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In this session we will 
present our study findings 
which: 
 Highlight the assets refugee background students 

bring, as well as the gaps they may have, as they 
prepare for university 

Examine if and how current university practices and 
policies utilise these assets and fill the gaps 

Provide a few key principles to guide policy 
construction and teaching and learning practices in 
the classroom 



Definition: 

A refugee is a person who: 
  has a well founded fear of being persecuted (race, 

religion, nationality, social group membership, political 
opinion) 

  is outside the country of his/her nationality 
  is unable, or unwilling  to avail himself/herself of the 

protection of that country 
has been forced to flee his/her own country because of 

persecution, war or violence. 

United Nations , ‘1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees, 
2012, viewed 15 April 2014, http://www.unhcr.org/protect/PROTECTION/3b66c2aa10.pdf 



Listen to Deng’s story and note: 

1.Characteristics which make Deng an ideal 
candidate for university – consider your 
institution’s generic skills, for example 

2.Life experiences which will pose some 
challenges for Deng as a candidate for university 

 



Deng Video Presentation 

DENG_FINAL.mp4


Prior Life Experiences: 
Strengths 

 

Aspiration 

Passion 

Resilience 

Perseverance 

Determination 

 

It is also part of resilience 
because for me I have studied 
through hard and harsh 
conditions.  I wouldn’t mind 
whichever condition I go 
through.  I will struggle 
through it. [A_Student] 

My dad really wanted me to be a 
doctor but now –because now he 
understands. Because in Nepal, 
like I said, if you’re a doctor, 
engineer or something, you can 
get a really good high pay and 
then so on…Yes, status. But in 
Australia everyone is equal. So 
whatever I want, he’s happy with 
it…But he doesn’t want me to just 
stay home and then…Have a 
university degree and do what we 
want to do, what you are 
interested in. [A_student] 

And I finished high – Year 
12 three times before and 
this is my third time Miss. 
[4_students] 



Prior Life Experiences: 
Hardships 

War 

Displacement 

Trauma 

Religious Persecution 

Violence 

Loss 

We are really at risk in 
Afghanistan …so in Sunni 
area or regions we 
cannot practice our 
religion because we 
should do as they do, 
otherwise they will hurt 
or they will kill us [7_student] 

So its been a very terrible 
situation, almost every 
family got one person lost 
or more than that. [C_student]  

Actually I was in the 
camp about 16 and 
a half years in Kenya 
[C_student] 

I had to flee my 
country because of 
war [B_student] 



Language assets 

• Refugee background students are bilingual, and usually 
multilingual 

– They usually speak more than one language from their 
country of birth, and have learned other languages on 
their journey to Australia. 

• We learn a new language by making connections with the 
languages we already know 

– Students’ first languages are a help, not a hindrance to 
learning English. 

 



Language assets 

• Bilingual students already have cognitive 
advantages over monolingual learners 

– Their brains are more flexible, more creative, and 
better at problem solving.  

 



Supporting language assets 

A bilingual friendly institution incorporates the skills of 
all its students. Specifically it aims to: 

– access the students’ home linguistic and cultural 
experiences 

– build positive attitudes and awareness of languages 
amongst all students – to the benefit of all students 

– ‘Internationalisation’ shouldn’t just be an outward looking 
university strategy, it should be the lived experience of the 
university student 

 – affirm the personal identity of 
each student in order to build 
self-esteem and self-confidence 



English language gaps 

• It takes between 5 – 10 years to become 
proficient in a new language, depending upon 
previous life and educational experiences.  

• Refugee background students have often had 
interruptions to their education which lengthen 
the journey to full language proficiency 

• Most refugee background students will still be on 
the journey to full language proficiency when 
they enter university 

 



English language gaps 

• Discipline knowledge is constructed through 
language 

– the language of each discipline differs in vocabulary, 
in the text structures it requires and the grammatical 
structures it favors 

 



Filling the gaps in English Language 
proficiency 

• English language should be taught in context and 
through content 

 

• English language support is best situated within 
the disciplines 

 



Consider the following university 
assessment task 

• In 800-1000 words, respond to the following questions:  

• What do you remember about learning to read? What are 
your experiences of reading now?  

• What do you remember about learning to write? What are 
your experiences of writing now?  

• What have you learned thus far in this unit about how other 
children learn to read and write? How does this learning 
relate to your own experiences?  

• You need to frame your response in the format of a reflective 
essay.  



Cultural assets 

• Diversity is an asset 
– Building a safe environment with mutual respect between students and 

staff 

• Academic tasks should regularly incorporate the 
cultural knowledge and social experiences of 
students from refugee backgrounds 
– They bring with them rich cultural experiences and 

alternative perspectives on the taken-for –granted 
knowledge in Australian education.  

