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Abstract:

Somali youth from the cities of Melbourne, Australia, and Minneapolis, USA, are generally aspirants to and positive about the current and future educational opportunities they have in Australia and the USA. But those from Minneapolis tend to speak more clearly about these opportunities. Youth and parents agree that Somali girls perform well at school compared with boys.  Students’ preferences for post-secondary programs are varied. Reasons for choosing these programs are also different, but the most popular reason is to help Somali people who are in difficult situations because of the protracted civil war. Both student groups from Melbourne and Minneapolis mentioned several educational challenges. Girls believe that parents’ pushing their daughters to marry early is the biggest challenge that may prevent them from continuing further studies and future professional work. Whether they are inside or outside school, most Somali students who participated in this study make their friends from among Somali youth because of cultural and religious similarities, and with the goal of pleasing their parents. Finally, with the exception of two girls, Somali youth show they have been fairly treated by their teachers. Alongside with literature review, this study aims to explore Somali youth experiences and perceptions of integration experiences in the school context comparing differences and similarities of those who live in Melbourne and Minneapolis. Additionally, the study investigates parents’ experiences with their children’s attitudes in the new environment. The study employs mainly qualitative methodological approach to glean information from participants’ interviews.  

INTRODUCTION 

Most studies about refugee youth are based on literature review. Thus, there have been minor studies related to young refugees’ perspectives on their experiences in their new countries. Accordingly, little consideration has been given to how refugee youth themselves feel about their integration experience in the new context (Rutter et al., 2007). Bearing in mind this noted opinion and giving consideration to hearing young refugees’ voices, this study examines Somali youths’ perceptions of their integration experiences in a school context in Melbourne, Australia, and Minneapolis, USA. The study comprises an introduction and two parts. The introduction sums Somali communities in the USA and Australia, aims of this paper, study design and methodology, and methods of data analysis.  Part one examines existing data drawn from literature review (Hek, 2007) while part two analyzes and discusses Somali youth perspectives on the integration experience in school contexts.   

Somali Communities in Minneapolis, USA, and Melbourne, Australia 

Since the civil war started in Somalia in 1991, many Somalis fled their country seeking refuge and asylum in Western countries such as the USA and Australia. Both Australia and the USA are signatories the 1951 Refugee Convention, and have accepted obligations to protect and assist refugees. They are two of the sixteen countries that resettle refugees under the UN High Commissioner for Refugees program.
In the USA, the largest Somali communities live in the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota, with a combined population of more than 50,000. These two cities are regarded as the de facto "capital" of the Somali community in the USA (Schaid and Grossman, 2003). Research indicates that the pull factors for Somali resettlement to these cities include: availability of good services, educational and employment opportunity, a good social welfare system, a well-established Somali community, and word-of-mouth among the Somali diaspora about the benefits of living in the Twin Cities (Horst, 2004). 

In Australia, a significant number of Somalis have arrived under the Refugee and the Special Humanitarian Program Category and the Family Reunion program, particularly from1991 to 2001. The large majority of Somali refugees are located in Melbourne, Victoria. According to Australian Bureau of Statistics, the total number of Somalis in Australia was around 11,000, and the largest number (62.2%) lived in Victoria, particularly in Melbourne (99.1%) (ABS, 2006). Around 50% of the Somali population in Australia were younger than 24 at the time of the 2006 census. 

Aims   
It seems that while most studies dealt with refugee youth based on literature review and quantitative research, there have been limited studies on young refugees’ perspectives on their experiences in their newly adopted countries. In fact, little consideration has been given to how refugee youth themselves feel about their integration experiences in the new context (Rutter et al, 2007). It is only recently that researchers have begun to hear young refugees’ voices and understand their points of view (Hek, 2007). Thus, this study examines Somali youths’ perspectives of their integration experiences in a school context. The study will first and foremost look at existing knowledge drawn from literature review (Hek, 2007). The specific objectives are to examine: 

· Educational opportunities for Somali youth 

· Somali youths’ relationships with  Somali and non-Somali schoolmates

· Their relationships with teachers and school staff in general

· Their activities outside school 

· Youths’ involvement in culturally sensitive issues such as music, dancing, physical education and sex education

· Parents’ views on their children’s learning in the new, mixed-gender environment 

· Gender difference in education and relationships with other young people     

Study design and methodology 

The methodological approach is qualitative as the overall aim is to understand in depth the educational integration experiences from the young people’s perspectives as well as their parents. Primary data has been collected through a range of methods including audio recorded in-depth unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, field participant observations, and field notes. The studies have taken place in Melbourne and Minneapolis—two cities with large Somali communities.  The sampling strategy includes snowball sampling and key informant sampling through community networks. This mix of sampling strategies has increased the rigor of the findings through “sampling triangulation” (Hudleson 1996, p. 42).  

In addition to general participant observation in the two communities, a sample of twelve people (six from Melbourne and six from Minneapolis) comprising four females and four males ages 15-19 plus two male parents and two female parents were invited to participate in in-depth interviews. 

