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Refugee Youth Resettlement  
is a Complex Process
Tshibanda Gracia Ngoy

There are many misinterpretations 

and misperceptions about refugee 

youth. When I came to Australia 

as a refugee youth six years ago, 

I experienced many challenges. 

Refugee youth coming to  

Australia often arrive with no 

expectations of what Australia  

will be like. There are lots of 

factors that can make them feel 

excluded and disempowered upon 

their arrival.

But what’s more difficult is their 
resettlement process. Since my arrival 
in Australia in July 2005, I have had 
no choice but to work very hard to 
reach the standard of my colleagues, 
and this has only been possible with 
the help of individuals and community 
organisations.

From my experience 
as a refugee youth and 
as a caseworker for 
refugee families, the 
major areas that mostly 
impact on refugee youth 
during their resettlement 
process include education, 
intergenerational conflict 
and employment.
Before going further into these 
issues, I believe that the title ‘refugee’ 
carries a lot of negative connotations, 
stereotypes and generalisations for 
refugee youth. When my family arrived 
in July 2005, there were not many 
refugees, especially from African 
backgrounds. I was ashamed to 
carry the title of ‘refugee’ because 
even at school, I was regarded as 
someone with less ability, unintelligent, 

dependent, and illiterate with high 
traumatic experience. Unfortunately, 
these associations are still made 
today. I know some young people 
who are so disempowered by this 
so-called ‘refugee’ label. They refuse 
to obtain a job, or commit to school 
or break the law simply because they 
believe that they have an excuse 
because they are from a refugee 
background.

An issue of great impact is education; 
I am one of the lucky refugee youth 
who obtained an education before 
arriving in Australia. Despite this 
advantage, I found myself struggling 
because of the differences between 
the two education systems – the one 
I left in my home country and the new 
one I found in Australia – as well as 
the language difficulties. With this I 
found myself working twice as hard 
as others; firstly to understand what 
the school work was all about, and 
secondly to reach the standard  
of my colleagues because this is  
what is expected from us.  

Another challenge was, and 
still is, to prove that I am 
not just a ‘refugee’ but an 
individual with ability. 
This applies to all other refugee 
youth. I had to beg at school to not 
be placed into the lowest Maths and 
English classes, and I worked hard to 
prove my ability, but the sad thing is 
not all refugee youth have the drive to 
fight for themselves and their rights.

For young people like me, we often 
feel like we are living in two different 
worlds. For example, outside of home 
I am Australian, but at home I am 
Congolese. We feel obliged to retain 
our culture, and on the other hand 
we also feel obliged to integrate into 
society. For some young people, this 
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can be a very difficult challenge and 
they can lose their sense of identity 
and belonging. It has not been an 
easy process, but I have learnt to 
accommodate the two cultures. I am 
not ashamed of who I am or where 
I come from, I am proud to be a 
Congolese-born Australian.

Employment issues also have an 
immense impact in the lives of 
refugee youth. Many refugee youths 
are unable to find and maintain 
employment. While it is important 
to consider the location or the 
environment in which one lives, in 
general terms it’s very difficult for 
refugee youth to obtain employment.  

How do youth find work  
if they do not have any  
work experience and  
are in competition with  
the mainstream?  
There is a lot of pressure from the 
community with expecting refugee 
youth to perform as well as the 
mainstream regardless of the distinct 
barriers they face or the limited 
time frame they may have been 
in Australia. Many like myself face 
difficulties attaining employment 
as while we may have the ability 
to perform the job well, our lack of 
working experience related to the job, 
combined with the fact that we are 
competing with Australian-born youth, 
means that we are given very little or 
no consideration.

Therefore I believe there is still a lot 
of work that should be done to help 
refugee youth during their settlement 
process. It’s up to the community 
to make this resettlement process 
enjoyable and successful. As a 
community we can empower and help 
refugee youth make Australia their 
home in all aspects of their wellbeing.  

One mistake that the community 
makes is to generalise refugee youth 
without taking into consideration that 
they are all individuals with ability.

I believe the government and the 
community can create opportunities 
for these youths to become effective 
members of society by creating 

scholarships, traineeships and 
apprenticeships in different sectors 
targeting refugee young people to 
establish themselves professionally. 
Many refugee youth, like all youth 
in Australia, are highly capable and 
gifted, but they lack opportunities to 
show this. 
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