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Background (why we did the research)

Human displacement is currently at the highest level internationally since World War Il. According to the UN
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (UNHCR, n.d), the number of displaced persons has increased
by more than 70% since 2011; in mid-2022, there were 103 million forcibly displaced people worldwide. Of
these, 32.5 million were refugees, and only 42,300 were resettled. Over a third of displaced people (36.5
million) were children aged under 18 years. The 1951 UN Convention for Refugees and 1967 Protocol on

the Status of Refugees define a refugee as someone who ‘“is unable or unwilling to return to their country

of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted .." (UNHCR, 2010, p. 3). Aotearoa New Zealand is
one of about 37 countries internationally that accepts an annual quota of refugees under the Convention, via
UNHCR. Currently, the annual quota stands at 1,500. Although this is small by global standards, New Zealand
prioritises women at risk, people with medical needs or disabilities, and emergency protection cases (Mahony
et al,, 2017). A smaller number of “convention refugees” also come to New Zealand through community
sponsorship and family reunification programmes, and as asylum seekers. Notably, from 2020-22 (the
duration of our project), New Zealand did not meet its quota commitments due to the impacts of COVID-19.

Resettlement for quota refugees is guided by the Refugee Resettlement Strategy (Immigration New Zealand,
2012; hereafter, "the Strategy"), which identifies five priority outcome areas for resettlement: health, education,
housing, participation, and self-sufficiency. The stated aims of the Strategy are to deliver “better outcomes
for refugees settling in New Zealand, including: increasing the number of refugees in paid employment,
increasing their educational achievement, and reducing their long-term dependency on welfare services'
(Immigration New Zealand, n.d). At the time of writing, the Strategy is undergoing a “refresh’.

Following arrival in New Zealand, quota refugees participate in an Auckland-based 5-week residential
orientation programme at Te Ahuru Mowai o Aotearoa—Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre (MRRC). The
programme includes an orientation to life in New Zealand, English language tuition, health screening, and
the provision of mental health support (Immigration New Zealand, n.d.). Children and young people attend
an onsite school and early childhood centre. Following the programme, people are relocated to designated
‘resettlement centres” where agencies are contracted to provide 12-24 months of resettlement support.

As a signatory to the 1951 Convention on Refugees and later (1967) Protocol (UNHCR, 2010), New Zealand
has committed to providing people granted refugee status "the same treatment as is accorded to nationals
with respect to elementary education” and “treatment as favourable as possible, and, in any event, not less
favourable than that accorded to aliens generally in the same circumstances, with respect to education
other than elementary education’ (p. 24). People granted refugee status become “permanent residents” and
children and young people can legally attend school until 21 years of age. However, refugee-background
students are not named as “priority learners” in education policy, and access to targeted supports, including
specialist English language teaching, varies by geographical location and educational institution. Targeted
support provision depends on the initiative of regional Ministry of Education staff and institutional leaders
(Anderson et al,, in press; Sutton et al., 2021). Funding for specialist language teaching is limited (Rafferty,
2020) and wider inequities inherent in education provision impact on refugee-background students. Refugee-
background secondary school students with less than 5 years in New Zealand schools experience poor
educational outcomes (Rafferty, 2020; Rafferty et al, 2020), severely limiting their post-school options.

Policy gaps and lack of policy integration can compound for refugee-background students, creating further
barriers to education (O'Rourke, 2011; UNESCO, 2017). For example, inflexible secondary school pathways

or lack of academic opportunity, combined with limited language-learning support, can set students up for
failure and limit their post-school options (Anderson et al,, in press). Examples of inflexibility include schools'
refusal to support students' access to academic opportunities beyond English language learning, or failure to
tailor curriculum for students’ learning needs (see Anderson, Mostolizadeh et al, 2023; Anderson, Ortiz-Ayala
et al., 2023). Broken educational pathways and language-learning requirements can necessitate longer, less
linear routes to and through tertiary study, which is problematic alongside confusing application processes
(UNESCO, 2017) and stringent student loan and allowance requirements (O'Rourke, 2011).
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The UN describes education as an ‘enabling right”, since access to education enables access to other human
rights (Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action, 2015). Access to tertiary education promotes a sense of
belonging (Wilkinson, 2018), enables social and economic integration and equality (Dryden-Peterson & Giles,
2010; Hynie, 2018; Lenette, 2016; Wilkinson & Penney, 2021), and equips people to contribute to the rebuilding
of communities post-conflict (UNESCO, 2017). “Settlement countries” also benefit socioeconomically when
citizens from refugee backgrounds can access tertiary education (Lenette, 2016; Ramsay & Baker, 2019).
Graduates from refugee backgrounds often use their expertise to support their own communities and/or to
contribute to resettlement contexts as community leaders (Baker et al,, 2018, UNHCR, 2016).

The New Zealand Refugee Resettlement Strategy (Immigration New Zealand, 2012) largely conceptualises
education in terms of English language learning. The Strategy's stated education outcomes indicator is an
increase in "refugee school leavers with five years in the New Zealand education system achieving NCEA
Level 2" (p. 7). However, this qualification is not accessible for people who are too old to attend school
when they arrive in New Zealand, and it does not provide access to degree-level programmes (Anderson,
Mostolizadeh, et al., 2023). The Strategy does not appear to envisage tertiary study as a pathway for people
from refugee backgrounds.

