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This article draws on an ethnographic study that consisted of in-depth case
studies of eight Sudanese young people of refugee background living in rural
Australia. Prompted by concern over deficit views of young refugees that
pervade educational literature, we aimed to understand what facilitates their
successful resettlement into Australian rural communities. We were particularly
interested in understanding the strengths, resources and capital they draw upon
and generate through their participation in out-of-school social and learning
contexts, as well as within family and community networks. Here, we focus on
one of the study's participants, Samir. We highlight how his mother was
instrumental in providing a safe and secure home environment where significant
bonding capital was generated, as well as how she facilitated her son's
participation in community and ethnic networks, thus enabling him to acquire
bridging and linking social capital. We conclude by discussing the implications
for schools and for research.
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Introduction
They will say I'm confident, powerful, funny and active. Yeah!

The comment above is from one of our interviewees in response to a question asking
him how he might be described by someone who knows him. Samiri is thirteen years
old, from Sudan, of refugeeii background and the second eldest in a family of seven
boys and one girl. He is confident, academically capable, socially adept, assertive,
caring, outgoing and positive. He, and seven other young people of Sudanese refugee
background aged between thirteen and seventeen, were research participants in an
ethnographic study that investigated how out-of-school activities, family and
community networks contributed to them accruing confidence, self esteem and
successfully settling into an Australian rural community.
Research into the education of refugee students is well established. A significant
body of literature has identified and documented the challenges facing refugee students
and their teachers. For example, McBrien's review of literature in the USA suggested
that refugee students, as a group, are the most ‘vulnerable to school failure’ (McBrien
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2005, 332). Other, more recent literature, suggests that refugee children have
educational needs that are different from other immigrant or culturally diverse students
(Bačáková, 2011; Taylor and Sidhu, 2012; Pugh, et al., 2012). Refugee children are
likely to have histories of extreme trauma and violence as well as having experienced
lengthy periods of displacement. They ‘are positioned as especially problematic because
of fears about the values they might import from dysfunctional home countries’
(McPherson 2010, 547), as well as concerns about the impact of fractured family
relationships and experiences of violence and deprivation in refugee camps.
Additionally, often they have little, or no experience of formal schooling and have little
or no formal literacy in their first language (Oliver et al., 2009; Strekalova and Hoot,
2008; Woods, 2009).
There is evidence that some Australian schools find it difficult to address the
needs of refugee students (eg. Windle and Miller, 2013; Matthews, 2008). This is
particularly the case for schools in regional or ruraliii locations where there has been an
increase in refugee students in recent years (Major, Wilkinson, Langat and Santoro,
2013). The Australian government, in response to declining populations, labour market
shortages in regional and rural areas and increasing demands on services in urban areas
of high immigration (Institute for Community Ethnicity and Policy Initiatives, 2005),
has encouraged increased immigrant resettlement outside large urban centres. In the mid
2000s, Sudanese refugees represented one of the fastest growing groups in Australia,
with 19,050 Sudan-born people in Australia – an increase of 287.7% from the 2001
census, and until recently, they represented the majority of refugees settled in regional
and rural areas (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, ND). However, because
Australian regional and rural schools have generally had culturally homogenous student
populations, teachers often lack the expertise to engage productively with ethnically
diverse students. This is often compounded by lack of access to resources, appropriate
policies and broader public infrastructure (Edgeworth, 2012; Wilkinson and Langat,
2012).
The overall impression one gains from the research into refugee resettlement and
education is that African refugees are needy and dependent rather than self-determining
and independent. They are often understood and characterised in terms of what they
lack. Prompted by concern over deficit views of young African refugees that pervade
educational literature, we were keen to move beyond schools to understand the
strengths, resources and social capital young people of African refugee background
draw upon and generate through their participation in a range of out-of-school activities,
including family and community networks. It is well accepted that strong family and
community networks and participation in out-of-school activities can contribute to
increased confidence, self esteem and positive social relationships (Eccles et al., 2003;
Bohnert, et al., 2013). Thus, the study on which this paper reports, investigated how
out-of-school activities and family and community networks facilitated the generation
of social capital and the successful resettlement into Australian rural communities of
eight young people of Sudanese refugee background. In this article we focus on one
case study participant, Samir, whose mother was instrumental in providing a safe and
secure home environment where significant bonding capital was generated. She also
facilitated her son's participation in community and ethnic networks, thus enabling him
to acquire bridging and linking social capital.

