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I appreciate you.
It’s nice to have someone 

kind to talk to.”

HEAL student feedback

“
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About HEAL
Our Purpose
HEAL’s purpose is to support young people and communities from refugee backgrounds to heal and thrive, 
supporting their mental health, social inclusion and settlement and ensuring trauma is not a barrier for 
learning and wellbeing. 

We do this by providing expressive arts therapies in schools and communities across Queensland. 

Who We Are
HEAL was established in 2004 as a school-based specialty mental health program supporting the wellbeing 
of young people from a refugee background in Milpera State High School.
 
Today, HEAL provides expressive therapies to students across four Brisbane secondary schools and to 
Queensland’s diverse cultural communities. 
HEAL programs are funded by private philanthropy and by fee-for-service.
 
HEAL Limited is a not-for-profit company limited by guarantee and a registered charity.  In 2021, HEAL 
joined with QPASTT, Queensland’s specialist torture and trauma recovery service.
 
HEAL’s head office is at the Brisbane Multicultural Centre, Woolloongabba, Queensland.



Thank you for sitting 
with me, talking, 

laughing and creating 
things together. “

HEAL student feedback

“
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of the land where we live and work and we pay our respect to their cultures, their ancestors 
and their elders – past, present and emerging.

We recognise the continuing trauma caused by losses of children, language, lore and land 
and the impact that this continues to have on psychological, physical and spiritual wellbeing. 
We recognise that since time immemorial, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have 
nurtured communities of belonging and thriving and we work in solidarity towards a future of 
healing and justice.
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HEAL’s focus for 2021 has been continuing to support students, schools and communities through the 
ongoing disruption of COVID-19 and the impact of global conflict.  The impact of global conflicts is felt 
strongly in Queensland’s multicultural and refugee communities as they worry about family, friends and 
relatives in affected regions.  More broadly, local communities seek to welcome and support newly arrived 
refugees fleeing danger, as we have seen with the crisis in Afghanistan this year.
 
That the ongoing pandemic and global unrest is impacting on Queensland’s young people is reflected by 
referrals into HEAL’s services.  All our school programs reported increased referrals from Afghan young 
people – those who had been settled in Australia as well young people who had fled Kabul and were just 
embarking on their settlement and healing journey in Queensland.  Some of the young people forced 
to flee had been separated from their families and were undertaking this transition alone.  Symptoms 
reflecting the impact of this crisis on young people included flashbacks, nightmares, heightened fear, 
anxiety, dysregulation, feelings of worry, helplessness and distress, and feelings of guilt at being safe while 
loved ones remained at risk. 

The impact of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic on students and their families is something that students 
sought support for in their HEAL sessions.   All newly arrived families are dealing with the stress of 
COVID-19, navigating new laws, medical requirements and restrictions on top of the complex issues of 
settlement. 

Despite this disruption, and the continuing 
trauma of global conflict, HEAL therapists are 
continually struck by the staggering resilience 
of the young people accessing our services.  It is 
HEAL’s great privilege to be supporting students 
in their trauma-recovery, ensuring they are 
able to access the education and opportunities 
they deserve and that are essential for them to 
heal and thrive. On behalf of HEAL, I extend our 
gratitude to the students, families, communities, 
schools and staff for working with us this year.
 
Farah Suleman 
HEAL Manager

Chair’s Report

It is my pleasure to present the HEAL Impact Report for 2021.

In July 2021, QPASTT agreed to take ongoing responsibility for delivery of HEAL programs from the Friends 
of HEAL Foundation (FHEAL) at their request. We are honoured that the FHEAL Board chose QPASTT as 
the new home to manage and deliver the HEAL Program into the future. HEAL and QPASTT have a shared 
purpose to nurture meaningful futures by assisting people from refugee backgrounds to heal, belong and 
thrive in our community. We recognise, over the past 17 years, the incredible achievements of the FHEAL 
Board, their CEO and founder Jane Griffin, their Chair Adele Rice, their staff and community, developing 
HEAL into a highly respected, effective service that ensures trauma is not a barrier for learning and 
wellbeing and that young people and communities have the opportunity to heal and thrive.