Our project proposal was developed in 2018 by a cross-sector group engaged in advocating for refugee-
background people in Dunedin who sought access to tertiary education. Our rationale was both pragmatic
and scholarly. Pragmatically, Dunedin and Invercargill became refugee resettlement centres in 2016 and
2018 respectively, and a growing number of young people in local secondary schools were keen to engage
in tertiary education. While some of the region's tertiary education institutions were actively involved in
education provision for “mature” newly resettled refugees (for example, English language tuition), less
liaison had occurred at the school-tertiary education juncture. Our project was intended to inform practice
and support provision in this regard. With respect to its scholarly rationale, our project was also informed

by the outcomes of a preliminary study in 2018, which found that refugee-background university students
who came to New Zealand towards the end of high school faced challenges establishing supportive peer
networks at university and accessing appropriate course advice (Anderson et al., 2022; Anderson et al., 2020).
As a result, some made inappropriate subject choices leading to failed courses and/or incomplete degrees.
Students expressed a strong sense of responsibility for their families’ economic wellbeing and high levels of
personal anxiety when faced with poor educational outcomes.

Our project also sought to foreground refugee-background young people's voices in relation to secondary-
tertiary education transition. Prior to this project, limited research internationally had explored refugee-
background students’ navigation of the secondary-tertiary education border, with none in New Zealand.
Most New Zealand research on refugee resettlement had focused on refugee-background families and
communities rather than refugee-background young people themselves (Sampson et al., 2016).

Research intentions

This participatory action research project involved working with refugee-background students to identify

and enact practices that promoted their capacity to navigate and negotiate the secondary-tertiary education
border. The project explored four questions: (1) How do refugee-background students imagine and
experience the secondary-tertiary education transition? (2) What strategies do they employ to navigate this
transition successfully? (3) What institutional practices foster students’ "navigational capability” in secondary
and tertiary education? (4) How might students’ navigational experiences inform resettlement and teaching
and support practices in secondary and tertiary education institutions? Our project built on previous research,
substantively and methodologically—through its longitudinal focus on refugee-background young people's
navigation of the secondary-tertiary education border and its focus on tertiary education broadly (not just
university education); and through our use of a participatory, strengths-based approach.
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What we set out to do

Our project involved collaborating with refugee-background students in Dunedin and Invercargill as co-
researchers across 3 years, to map, plan, and explore their educational pathways. We also worked with the
students to develop resources that might inform pathways support in secondary and tertiary education
and assist refugee-background students and their families—primarily, a documentary film. The project
revolved around regular workshops held online and in Dunedin and Invercargill. Data were collected during
workshops, interviews, and additional events organised with our participants (see more below).

How we did It

We obtained ethical approval from the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee in December 2019
(reference number 19/175) and commenced the project in April 2020. We had planned to recruit participants
using a purposeful sampling approach through face-to-face information sessions for refugee-background
secondary students in each city who were interested in tertiary study, but our project commenced alongside
the beginning of the first 6-week “lockdown” due to COVID-19. Therefore, we recruited students through
emails sent to Invercargill- and Dunedin-based school staff identified by Ministry of Education personnel
and project advisers as key contacts for refugee-background students, and through “snowballing’, as team
members and school staff shared information about the project via their networks, and students shared
project information with each other.

Initially, 18 young people joined the project, and this grew to 44 young people by the end of the 3 years. All
were aged 16-21 years; 29 from Dunedin (24 female and five male), and 15 from Invercargill (nine female and
six male). Most joined the project while in senior secondary school, except for two who joined while engaged
in university access programmes, and two who were neither studying nor working. By the end of 2022, 20 of
our participants were in tertiary study. Most Dunedin-based participants spoke Arabic as their first language
and came from Syria, with the exception of two who came from Palestine. Of the other Dunedin students,
four were from Afghanistan, and spoke Dari/Farsi as their first language, and one was Colombian, spoke
Spanish, and had come to Dunedin from a resettlement location other than Invercargill. All Invercargill-based
participants were Colombian and spoke Spanish. Most Colombian participants and some Dunedin-based
participants had come to New Zealand via a third (and sometimes, fourth or fifth) country (e.g., Ecuador,
Venezuela, Irag, Lebanon, Cyprus, Turkey, and Malaysia). Some Invercargill participants came from families
who had experienced intergenerational internal displacement, while the Syrian young people came as an
outcome of the recent conflict. Most participants had come to New Zealand between 6 months and 4 years
prior to our project commencing, with one exception, who came 5 years prior.

Over the course of the project, we facilitated 26 workshops, 21 in-depth interviews, and countless informal
conversations. Table 1 outlines our data collection approaches alongside each research question.
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TABLE 1. Research questions and data sources

Research question

How do refugee-background
students imagine and experience
the secondary-tertiary education
transition?

Data sources

- Mapping activities

- Participant observation (the creation of fieldnotes)

- Interviewing (conversations, discussions, researcher and peer-led)
- Outcomes tracking

What strategies do they employ
to navigate this transition
successfully?

- Mapping activities

- Participant observation
- Interviewing

- Outcomes tracking

What institutional practices foster
students' “navigational capability” in
secondary and tertiary education?

- Mapping activities

- Participant observation
- Interviewing

- Artefacts

- Outcomes tracking

How might students' navigational
experiences inform resettlement
and teaching and support practices
in secondary and tertiary education
institutions?

- Participant observation within research, celebration, and feedback hui
- Interviewing

- Case studies and storytelling based on cumulative, longitudinal data
- Artefacts

- Outcomes tracking

We invited young people to contribute visual data in the form of maps and still photographs, and workshop
discussions included multiple peer and group conversations and peer interviews, which were recorded
with participants' permission. Initially, workshops were designed as both a means for generating data with,
and providing access to, education pathways information for the young people. Workshops also offered an
opportunity to consult participants on the research team'’s analysis and ideas for disseminating research

findings.