The study
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An ethnographic approach was chosen for this study because it is well suited to
understanding the perspectives of those located within a particular social world and
involves the collection of rich descriptive data gathered over a sustained period from a
range of participants, and in context. We wanted to come to know our participants 'in
action' at home, with friends, and with members of their community. Ethnographic data
collection techniques such as observations, casual conversations, photographs, fieldnotes and interviews promised to generate rich and complex data. The study consisted of
in-depth case studies of eight Sudanese young people, four males and four females aged
between 13 and 17, in rural Australia. The young people were located in two separate
towns of about 40,000 people and 60,000 people, and approximately 200 kilometres and
450 kilometres from Sydney, respectively. The towns have small but growing
populations of Sudanese families, some of whom have been in Australia for 10 years. A
snowball sampling technique was used whereby we recruited through word of mouth
within the Sudanese community and immigrant support agencies. Young people who
were identified by community elders and professionals who work within the
communities, as having successfully settled, were invited to be part of the research.
'Successfully settled' was defined broadly, and included, engagement with the wider
community and social networks, the demonstration of responsibility/civic mindedness,
and positive attitudes to school. The key research questions were: What types of social
capital do young people of Sudanese refugee background generate via their participation
in out-of-school activities and family and community networks? How does the
acquisition of social capital contribute to the successful resettlement of young people of
Sudanese refugee background?
The main data collection methods used in the study were observations, fieldnotes and semi-structured interviews. Observations occurred over a nine month period
during a range of out-of-school activities, such as sports practices and matches, youth
group activities, as well as home visits. The home visits occurred on a fortnightly basis
with the researchers 'catching up' with the family for about one hour at a time. During
these visits, we observed how the young people and their family members interacted, we
caught up on recent events and news, chatted with the young people, their parents and
siblings. Often there were other visitors present, including relatives, neighbours, family
friends members of the Sudanese community and service providers. Observations of
each young person participating in formal out-of-school activities occurred at least three
times for up to 3 hours at a time over a six month period. We observed the nature of
their interactions with other young people and other adults at the out-of-school activity
such as coaches, activity organisers and parents of other participants. On occasions, we
picked up the young people from their home and drove them to the activities. This
enabled us to engage in informal and unplanned conversations with them. We kept
detailed field-notes about our observations, planned discussions, ‘chance’ conversations
and remarks.
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Data were also collected through semi-structured interviews with each of the young
people twice over a period of about six months. The interviews lasted approximately
one hour. The researchers used as a stimulus for the interviews, photographs the young
people took using digital cameras that had been given to them at the beginning of the
study. They were each asked to take photos of people, places and things that were
important to them and that they associated with feeling successful and feeling good
about themselves. The interviews usually began with the young person showing the
researchers their photographs and talking about why they were important. Interviews
were also conducted with parents or caregivers as well as an adult person nominated by
the young person as someone who was important in their lives and contributed to them
feeling good about themselves; for example, a sports coach, leader of a community
group the young person belonged to, family friend or mentor. These interviews were
intended to pick up on researcher observations and allow further exploration, as well as
elicit various perspectives from the interviewee about the young person and his/her outof-school resources and activities. In some cases, interpreters were used during the
interview if the interviewee's English language competence was limited. Interviews
were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim.