Data collection has involved mostly oral/narrative methods, which are best suited to Somali oral society. Interviews, informal discussions, and group discussions have been complemented with field observation and field notes. This combination of data collection methods improved the quality and accuracy of information obtained through data triangulation (Hudelson, 1996, p. 52, Hine 1993). The interviews have focused particularly on issues of Somali youth experiences and their perceptions of the school environment in culturally diverse societies, as well as interactions with the students, teachers, and parents. 

Methods of Data Analysis:
Data analysis has involved a range of methods including thematic content analysis and narrative analysis. To some extent, the data analysis has taken place in parallel with data collection to inform the ongoing data collection and research questions (Hines, 1993). 

Expected outcomes are to understand refugee youth experiences in school settings, which include: educational opportunities, preferred programs to study post high school, reasons behind choosing these programs, students’ relations with other students and teachers; outside activities by Somali students; parents’ perspectives on their children’s schooling in the new circumstances; and gender differences in the school context. The researcher hopes this study will assist policy makers, public servants and educational institutions in approaching these refugees in appropriate ways, providing relevant support, helping them improve their situations and facilitating them to integrate positively into the mainstream. 

PART ONE: Literature review 

This section examines studies conducted on migrant and refugee youth in school contexts summarizing the literature review’s findings about the importance of education for migrant and refugee youth, visible migrants’ educational aspirations, and educational challenges. It also provides the aims of this study, methods of data collection and data analysis. 

The importance of education for migrant and refugee youth 

Pre-migration and post-migration experiences tend to be harsh and have extreme effects on migrant and refugee youths’ lives and their educational achievements (Wilkinson, 2002). Many refugee youth have witnessed their family members being murdered, raped, persecuted, and wronged (Hek, 2007). Many young refugees, particularly boys, are also used as soldiers, while many girls are raped or exploited as child brides (McBrien, 2005). Because of the civil war and pre-arrival experiences, Somali boys in Western countries have shown violent and aggressive behaviour at school and with their classmates, especially when they think they are being victimized. In contrast, Somali girls who had similar experiences have been able to cope more effectively with other students and the school environment (Ali and Jones, 2000). Education is crucial for restoring a sense of normalcy and social and emotional healing. It is also an essential component for refugee youths’ rehabilitation, hope restoration and proper integration into their new countries (McBrien, 2005). Education is also very essential for gaining social skills, and participating in community activities in a positive way, as it is a precondition for refugee youth’s occupational success in the long term (Wilkinson, 2002). 

Teachers and school settings particularly represent the first site where refugee youth acquire the norms, cultures and values of the host society, grasp the language, develop their cognitive ability, interact positively with other people such as students and teachers, and integrate into the mainstream society (McBrien, 2005, and Wilkinson, 2002). 

On the other hand, refugee youth who have already suffered negative experiences before arrival in Western countries may encounter in the new country negative experiences from mainstream students, teachers, school environment and the broader society. For example, it has been underlined that the major impediment to educational progress for migrant and refugee students in Western countries such as the UK was the low level of academic expectations teachers held of migrant and refugee students (Blair, 2002). Studies conducted by Carol Schmid (quoted in Kapteijns and Arman, 2004. 22) postulate that “students who are most at risk of academic failure are from minority backgrounds that view schools as an alienating force that provide unequal opportunities”. In comparison, minority ethnic groups who performed well in education perceived fair treatment and equal opportunities to mainstream students (Blair, 2002). So, it is critical that schoolteachers and administrators promote the sense of fairness and justice among refugee youth that is the backbone of success in education and leads to good integration (Hek, 2007). 

Suffice it to say that teachers and the school environment are the main factors in hindering refugee youth to succeed in the new life or in helping and facilitating them to learn, achieve high scores, socialize, and integrate positively into the new country (McBrien, 2005). The higher the young refugees’ educational achievements, the better they integrate into the new country and vice versa (Wilkinson, 2002). Additionally, it has been observed that having a good grade point average is associated with less emotional distress (Blum and Rinehart, 1997). According to McBrien (2005) studies about migrant and refugee students from different backgrounds imply that those students with sufficient English language are better adjusted to the USA school environment than those with insufficient English, as there is a strong correlation between alienation and insufficient English. This is because sufficient English is necessary for educational advancement, social integration, human communication, and access to government and non-government services (Fennelly and Palasz, 2003). Additionally, some studies show that the majority of refugee teenagers are doing well in their schools and with some studies half of them continue tertiary education while about 30%experience difficulties in finishing high school (Wilkinson, 2002). 

Wilkinson’s view, however, cannot be generalized since migrant and refugee successes in education vary from one ethnic group to another, and from one host country to another. For instance, it has been found that black students in the UK including refugees are the lowest group in educational achievement. For instance, Somali students’ educational performance in general in UK schools is described as the lowest ethnic group, and they significantly underperform other groups (Ali and Jones, 2000, Kahin, 1997). Somali students’ low level of success in education is ascribed to academic language problems, low level of social skills, housing problems, lack of home learning culture, family conflict, marginalization and social segregation imposed on the Somali community, cultural bias in the UK educational curriculum, and lack of home-school relationship (Kahin, 1997). 

