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Project description:
This pilot project sought to document the diversity of 
educational journeys of Australian student teachers 
who have sought refuge from conflicts in Africa. 
Furthermore, this study aimed to identify cultural and 
structural/institutional factors that shape opportunities 
for this group to consider teaching as a career. It sought 
to identify and document the gendered identities, 
knowledge, resilience strategies and social networks 
deployed by these young women and men to effectively 
navigate educational settings in multiple sociocultural 
contexts, including Australia. The Hunter region has 
been a refugee resettlement area for many years, 
particularly for survivors of African conflicts. However, 
the Australian education system is yet to recognise 
African and other immigrants on humanitarian visas as 
reservoirs of intercultural understanding and wisdom that 
can contribute to the enhancement of our multicultural 
society as a whole. 

Conceptual and/or  
methodological framework:
This project adopted an oral-life history approach to data 
collection which was informed by feminist and critical 
theories of qualitative research.  Life-history method 
allows the researcher to explore a person’s micro-historical 
(individual) experiences within a macro-historical 
(history of the time) framework. One participant narrated 
their educational life journey through interviews over 
multiple meetings. This approach to interviewing often 
requires individuals to articulate and reflect in detail on 
experiences that they may not have previously considered 
significant. 

Key findings:
Data analysis has yielded a richly descriptive narrative 
account of one individual’s educational journey across 
three countries and cultures.  It also provides insightful 
observations of the educational experiences of male 
and female peers who experienced a similar pattern of 
forced migration from Sudan. Some key insights from the 
narrator’s Australian educational history include:   

• While in secondary school, the student-teacher was 
not consistently encouraged/ supported to explore 
teaching and other university-oriented career 
pathways;

• University classrooms are experienced as places 
where the student-teacher often, but not always, 
felt unseen, unheard, and unsupported by academic 
staff; however, she did not feel comfortable reporting 
experiences of discrimination and racism to the 
appropriate authorities;

• A lack of fluency in ‘standard’ English was often 
extrapolated to assume deficits in other kinds of 
knowledge and abilities by teachers and fellow 
students in secondary school and university; and,

• The resilience demonstrated by this student-
teacher was attributed primarily to the supportive 
relationships enjoyed with some family members and 
school and university-based educators.

In summary:

• The low representation of African-origin student 
teachers in teacher education and the teaching 
profession (despite the Hunter region being a key 
settlement area) appears to be connected to broader 
systemic and institutional issues around the capacity 
of local schools to provide equitable and culturally-
responsive education to African-origin students.

Implications for the future:
• Targeted and culturally appropriate recruitment 

strategies – involving community leaders and UON 
teacher education alumni – need to be developed 
in order to increase the representation of refugee 
background students in teacher education;

• University staff and students need to build cross-
cultural knowledge and capacity to create culturally 
inclusive and responsive classroom communities; and

• The ‘deficit’ discourse around these students must 
be replaced with policy language and initiatives that 
affirm their resilience, cross-cultural understandings 
and leadership potential.

Topics for future research:
• How can university-based teacher education 

collaborate with local schools and communities 
to encourage more students from these 
underrepresented communities to become teachers?

• How can university-based teacher education 
programmes support the creation and maintenance 
of inclusive and culturally responsive university and 
school classroom cultures?

• What can we learn from secondary school and 
university-based educators who provide effective 
mentoring to students from these communities?