In this article we report on only one of the case study participants, Samir. We
draw on our field-notes of our observations of him at home, at football practice sessions
and matches, as well as field-notes of our informal interactions and conversations with a
range of people we met at his home and at football. We also draw on data from two
semi-structured interviews with Samir, an interview with his mother, an interview with
Jenny (a volunteer mentor) and with Sue (a migrant support worker).
All of Samir’s siblings live in Australia, except for his sister who still lives in
Sudan. The family comes from a relatively large city in Southern Sudan where Samir’s
parents ran a small business. They are Muslim and speak Sudanese Arabic at home. The
family has been in Australia for four years, three of which were spent in Sydney. Prior to
coming to Australia the family was in a refugee camp in Egypt for two years. They
moved to Riverbank a year ago because they knew other Sudanese people who had
moved there and recommended it. Riverbank is a town of about 40,000 people and 200
kilometres from the nearest major city. It has a growing population of Sudanese families
and a variety of community support services for immigrants and refugees. The children's
father, who is still in Sudan, has been separated from the family for many years. He has
recently been located by an international humanitarian organisation and is waiting to
come to Australia. A daughter was also separated from the family in Sudan and efforts
are being made to try and locate her.
When data collection began, Samir was in his first year of secondary school.
Field-notes about conversations with Samir during researcher visits to the family home,
as well as interviews with him, reveal that he likes living in Riverside, enjoys school,
likes his teachers and has many friends, both Sudanese and non-Sudanese. He reports
doing well academically, has won a number of achievement awards as well as having
received good school reports which he happily showed us. He participates in sports
activities and has a positive attitude towards learning. He is involved in a number of outof-school activities including Youth Groups and Holiday Programmes run by the
Riverside council. He nominated football as the most important of his out-of-school
activities, and it was this activity we chose to observe.
Aisha is Samir's mother. She is 33, had some formal education in Sudan
(approximately lower secondary level) and went to English classes when she first
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arrived in Australia. She is currently a fulltime homemaker but hopes to find part time
cleaning work in Riverside.
Jenny is a volunteer who has been helping refugees in the Riverbank community
and assisting them with their applications for Australian citizenship as well as helping
them study the road rules for their driving tests. She has become a close friend of the
family, and spends a lot of time visiting them and accompanying them on social outings.
Samir nominated Jenny as an important person in his life because she helps his mother
and his family. Her importance to the family was raised a number of times during our
informal conversations with Samir and Aisha.
Sue is a migrant support worker at the migrant resource centre in town. She is
responsible for linking migrants and refugees in Riverside to support services such as
counselling, housing, health, education, translation services and so on. She was
nominated by Samir as an important person in his life because, like Jenny, she helps his
mother and was responsible for introducing him to the holiday and youth programs in
Riverside.
As is often the case when ethnographic methods are employed, data analysis and
data collection were simultaneous processes. As soon as the research site was entered
and decisions made about what or whom to observe, in effect, analysis began. Similarly,
the process of engaging in conversations and semi-structured interviews with
participants meant that data were generated through a two-way interactive process. Early
data collection and the associated analysis shaped what further data were collected.
After the data collection was complete, our approach to the analysis of the observations,
field-notes and interview data was informed by Situational Analysis (Clarke, 2005). It is
what Khaw calls ‘an analytic diagramming tool’ (2012, 138) because it involves the
production, through drawing, of a series of maps that make the ‘invisible and inchoate
social features of the situation more visible’ (Clarke 2005, 572). Situational analysis
involves the production of three types of maps: situational maps (both ‘messy’ and
‘relational’), ‘social worlds/arenas maps’ and ‘positional maps’. These facilitate the
identification of the most salient human and non-human elements in the situation under
investigation. It became clear to us after several readings of the data that the salient
human elements facilitating Samir's successful resettlement were his mother, his siblings
and friends, members of the Sudanese community in Riverside, social workers, his
football coach. The salient non-human elements were: the geography and physical
nature of the town in which his family lived; the welfare and social support systems,
including youth clubs, sporting clubs. In this article, we give particular attention to the
human elements, with a focus on Samir, his mother, Aisha and other members of the
family's social network.