In contrast to African students’ underachievement in the UK, studies conducted in the USA find that migrant and refugee African students achieved the highest level of education among other migrant groups in the USA. The Africans also have one of the highest percentages of college educated students in the USA (Waters, et al., 2007). In the same finding, Birman, et al. (2001) argue that Somali students are for the most part doing well in school in the USA. Similarly, Darboe’s (2003) comparative study examined differences of educational achievement among six migrant groups including Somalis, Hmongs, Hispanics, Cambodians, Laotians, and Vietnamese. This study identifies that Somali students in Minneapolis have performed better than all other ethnic groups in English reading proficiency and at the same time performed better in math than all other ethnic groups apart from Laotians. This finding has been endorsed by another comparative study prepared by Fennelly and Palasz (2003) that focused on four main migrant groups (Somalis, Russians, Mexicans and Hmongs) in Minneapolis. Fennelly and Palasz, (2003, p. 116) conclude that although Somalis are the most recent arrival group, they have “the highest levels of proficiency on all measures of English ability”. This is because migrants who belong to an orally rich, poetic language may find the easier to learn English or other languages than other groups (Fennelly and Palasz, 2003). Because of their rich oral language, culturally the Somali person’s capability and competence is judged partly by his or her verbal skillfulness and eloquence (Fennelly and Palasz, 2003).  

Visible migrants’ educational aspirations

Caplan, et al. (cited in Kao and Tienda, 1998) argue that educational aspiration is a reflection of state of mind that motivates migrant youth to strive for academic success. In other words, it is a cognitive state shaped by the expectations of young people, their parents, teachers, peers, the social situations and other factors. Thus hopeful young people tend to expect good educational outcomes and have positive plans for the future (Kabir and Richards, 2006). In contrast, Jencks, et al. (cited in Kao and Tienda, 1998), emphasize that the essence of educational aspirations of migrant youth is rather a materialistic issue because it is shaped by current socio-economic circumstances of their families and communities. According to Jencks, et al., “the educational aspirations of disadvantaged youth are leveled their everyday experiences in school, on the streets, and at home” (cited in Kao and Tienda, 1998, p. 354). In that sense, the educational aspirations of migrant youth are related to material wealth, meaning those from poor families have low levels of educational aspirations and vice versa. Thirdly, the educational aspirations of migrant and minority youth can be shaped by what Ogbu called “blocked opportunities” (Kao and Tienda, 1998). In Ogbu’s theory, blocked opportunities are circumstances where refugees, migrants, and visible minority groups become skeptical about the utility of educational success as a means to upward social mobility. This skeptical view will eventually lower their educational aspirations and achievements (Kao and Tienda, 1998). It could be inferred from Ogbu’s theory of that if refugees and migrants are convinced about the usefulness of education as a means of upward social mobility and occupational success, their educational aspirations and performance will increase. The theory of blocked opportunities predicts that students from disadvantaged groups such as refugees, visible minorities, and migrants have low educational aspirations because they do not expect their educational successes will lead to good employment or economic successes (Kao and Tienda, 1998). In that interpretation, education to refugee, migrant and visible minority youth perspectives becomes irrelevant. Given the disadvantageous circumstances associated with migrant and minority youth, one might expect their educational aspirations to be low compared with mainstream students. However, other studies conducted on visible migrant youth show the opposite (Taylor and Krohn, 2005). For instance, 79% of visible minority immigrants in Canada aspire to go to university compared with 57% of Canadian-born non-visible and mainstream groups. Visible migrant female students are more likely than males to get post-secondary education (Taylor and Krohn, 2005).

All in all, the level of educational aspirations of refugee and visible migrant youth are directly or indirectly shaped by parents’ aspirations for their children, parents’ level of education, students’ school engagement, teachers’ attitudes towards and expectations of students, school environment in general, peer groups and friends, role models within their respective communities, language skills, household income, expectations of usefulness of education by migrant and refugee youth, the educational values promoted by their families and communities, living in large urban cities compared with small cities, availability of educational resources at home that include books, designated place to study at home, home computer, magazines and newspapers, as well as outside educational activities such as studying other languages, arts, music and dance sessions, and computer classes (Taylor and Krohn, 2005, Kao and Tienda, 1998). In short, it is believed that there is a strong relationship between children’s sense of hope and aspirations and the social support they receive (Kabir and Richards, 2006). In the same trend, Kabir and Richards (2006) emphasize that hope and aspirations are associated with successful handling of challenging life events. 

Surprisingly, Kao and Tienda (1998) assert that visible migrant and refugee parents’ anticipation that their children will encounter occupational challenges and discrimination implant in their children the sense of resilience and provide them additional strengths, make them value education, and aspire to perform well in their education to triumph over challenges anticipated by their parents.