This year, HEAL provided expressive arts therapy for 239 students across four Brisbane secondary schools.  
We also provided expressive art therapy workshops to 15 cultural community leaders.  COVID-19 continued 
to disrupt our major fundraising events, 
including our Songs of Hope and Healing 
partnership with QPAC.  In spite of that, 
our generous community of supporters 
donated $23,000; funds that directly 
support HEAL therapists’ work with 
young people in schools.

QPASTT has invited Adele Rice to join 
our QPASTT Board, and continues to 
work closely with Jane Griffin and the 
HEAL community. We are excited to 
increase the impact of HEAL programs 
across Queensland by expanding 
into more schools and offering HEAL 
programs to Queensland’s diverse 
cultural communities who are rebuilding 
their futures here. We have already 
commenced this expansion of the HEAL Program into Toowoomba.

Professor Emeritus Keithia Wilson 
Chair, QPASTT

Manager’s Report



Unfortunately, the continued impact of COVID-19 across 2020 and 2021 prevented us from going ahead 
with many of our usual fundraising events.  We are hoping to resume our major event Songs of Hope and 
Healing in partnership with QPAC in 2022.

Coming to HEAL has really helped me.
Before I used to fight and get angry, now I know how to calm myself down.”
Year 11 student at Yeronga State High School “
“I have enjoyed sharing my worlds and stories at HEAL.”
Year 8 student at Yeronga State High School

“Thank you for doing the fundraiser with us for my country and all the help for 
us. It felt good to be useful when I was so upset. “
Student at St James College
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Key Statistics

HEAL supported 15 female community leaders from 5 cultural 
backgrounds in specialised expressive therapy workshops.

In 2021, HEAL supported 239 young people from 47 cultural backgrounds 
across 4 Queensland secondary schools.

17 generous donors contributed $23,000 to fund expressive therapists in 
schools and support young people to heal and thrive.
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Malisa* is a newly arrived refugee and 
has been referred to HEAL through her 
high school.  At her first session, Malisa 
and her therapist complete the Welcome 
Booklet, a screening tool designed by 
HEAL therapists Jane Griffin and Bethany 
Mahadeo to collect important information 
in a friendly way.  The screening interview 
helps the therapist and Malisa decide on 
the most appropriate approach to the 
sessions. A mental health check assesses 
Malisa around symptomology including 
distress, physical health, sleep hygiene, 
the family and home situation and how 
she is functioning at school.  Malisa has 
adequate spoken English, so today’s 
screening does not require an interpreter 
– though other students might.
   
Through the screening interview, 
therapists learn that Malisa is in Australia 
as an unaccompanied minor.  She is 
housed and cared for by a welfare agency.  
She fled danger in her country during civil 
unrest and in the chaos of leaving, she 
lost track of her family.  She is very sad 
about being separated from her family 
and becomes tearful during the interview.  
She feels relieved to be in a safe country 
but anxious about living with strangers.  
Malisa speaks four languages.  She wants 
to be a doctor here in Australia one day. 
She loves playing soccer. 

Malisa is booked in to see a HEAL therapist 
in a 1:1 session, once a week.  Initially, 
Malisa’s practical concerns like dental 

appointments or help with joining sport 
teams are the focus of the sessions.   As 
the relationship and trust builds with her 
therapist, Malisa has the opportunity 
to explore feelings about her new 
circumstances. Her therapist shows Malisa 
art methods that celebrate strengths 
and build hope for the future.  There 
is serious talk, but also play. Sand-play 
tray directives offer Malisa the chance to 
celebrate relationships and understand 
feelings. Malisa is taught deep breathing 
and meditation methods to enhance her 
emotional regulation and provide her 
with tools for resiliency into the future. If 
contact with Malisa’s home or caseworker 
is needed, this is done directly or through 
the appropriate school staff like the 
Guidance Officer.   