Our project team roles were as follows. As Principal Investigator, Vivienne oversaw all aspects of the project,
including ethical approvals, recruitment, workshop organisation, liaison with schools and resettlement staff,
project communication, data handling, data analysis, and dissemination of findings. Jo and Amber supported
the Dunedin-based workshops and Dunedin-based students as they moved into tertiary study. Ali and
Alejandra provided research and administrative assistance, helping run and organise workshops, maintaining
communication with students, managing and coding data, and leading the development of the documentary
film. Ali and Alejandra were also our language specialists: Ali is a Farsi/Dari speaker, and Alejandra speaks
Spanish. We employed an Arabic language interpreter at the beginning of the project and (before Alejandra
joined the project) Spanish-language interpreters in Invercargill. Anna joined the project in 2022 and assisted
with the organisation of our final workshops, film premieres, and ongoing project communication and
dissemination. Anna also has Spanish-language expertise. Glenda was our main project team member

in Invercargill. She helped us broker relationships with students and find interpreters and supported all
workshops involving Invercargill students. Glenda, Jo, Amber, Alejandra, Ali, and Anna contributed to data
analysis at team planning days and/or through contributing to writing projects and presentations (which
Vivienne led) and the film production process (which Ali led). Pip and Jarrah helped us conceptualise the
project initially, provided critical advice throughout, and brokered our relationships with Ministry of Education
and New Zealand Red Cross staff in Dunedin and Invercargill and nationally.

During our first (2020) workshop, we explained the project and invited students to draw a map depicting
their education journeys to date and their educational aspirations (see Anderson, Mostolizadeh et al., 2023).
We also asked students to identify people or factors that they felt supported their educational journeys, and
any things that made their education journeys difficult. Students shared their maps with each other, and we
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planned subsequent workshops based on students' aspirations and ideas. From June 2020 until December
2021, we met face to face in Dunedin and Invercargill. Between workshops, we maintained contact with
students via a WhatsApp group. Subsequent workshops explored possible tertiary education pathways,
career pathways, senior tertiary students’ advice, local tertiary education institution campuses, part-time
work opportunities and job-seeking, options for funding tertiary study, application processes, stress and
coping, and study skills. In 2022, most of our workshops were weekly afternoon tea sessions with new tertiary
students, where we explored with students the everyday challenges and joys of commencing tertiary study.
During 2022, all workshops were in Dunedin, although we maintained connection with Invercargill-based
participants via Zoom and WhatsApp. All workshops involved food and drink. In addition to our regular
workshops, in 2020, we held five online Q&A sessions in response to young people’'s interests and apparent
needs. Workshops and project activities were multilingual, although English became more dominant as
participants’ English-language confidence increased.

As part of the project, we created two documentary films—the first, a short (20-minute) film that provided
an overview of our first year of project activities, and the second, a full-length (68-minute) documentary
film exploring young people's aspirations, ideas about their lives, and educational journeys. A subset of our
participants elected to form a "film crew". From 2020-22, they contributed to planning, editing, making, and
subtitling the films.

We concluded 2020 and 2021 with “celebration workshops', where we revised the year's workshop content,
shared work we had created, and invited young people's input into our analysis, dissemination plans, and
project planning. In 2022, we concluded the project with two public premieres of the full-length Transitions
Project film—Not Just Dreams—one at the Dunedin Public Art Gallery, and one at Centrepoint Theatre,
Invercargill. We had ethical approval to share film material in education settings. Following the families'
endorsement at the premieres, we gained ethical approval for film festival release, pending the consent of all
involved.

Data analysis was multilayered. Participants chose what to share with us and each other (Kindon, 2016)

and engaged in collaborative analysis and project planning at end-of-year workshops. The research team
also analysed data through an iterative, ethnographic process of “noticing” and reflection (Braun et al.,

2019; Kincheloe, 2009). We used NVivo software to generate "summary themes” based on our interview,
observational, and visual data, in light of our research questions, literature, and students' analyses (Braun et
al, 2019, p. 5). We then engaged in "reflexive thematic analysis’, applying theory and contextual observations
to the summary themes (p. 5). We were interested in recurring patterns and exceptional evidence or cases;
and the intersections and contradictions between our data and refugee resettlement and education policy in
New Zealand (Fine & WWeis, 2005). As well as attending to themes in our data, we also generated illustrative
case studies or “stories” as a means to capture the complexity of young people’s lives and experiences in
relation to their education pathways over time (Kindon, 2016).
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What we found

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 1 AND 2: How do refugee-background students imagine and
experience the secondary-tertiary education transition, and what strategies do young
people employ to navigate this transition successfully?

The young people in our project were profoundly diverse, but all articulated high aspirations of education

as a pathway to a better life for themselves and their families. Colombian participants recalled explicit
promises about education in New Zealand. Valentina, Paito, Whitney, and Dorothy Jennt described pre-arrival
discussions with UNHCR interviewers as resulting in "dreams” (Paito), “illusions” (Whitney), and “fantasies’
(Dorothy Jenn) that, “Everything will be better here” (Valentina). Dorothy Jenn recalled a specific promise that
she could go to university in New Zealand:

The man said that when we arrived, we could go straight to the university. | .. told him, ‘but | haven't finished
my studies, and therefore | don't have the documents' .. The man said that you don't need them; you could
go there and study at the university .. They painted that picture for me, and I was ready to go!

Some young people noted that positive expectations were also fuelled by staff at MRCC, saying, "“We were
told that .. we were going to be able to go to university, that age was not an impediment to study” (Daniel.

In our first (online) workshop, we asked participants to create an education map illustrating their educational
aspirations and enablers or hindrances in this regard. Most maps expressed a desire to work in medicine or
dentistry. However, young people's answers revealed limited knowledge of study pathways. For example,
one student described radiology as an alternative to medicine, but radiology is a medical sub-specialty.
Another named medicine as an alternative to dentistry, without regard for entry criteria. Students' articulation
of possible education and career pathways revealed high aspirations but a limited understanding of the
range of pathways possible, and what they involved.