The concept of capital
Many scholars have used the concept of capital in a variety of ways to understand and
explain how human action is related to acquiring and securing some form of capital or
combination of capitals, including economic capital, cultural capital and social capital
(eg. Bourdieu, 1987; Coleman, 1988, Bassani, 2008). The concept of social capital, in
particular, has developed importance as a theoretical and analytical lens across a broad
range of fields. It is
a form of power, a currency, a resource: it can be utilised, traded, exchanged, drawn
upon, invested or cashed in. Social capital is a form of energy, a force; it is a capacity, a
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facility that can be deployed and activated towards some desired goal (McGonigal et al.
2007, 80).

Social capital comprises the 'assets' and 'resources' derived from the relationships that
occur between people and groups of people. According to Putnam, social capital is
generated by the ‘connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of
reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them’ (Putnam, 2000: 19). Putnam
extended his concept of social capital to include bonding and bridging capital (2000)
which are the kinds of social capitals generated by individuals' participation in different
kinds of social networks. Bonding capital is ‘a social “glue” that sticks like people
together’ (Brough et al. 2006, 407) and creates tight but inward looking networks.
Family networks and ethnic communities can be key sources of bonding capital. It is
‘gained from participation in local social networks that are most often homogenous and
supportive, and provide a sense of belonging’ (Santoro, 2013, 962). According to
Terrion,
Bonding social capital provides a sense of belonging and is critical to the sense of
well-being of the members of families and groups and fulfils immediate needs for
belonging, love, emotional support, and solidarity (2006, 157).

Bridging social capital is obtained from participation in heterogeneous, outward-looking
and more loosely tied social networks that generate ‘broader identities and reciprocity’
(Putnam, 2000, 20). It enables the crossing of social groups and acts as ‘a social
lubricant [...] for allowing different kinds of people to mix together freely’ (Brough, et
al. 2006, 407). The kinds of relationships and networks that build bridging capital are
usually established and maintained outside the home and beyond familiar and local
communities. A third type of capital, linking capital, is generated via relationships with
'sympathetic individuals in power … in order to leverage resources, ideas, and
information from formal institutions beyond the community’ (Woolcock in Terrion
2006, 158).
Some scholars argue that bridging capital and linking capital are more valuable
than bonding capital (Woolcock and Narayan in Brough et al., 2006) and are accessed
and built via more powerful and diverse networks. These capitals are thought of
metaphorically, as either horizontal or vertical. In the case of bridging capital, networks
extend outwards, horizontally. In the case of linking capital, networks extend upwards,
vertically (Woolcock in Terrion, 2006). Bonded networks on the other hand, are
circuitous in nature. Regardless of the strength of bonding relationships, it is unlikely
that bonding capital alone will facilitate access to the resources that are necessary for
the successful integration into a new community. However, the acquisition of bonding
capital is a precursor to the acquisition of bridging capital and linking capital — it can
enable and facilitate individuals moving from family and close social networks into the
community more broadly. Therefore, there is a strong and positive relationship between
these forms of capital.
Putnam's concept of social capital has come under criticism for a number of
reasons, including the difficulty in measuring it, and its focus on only the positive
elements of relationships. Its proponents are often accused of paying scant attention to
the negative elements of social relationships such as the associated obligations and
restrictions, as well as the development of behaviours and attitudes in group members
that are anti-social (Tzanakis 2013). Nonetheless, Putnams work on social capital
concept has been particularly useful to us because social connectedness, in its various
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forms, can be closely linked to feelings of wellbeing for refugees and therefore,
contribute to successful resettlement (Murray, 2010).

The generation of bonding capital
It is clear to us that bonding capital is generated within Samir's family relationships.
Our observational field-notes suggest he is happy and feels secure and valued. He is
proud of his family and was keen to introduce each of his brothers to us when we first
visited, especially his new-born baby brother, to whom he was demonstrably
affectionate. He also appeared very close to Aisha, showing love and concern for her.
