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POSITIVE 
THINKING

Jane Griffin is offering hope and healing to young refugees
who have suffered in unimaginable ways. By doing so, 

she’s enriched her life and that of her family

WORDS // LEANNE EDMISTONE

There is no panacea for the
heartbreaking stories of loss and
grief, torture and trauma, conflict
and persecution that Jane Griffin
hears every day.

Even so, Griffin’s impossibly wide smile, 
twinkly eyes, gentle warmth and patient 
listening ear do much to comfort students 
grappling with experiences most ordinary 
people struggle to comprehend.

Griffin’s unwavering commitment to 
teenagers from refugee and asylum-
seeking backgrounds, both 
professionally and personally, has 
seen her this week named the 2014 
Queensland Positive Teacher of the 
Year. Ten years ago, she founded 
HEAL, the Home of Expressive Arts 
and Learning, where art and music 
therapy help young people cope with the 
mental, emotional and physical effects of 
distress, and establish healthy new lives.

It was even earlier that Griffin saw and
acted on this need at a far more personal 
level, at home rather than the classroom.

She laughs when asked if she and 
husband Bill are the “Brangelina” of 
Brisbane. Like that of American actors Brad 
Pitt and Angelina Jolie, internationally 
known for adopting children from around 
the world, the Griffin family is bound by 
more than blood.

“When people say to me, how many 
children do you have, I don’t want to tell my 
whole life story, so I just say we have a funny 
family. We’ve collected kids from various places 
and we’re all the better for it,’’ Griffin smiles.

Photos of her large family are proudly 
displayed on her office wall, among the bright 
drawings and words of love and thanks 
obviously delivered regularly by students.

Married for 27 years, retired property 
developer Bill, 54, and Jane have biological 
daughters Georgia and Claire, and niece Ellie 
and nephew John became part of the family as 
young children. Truc, 12, arrived a few years 
later, followed by Jat (short for John Athian), 
also 12, and lastly, Ameer, 18.

Truc is Vietnamese, Jat was raised in Kenya’s
notorious Kakuma refugee camp and Ameer 
was orphaned at three when his family – 
mother, father and sister – was killed during 
bombing in Afghanistan. Imprisoned and 
tortured by the Taliban as a young teen for being
Hazara, he escaped to Australia as an 
unaccompanied minor.

Griffin says the children lived “big lives” and
travelled hard roads to eventually find 
themselves at her front door, but are all equal 
members of their close, loving family.

“Sometimes people say to me that it’s 
unusual that I am able to really love these kids 
like my own. They say, ‘oh, but it’s not really like 
your own kids’, but it actually is for me. I really 
do love them as my own kids,’’ she says.

Georgia, 24, has a commerce/law degree and
lives with her partner Jose on the Gold Coast. 
Claire, 23, is studying education, Ellie, 22, has a 

Bachelor of Arts and John, 24, is a graphic artist. 
Truc, 33, is now married and living at Mango

Hill, in Brisbane’s north, with three young 
children of her own. Jat, 24, who changed his 
surname by deed poll to Griffin, is living with his 
girlfriend and running his own plumbing 
business, while Ameer, 20, is also learning this 
trade. He lives at Yeronga with Jane, Bill, Claire 
and Ellie.

“Truc calls me Mummy Jane, her kids call me
Nana, Ameer calls me Mumma Jane because I 
think he heard one of the African kids (at 
school) call me that once. Our own children, 
Georgia and Claire, call us Bill and Jane!’’ Griffin 
laughs.

“We certainly weren’t looking for extra kids
and sometimes we had to ask ourselves, is this 
the best thing for our biological kids?

“Parenting is hard, bloody hard sometimes,
but it also brings its own joys and rewards. 
We’ve been really lucky that we’ve been able to 
do it and we’ve been really lucky that we’ve been 
in a situation where these kids came to us.’’

Griffin says the benefits and joys to all the 
family far outweigh the challenges.

“A lot of greatness comes out of having more
people in your life. Georgia and Claire gained a 
lot and one of the things they gained is being 
enormously close ... and they’re also very 
welcoming and accepting of other cultures.

“We’ve been to Africa three or four times, 
which we never would have done if not for Jat. 
We’ve been to Vietnam three or four times, the 

first time was taking Truc when she was 18. It’s 
really enlarged our lives.’’
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HEAL, founded and based at Milpera State High 
School in Chelmer, in Brisbane’s west, has art 
therapists working with students in Woodridge 
State High School, Yeronga State High School 
and St James College in Fortitude Valley, with 
plans to add another at TAFE Queensland. Each 
are initial one-day-a week, six-month 
placements funded solely by Friends of HEAL 
(FHEAL), the charitable foundation established 
in December 2012 to fund and expand the 
program, as well as research its effectiveness.

National Positive Teacher awards 
co-ordinator Dr Helen Street says the awards 

were initiated three years ago to acknowledge 
teachers working to promote mental, social and 
emotional health in schools. 

Run by Positive Schools, a peak organisation
designed to help teachers and educators 
promote wellbeing in primary and secondary 
schools, more than 800 nominations were 
received across the four states where the annual 
conferences are held.

Griffin, 53, was nominated by colleague and
fellow arts psychotherapist Bethany Mahadeo, 
who wrote: “Jane is an outstanding teacher and 

person. She goes above and beyond to support
the students and staff of Milpera State
High. She is generous and creative and
has an extraordinary ability and
willingness to think outside the square
and make things happen.

