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Abstract 

Participation in, and access to, education and employment are key indicators of 

social inclusion and integration for refugees. Although the labour market 

integration of refugees has been a research focus, little is known about the 

experiences of African youth from refugee backgrounds as they make the post-

school transition to education and employment in Australia. This study examined 

perspectives on the education and career pathways of African youth in metropolitan 

South Australia using an in-depth, qualitative, longitudinal case study approach. It 

sought to understand the education and career pathways of African youth from 

refugee backgrounds and identify factors and processes that influence these 

pathways over time. This study involved extensive collaboration with a Reference 

Group (comprising educators, service providers and researchers), and a group of 

African Community Mentors (comprising leaders and elders of South Australia’s 

new and emerging African communities). These collaborative relationships were 

developed and maintained throughout the study. 

This research sought to identify factors and processes that influence the education 

and career pathways of African youth from refugee backgrounds over time. 

Multiple, semi-structured interviews were conducted over a 12-month period with: 

African youth (n = 14) who were either attending school, or had recently made the 

post-school transition at the time of data collection; secondary school staff (n = 7); 

Technical and Further Education (TAFE) staff (n = 4); university educators (n = 5); 

service providers (n = 3); and African community leaders and elders with service 

provision roles (n = 5). In addition, informal observations were conducted in the 

form of regular school visits and, where possible, student participants’ school files 

were accessed and analysed. 

Six key influences were found to shape the education and career pathways of 

African youth: previous schooling; English language skills; Australian mainstream 

schooling challenges and support; family support; academic achievement; and post-

school preparation. A series of recommendations were developed from participant 
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Abstract 

interviews, and meetings with Reference Group members and African Community 

Mentors. From these recommendations, a professional development resource was 

developed for use in schools and pre-service teacher education courses. Together, 

the recommendations and the professional development resource are intended to 

contribute to our understanding of effective practice in supporting African youth 

from refugee backgrounds to make the post-school transition.
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Author Note 

Every human being is on a journey. Every day, as we go about our routines and 

daily tasks, we catch a glimpse of these journeys as our paths inevitably cross – at 

the bus stop, in the street, at the supermarket... These encounters are often brief and 

quickly forgotten. We also cross paths with one another in a much less superficial 

manner and with greater frequency – in the places where we live, work and study. 

We journey with others through our interactions with family, friends and 

colleagues. It is this latter ‘crossing of paths’ in which I have been privileged to 

engage, on my journey as a PhD student.  

As explorers have demonstrated time and again, it is important to maintain records 

of journeys taken. This study is a record of my four-year journey, as I crossed the 

paths of an inspiring group of people; some younger in chronological age than I, but 

with life experiences beyond compare. I have been privileged to bear witness to the 

unfolding lives of 14 African youth as they made the transition from secondary 

school. I have observed their sheer determination and incredible resilience in 

meeting life’s challenges. I have also been inspired by those who work with and 

support these young people who, despite and in spite of multiple, complex 

challenges, remain dedicated to their work.  

The stories in this study detail our separate, yet very much connected journeys, as 

we sought to understand the focus of this journey – the education and career 

pathways of African youth from refugee backgrounds. Over time, I have engaged 

with these young people in different ways – providing practical assistance with 

homework, greetings and brief discussions of progress in school corridors, and 

formal interviews in which they shared their thoughts, feelings, triumphs and 

anxieties in embarking on their post-school journeys. 

In many ways, this thesis has been a journey. Consequently, I have used the 

language and discourse of journeys and travel in this thesis... itinerary, preparation, 

charting, foundations, mapping, tales, perspectives, discoveries, and new directions. 
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And now it is time for you, the reader, to prepare; for you are about to embark on a 

journey, crossing the paths of individuals whom you may never have encountered, 

even superficially. I sincerely hope that you enjoy this ‘journey of journeys’ as much 

as I have... 
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