He knows his mother values him and believes in his ability to do well at school. He said
she tells him often that he is ‘a good boy’, ‘a clever boy’, and that she loves him. Aisha
said she is confident Samir will succeed in realising his ambition to become a doctor.
During our visits to their home, Samir willingly helped his mother with domestic
chores, and on one occasion, Aisha proudly offered us biscuits Samir had made. She
told us several times that she appreciates his help with housework and the responsibility
he takes for his younger brothers' care.
Aisha is largely responsible for making possible the generation of bonding
capital between members of the family. As is the case for many refugees (Strang and
Ager, 2010), Samir's family was separated for many years – developing bonded
relationships are likely to be of paramount importance. It is not uncommon for refugee
women, many of whom are sole parents, to become the head of their family in the
absence of their husband (Lenette et al., 2012), and to carry responsibility for ensuring
the emotional, social and physical wellbeing of the family. It might be argued that
Aisha’s investment in her family's wellbeing is no different from that of mothers in
general. However, because of the trauma she has experienced and the fractured nature
of her past family life, providing emotional stability and security may require her to
draw on significant reserves of emotional resilience.
Both Jenny and Sue spoke of how they see Aisha as pivotal to the family’s
happiness and wellbeing. According to Sue, ‘there's a strong family connection’ that is
reflected in the care that each family member shows for the other. Jenny said of Aisha:
She’s such an amazing woman because she has just got this happiness about her
and her home is really happy and loving and she’s got .... you know, her boys
are very lucky because yeah, she’s got like a great sense of humour and she’s
warm and she’s loving.
She is such as strong leader of her family and for those children … To see and
the amount of resourcefulness and resilience of this woman is amazing. I think
it’s an absolute credit to her really, yeah (Sue).
… it’s that word resilience, she’s just got it in spades (Jenny).

Resilience is an ‘individual’s psychological ability to overcome, learn from and adapt
positively to life's adverse events’ (Lenette et al. 2012, 2). Jenny and Sue attributed
Aisha’s resilience in part, to the strong social networks within the Sudanese community
in Riverside whereby members take up the role of an extended family and facilitate the
generation of bonding capital. Now that Samir's family is settled in Riverside, Aisha
has become a leader within the Sudanese community and is key to maintaining and
developing the family’s connection to other Sudanese families. She is well known and
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the family is socially active. Frequently, there are dinners and parties, either hosted by,
or attended by the family. Samir talked fondly of these events where there is food,
dancing and singing. He told us he feels a strong sense of belonging to the Sudanese
community and is proud to be Sudanese. Aisha is also held in high regard by other
Sudanese women in Riverside. When we visited the family home there were usually
other women present, some of whom had come for counsel. On one visit, Aisha was
absent because she was assisting a newly arrived Sudanese family settle into their new
home.
One of the first photographs Samir took was of a Sudanese woman he called his
aunty (not a relative but a close friend of his mother). He said during our interview that
she was an important person in his life because ‘she’s like, she's kind of like my mum.
She looks after me and my brothers if my mum is away’. His aunty also takes an
interest in what he is doing at school and encourages him to do well. She is what Collins
refers to as an ‘other mother’ (Collins in McCray et al., 2002), that is, a key female
figure who is mother-like in the demonstration of care-work.
Samir: She [his aunty] is like really interested in my schoolwork and stuff. And
when we had the baby party [a celebration for the birth of the new baby] I had to
catch up on all my homework, yeah, and she’s really interested in my
schoolwork.
Interviewer:
How do you feel when people ask you about how school’s
going and about ask about your school work? How does that make you feel?
Samir: It makes me feel good. It makes me feel like they’re interested in me.