In relation to Somali parents, it has been emphasized that Somali Muslim parents in the USA (McBrien, 2005) and immigrant parents in general have an extremely positive approach toward their children’s education (Kapteijns and Arman, 2004). When this positive approach is reinforced by children’s positive attitude to education, it results in students’ high educational achievements and successes in their integration into the new environment (Kapteijns and Arman, 2004). Because of refugee parents’ positive attitude toward their children’s education, refugee youth have greater chances to succeed in education, which facilitates good adjustment to the new environment, particularly when their families are in a stable situation and can provide enough support, encouragement and inspiration (Wilkinson, 2002).    

Additionally, it has been documented that Somali parents stress the importance of education for the young generation (Darboe, 2003). Somali parents highly value their children’s studies and hold high expectations of their educational attainments. However, high expectations held by parents may sometimes seem unrealistic, since the expectations exceed the children’s real situation, ability and educational performance (Kahin, 1997). 

A poor relationship between Somali parents and their children’s school caused by a language barrier and cultural differences in educational systems may also hamper students’ achievements. In Somalia, schools usually contact parents only when their children are involved in trouble or discipline problems, rather than to build good relationships with parents (Kahin, 1997). This negative perception of parent-school contact in Somalia is very much anchored in Somali elders’ psyches in Australia and the USA and may harm the parent-school relationship. 

Educational challenges  

Refugee youth such as Somali youth in Australia and the USA encounter numerous challenges at schools and in the mainstream at large. Some of these challenges relate to issues such as cultural differences, having insufficient language, lack of educational background, lack of adequate educational support, and family problems. Alongside these challenges, Somali children encounter additional problems linked to their Islamic faith, given that they observe prayers five times every day, fast for Ramadan and need halal food (Kahin, 1997).

Since September 11, 2001, many Westerners have started to equate Islam with terrorism. Somali children in Australian and US schools have reported being called terrorists by their Australian and American peers. Female students have experienced particular discrimination because their religion is made visible by the hijab (dress code for female Muslims). For instance, girls have been requested to remove the hijab for school ID photos, causing them disrespect (McBrien, 2005). Because they came from a poor and an undeveloped country, Somali students have been asked by their classmates if they were naked in Africa or lived in the jungle (McBrien, 2005). Some Somali students reported negative treatment from mainstream students as a result of doing well in school. For instance, one student observed that an American student:  

“Provoked a fight because the Somali student had scored higher on  maths test than the US student. Another [Somali] student said she was confused when US students said that she was acting white for doing well in classes”. (McBrien, 2005, p. 352). 

Because of the discrimination against them, refugee students often see Western schools as places with no good behavioural rules (McBrien, 2005). Kahin (1997) reached a similar view in his study on Somali students in the UK, explaining that Somali students are surprised by flexible teacher-student relationships and consider these relationships lacking in discipline and students inadequately monitored and controlled.

 In addition to the discrimination against refugee students by mainstream students, teachers and the mainstream at large, Kahin identifies that the British (and generally Western) 

“Educational system is an essentially mono-cultural system and assimilationist oriented as is evident in curriculum content, assessment methods, school ethos, and teachers attitudes”(Kahin, 1997,p. 75).

 For instance, UK schools have difficulties reconciling health, and physical education with Somali Islamic culture, which is sensitive to these issues, particularly when these activities are presented in mixed-gender classes. Somali parents believe physical education in mixed classes violates Islamic teachings because it causes their daughters to bare their arms and legs while they are with unrelated males (Kahin, 1997). Thus, teachers have observed that physical education posed a problem for Somali students, particularly for female students in mixed classes. To avoid attending these mixed classes, Somali girls in particular were “bunking off, feigning illness or injury or forgetting PE [physical education] kits”. (Kahin, 1997, p. 87)

This mono-cultural Western curriculum has helped little or not helped at all Somali students, who are themselves from a mono-cultural society, to integration into a new society. Thus, Somali students tend to have very limited social interaction with mainstream students and British people as a result of a combination of their mono-cultural background, social deprivation, cultural barriers, racial discrimination and unhelpful assimilationist mono-cultural curriculum. Because of these challenges and discrimination, Somali “children at school often socialise within the Somali peer group, and the older they are, the more evident this is” (Kahin, 1997,p.70).  Kahin’s finding was confirmed by another study on Somali students in the USA that indicates Somali students’ inabilities to make friends with mainstream students at school. American teachers of ESOL (English for speakers of other languages) have also observed that Somali students in Minneapolis have not mingled well with those from other backgrounds (McBrien, 2005). Other studies point out that Somali students in US schools do have relationships with American students, however, there are challenges linked to cultural differences. Therefore, Somali students in the USA may restrict the activities they engage in with American students to avoid impermissible actions such as dating, mixed gender relationships, eating pork, drinking alcohol and so forth. For that reason, they prefer to spend time with other Somali peer groups (Birman, et al, 2001).  