Malisa moves quickly through therapy; 
she is a bright girl who is highly motivated 
to learn and is quick to understand how 
she can manage her feelings. She is well 
settled and has successful relationships 
in the group home where she lives. Her 
school reports are positive.  After about 
6-months, Malisa no longer requires 1:1 
sessions but she can continue to access 
HEAL resources and school wellbeing 
initiatives supported by HEAL staff.  Malisa 
knows she can contact her HEAL therapist 
if she has any future questions or support 
needs.
 
*This case study is a composite of a student’s experience 
at HEAL programs across all our school-based services.

Understanding a student’s experience at HEALThe HEAL Experience
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The Afghanistan Crisis

The Afghanistan Crisis in August shocked the world and has caused ongoing distress for the Afghan 
community in Queensland, including students and school communities that HEAL supports.  The crisis 
resulted in increased referrals to HEAL including the newly arrived who fled Afghanistan to escape the 
Taliban regime, as well as Afghan young people who had already settled in Australia but have related 
trauma and fears for family and friends. 
 
Across all HEAL schools, students displayed heightened fear, dysregulation and feelings of helplessness 
and distress about family members who remained in Afghanistan.  Some students experienced an increase 
in trauma symptoms such as flashbacks, nightmares and anxiety, particularly those who had previous 
exposure to the violence of the Taliban. 
 
Expressive therapies and support through the HEAL program provided students with an outlet for their 
initial shock as well as ongoing presentations of trauma and distress.  HEAL’s therapy work with Afghan 
young people has focused on grief and loss, adaptation and transition, and exploring identity as we support 
them through the settlement process and to rebuild a sense of safety so they can continue with their 
education.  



“
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M. is making continual improvement in her self-worth.” 

“Keep up the great work! Love whatever you are doing, it’s working.” 

“It seems that there is a significant positive change.” 

“(I) think Z. has improved her interpersonal skills both with teachers 
and students and is more focused in class.” 

“Can see L. feels more “supported” at school.”

“S. has settled a lot.”

“Thanks for your great service, it makes a big difference.”
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As an Intensive English Language school for newly arrived young people of refugee and migrant 
background, Milpera’s student numbers fell in 2021 because of COVID-19 border closures. 

Despite this, HEAL’s therapy team at Milpera have remained busy, supporting 105 students, including 
those with more complex needs.  We also extended our therapy service to some children from migrant 
backgrounds who were struggling with their settlement, indicating the potential of the HEAL program 
to support the settlement needs of all culturally diverse young people as well as those from refugee-
backgrounds.

Milpera State High School

HEAL in Schools

In 2021, HEAL worked with 105 students from 26 
cultural backgrounds at Milpera State High School.

The most prominent referral reasons to the HEAL service at Milpera were students appearing to 
be worried, sad or having flat moods. Those presenting as having possible family issues were also 
prominent, not necessarily because they had family conflict, but more often because they had 
joined a family that was not their original family, had reunited with a family member after many 
years absence, or were in a family where the parent was having difficulties settling. 
  
The referral reasons we see at HEAL are those we might expect to see in children from backgrounds 
that included life in a refugee camp, persecution, educational disruption, family separation and 
war. 

Referrals

Teachers are asked to provide feedback concerning the impact of HEAL for attending students via 
an evaluation form, which compares reasons for referral with the students’ ways of being now. The 
feedback form also allows comment from teachers regarding the value of the service. 