Research suggests that strong bonding capital, especially during resettlement periods
provides support, confidence and self-esteem and assists refugees manage the
difficulties they face in resettling and adjusting to an unfamiliar environment
(McDonald et al., 2008; Strang and Ager, 2010). Acquiring bonding capital through
close family and community networks may enable individuals to develop the confidence
to extend their networks beyond those that are familiar to them, and may, ultimately,
enable them to acquire bridging capital.
We believe that underpinning the production of bonding capital, both within
Samir's family and the Sudanese community is Aisha’s generation of emotional capital,
a concept first developed by Helga Nowotny in relation to the resources generated by
women through familial relationships and care (1981). It has since been used by
scholars working across a wide range of areas in order to describe parents', and
particularly mothers', emotional investment in their children's well-being (e.g., Reay,
2000; Santoro, 2010; Hutchison, 2012; Nixon, 2011). Mothers, who are most
frequently the primary caregiver in families, often engage in significant emotional
labour. Aisha's emotional labour contributed to a stable and secure family life that
facilitated successful relationships between family members and members of the
Sudanese community. Thus, in turn, these relationships made possible the generation of
bonding and bridging capital.

The generation of bridging capital and linking capital
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Even though Aisha's own bridging capital was limited, she was instrumental in enabling
Samir to access networks beyond those of the immediate family and the Sudanese
community. Thus, he was able to build bridging capital. For example, a major reason
for obtaining her driving licence was to drive Samir to football training and the youth
club in the evenings and on the weekends. She went to English classes to improve her
English in order to obtain paid employment and better provide for her family. In similar
ways, the refugee women in McPherson's research regarded themselves as ‘intrinsically
connected to community’ (2010, 561) and saw their education as ‘facilitating out-comes
for themselves, for their families, [and] for their communities (562).
Strang and Ager (2010) emphasise the need for refugees to develop ‘social
bridges’ in order to avoid separatism and isolation. Friends can act as important social
bridges. Samir's friendships groups were heterogeneous and included Sudanese boys as
well as those from the wider Australian community. Aisha fostered his friendships with
a wide circle of friends, and especially non-Sudanese boys, by encouraging him to bring
them home and allowing them to stay overnight sometimes, a social practice that didn’t
occur in Sudan. His friends have taught him how to play football, computer games and
in general, inculcated him into social activities that hold status for teenagers. His
participation in these activities led to acceptance by his peers, and in turn, these
friendships have led to further friendship networks. The football club was an important
site that facilitated access to new social networks. It was through football that Samir
became friends with a wide range of non-Sudanese boys who lived outside his
immediate neighbourhood. He seemed to us to be well liked by the other boys; they
appeared to function well as a team on the field and we observed them enjoying jokes
together off field. Our casual conversation with the football coach suggested that he
'kept an eye' on Samir to ensure he was 'doing ok'. During observed matches, the other
boys' parents seemed to know Samir and cheered him on and encouraged him as much
as they did their own sons. Because Aisha understood the value of his involvement in
football, she prioritised the purchase of football equipment for him and the cost of the
weekend trips away with the team.
Like most parents, Aisha is keen for her children to succeed at school. However,
she is unfamiliar with Australian systems of schooling, finds Samir's school
intimidating at times and cannot help him with homework or serve on parent
committees because of her limited English. However, like some of the Somalian
refugees in Ramsden's and Taket's, study she demonstrated significant personal agency
and resilience in the face of these challenges. She regularly attended parent teacher
evenings at Samir’s school because she understands that this is an expectation in
Australia. She believes her attendance indicates to the teachers, and to Samir, that she
values education, is interested in his education and will do whatever she can to assist
him succeed.
While Jenny and Sue play a part in the bonded and bridging relationships of the
family, they are also part of linking networks in that they made possible, connections
with other organisations and the wider community and resources. It was through Sue
that Samir was initially linked into the holiday program, the sports teams and the youth
groups in which he participated. Sue said:
I just heard they [the family] were in Riverside and we had the Merge
programme [a youth group] about to start [...] I we knew that if we could sign
this lad on, it might be a really nice way for him to connect into the community.