– These students offer the                                       
international perspectives we                                         
often seek from external                                       
partnerships.  

 



Gaps in cultural knowledge 

• Expectations around learning to learn may be 
different.  

• E.g. expectations that students contribute actively to 
discussions, or work in groups or proactively seek help from 
support services 

• Invisible cultural assumptions within course 
content, or administrative requirements 

• My ‘everyday’ and ‘familiar’ scenarios are unlikely to be                                             
everyday and familiar                                                
experiences and knowledge                                                       
for some of my students.  

 



Consider the following slides from a 
lecture on semiotics  



Activity - Consider the university 
student data and note: 
 Examples/hints of where university policy and 

implementation of policy could be improved 
 

 Examples/hints of where university policy and 
implementation of policy was effective 

 



Initial university experiences 
• [W]hen I started uni in the first semester I was pretty new to the uni 

environment and pretty new to the educational system.  The teacher 
comes there, gives you the lecture and then he goes.  We don't even 
know what to do in the uni. [A_student] 

 

• I think  … [University B] … have limited support to students. I remember 
there's a learning support down at – what's it called…., those guys, 
they're only – they're only expert at two things, that's Maths and 
English, that's it. [University B]  don't offer more than that, if you go 
there looking for help with finance, they're not going to help you. …I find 
it much better if I have an appointment face to face with someone,                                          
actually. If they send you something on                                                       an 
e-mail, you're not going to know how                                                     to 
get that done. [B_student] 
 



Presentation of study’s data from 
the perspectives of: 

i. Students: School teachers as mentors 
• Yeah, the teachers there … [at my old school] … are really 

good. I remember I used to go to a particular teacher … 
[when I started university] … my first teacher actually. Every 
semester I used to email her. I'd say I've done this in this 
units; which units do I need to do? She would email me back 
and say if you've done that you're better off doing this 
because these units are harder or these are easier or you 
can do this or that. So she used to guide me right through to 
uni. [A_student] 

 



Activity - Consider the university 
staff data and note: 
 Examples/hints of where university policy and 

implementation of policy could be improved 
 

 Examples/hints of where university policy and 
implementation of policy was effective 

 



Presentation of study’s data from 
the perspectives of  support staff 
• We … provid[e] … information on the website … referrals to students who 

might need extra support and assistance … learning skills or … mentoring 
programs ...  One of the major ones is scholarships and grants, so the 
government provides us with quite a bit of money to assist students who are 
in financial hardship. [B_support staff]. 

• “We’ve had instances where students haven’t had accommodation … those 
have been factors that have impacted on their ability to attend and study”. 

•  [T]he … [students] … I’ve had contact with are more likely to ask for 
assistance when it's in a relaxed situation. The concept of making 
appointments ... they’ve said to me it makes it feel too formal … they'll just 
stick their head in to say … hello ... a lot of the refugee students we've been 
working with come from the cultural background where community is that 
face-to-face contact … It's through a relationship that you then seek help, 
rather than a title.[C_support staff] 

 



Presentation of study’s data from 
the perspectives of teaching staff 

 
We see so often that students don't get appropriate or timely support simply 

because the staff member doesn't know what support is available.  
That's where it often gets directed to Course Directors or to Heads of 
School and other staff.  It could be done in a more timely fashion if staff 
knew when a studen says I'm a refugee and I'm having this                                                             
issue then yes, legitimate concern, these are the support mechanisms.                                                   
[B_teaching staff] 

 
• On paperwork it looks good, as part of a qualitative assurance procedure, 

look we have got this and that. But I don't think we are very good at 
implementing it, we are not. [C_teaching staff] 

 

• You're already stigmatised. You don't want to be self-identified to an official 
as being - for want of a better work - a victim or different. Some people 
really want to fit in. Some people don't see themselves as refugee equals 
loser, refugee equals - the sort of people that  

Tony Abbott is trying to keep out of the country.  

Boat people.[C_teaching staff] 

 
 
 



Key Principles 
1. Refugee background students face distinct barriers and 

challenges due to their prior life experiences. Broad national 
and cultural values and attitudes should not be applied to 
individual students. 

2. Working with refugee background students should be seen as 
promising rather than problematic. 

3. Support programmes for students from refugee backgrounds 
must be specific to the needs of these learners which are 
different from others from EALD backgrounds (e.g. 
international students) or from other students who may 
typically access academic support (e.g. first generation 
university attendees. 



Key Principles 

4. Learning is culturally situated. Learning expectations need to 
be explicitly taught. At the same time, teachers should be 
aware that there are other valid ways of learning and 
demonstrating learning and be open to these. 

5. An enabling learning culture is built on nurturing positive 
interpersonal relationships with peers, teachers, support 
staff and the wider community combined with the ability to 
navigate the Australian educational system.  


