework  supports  Aust ra l ian

schools  to  be  learn ing  communit ies  that  promote  s tudent  wel lbe ing ,

sa fety  and  pos i t i ve  re lat ionsh ips  so  that  s tudents  can  reach  the i r  fu l l

potent ia l .  The  Framework  i s  based  on  ev idence  that  demonst rates  the

st rong  assoc iat ion  between  sa fety ,  wel lbe ing  and  learn ing .

 

The  Aust ra l ian  Ins t i tute  fo r  Disaster  Res i l ience  prov ides  a  range  of

d isaster  response  and  educat ion  resources  fo r  pr imary  and  secondary

schools  and  an  overv iew  of  how  they  l ink  to  the  Aust ra l ian  Curr icu lum .
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