Young people's maps and conversations represented education as a path to social mobility, in more or less
linear terms (Figure 1).

FIGURE 1. Expectations of resettlement for refugee-background young people in New Zealand

Expectations of resettlement for refugee-background young people in
New Zealand

Tertiary education
pathways

Schooling

Resettlement

Arrival and
orientation

However, in practice, most young people in our study had less linear experiences, and some encountered
major structural barriers that made access to education difficult or impossible. Figure 2 provides a more
complex picture of young people's resettlement and education experiences derived from our data.

1 All participant names in this report are pseudonyms.
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FIGURE 2. A more complex representation of resettlement for refugee-background young people
in New Zealand
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resettlement site, including access to employment, regardless of the quality of that
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Institutional processes vary in terms of student
support provision and enrolment processes.
Wider educational infrastructure (e.g. Studylink
and Fees Free) is complex to navigate, and does
not always align with institutional processes.
Young people need to be proactive and self-
sufficient to figure out how to access thair
entitlements, and access to some Supports
depends on the whim of individuals (e.g. the leval
of student allowance approved). Studylink
provision does not racognise longer, less linear
education pathways. Access to, and success In,
education requires a high level of
resourcefulness and determination.

. medical care. Young people may need
Arrival to work as advocates or interpreters
for family members. Some young
people have ditficulty accessing a
school that meets their needs. Lack of
access to funded English language
study limits the possibility of
imagining tertiary education

The point of arrival is not the
same for everyone. There is
diversity among refugee-
background youth even if they
come from the same country.
Family realities are diverse.
Young people and their

families also have different d
relationships to education, and

therefore. their educational

needs are diverse. Equal

access to education requires a
system that can accommodate
diversity.

Schooling

Not all refugee youth
betwean tha ages of 18 and
21 are enrolled in school.
Those who are out of school
are not always resettled in
places that provide
accessible alternative
educational pathways, Those
who are in school may not
have access to specialised
English language instruction,
and/or they may encounter
hemogenising assumptions
that former refugees are not
academically capable.
Alternatively, they may
receive simplistic messages
("You can do anything”)
without the necessary
practical information about
pathways to success. Schools
may be unaware of, or
unsympathatic about,
students’ social and familial
realities. School staff may
fail to understand their role
as brokers of belonging and
educational access for
refugee-background young
people.

In discussing their educational aspirations, young people revealed the active work they engaged in to

make sense of their lives and possible futures beyond school. We have described three ways in which they
talked about their navigational work: (1) as ‘resistance”, or actively navigating barriers; (2) as the underground
(emotional and psychological) work of holding onto hope and a sense of future; and (3) as a “relational”
undertaking—work done in relation to, or with support from, others, or as a means to improve others' lives
(Anderson, Mostolizadeh et al., 2023).

Educational navigation through resistance

Participants in our project referred to language learning as a matter of urgency and, in some cases, decried

a lack of specialist English-language teaching; however, they resisted teachers’ representation of them as
only language learners, or conflation of language-learner status and academic capability. Young people
drew connections between negative assumptions about them as language learners and a broader sense of
(un)belonging at school, pointing to the need for proactive work to ensure a more affirming environment for
English-language learners in monolingual school settings. Luna described having difficulty making friends:
‘It's like they don't want to waste time with a person who can't understand everything they say." Valentina said,
‘I don't have friends at school .. When | arrived, | tried to use my English .. it was like it didn't work!" Valentina
suggested the need for “inclusion activities or something that helped them to understand that we do not
speak the language, that .. they have to have patience with us”.
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Dorothy Jenn expressed outrage at the actions of a drama teacher, who positioned her as an outsider
who was not capable of participating in classroom activities due to her status as a language learner. She
described her class as follows:

The teacher told everyone, 'She doesn't have much English. She doesn't understand very well’ So, every
time | had drama class, the teacher would wave to me, and | knew | had to go and sit in the corner of the
room .. The teacher treated me as if | had some kind of disability.

Dorothy Jenn recalled how classmates tried unsuccessfully to counter the teacher's exclusionary behaviour:
“The girls .. said, 'Let's include her in the group'" However, she explained that “the teacher intervened and
said, 'No, not her. She doesn't know English. She is .. not going to be able to do anything'” Similarly, Amina
and Sogand resisted teachers’ apparent view of them as only English-language learners. Here is an excerpt
from a workshop conversation:

Amina: Usually in school for us, like Syrian or mostly refugees, when you go and ask teachers about like
topics like this (education pathways), the main thing they just said is like, ‘Don't worry about this kind of stuff;
focus on your English first’, which is annoying ..

Sogand: My God, yes, they always say that .. they always say it.

Amina: So they don't give you like what you need to do or they don't explain to you what you should know
and what you shouldn't. They just tell like ‘focus on your English first’ but . . . if you focus on your English
but you don't know what to do, like what's so important with your English? ... So ... sometimes | will

ask other students .. . | ask them a lot and then | Google, | go to websites ... The school never mention
[extra-curricular science programme] but then once | knew about it . .. | went to apply; the teacher was

so surprised, like "Why do you want to apply for this?' So school doesn't really help like second language
students to focus on this kind of stuff 'cause first they focus on their language. (Anderson, Mostolizadeh et
al., 2023, pp. 260-261).

Amina resisted the conflation of English-language learner status and academic capability and the

related assumption that all refugee-background students are the same (not interested in extracurricular
opportunities). She reflected, “They're trying to . .. work with everyone at the same level, like ‘learn English
first’, but some students, they have already learnt English and they're good enough just to learn about this
[other] kind of stuff” (Anderson, Mostolizadeh et al., 2023, p. 261).

