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Negotiating the transition from University student to Equity Widening Participation (EWP) professional with a refugee 
background. How to produce relationships within racialized high education (HE) contexts to facilitate collective space-making? 
 

Methodology/Approach 
 This study draws on feminist perspectives, Freirean 
approaches and critical race theory (Mirza, 2008) to:  
1) Explore the challenges and possibilities of producing the 
relationships in a higher education context  
2) Facilitate collective space-making activity with students 
from refugee backgrounds.  
 

Methods 
• Literature review 
• Reflective journaling 
• Letter writing 
• Dialogue session 

 
“Successful transition to tertiary education was inextricably 
linked to positive interpersonal relationships with peers, 
teachers, support staff and the wider community combined 
with the ability to navigate the Australian educational 
system” 

(Naidoo et al, 2015, p. 6) 
“…. students are expected to fit into the hegemonic culture 
of the educational institution, while their own cultural 
backgrounds are constructed as inferior and insignificant.”  
(Burke, 2002, p. 117) 
 

Data 
• My data is: 

• Parts of my reflective journals dating back to 
October 2016 

• Transcripts of dialogue sessions with Matt B 
and Matt L 

• Letters written back and forth with Matt L  
• New written reflections on experiences in 

previous university and TAFE studies  
• Previous jobs/positions I held in TAFE and 

NAVITAS English (Humanitarian Settlement 
Services) 
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Questions I am currently asking myself … 
a) How the supported and supporters understand each other based on needs and available 

resources? 
b) How non-traditional (under-represented and from RRLB) students feel when negotiating and 

experiencing ways of producing relationships within racialized HE?  
c) What influence or impacts supporters and supported make to the space in terms of time and 

people thinking processes? 
d) What are the tangible facts that prove the progress of transition processes in the space and how 

long it takes to happen? 
e) Open doors for those of the same cohort to undertake further study activities and be the role 

model and /or the light of the rest of refugees (for motivated and interested) 

 

Why this project? What is ‘the problem’?  
“We need to continue to fight for individuals and 
communities who are not considered to have the 
right to define their own knowledge. It is about 
challenging the academy to allow active 
participation from a wide range of communities and 
individuals who will help to redefine the 
parameters” (Burke, 2002, p. 115-116)  
 

The ‘autobiography’ of my questions (Miller, 1995) 
My big interest is to investigate and explore how 
the transition from student to staff member for 
someone with a refugee-like background has been 
positive but not straightforward. 
 

My reflective journaling 
• I have kept a reflective journal since joining CEEHE 
• Beginning to analyse my journal I see these themes/questions emerge: 

• challenges of finding appropriate physical environments,  
• developing new approaches to the work,  
• welcoming students that need a different space in the organisation,  
• understanding institutional systems using traditional ways, (not rushing 

ideas/practices so that they just fall over) 
• Where are the flexible dynamics/spaces/discourses? (arrangements that hold the 

possibility of including students from refugee or refugee background) 
How interaction with work colleagues and other parts of the university branching out from 
CEEHE opens up windows that gives chances to the support worker and the supported students.  
 

I am an African-Australian, born and raised up in Burundi, a country wedged in between 
Tanzania, Republic Democratic of Congo (RDC) and Rwanda. I lived in refugees’ camp in Tanzania 
for seven (7) years. I worked with refugees through different United Nations organisations 
including working at high school as a teacher for four years (2003-2007). At the time I arrived in 
Australia, education in English language and Australian way of doing things challenged me. In 
terms of my education, I went to Technical and Further Education (TAFE) NSW for five years and 
I got three diplomas in community services sector (community services work, Mental Health and 
Case management), and got a Social Science Bachelor Degree at University of Newcastle 
afterwards. Now I am working at University of Newcastle in Centre for Excellence for Equity in 
Higher Education (CEHEE) where I work with students from refugee or refugee-like background 
as a Learning Community Partnership Officer. 

Findings 
From data perspective ‘Time” is a factor that allows recognition and participation 
“Dialogue” is another instrument that reduces inequity discourse in given space 
Finally pedagogical “space” impacts on how a widen accessibility engage people in need to feel 
and explore their capabilities in terms of aspiring to their set goals. 


