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 Migration in Australia: African migrants 
and refugees 

•  Sub-Saharan Africans represent one of the fastest 
growing communities in Australia with most of 
them arriving under the Humanitarian program 
(Hugo, 2004).  

 

• Africans currently account for 5.6 percent of the 
overseas-born population, and African women 
form a significant portion of this population (ABS, 
2008).  
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African migrants and refugees in the NT 
 The NT as the smallest settlement location in Australia, 

receives about 0.8 percent of the national settlement of 
migrants and refugees (DIAC, 2007). 
 

 In the NT,  DIAC (2007) reported that for the last five years, 
Africa was the only significant source region for 
humanitarian migrants as they comprised about 96 percent 
of its intake. 
 

 Skilled migration programs have also assisted in the growth 
of African population in the NT (Multicultural Council NT 
(2004). 
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Sub-Saharan African humanitarian and migrant 
entrants in NT 1999-2005  

 

 

Burundi - 46                                                                                                                                  Nigeria - 22              

Cameroon - 4                                                                                                                                Rwanda - 3       

Congo (DRC)  - 101                                                                                                                       Seychelles - 6 

Ethiopia  -  20                                                                                                                                Sierra Leone - 10 

Eritrea  - 2                                                                                                                                      Somalia - 55  

Ghana - 19                                                                                                                                      South Africa - 174 

Guinea - 11                                                                                                                                      Sudan - 411 

Ivory Coast - 5                                                                                                                               Tanzania - 28 

Kenya - 45                                                                                                                                       Uganda - 40 

Liberia - 166                                                                                                                                   Zambia - 43 

Mauritius - 3                                                                                                                                 Zimbabwe - 245 

Mozambique - 13 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                            Total = 1472 
Source: DIAC, Darwin NT October 2009. 
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Some statements on African migrants and 
refugees  

 

 “Recent refugee arrivals from the region of Africa are 
continuing to experience difficulty in successfully settling 
in Australia, and the result is high levels of community 
concern” (Andrews cited in Spinks, 2009 p. 8). 

 

 “In the NT some Africans have found it difficult to manage 
the transition to cultural family roles that are the norm in 
Australia” (DIAC, 2007 p. 28). 
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Significance of study  

• Give visibility and “voice” to African-Australian women to 
share their experiences to demystify the myths that 
surround their everyday existence 

 

• Highlight African-Australian women’s capacities that have 
been built through education, and help re-theorise the 
social, cultural, economic and dimensions of migration and 
adult education 

 

• Inform theory and practice in adult education. 
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Key Research Question 
  

    What is the role and impact of adult 

education in the settlement and 
integration process of African-Australian 
women in the NT? 
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Findings  
 1. Migration, a choice of life journeys: opportunities, 

barriers and challenges 
 
 2. Strategies for overcoming barriers and challenges: 
Adult education and learning, and coping factors and 
mechanisms 
 
 3. Outcomes and achievements from adult education 
and learning 
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Finding 1 - Migration, a choice of life journeys: 
opportunities, barriers and challenges 

Reasons for migration 
 

Humanitarian refugee migrants - escaping 
from war and tragedy (n=14) 
 
Skilled migrants - looking for better socio-
economic opportunities for themselves and 
their families (n=4)  

 
Family migrants - Dependents – Spouses and 
Children (n=6) 
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Barriers and Challenges 
Adjustment to the new culture – culture shock due to distinctive 
differences between socio-cultural beliefs, values and language 

  

Loss of familiar support and social networks – family and friends 

 

Conflicts in gender roles, parenting and caring responsibilities 

 

English language, communication skills and accent (No English - 
n=5; ESL – n=17; First language – n=2)  

 

Racial discrimination and stereotyping experienced at 
institutional and interpersonal levels  

 

Lack of recognition/devaluation of previous learning and work 
experience resulting in deskilling into underemployment and 
unemployment. 
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Findings 2: Strategies for overcoming barriers 
and challenges:  
 
• Adult education as a learning strategy  
 
AMEP (n=11) – Strategy for overcoming English language barrier 

 

TEP (n=7) – Strategy to gain admission into tertiary education programs 

 

VET/TAFE (n=16) Obtain popular labour market professional 
qualifications 

   

HIGHER EDUCATION (undergraduate n=12; postgraduate n=6) Obtain 
professional qualifications  

 

Information and Computer Technology (n=24) Catching up with 
modern technology 
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Taking advantage of professional development and every 
learning opportunity – non-formal and informal 
education 

 

NON-FORMAL EDUCATION - PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT  
(n=24)  
 Workplace orientation, in-service and professional development   

 Short-term  non-accredited courses 

 

INFORMAL EDUCATION AND LEARNING (n=24)   

 Networks of associations - Intended, unintended, and incidental 
learning in diverse contexts and circumstances  as part of participants’ 
socialisation and daily interactions with people in private and public 
places   