Interestingly, all Somali students interviewed by Birman, et al. (2001) revealed that ESOL classes were Somali students’ favourite classes because all students were migrants like them, had similar experiences and did not look differently at scarved girls. Additionally, everyone at ESOL classes had an accent like them, so did not make fun of Somali students (Birman et al., 2001). Somali parents also agreed that ESOL teachers were very helpful for their children to integrate well to the new environment (Birman et al., 2001). The good relationship and mutual understanding ESOL teachers have with migrant and refugee students and their parents could be attributed to teachers’ good understanding of other cultures and intensive experiences with migrants and refugees and their cultural backgrounds. This finding has been reinforced by the Good Starts Studies for Refugee Youth conducted by the Refugee Health Research Centre of La Trobe University (2007). The Good Starts Studies’ finding reveals that most female and male refugee students are generally satisfied with their English language school environment, with their studies, and with their relationship with other migrant students and teachers. The students also showed a strong sense of belonging and responsibility for their respective schools. That positive feeling, however, decreased particularly with teachers’ relationship and academic achievements when students started high school. 

PART TWO: Young Somalis’ perspectives 

This part starts with young participants’ demographics and examines their perspectives on educational opportunities available for youth and the aims of their preferred educational programs. Youth views on educational attainments and challenges they face are detailed. Young people also explain why many Somali youth do not tend to take art sessions, such as music classes. Additionally, this part examines young Somalis’ relationships with peer groups that include Somalis and non-Somalis and their imitation of African American youths. Finally, it concludes with youth-teacher relationships 

Young participants’ demographics

The demographics of the youth participants in this study indicate that all young participants were 15 to 19 years old at the time of interviews. All Melbourne subjects except one had resided in Australia for eight to thirteen years. One female from Minneapolis had lived less than three years in the USA. Levels of education for all young people—except one who was taking a credential course—ranged between years ten to twelve of high school. Three out of four youth participants from Melbourne lived with their mothers and fathers. Only one young female lived with her mother. Conversely, only one young participant from Minneapolis lived with his mother and father. Two lived with their mothers but not fathers and one lived with her relatives without her mother or father. The absence of one parent, particularly the father in the Muslim, African and collective societies such as Somalis can been extremely negative for boys and in general for young people’s growth and development in education, employment aspirations, discipline, and future planning (Omar, 2005).     

Educational opportunities  

Generally, all eight young participants in this study (four from Melbourne and four from Minneapolis) are aspirant and positive of their educational and employment chances in these two countries. Those students from USA are, express more opportunities than those from Australia. The four students from Minneapolis recount the existence of lots of educational and employment opportunities in the USA. Youth from Minneapolis sometimes compare the great educational opportunities they have in the USA with other Somali youth who may have fewer opportunities in other countries. As a Minneapolis female student put it:  “I have many opportunities that many Somali girls may not have, you know ... I don’t think they have as many opportunities in London as we have in America”. According to Birman and Trickett (2001), Somali students are very appreciative of being in USA schools and to have good opportunities to study and learn. Similarly, parents in Melbourne and Minneapolis talk about the great educational and employment opportunities their children have in Australia and USA using a comparison of their childhood in Somalia. 

“[Our children] are obtaining a lot of knowledge through the new technology such as the Internet, which they often have at home and at school. Our old time, it was hard to get information except what teachers taught us … it seems to me that they intellectually are more mature and advanced than us” (A participant father from Melbourne).

In spite of the fact that most Somali parents in western countries have insufficient English to help their children, they see their children’s success in education as the major strategy to escape from poverty. And for that reason, Somali parents and the community at large “have great respect for the word ‘jaamici’ or university graduate” (Kapteijns and Arman, 2004 ,p. 29).  

In terms of gender differences, girls tend to be more expressive than boys in describing the choices and opportunities they have in Australia or in the USA. This phenomenon could be attributed to the fact that females tend to have less chance to express their views and feelings in Somali. Even though all female participants in this study with one exception grew up in Australia or USA, they are assumed to be very aware of females’ social status in Somalia through conversation with their mothers, and through their families’ and communities’ attitudes in Australia and the USA. Therefore, young females consciously or unconsciously may like to be compensated for what many females have lost in Somalia. 

Parents in both countries have similar roles in their children’s post-secondary programs, with slight differences between fathers and mothers. Parents reveal that they generally discuss with children which programs they desire to study, giving consideration to children’s choices. To make their children achieve good scores, fathers promise incentives and rewards to the extent that one father from Minneapolis pledges a new car for any of his children who finishes high school with grade A. In contrast, mothers tend to encourage their children to go to libraries and to educational institutions. 

“We advise them to go to libraries and study there. I sometimes suddenly go to school … just to check on them [her children]. I am monitoring them. I also don’t like to let them think that no one can watch, follow or care them” (A mother participant from Melbourne).

Preferred educational programs
Despite the fact that preferred programs to study post high school vary from one young person to another, medicine was the dominating field where three students have shown their will to undertake the program. Additionally, students’ reasons for choosing educational programs varied. However, the human side was clear for choosing these programs, particularly for young females. This is because they believe that Somali communities in the USA and Australia need to have their own doctors instead of being dependent on non-Somali doctors. They also argue that Somalia very much needs Somali doctors because the country has been afflicted by a protracted civil war, and there are always many foreign doctors and few Somali doctors. The students ask why Somalis don’t stand up for themselves to have their own doctors instead of depending on foreign doctors. 