Participants also expressed (and described) resistance to peer discrimination and bullying. Luisa and her
parents described a series of incidents involving Luisa, another Colombian student, and Luisa’s sister. Luisa
began:

I'was with a girl who spoke Spanish .. And the [other] girls here didn't like it. They even wanted to bully us

for speaking Spanish .. During the breaks, we were pushed. But we never responded .. Because that was
what they wanted .. We said among ourselves, ‘They are all kiwis; if we react to their provocations, things are
worse for us One day we were in class, and the teacher leave the classroom for some minutes .. We were

. talking in Spanish .. and the girls who were behind us shouted, 'Shut up!" .. So, we kept talking slowly and
they told us, 'Fuck you Colombians' (Anderson, Ortiz-Ayala et al,, 2023, p. 7).

Luisa told us that, despite telling the teacher, nothing changed; the students “continueldl behaving in the
same way". Following a vandalism incident, her parents "talkled] to the teachers”. Teachers countered Luisa
and her family's resistance, saying, ‘It [is] normal" because they are “just girls". Similarly, Daniel described his
and Dorothy Jenn's resistance to peer discrimination involving their brothers. Daniel noted that this would not
have been necessary in Colombia, where “teachers are like our second parents”. He suggested that, in New
Zealand, "there are no firm, credible calls to correct misbehaviour”.

One 17-year-old student resisted a school's refusal to let him enrol, and their failure to be upfront about
their reasons for this. Cameron, whose gender expression challenged masculine norms, noted that the
school's response to him differed to the responses received by his straight, cisgender refugee-background
friends. When Cameron asked directly why he was not allowed to enrol in school, school staff gave evasive
responses: ‘“They told me because of my level of English, and the teachers looked at each other .. | insisted
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and said to them, '‘But why?"" Cameron suggested that it would be less humiliating for young people if
schools were upfront about their exclusionary practices: "We need a source that provides reliable information,
and that tells you from the beginning: Yes, in this school if they are going to receive you' or ‘in this school, it is
very difficult for them to receive you'" Cameron said, ‘I would not like another boy of my same gender or my
same community to experience the same thing .. You feel humiliated”

Educational navigation as underground and relational work

While young people revealed the creativity and persistence involved in navigating education, they also
alluded to the psychological and emotional labour that this entailed, in some cases, due to the impacts of
trauma. Laila (a Dunedin student) described the loss of close friends (in Syria) as impacting her sense of
motivation, noting that “self-doubt’, “overthinking”, and “anxiety” were, for her, barriers to success (Anderson,
Mostolizadeh et al., 2023, p. 265). Daniel, whose family suffered severe hardship in Colombia and Ecuador
prior to arrival in New Zealand, linked self-doubt with past experiences of loss and deprivation, saying:

We feel that this place is not for us, or we do not deserve to be there because sometimes we have so many
things in our hands, such as having a computer or knowing that we have new opportunities. However, we do
not know that we have them because we are not used to having opportunities. We are not used to knowing

that we have several alternatives to get ahead.

Luna (from Invercargill) expressed the sense of weight associated with having opportunity following extreme
hardship: ‘| am worried about not being capable of achieving my goals. | am worried about being worried. |
am worried of letting myself down'

Below, we highlight two cases in depth to illustrate the complex ways that structural and personal factors
necessitated difficult underground work for young people seeking an education. Figure 3 describes
Whitney's education and resettlement journey, and Figure 4, Luna’s. In some respects, these two young
people were exceptional cases—both were caregivers to family members with complex health needs who
had received patchy resettlement support. Both were resettled in Invercargill, which impacted their access
to a range of social services, including tertiary education options. While the cases were exceptional for the
structural complexity encountered that impacted on young people's educational navigation, they were also
representative in some respects. Many of the young people in our project described acting as interpreters,
translators, and advocates for parents, siblings, and family members. We have spoken to other young
people with similar stories from other regional centres. These cases highlight the degree to which factors
can compound for young people, making educational navigation profoundly difficult or impossible. In the
figures below, we seek to capture some of the structural barriers that shaped Whitney and Luna's access
to education, the help sources they identified as present or absent, and how they made sense of their
educational journeys.
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FIGURE 3. Whitney's resettlement and education journey

Whitney's journey

Whitney's mother is single with three children. They have a house, but only
Whitney's brathers are enrolled in school. Whitney turned 19 the day she
arrived in New Zealand. Despite being under 21 years, she was unable to
enrol in school. During their first year in NZ, Whitney's mother had a

Whitney started English language community classes online in 2022 after
almost 1.5 years. She was able to buy a computer thanks to a small
schaolarship, However, these classes do not provide a pathway to tertiary
study.

"Ale; "What would you tell other people who have gone through
or are in the same situation as you?"

medical event, and Whitney became the family caragiver.
Whitney: "Not to come ... Because the truth is that the only thing
you get here is no, no, no, no, you can't because of your age. The
truth is that you get discouraged. | didn't have the opportunity to
go to school. So, | feel discouraged because other people hava
baan givan the apportunity, and | hava yat to be givan it. | hava
only received no, no and no. Nothing else”.

"It's good to feel indapendent, if you know
D what I mean. My mum wants me to be
gﬁ? something too .. But | don’t come here to work
@ as a cleaner. | can work. but not all my life. |
come here for something. | didn't come here lo
earn money, and that's it; | come here to feed
this® (painting to her head)

E-)o
g®

= Whitney's mother has sporadic access to interpreter support, so
Whitney attends all medical appointments and stays with her in
hospital.

« Whitney's city does not have funded English language classes that
provide a pathway to tertiary education.

« Whitney has little community support. Service providers are encouraging Whitney

to get a job,
{:{7} Mo ane infarmed Whitney of her right ta

ﬁ attend school.