Teacher FeedbackTop 10 Cultural 
Backgrounds of 
HEAL Students 
at Milpera State 
High School:

• Afghan 
• Congolese
• Burundian
• Hazara
• Ugandan
• Tanzanian
• Ethiopian
• Syrian
• Sudanese
• Somali

• Worried
• Sad, distressed, flat mood
• Possible family issues
• Unable to get along with peers
• Poor impulse control

• Difficulty maintaining attention to task
• Aggressive/often in conflict
• Withdrawn/socially isolated
• Other
• Visa status anxiety

Top 10 Reasons for Referral to HEAL at Milpera State High School:



“
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HEAL has supported many students and built very strong relationships 

and trust with the young people.” – English Teacher   

“HEAL has helped students in building emotional resilience.”  – 

Wellbeing Team Member  

“Students leave HEAL seeming calm and happy.” – School Chaplain 

“Students are always telling me how much HEAL has helped them.”  - 

Deputy Principal 

“The students love HEAL; they always show up asking for you even 

though they know what days you work.” – Youth Health Nurse.  
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HEAL has one art therapist based at Yeronga State High School, who is part of the school’s Wellbeing Team.  
The HEAL therapist primarily works with students on a 1:1 basis, but pair work and small group work is also 
offered to students.

War and unrest in many countries has created added stress for students in 2021, particularly those from 
Afghanistan, Eritrea and Somalia.  HEAL actively responded to these global events and sought to support 
affected students directly, and through collaboration with other school support services.

Yeronga State High School

In 2021, HEAL worked with 35 students from 10 cultural 
backgrounds at Yeronga State High School. 

In 2021, referrals to HEAL at Yeronga State High School were received primarily from the school’s 
student wellbeing and support team, Guidance Officer, student case management meetings, as 
well as from HEAL at Milpera.  Students also self-referred into the program. The main reasons for 
referral were students appearing worried or stressed, conflicts with peers, disengagement from 
school and social isolation.
 
Students being worried or stressed is the primary referral reason and has increased since 2020. 
This growth may be in relation to the overall increase in people’s stress due to the COVID-19 
pandemic.  A major part of individual sessions was spent discussing issues around COVID-19, 
finding information with students and helping them process and understand the ever-changing 
situation. 

Referrals

Teacher Feedback

Top 10 Cultural Backgrounds of HEAL Students at Yeronga State High School:

• Worried/stressed
• Conflicts with peers
• Disengaged from school
• Other

• Withdrawn/socially isolated
• Visa concerns
• Self-referral

Reasons for Referral to HEAL at Yeronga State High School:

• Somali
• Afghan
• Hazara

• Eritrean
• Syrian
• Iranian
• Burundian

• Filipino
• Sudanese
• Thai

• HEAL worked as part of the Yeronga State High 

School wellbeing team to organise celebration 

days during the year including Harmony Day, 

Wear it Purple Day, R U OK Day, and Mental 

Health Week. 

• HEAL’s art therapist was trained in the Lovebites 

healthy relationship program, delivered to all 

students in Year 10 and Year 12. 

• HEAL collaborated with QPASTT and the school’s 

Interact Club to facilitate special support groups 

for students from Afghanistan. 

• HEAL supported students during their sessions of 

anti-racism training undertaken by the student 

body and staff.

Highlights
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HEAL makes a real difference in the school. I especially appreciate the 

work HEAL is doing to support our female students.” 

“Thanks for all you do for our students.”  

“HEAL is a such a great resource for our students.” 

“Students recognise and appreciate the mental health support they 

receive through the HEAL program.” 
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HEAL at St James College provides individual therapy to students, supports cultural and pastoral care group 
programs and organises social and recreational activities.   On average, the HEAL therapist has contact with 
around 15-20 students per day, through a mix of individual therapy sessions, lunchtime groups, classroom 
check-ins and other school activities. There is generally a high need for crisis work at St James College 
as there are many students who become dysregulated in the classroom because of their experiences. 
Supporting these students is shared between HEAL and school counselling and wellbeing staff.

St James College

In 2021, HEAL supported 75 students from 6 countries of origin 
at St James College. 

Students are referred to HEAL by classroom teachers, 
Deans and through HEAL screening. Increasingly, students 
are self-referring for HEAL services as they become more 
familiar with the program and the benefits of art therapy 
and counselling for mental health support.  

A high number of newly arrived students this year have 
required some extra support while settling into college 
life. The HEAL door is always open for students for a check 
in, information or referral.  