On the other hand, parents may sometimes choose for their children out of concern that the children may not find jobs if they study their first preferences. When parents make that decision they seem to be directly or indirectly influenced by experiences in their home country, believing that fields in which it was easy to find a job in Somalia are similarly practical in the West. Research conducted on Vietnamese youth in America, suggests that their parents tend to pressure their children to study highly skilled professions such as medicine or law (McBrien, 2005).  

In terms of parents’ preferences for their daughters’ and sons’ study programs, some of them are uncomfortable for their daughters to study engineering, because they believe an engineering program is not suitable for females, and their future job aspirations. They also believe engineering work is physical, so the hijab that covers most females’ bodies may prevent them from carrying out their jobs or endanger their safety. 

Educational attainment 
Young females and males from both countries express the view that girls attain higher scores compared with boys because girls usually stay at home and study a lot. A young male participant from Minneapolis explains that “girls are learning better than boys. Because they usually stay at home and learn and achieve [high] scores”. In contrast, young people believe that Somali boys go outside to play sports or move around, strive to establish families, buy houses and cars, or socialize too much with other people, which causes them not to concentrate on their educations. 

“I think boys like more sports, basketball, games, although I am not generalizing but I think they are not good in education. I think guys want to set up families, buy a house, car or whatever you know … boys are socializing too much and I think it is hard for them to actually  concentrate on their study” (A female youth from Melbourne). 

That girls’ educational achievements exceeded boys’ was reinforced by Mosselson’s (cited in McBrien, 2005) research on fifteen adolescent Bosnian Muslim girls in the USA. Mosselson found that Bosnian girls worked hard to achieve higher grades. The Bosnian girls were very cognizant that their high educational attainment moved them from being viewed as alien and unfamiliar people to a position that allowed them to integrate well into the broader society (McBrien, 2005). Somali parents also believe that girls perform better in education than boys because girls are influenced and held back by religious values, traditions and moral dimensions. 

Regarding age, a participant father from Melbourne identifies that his oldest children who were raised in African are succeeding better in education than his children who were born or have grown up in Australia. He ascribes this peculiar phenomenon to the fact that the older ones recall hardship and understand how lucky they are to be in Australia and have opportunities that are denied to their counterparts in Somalia, while those who have grown up in the West take these opportunities for granted. This view, however, is at odds with Wilkinson’s (2002) expectation that refugee youth who have been in their new country for a longer time would be more successful in education, social integration and future aspirations than those who have been in the new country for a short time. Additionally, Wilkinson’s studies, conducted in Canada and focused on refugee youth integration, educational success, and future aspiration, underpin that well-performing students have greater opportunities to become high-paid professionals, find secure employment, be promoted to managerial and leadership positions and integrate well into the wider society, while those who perform poorly in their schools will have limited employment chances of integration into the new country (Wilkinson, 2002).


Educational challenges 
Young people, particularly females, feel that girls’ educational achievements have been jeopardized in the last few years by pressure from parents to marry early. As a female youth from Melbourne said: 

“There is one major problem which is parents thinking their children should get married before they finish school, and become housewife … it is sad to see girls to get away from school and at the age of 18 to get married and stick at home instead of studying”.

Another female youth from Minneapolis gave a similar view, saying, “A lot of Somali high school girls get married and I say ‘Oh! My God! A lot of young girls get married now …” Studies conducted by Kapteijns and Arman, (2004, p. 24) reinforce our participants’ view of girls’ early marriage arranged by parents, emphasizing that such early marriage is “correlated with lower educational and income levels for the rest of a woman’s life”. 

Somali youth have also mentioned uneducated parents as a challenge for students’ educational aspirations and integration progress. This is because poorly educated parents cannot help their children study. Additionally, they hardly understand the educational system in the new country. “Parents, they didn’t go through the [educational] system which you are going through everyday… And [parents] don’t know about school … many Somali parents have not much English either. That is very hard” (a female youth from Melbourne). There is a high probability that parents’ low level of education negatively affects their children’s studies and cultural adaptation compared with those parents who have a good educational background and good employment, which are the best predictors of their children’s success in education and social integration (Wilkinson, 2002).  

Music classes 

Regardless of the country they live in, some youth participants note that they are not interested in attending music and dancing sessions at their respective schools. In comparison, some youth would have wished to attend these sessions, but they haven’t had a chance, either because their parents do not allow it or they are in an Islamic school where music and dancing classes are not permitted. A female youth from Melbourne recounts, “In Islamic school, we had no dance or music classes. You don’t get any of that stuff in Islamic school” 

A male youth from Minneapolis revealed that he would have loved to participate in music classes but his parents refused to enroll him, because they felt if he attended music classes, he could refuse to comply with their orders or develop a bad character, since the music and dancing are associated with negative behavior in Somali culture. Thus, some Somali parents might become frustrated, and then take their children to another school that doesn’t teach music (Farid and McMahan, 2004). 