"l think tha bast stage of
people’s lives is school. | think
because you meet young
people your awn age, you have
fun. At laast | miss baing in
school very much...

| remember. and it makes me
want to cry. It was very nice.”

Schooling

Resettlement process

"All of that affects me .. not
baing able to graduats. Even
here. ... there are several girls
here who could have gone to
school when they were 18 and
they are also graduating ... |
arrived when | was 19, the day
I got here | turned 19",

)

Tertiary education
pathways

Arrival \_\_ -, Initially, Whitney attended an English language
(.-.' ;\R H 55 for senior refugee-background school
Q'-) 4 &thd?nh but this ended, and Whitney was unable
o to find another school-based option. She did not

- . e . e ——

meet the criteria for entry to tertiary study, and
had no way to attain them.

Whitney: “If | had known that | could not study here, | would not have come
here. Because what | wanted was to study. | feel very discouraged, much

maore than at the beginning”.
mg Ale: "Have you lost your drive?”
Whitney: “The drive and the interest. Why should | lie to you? I've lost it, I've

last it, it's been two years withoul studying! They have to improve the
education here.”

Whitney (Figure 3) arrived in New Zealand at 19 years, and initially attended an English programme hosted
by a local school. However, once this ended, she was unable to enrol in mainstream classes. Whitney was
unaware of her legal entitlement to remain at school until the age of 21. Following her mother's illness,
Whitney became a full-time caregiver, making day-time classes impossible. Based on her experiences,
Whitney represented resettlement in terms of *harm” “If they see a 19-year-old or an 18-year-old coming, the
best thing to do is to tell them that this city doesn't suit you .. we will harm you" (Anderson, Ortiz-Ayala et al,
2023, p. 5). Whitney noted that service providers who interacted with her and her mother were encouraging
her to find employment. She acknowledged the value of (economic) independence but stressed that being a
cleaner was not her aspiration.

Luna (Figure 4) gained NCEA Levels 2 and 3 while learning English and supporting her grandparents. Based
on this achievement, she was accepted into a university access programme, which required her to move
cities. At the start of Luna's programme she had difficulty with university admission processes. As a result,
her student allowance application was declined, leaving Luna unable to buy food. From the start of the
year, teaching moved online due to COVID-19. Luna obtained a donation laptop and tried to learn online
from home, but poor wifi and unfamiliarity with both the online platform and content-related gaps made this
difficult. When Luna sought additional support, programme staff were unhelpful, and Luna could not find
another source of academic support while learning from her flat. Simultaneously, Luna sought to support
her grandparents from a distance. Luna failed more than half of her papers, so her second-year student
allowance application was declined. However, Luna sought an appeal and she is now enrolled in another year
of university study while continuing to support her grandparents. Luna has now connected with a support
service for students from low-income schools, and says, ‘I refuse to give up!”
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FIGURE 4. Luna’s resettlement and education journey

Luna's journey

Luna is her grandparents’ caregiver. Since resaltling
in MZ, Luna has managed housing, health care and
tenancy issues with little institutional/community
suppart. Luna is her grandparents’ interprater. After
she arrived in NZ, she obtained a driver's licence, got
a job, and l@arnt English, while completing MNCEA
levels 2 and 3.

"Sometimes with documents, some of them | really
don't understand. And | have no one to say to, come on,
please help me with this decument that | don't
understand. | don't know. Another example - someone
to whom | can say: | want to change electricity, how do
[do it? There is no one to ask ... | am not telling you to

Ale: "You mentioned that you have been feeling very lonely.

Howewer, . whal molivales you?™

Luna: “The degire to go forward, the desire for my life to
change in some way. The desire not to go back. The desire

QLD not to be the same and the same in my family ... The desire

that, starting from me, the naxt ganaration will have hope.
That they have dreams and that they are fulfilled. Not that
they have dreams and have to stay there because there is

no way, because there are no resources”.

» Luna moved away to attend university, while
continuing to support her grandparents.

* Luna won a scholarship, but sent the money 1o her
family offshore.

= Luna's student allowance application was initially
rejected due to delays with university enrolment
processes. For some weeks, Luna had no money for
rent or food.

= Due to COVID-18, Luna's classes went online. Luna
had to study on a donated computer. Learning online
involved navigating new learning systems, new
technology ahd unreliable flat wifi.

« Luna sought additional academic support but this
was not forthceming.

# Luna failed most of her papers, meaning that her
student allowance the following year was declined.

do anything [for] me. But if you give me the information
and explain it to me well | will do it. That's all. But
that's what we haven't had.”

= Following an appeal, Luna is now enralled in a
second yoar of study

@ "l refuse to give up”

Resettlement
“But how do | dream? How do | imagine myself7 [ don't process

know - as a doctor already graduated with a good job,
with my grandparents well. With my uncles here.

Happy... with time to travel and see places.” 0

Schooling

Arrival
, you English every day, it's super cool ... But when | arrived here Tertiary education|
= m . First of all,  couldn’t make friends. The kids here are very pathways
Q_J HO closad-minded. It's like averyone is in thair own business and

they don't want to waste their time with a person whe can't
understand everything they say. Maybe that's what they think. |
also ... learned English by mysealf*

— ————————

““Somotimos | missed school because | had to do other things ... My grandmaother had o doctor’s appointment. Thore was no ong
to take my grandmother to a doctor’s appointment or to the doctor. | had to do il They at school also started to put pressure on
@ my grandmaother that ... she was depending a lot on me, as if it was hor fault, but we have no one else but ourselves. Why make
ﬁ my grandmaother feel guilty? That's why | got very angry with the school ... | understand why they do it. But they don't know the
Situa tion and | don’t think it's right for them (o give that kind of epimion.”