“Milpera is a challenging and
rewarding environment to work in, but
the traumatic experiences of many of the
students can have a significant impact on
teaching staff at times. 

“Jane provides invaluable support to
teaching and support staff – assisting them
with behavioural management strategies,
and helping understand the impact of 
trauma on a student’s ability to learn. Jane
is a unique and highly skilled teacher, and
an exceptional person in general!’’

Dr Street, social psychologist and 
educator at the University of Western 
Australia, says Griffin was an “unanimous”
winner. 

“She’s obviously an outstanding person
who has excelled at a range of levels,’’ Dr 

Street says. “She’s got this lovely mix that we 
like of obviously being personable in her work 
with individuals and being willing to take time to 
support staff and students, but also overall, 
helping the school community as a whole.’’

Asked about the source of her motivation, 
Griffin points to HEAL’s guiding principle of 
“helping tomorrow’s citizens blossom”.

“It’s very satisfying to feel you are helping 
people. I love the creativity of the job, but most 
of all it’s really a privilege to hear people’s 
stories and to feel like you’re a part of their life,’’ 
she says.

“When it’s not pleasurable, when it’s really 
hard, when you’re hearing things that you wish 
had never happened to that child, you at least 
have the feeling that you’re helping them by 
being able to listen when a lot of people wouldn’t 
be able to.’’

She watches a United Nations group of 
laughing, gossiping young people walk past her 
window and into HEAL’s comfy, colourful, 
chaotic building.

“A lot of people don’t support asylum seekers,
they don’t support refugees ... but whether you 
want it or not, there are going to be refugees 
here. The government is accepting refugees and 
they are going to be your neighbours, they are 
going to be your shopkeepers, they’re going to 
be your friends, so as long as they are young and 
they’re arriving, let’s try to make them the very 
best they can be, the best citizens of tomorrow.’’
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Born in Toowoomba to Claire, a nurse and real 
estate agent, and Lieutenant Colonel Warren 
Lennon, an engineer in the Australian Defence 
Force, Jane Griffin, along with sisters Sinfi and 
Victoria (Tor), moved every two years until she 
was 18.

“So, I know what it’s like to be displaced. Not
in the same way as a refugee, of course, but I had 
to change houses and places quite a lot,’’ she 
says. Griffin landed an administrative job in the 
Department of Immigration straight out of 
school and spent several years in the public 
service, before studying education at the Sydney 
Institute of Education.

Her first teaching post was at Inala State 
High School, since renamed Glenala. It was here 
she met ESL (English as a Second Language) 
teacher Noela Teakle and her teaching path 
changed forever. 

Juggling marriage, two young children and
study to become an ESL teacher, Griffin took 
time away from work to care for, first her 
mother, then her father, both of whom 
succumbed to cancer. Sinfi died suddenly soon 
after, aged 42.

Always a doodler, sketcher and painter, grief
propelled Griffin into a fine arts degree at the 
Queensland College of Art.

“After you’ve had a couple of deaths in your
family like that, you feel very wrung-out and 
emptied. I felt like I wanted to put something 
back in,’’ she says.

Griffin did a placement as an art teacher at
Milpera State High School in 2004, where she 
saw children drawing bombs, helicopters and 
people being killed. This led to study at the 
Melbourne Institute of Experiential and 
Creative Arts Therapy, then a Masters of Mental 
Health in Art Therapy at the University of 
Queensland. And so, HEAL was born.

The unique program won Education 
Queensland’s Showcase Award for Excellence 
in Inclusive Education, and $30,000, in 2005. 
The $200,000 a year needed to run the program 
is funded by grants, donations and FHEAL’s 
fundraising. The board aims to have HEAL art 
therapists in all southeast Queensland schools 
that cater to a large refugee population within 
five years.

At Milpera State High School in 2013, three
part-time arts psychotherapists worked with 
about 180 students of a fluctuating school 
population of about 300, while 333 students 
participated in music therapy with 
comedian/musician Tim Minchin.

Students are counselled one-on-one and in
group situations, and art-for-relaxation classes 
are also available. Some students come to catch-
up on sleep on the comfy couches after the 
nightmares of the night before.

Griffin says a lack of scientific evidence was
part of the funding barrier, but she has no doubt 
art and music therapy works. Milpera’s teachers 
who see the results every day, agree.

“When you’ve heard the stories that we hear
in therapy, it’s very hard to think the world’s a 
wonderful place and people are always going to 
behave well,” she says.

“But I do still think everybody deserves a 
chance and, given the chance, people will do 
well in their lives, regardless of what they’ve 
suffered. I do believe people can blossom, given 
just a little help. So let’s help them.’’

Jane Griffin and her fellow Masters of Mental Health 
in Art Therapy classmates will host their ninth annual 
exhibition, A Year in the Life of Art Therapists, at 
Perculator Gallery, Paddington, August 19-25.
Griffin and Bethany Mahadeo will donate the 
proceeds of their sales to FHEAL.
See: milperashs.eq.edu.au and fheal.com.au

True healer: Jane Griffin, 
(main picture), with student 
Adel Fallah Soleimani (above 
left) and with her family Truc, 
Georgia, Jane, Jat, Claire, 
Ameer, Tian (Truc’s daughter), 
Ellie, Bill, and dogs Rocky and 
Maxi. Pictures: Mark Calleja