Somali parents, and Muslim parents in general, discourage their children from studying the part of the curriculum that pertains to the arts such as painting or drawing images of humans and animals, and physical education in mixed classes (Kahin, 1997, p. 73; Forman, 2001; Farid and McMahan, 2004). Drawing the image of a living being is considered by some Islamic interpretations to be the ultimate in human arrogance. Thus, in Muslim homes, you are unlikely to find images of people or animals (Kahin, 1997, p. 73; Forman, 2001; Farid and McMahan, 2004). In mixed-gender physical education, girls’ and boys’ bodies may come into contact, or girls’ arms, legs and head may become uncovered, which are Islamically impermissible (Kahin, 1997, p. 73; Forman, 2001; Farid and McMahan, 2004). Playing music and dances are also discouraged by parents because it is believed that “music is often used in a social environment where boys and girls come together encouraging them to become sexually active” (Farid and McMahan, 2004, p.37). As a result, visual art curriculum is little developed in the Somali education system and “the carving of wooden masks or statues, clay modeling, and casting are rarely practiced” in Somali schools (Kahin, 1997, p. 73). 

Conversely, recent studies have emphasized that music is an important tool for cultural transmission and language acquisition. The use of sound, rhythm, and self-expression are integral parts of promoting harmony and cultural exchange (Kabir and Richards, 2006). Furthermore, “in order for migrant and refugee cultures to be recognized” by Western mainstream people, the tangible parts of these cultures such as traditional music, food, dance, folklore, and traditional dress code of migrants and refugees must be presented to the mainstream (Zevallos, 2002, p. 41)

Relationship with peer groups 

All eight students with the exception of one girl from Minneapolis emphasized that their closest friends are Somali students. This is because, Somali students understand each other culturally, share the same experiences, came from the same country, and speak Somali. A female youth from Melbourne stated “because they know where you come from, and they understand more about who you are, and your culture and we speak the same background language”.

Participants in this study also reveal that they exchange home visits and socialize with their Somali friends because of cultural similarities. “Somali students come to our house because we have the same culture, same religion … and we understand better … we hang around together” (a male youth from Melbourne). In contrast, most participant students, whether from Minneapolis or Melbourne, admit they have a minor relationship with the mainstream students. The main factor is that they are culturally different from the mainstream youth because the mainstream youth eat pork and drink alcohol, which are not permissible in the Islamic Somali culture. This is not surprising since Somalis are known for their strong sense of communal identity and cultural assertiveness based on Islam, which appears to strengthen their resilience and pride (Kapteijns and Arman, 2004). 

Some participants in this study acknowledge that if there are few Somali students or none at all in their schools, they make, alternatively, relationships with students from other backgrounds, and mostly with local students. A male youth from Melbourne said, “Since I am now going to school that has not many Somalis, my friends are mostly white people”. Interestingly, a female youth from Melbourne indicates that to associate and make friends only with students from your cultural background puts you in a ghetto situation. She argues “Australians have a different culture from us. You have to have different kind of people and see what they are doing like, otherwise you will be isolated”.  Studies conducted on second generation migrant women in Melbourne showed that the concept of cultural diversity is very important for migrant women’s understanding of multicultural Australia and understanding of their own position in the new multicultural society (Zevallos, 2002). 

Even though peer friends from the mainstream “will usually be okay … if they are invited” (a male youth from Minneapolis) Somali students don’t invite them into their houses for two reasons. The first reason consistently mentioned by our participant youth is religious or cultural differences, because “cultural and religious differences can make different commitments” (a male youth from Melbourne). Somali youths’ adherence to their cultural background seems common in Western countries. For example, it has been observed that Somali students in the UK feel strong tendencies to retain their cultural heritage and loyalty to their families (Kahin, 1997). The second reason is related to Somali parents, particularly mothers and maybe sisters. Somali parents do not allow their children to invite non-Muslim friends such as white Australians or Americans into their houses: “Because … if non-believer comes to Muslims’ houses, the ladies [mums/sisters] you know as Muslims will say you know  you can’t bring like these people” (a male youth from Melbourne).

Another male youth from Minneapolis agrees: “I don’t invite them in my house because of my parents [mum] they don’t want to have non-Muslims in our house”. The issue of bringing non-Muslims into Somali houses is rather complicated. It seems that female students have fewer problems if they bring their non-Muslim female friends. The reason for that is that females are not, in general, believed to cause uncomfortable situations for Somali females. For example, when Somali females are at home with family males such as husbands, fathers, sons, or brothers or with females regardless of whether they are foreigner females or not, the Somali women are allowed to take off the Hijab and relax, and be in the living room with family members and female foreigners. Additionally, since house affairs are culturally associated with females, the females irrespective of their cultural backgrounds are normally accepted into the Somali dwellings with the condition that they should not be girlfriends of family males, because Islam prohibits dating. Conversely, if males who are not from the family come to the house, the family females may feel uncomfortable, even if the male visitors are Somalis. However, the presence of Somali males is accepted in one way or another, because of shared common culture, language, understanding and more than that the sense of minoritiness in the Western environment.      