Students in community detention or on temporary visas 
continue to be affected by chronic anxiety and stress. 
In 2021, one student marked their fifth anniversary of 
community detention.

Referrals

Teacher Feedback

Country of Origin of HEAL Students 
at St James College:

• Transitions
• Sad/distressed/flat mood
• Worried
• Disengaged from schoolwork
• Visa status anxiety
• Fearful

Reasons for Referral to HEAL at St 
James College:

• Afghanistan
• Congo
• Eritrea
• Iran
• Sudan
• Myanmar

• The HEAL therapist collaborated with students from the Peace and Justice group to 

organise a whole-school program for Wellbeing time, focused on Mental Health Month 

and encouraging open conversations about self-care and peer support.  Arts-based 

activities introduced students to the Wheel of Wellbeing and gave opportunities to 

develop a personal self-care bucket list, practice gratitude journaling, meditation, 

communication skills, and identifying values to live by.  

• We organised the first “Cook It Persian Style” fundraiser to enable students in detention 

to attend the Top End Immersion trip. In 2021, 2 senior students were able to attend the 

trip to Cairns and the Daintree, a highlight of their school experience. Next year we hope 

to fundraise to allow another three students to attend the Immersion trip to Darwin and 

Tiwi islands. 

• Harmony Day activities included painting, henna, cultural games, friendship bracelets, a 

staff vs student volleyball match and a fundraiser for the Romero Centre. 

• During lockdown, teachers participated in an online art therapy workshop, exploring 

trauma and self-care. Activities began with a general trauma introduction and a guided 

meditation. Staff then completed a safe-place collage/drawing. Teachers were positive 

about the experience, enjoying the opportunity for relaxation and peer discussion.

Highlights

Staff have been very positive about the HEAL program.  The program has been extended by an 
additional day each week, enabling the HEAL therapist to work more closely with Deans and 
Learning Support staff to provide better service to students. Teachers appreciate being able to 
utilise the service for students who become dysregulated. 
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The HEAL program was delivered 1-day per week at Woodridge State High School.  2021 has been a year 
of transition for HEAL students at Woodridge State High School. At the end of 2020, the Intensive Learning 
Centre (ILC), which had offered a specialised learning environment for newly arrived EALD students, was 
closed. Students and staff were transitioned into mainstream classrooms. Many ILC students embraced 
the new changes with optimism and excitement. Students reported that they have enjoyed being in the 
mainstream program, because they mix with all students and get to know many new teachers. Some 
students have become distressed and less confident due to the increased learning and assessment 
demands of the mainstream classrooms. 
  
The HEAL program provided a supportive space for students to explore emotions and share their worries 
and concerns, whilst also improving fine motor skills, concentration and stamina through their work with 
art materials. Visual art, clay work, textiles, drama games, percussion, body-based exercises, storytelling 
and play therapy were all employed in therapy. 

Woodridge State High School In 2021, HEAL supported 24 students from 5 countries of 
origin at Woodridge State High School

Referrals to HEAL at Woodridge State High School 
largely came from the Guidance Officers and 
student self-referral. There was a significant drop 
in numbers from 2020, reflecting the disruption in 
Term 1 and Term 2 because of COVID-19. 

Reasons for referral throughout the year were 
varied and often students would present with 
multiple concerns related to developmental trauma.

Referrals

• Slow to learn, possible learning 
difficulty

• Sad/distressed/flat mood
• Withdrawn/socially isolated
• Transitions
• Worried
• Self-harming

Reasons for Referral to HEAL at 
Woodridge State High School:

Country of Origin of HEAL 
Students at Woodridge 
State High School:
• Afghanistan
• Congo
• Iraq
• Sudan
• Thailand

• HEAL offered lunchtime art activities for students 

as part of Refugee Week celebrations. 

• HEAL staff assisted with the facilitation of group 

discussions for parents as part of a Mental Health 

Information Night and a Newly Arrived Family 

Night at the school.