Whitney and Luna exemplify the profoundly complex navigational work required of refugee-background
young people when resettlement, education, and other social services do not serve them or their families
well. Both young people were resettled in a city with limited tertiary education pathways options, and their
families received patchy resettlement support. A failure of advocacy and support across the education sector
necessitated Luna's insistent determination to remain at university. While Whitney maintained a desire for
further education, and determinedly sought out opportunities, she saw meaningful education pathways as
increasingly out of reach.

Both Whitney and Luna's journeys also highlighted the relational work of educational navigation. Factors
shaping their family circumstances impacted their options moving forward. Woven throughout their case
descriptions are glimmers of advocacy/support (e.g., in obtaining a computer or reinstating a student
allowance), but also the lack thereof (e.g., requiring them to act as interpreters at family members' medical
appointments). The relationality inherent in navigational work is also evident in our answer to the third
research question below.

RESEARCH QUESTION 3: What institutional practices foster students’ “navigational
capability” in secondary and tertiary education?

Inclusive, responsive, and affirming teaching practice and learning environments

Our participants identified teachers and school staff as critical enablers in relation to educational access
and success. They also linked a sense of inclusion in school with a broader sense of inclusion or belonging
in New Zealand (Anderson, Ortiz-Ayala et al., 2023). As noted earlier, young people in our study were
critical of school practices that positioned them only as language learners, and their reflections on enabling
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teachers focused on much more than language teaching. Luisa (an Invercargill student) recalled an inclusive,
responsive mathematics teacher who adapted his teaching in consultation with refugee-background
students in his class. She described his work as follows:

He explained to the whole class first and then he took his time and sat next to us to explain to us and we
understood .. We could do signs, or we used the translator, and he understood and told us how to say things
better. He .. knew that we felt embarrassed to ask in front of the other girls. Then when we raised our hand,
he approached us, sat with us and spoke to us slowly .. He even asked us: how do we understand better ..
writing or talking? Then, we told him .. please write the explanation down for us, he wrote and explained to
us step by step, and we understood him. (Anderson, Ortiz-Ayala et al., 2023, pp. 8-9)

Luisa's teacher invited and answered students’ questions in ways that avoided embarrassment, and
communicated in ways that supported students’ mathematical understanding and confidence as English-
language learners. The teacher's queries about what would best help Luisa and her peers learn positioned
them as experts in relation to their own learning. He was responsive and open to change—altering

his teaching in response to their preferences. Luisa described this teacher as allowing her to feel very
comfortable in mathematics.

Sogand (a Dunedin student) recalled a secondary outdoor education class where she felt at ‘home” and where
she overcame her sense of outsideness and dislike of “white people”. She recalled: "For the first time in my life,
| thought that if | ever had a problem, and | needed to tell a friend, that class was my safe space .. Everyone
treated each other, like, family." While Sogand did not explicitly mention the class teacher, she pointed to their
careful creation of peer-based, memorable activities that fostered a sense of cohort over time:

Through that class .. the wall was broken down, so we got to know both sides. And that made it really easy to
connect, to meet the true person .. That class [wasl the diversity that you never expect in your life .. it was a
really special place.

Sogand was more explicit about a careers teacher who she credited with enabling her to begin tertiary studly.
Here she recalls a specific interaction that was pivotal in supporting her subsequent decision making:

The greatest interaction that | had with the staff was my school's career advisor—she made me feel like | was
some special person on this earth .. | am the owner of this life .. And | was the one who should decide what's
good for me and what's not .. Her words were like a comforting pillow and a blanket .. it was like my Grandma's
arms .. holding me .. She was what triggered the whole motivation and the life that | have chosen to go through
.. she just helped me get out of the bad state that | was in. (Anderson, Ortiz-Ayala et al, 2023, p. Q)

Sogand described this teacher as fostering a sense of agency, safety, and future. Other students described
support staff who affirmed their communicative competence, and careers teachers who alerted them to
educational scholarships and other opportunities and supported them to apply.

Enabling peer relationships, and relationships with trusted
community members

Participants identified people other than school staff who enabled their access to education. These included
supportive family members, ‘role models’ (e.g., older friends and siblings), and classmates, in particular,
Maori and Pacific students who acted as allies. Earlier, we discussed how classmates intervened when
Dorothy Jenn was excluded by her teacher from classroom activities. Luisa described a sense of solidarity
with Maori and Pacific students who helped her in school and counteracted negative classroom interactions.
Salomeé described a group of Maori friends who came to her house and supported her language learning

(Anderson, Ortiz-Ayala et al., 2023, p. 8):

At school, .. | don't interact much with the other Kiwi girls .. But the Maori are the ones who have always
helped me; they helped me a lot! .. Or the girls that come from other places like Samoa. They are the ones
who realise that I'm not understanding, and they come up to me and ask me, "You need help?’ And they
explain things to me. But the other girls don't. (Luisa)
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At school | felt good. | liked it. Because [l made friends .. some girls who are very good .. They are Kiwis—
Maori .. I have like five friends .. Sometimes they come to the house .. One of them, when | don't pronounce
the word as it is, they tell me, ‘No, Salome, say it like that, and they repeat it to me. (Salome)

Participants also described trusted community members whose support they found enabling, including local
Ministry of Education staff ("she fought for us"), resettlement support volunteers who provided information,
mental health workers who provided professional support, and individual government agency staff who were
known as trusted sources of navigational assistance.

Daniel suggested that exclusionary school interactions increased his sense of not belonging in New Zealand,
saying, “What leads us to think like this is that there is no such welcome” (Anderson, Ortiz-Ayala et al., 2023, p.
8). By implication, inclusionary practices and inclusive teachers can be seen as brokering a broader sense of
belonging, in New Zealand's education system and in New Zealand more broadly.