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Sue also brought Jenny and Aisha together in a mentoring relationship where Jenny
assisted Aisha study for the Australian citizenship test and her driving licence test, thus
helping her and her family connect to the wider community.
Aisha was described by Jenny as being ‘very good at finding help’ and proactive
in locating organisations and agencies that could provide her and her family with
medical, education and social support. The Sudanese community also facilitated the
generation of linking capital for the family. They moved to Riverside because they
knew other Sudanese families who lived there and who not only recommended the
town, but helped them get established and assisted them secure housing, choose
appropriate schools and connect to local service agencies. In their report into the
resettlement of African refugees in Australia, The Community Relations Commission
(2006) claims;
despite the seemingly overwhelming challenges faced by African humanitarian
entrants during settlement, African communities have displayed great strength,
commitment, and resourcefulness in addressing community needs and assisting
new arrivals with the settlement process (132).

Discussion
Resilience and strength might be seen to drive Aisha's strategy, commitment and
determination to find out about, and access the support services her family requires, to
establish a secure and supportive home, to connect with her children's schools and to
maintain Sudanese cultural values and community networks. She does so despite having
limited English language competence, despite carrying the responsibility of single
parenthood, despite having little knowledge of formal education systems and despite the
stress associated with resettlement in a new community. Her resilience and strength
have been crucial in creating and facilitating opportunities for Samir to develop
bridging and linking relationships within the Sudanese community and the wider
Australian community in Riverside. The view of refugee women as resilient and strong
positions them positively and as agentic, rather than as vulnerable and needy. However,
Lenette et al. (2012, 2) caution against the ‘dominating tendency to conceptualize
resilience narrowly as an 'inner' capacity [because it] ignores or problematically
reconfigures the 'outer' social worlds in which lives are embedded’. We do not want to
suggest that resilience is an innate quality and a 'natural' quality — to do so would be to
position other refugee women who do not demonstrate Aisha's resilience, as 'naturally
un-resilient' and by implication, destined to struggle with the challenge of resettling
their family. It is much more productive to look towards ‘the processes of resilience
rather than the traits of resilience’ (Lenette et al. 2012, 3). In considering the processes
that make resilience possible, it is important to consider the support Aisha received
from agencies and organisations in Riverside and from people like Jenny and Sue who
have been crucial to her development of confidence, strength and emotional wellbeing.
We do not want to suggest that country towns do not present any challenges to
the effective resettlement of immigrants and refugees. They are often culturally
homogenous and lack the support services available in cities where there are
concentrated groups of immigrants from particular ethnic groups. However, the size of a
rural town can also benefit refugee families. For example, the compactness of Riverside
facilitated easier access to social hubs and participation in social activities, thus
enabling bridging networks and connections to be established more easily. Samir's
participation in football was made easier because of the shorter distances to travel to
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sports grounds. Furthermore, the small size of Riverside meant that Aisha was relatively
relaxed about the safety of her children and the ways in which they were being
integrated into the community. Compared to Sydney where she constantly worried
about her children getting caught up with the wrong people and getting into trouble like
other Sudanese young people she knew, Riverside was quieter, safer and had fewer
negative influences and distractions for her children. In Riverside Aisha had greater
control over her children and their activities, and knew where they were and what they
were doing. The outcome for Samir was greater freedom to visit friends and socialise in
community spaces such as shopping malls and parks because the environment was
perceived by his mother to be safe, thus facilitating bridging relationships.
Some research suggests that as their children became increasingly integrated into
the Australian community, refugee mothers can feel disenfranchised from their
resettlement communities. For example, the refugee mothers in a study by Hebbani et
al. (2009) connected their children's integration in Australia with the development of
attitudes and the engagement with activities and social groups that led to a rejection of
Sudanese values in favour of what they considered to be Australian values. These were
the antithesis of what the mothers valued and wanted for their children. They felt that
the parental authority they had in Sudan was being eroded in Australia and that they
were powerless to discipline their children and influence their behaviour. Hebbani et al.
claim when the mother rejects the
‘Australianization’ strategy adopted by their assimilating children, they (mothers)
find it difficult to distinguish between feelings of rejection towards the Australian
culture, and feelings of frustration and disconnection from their children (2009,
78).