Highlights

Teacher and Student Feedback

Teacher Feedback 
Staff have commented that students benefit from the space to relax and learn to express 
themselves through the arts.  Post-HEAL feedback indicated that teachers saw students learning 
to self-regulate better with less outbursts of anger. Students related better to others, increased 
their focus and concentration and decreased their frustration in the classroom. Students seemed 
happier in themselves and more engaged with their classmates. 
 
Student Feedback 
Students said they liked to come and get support, have fun with their friends, laugh and be silly. 
For some students, it was the only place they could discuss family concerns or share distressing 
memories and feelings.  For others, it was an opportunity to reconnect with happy feelings and 
memories from home, keeping the memories alive as a source of comfort and hope. 
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Communities Healing to Thrive

In 2021, the Leaders Healing Project delivered two workshop-retreats for female community leaders from 
a refugee background.  The workshops included trauma-informed activities that supported connection, 
learning and self-care including expressive art therapies to explore identity and roles in community. 
  
The specialised activities and facilitation supported participants to better understand the impact of 
refugee-related trauma on themselves and the community; cultural and community expectations on being 
a woman leader and the impact of this on their emotional and mental health and wellbeing; and the 
importance of self-care and other mechanisms such as boundaries, connection with other women leaders 
and self-compassion.  This resulted in the participants being better equipped to engage with attitudes and 
behaviours that promoted their own mental, emotional and relational health and wellbeing, allowing them 
to be available to provide support to the community in a sustainable way.

15 participants from over 5 different cultural groups attended across the 2 days, which were each tailored 
to either an over-25 or under-25 age group.

HEAL is working with QPASTT and Queensland’s diverse cultural 
communities to provide expressive arts and somatic therapies in 
response to the trauma-recovery needs identified by community leaders 
and members. 

Our People

TOP:  Jane Griffin and Bethany Mahadeo
BELOW:  Farah Suleman, Bethany Mahadeo, Bindii Thorogood 
and Conny Rodgers

HEAL therapists have all completed a Masters of Mental Health in Art Therapy and work within a trauma-
informed framework.  Some therapists come from a teaching background and all complete ongoing 
professional development about developmental trauma in children and young people.
 
HEAL therapists are based in schools and support wider school activities focused on wellbeing and positive 
culture for the entire staff and student body.  HEAL therapists work with school staff, families, cultural 
communities, service providers and universities to share knowledge and assist young people.

HEAL is committed to furthering knowledge and practice about the benefits of expressive arts therapies for 
trauma recovery and mental health and wellbeing.  In 2021, two Master of Mental Health students from 
the University of Queensland attended HEAL Milpera on practicum, completing valuable art therapy work 
with students while furthering their own practice and learning.

HEAL Milpera therapists Jane Griffin and Bethany Mahadeo presented to Master of Psychology students at 
Queensland University of Technology about experiential methods utilising creativity.  Other services and 
professionals also attended HEAL Milpera to learn about our work, including preservice teachers, TAFE staff, 
EALD visiting teachers, and students from Brisbane private schools.

ABOVE (r):  Sue Cameron
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Governance

www.fheal.com.au
P: (07) 3391 6677

E:  heal@qpastt.og.au

In 2021, the Friends of HEAL Foundation (FHEAL) joined with QPASTT (the Queensland Program of 
Assistance to Survivors of Torture and Trauma).  From 1 July 2021, QPASTT assumed the operations of the 
HEAL programs.

QPASTT is Queensland’s only specialist trauma recovery service, delivering programs across Greater 
Brisbane, Logan, Toowoomba, Townsville and Cairns as well as outreach across Queensland.  This union 
enables HEAL to expand its services for young people, schools and communities with the support, 
resources and infrastructure of a trusted and established organisation with similar vision and values.

QPASTT and the Friends of HEAL continue to work closely together on developing HEAL, including with 
FHEAL CEO Jane Griffin who continues her work as art therapist at HEAL Milpera, and FHEAL Chair Adele 
Rice who has joined the QPASTT Board.
 
To find out more about QPASTT, visit www.qpastt.org.au