Access to necessary social services, education pathways, and
practical information

This final answer to research question 3 is derived from our data by implication. Whitney and Luna's journeys
(above) demonstrate the impact of weak social service provision and limited education pathway options. By
the conclusion of our project, educational outcomes were tracking very differently for these two students,

but our project had enabled some level of access to education for both of them (in Whitney's case, through
communicative English language classes and support applying for a small scholarship, and in Luna's,
through support accessing course-related information and a student allowance). While social support
structures for resettled refugees remain weak, geographically uneven, or disconnected—trusted advocates,
mentors, role models, and advisers can play a crucial role in enabling young people's educational access and
success.

What we think needs to happen next

RESEARCH QUESTION 4: How might students’ navigational experiences inform
resettlement and teaching and support practices in secondary and tertiary education
institutions (and beyond them)?

Government

1. Formally recognise refugee-background young people as priority learners at all levels of education.

Currently, refugee-background young people are invisible in New Zealand's education system. This leaves
much to chance. Across two cities and limited educational institutions we saw widely varying education
provision and support practices. Formal recognition of refugee-background students as priority learners
would ensure that funding and accountability mechanisms drive enabling institutional practices for
refugee-background young people across all geographical centres.

2. Ensure that refugee resettlement policy privileges participation and belonging.

Currently, refugee resettlement policy and practice prioritises economic independence. In our study,
this was apparent in the lack of support some students received to remain engaged in education and
the concurrent encouragement to find paid employment, regardless of whether or not it aligned with
their aspirations. If education is an enabling right (Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action, 2015),
supporting access to education and the creation of accessible education pathways should be a priority
in the resettlement process. Equitable access to education also necessitates equitable access to
resettlement support, funded specialist English-language teaching (if needed), healthcare, and housing
(among other social services).
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3. Ensure that, at all levels, the education system is structured around a commitment to keeping ‘learners at the
centre"and creating "barrier free access” (https://assets.education.govt.nz/public/Documents/NELP-TES-
documents/NELP-TES-summary-page.pdf).

Currently, some aspects of our education and resettlement systems have the opposite effect. ESOL
funding is limited, and roll-based funding models do not serve schools well where young people's
attendance is patchy due to family circumstances. At tertiary level, StudyLink processes are decoupled
from institutional processes, creating complexities for young people and challenges navigating both.
Study support provision (available through StudyLink) fails to allow for longer, less linear pathways. While
workarounds (e.g., StudyLink appeals) are possible, these require that young people have the confidence
to question systemic practices and approach institutional staff for support. Many young people in our study
required support and advocacy to access basic educational entitlements, but targeted support is not
available for refugee-background students in all tertiary institutions. Barrier-free access with learners at the
centre necessitates accessible entry processes and study pathway options for young people no matter
where they are resettled and regardless of their educational background; allowing for flexibility, non-
linearity, and growth over time.

Kaiako, resettlement support staff, and educational institutions

1. Know that your work matters—a lot.

While geography, uneven tertiary education provision, and multiple other social factors create educational
(and social) inequity, individual school staff play a critical role as educational enablers. Effective teachers
facilitate young people's access to curriculum/subject knowledge and learning-related skills. Effective
teachers also support young people's access to peer networks and practical information in ways that
compensate for weak resettlement structures. Our study showed that teachers and school leaders are
important role models, and brokers of belonging. Their affirmation of refugee-background young people
(and their families), practical guidance and support, successful promotion of positive peer interactions,
and willingness to intervene when negative interactions occur, affirm young people's right to an education,
safety, and sense of belonging and future.

Below is a list of questions (derived from our data) for teachers and school leaders that may serve as a
useful basis for reflection and practice:

Are my interactions with students affirming, mana enhancing, and agency promoting?

Do my actions and teaching approaches foster empathy towards newcomers and minoritised students?
How do my classes “feel” to these students?

How might | foster the development of friendships through my teaching?

Do | invite all students to share their aspirations, and do | take these seriously?

How well do | support students' understanding of possible pathways towards their aspirations, and help
them map their "‘next steps'?

How well do | support all students' right to learn?
Do I show a commitment to all students' learning?

How multilingually competent am I? How well do | understand language-learning processes and
support language learning?

Do | take student safety seriously? How effectively do | communicate this?
Do my communications and everyday actions foster the trust of students and whanau?

Do | recognise my role as an advocate for the young people in my classroom, and for former refugees,
as a representative of the State?
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2. Help refugee-background young people understand and navigate possible pathways.

Refugee-background young people need access to practical information about education and career
pathways in their new resettlement context. Where young people's aspirations do not align with their
educational backgrounds, they need information about alternative pathways, alternative career options,
and less linear routes. In our study, careers teachers played an important role in supporting young
people's understanding of possible pathways, but by taking young people's aspirations seriously (or not),
classroom teachers were also pathways enablers (or obstructors). It is critical that school staff recognise
refugee-background young people as more than (English)-language learners and take seriously teachers'
role in supporting young people's access to pathways information, mentoring, and rich (career-enabling)
experiences. Since pathways are not static, but unfolding, and many young people change their ideas
over time, pathways mentoring is also needed. Our project provided this for a group of young people in
two locations and, in this regard, mitigated a lack of navigational support at institutional level for some

of the young people we encountered. Ideally, tertiary education institutions should employ dedicated
support staff who can be trusted advisers to refugee-background young people as they learn about
what they enjoy and the areas where they are successful. In the absence of more joined-up resettlement
and educational support, we also suggest the possible value of regional "education navigators” who can
provide trusted pathways advice across secondary and tertiary institutions, based on young people's
unfolding education journeys.
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