Aisha's children's integration into Australian society did not signal for her a loss, or
symbolic separation. She was able to adapt, and adjust her parenting practices and
expectations because she felt connected positively to their lives beyond the home. This
may have been due, in part, to living in a rural town where she knew where her children
were, what they were doing and she knew the people who were with her children.

Concluding remarks
This research has found that Samir's participation in social, family and community
networks contributed to the generation of various forms of social capital that were
important to his successful resettlement in Riverside. It has also highlighted the
important role his mother played in providing a secure and safe family life and
facilitating his participation in ethnic and community networks beyond home. While we
do not want to generalise from this single case to all refugee families and students, we
believe our findings may resonate with researchers and teachers working in similar
contexts. In particular, there are a number of implications for schools and for
educational research. First, schools should be, and could be affective brokers of
bridging and linking relationships for refugee students by valuing and building on
students' existing out-of-school networks, recognising the potential of these networks
for relationship building and the generation of social capital, as well as for the learning
that can occur in out-of-school contexts and networks. Far too often students' out-ofschool lives and the networks to which they belong are not recognised for their
relevance to refugee students' educational resettlement. Second, schools can learn a
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great deal from community organisations such as those to which Jenny and Sue belong.
These organisations can be integral to successful refugee resettlement - their members
may be able to offer insights into the experiences of refugee families that are not
otherwise available. A challenge for schools is how to work productively with, and
alongside a range of organisations, communities and individuals in order to facilitate the
students' acquisition of social capital. Third, it is also important that schools recognise
the resilience and resourcefulness that refugee students and their families can possess.
The building of security, hope and optimism within families affected by trauma and
dislocation, takes resourcefulness, strategy and strength on the part of parents and
family members. For this reason, refugee parents and family members are potential
resources to be drawn upon — their involvement in their children's schooling is
essential. Schools need to find ways to encourage, foster and value their participation
and engagement.
To conclude, we began this article by expressing our concerns over the deficit
views of refugee young people that dominate much educational research. We believe
there is a need for educational research into young people of refugee background that
shifts the gaze from a ‘discourse of despair’ (Giroux 1985, xvi), to a discourse of hope.
While research cannot ignore the significant resettlement and education challenges
experienced by some young people of refugee background, there is an urgent need to
focus on the successes of this particular group and to understand the conditions through
which success is generated and made possible. Rather than focusing on what doesn’t
work and the challenges and difficulties of resettlement, a focus on what works, and
how it works, might help to position this group as agentic, capable, resilient and
resourceful. Therefore, we suggest the need for further research into the nature of the
networks, and the relationships that facilitate the generation of social capital by
'successful' refugee young people and their families. We also suggest the need for
school-based research that investigates how successful young people, as defined and
understood in this article, negotiate discourses of schooling, and how they draw upon
the resources and social capital generated in out-of-school activities and networks to
achieve success in school.
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Notes

i

All names are pseudonyms
We adopt the definition of a refugee as ‘someone who has been assessed by a national
government or an international agency (such as the Office of the High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR)) and meets the criteria set out under the Convention relating to the
Status of Refugees 1951 (Refugee Convention)’ (Australian Human Rights Commission,
2008).
iii
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) defines urban and rural localities on the basis of
their population range. Regions are non-urban areas grouped on the basis of their remoteness
from services (for further information see:
ii
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http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/home/frequently+asked+questions#Ancho
r7; see also: http://www.aifs.gov.au/institute/pubs/factssheets/2011/fs201103.pdf). In this
paper we use the term 'rural' to describe all non-urban locations.
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