 TV, radio, newspapers, magazines and videos 
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Taking advantage of mentoring and work placements 
(Overcome challenges with employment and social 
inclusion) 

 

• Socialisation in their professions -  offered practical 
support, strengthened personal and career 
achievements  

 

MENTORING (n=20)  

 

 

WORK PLACEMENTS (n=8)  
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Coping factors and mechanisms  
 
• Social support networks (Adaptive strategy to facilitate new 

social connections and networks) 
 
 

FAMILY MEMBERS 
 

 
FRIENDS, NEIGHBOURS, PEERS AND COLLEAGUES 

 
 

COMMUNITY ORGANISATIONS (ETHNIC AND MAINSTREAM –
cultural/civil/religious) 
 
 SUPPORT FROM EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS– Institutional staff 
members – teachers, lecturers, academic advisors, counsellors and other 
supporting staff  
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• Employment  
 
  Volunteering (n=24) 
 
 Casual Employment (n=21) 

 
• Social contact with mainstream Australians 
  
• Learn new knowledge and skills for personal and career advancement 

 
• Gain access to the labour market 
  
• Obtain local work experience 

  
• Resilience, determination, spirituality and faith in 

God 
 
 Ability to draw on their own strengths, cultural and religious beliefs 
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Findings 3: Outcomes and achievements from 
adult education and learning  

Education, learning and women’s empowerment 
 
Developed knowledge and skills, gained access to information and 
resources, and became more receptive to new ideas 

 

Developed a greater sense of personal agency, independence, 
confidence, self esteem and sense of belonging in their new environment 

 

 Improved social skills and support systems which expanded networks 
and networking opportunities and broadened participants’ range of social 
relationships  
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Education has helped me tremendously – to have the strength,  

resilience and confidence to overcome initial challenges, and  

do things for myself and my family, is no small feat … To  

understand the complex systems and conventions – is all  

because of my education! …  It’s very empowering … it’s like a  

re-birth … like giving you wings to fly … and you are never the  

same (Interview with Carol, 6/06/09). 
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English proficiency  and communicative competence 
 

Provided a pathway to building social networks as the participants 
gained independence and confidence that enabled them to interact with 
people from different socio-cultural and linguistic backgrounds 

 

 
Increased opportunities - access to information, services and further 
education and learning opportunities 
 

 

Provided enhancements in economic and labour force participation 
social and community engagement and family well-being 
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Labour-force participation 
 
 

Competent and confident enough to find jobs that are commensurate 
with their qualifications and experience 

 
 

Operate in senior and middle management roles and set up small 
businesses 

 
 

Increased productivity and earnings, and social and economic 
integration 
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Community participation and family engagement 

 
Increased involvement in activities that benefitted their family and 
community members 

 

Established self-help groups and community organisations (ethnic and 
country) to promote collective empowerment and provide a ‘voice’ to 
represent the diverse needs and aspirations of the African community at 
various levels of government 

 

Acted as role models, advocates and agents of change for family and 
community members  

 

Developed a greater sense of individual and collective agency  to 
articulate their beliefs and passion in community development 
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Implications for theory and practice  
Theory  
• As an under-researched area in education, this study makes strong 

contributions to adult education and learning and transformation 
theory on the self and collective empowerment of refugee and 
immigrant populations in pluralistic contexts. 

 

Provides new insights for feminism and adult education and learning 
theorising that is inclusive and socio-culturally (race, gender, social 
class) sensitive  

 

Adds to the literature by demonstrating that migration, settlement 
and integration process can be contexts for transformative learning. 
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Practice –  Adult Education Institutions and Practitioners 
 

 Serves as a basis for developing sociocultural sensitivity within adult 
teaching and learning practice  

 

 Adopt multicultural teaching and learning pedagogies by creating a more 
inclusive environments 

 

Acknowledge ethno-culturally diverse students’ sociocultural backgrounds 
and personal histories by recognising and respecting cultural differences  
and making visible the sociocultural contexts of learners’ lives 
 

Employ staff from ethno-culturally diverse backgrounds 

 

 Promote collaborative activities that facilitate harmonious working 
relationships – encouraging practices that connect students meaningfully 
with lecturers, peers, learning community and ‘mainstream society – 
making programs applicable to their real world experiences 
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  Concluding remarks 

What can we do as adult educators in VET/TAFE and 
higher education institutions, and as WAVE members?  

Australia’s and indeed the world’s population is growing more 
diverse as a result of immigration. It is therefore imperative 
for us to uphold adult education’s long-standing tradition and 
commitment to ‘social inclusion’ by working towards, and 
advocating for a more inclusive adult education that focuses 
on the empowerment of marginalised learners including 
women and racialised minorities. Such efforts in praxis will 
engender transformative learning and help African-Australian 
female learners to overcome issues of race, gender, class and 
language; and build their capacity to productively engage in 
their host society’s sociocultural, economic and political 
development.  
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