On the other hand, if Somali students are invited by mainstream peer friends, they are welcomed by their friends’ parents. A male youth from Melbourne asserts that mainstream friends’ parents “welcome you and say come in. Do whatever you like, you know, and they won’t get angry” Notwithstanding that Somali youth are welcomed into mainstream friends’ houses, they avoid mainstream houses or celebrations for two reasons. First, some Somali students are concerned about religious and cultural differences. A male youth from Melbourne justifies why he doesn’t like to go to Australian friends’ houses, saying, “if I go to their houses, they have pork or something and I don’t eat that and I don’t drink alcohol”. The second reason identified by our participants is that Somali parents are unhappy if their children go to non-Muslim events. 

“The mainstream friends basically wanted to invite us into their parts or at church or at other places that are impermissible places for us … the places I thought my mum didn’t allow me to go” (a female youth from Minneapolis). 

In agreement with our participant students’ view, Kahin (1997) emphasizes that Somali parents have problems with school meals because they fear their children might eat non-halal food or Islamically impermissible food. Another study acknowledges that refugee students’ desires to fit into the new school culture leads to clashes between them and their parents (McBrien, 2005).

Imitation of African American youths 

Unlike female young people, Somali male youth from Australia and America point out that Somali youth, particularly boys, tend to imitate African-American youth culture. While Somali boys from Minneapolis often adopt African-American youth lifestyles such as dress, walk, behaviour and overwhelmingly listening to same kinds of music, those boys from Melbourne mostly listen to African American music, but tend less to imitate African Americans’ dress and general lifestyles. Both Somali male youth groups from Melbourne and Minneapolis disclose that they emulate African Americans because they want to be successful, famous and look like cool people. Additionally, they feel that African American youth culture is globally recognized, accepted and admired. A Melbourne male youth put it: 

“Somali boys like to listen rap, R and B, and American-style music, because people like to look like cool like gangsters. They also like to be famous … these kinds of music … seem to be cool”.

Somali parents from Minneapolis tend to be very disapproving and dissatisfied about Somali youth’s copying of African American youth culture. A participant father from Minneapolis expresses his feeling about Somali boys saying “some boys wear bigger pants than their size. When you see them walking around, you think they are crooked or crippled”. A Somali woman poet in Boston, USA (quoted in Kapteijns and Arman, 2004, p. 32) composes a poem on how Somali youth in the USA have been greatly influenced by the mainstream culture, particularly African American youth lifestyle:

They have learned lies and mischief and are afraid of nothing

They eat the kinds of things that will send one straight to hell

They wear pants without belts

And drag their feet like hyenas 

They curve their arms like the non-Muslim Blacks

And wear miniskirt under their long dress 

Additionally, a participant father from Minneapolis indicates that Somali parents are very doubtful of rap and hip-hop songs because they feel these songs and music have bad words. “Christian roots … even parents don’t understand rap language, they have some suspicious notions about its background” (a participant father from Minneapolis).            

While youth participants from Melbourne have not associated such negativities or problems with boys’ imitation of African American youth culture, three out of four youth participants from Minneapolis have affirmed that Somali youths’, particularly boys’, duplicating of African American youth may heighten the tension between them and African Americans, deteriorate relationships with them, and eventually lead to fighting between the two groups. This is because African Americans reject being imitated by Somalis. This phenomenon of African Americans’ rejection of Somali youth imitation, which often causes fighting between two groups, has been given different interpretations by both youth and parents. 

Firstly, Somali youth explain that African-Americans want Somalis to retain their own culture, and keep their self-esteem up instead of imitating them, which could make them lose their identity. 

“If you do the same like them, they say, ‘What is wrong with you? You have a problem here in the USA. You have been here short time and you act like us. … Take care of your culture. You are Somalis, and you have to endorse your own culture. … Don’t imitate us’” (a male youth from Minneapolis). 

A female participant youth from Minneapolis describes that African American youth look 

“like they say to Somali boys, “Excuse me! You just came from other country we do not know about, so why do you imitate us? Take off, you known.’ [then] Somalis fight back. Somalis like fighting”.

 Interestingly, some youth participants identify that African Americans may display content and positive gestures when Somali youth call them “Negro,” but they become enraged if the word Negro is used amongst Somalis thinking it is intended to scorn, ridicule or make fun of them. A Minneapolis male student concludes his remarks by saying that if Somalis greet each other “‘How are you doing Negro?’ African Americans feel that they have been insulted and they get very upset”. 

On the other hand, a male parent from Minneapolis offers a different interpretation to the Somali youth view. He explains that the rejection to be imitated shown by African American youth that leads to clashes with Somali youth, is somehow based on black Americans’ anticipations to be given special treatment and priority by new Africans because of their precedence in America and paving the way for new migrant Africans. This father also believes that African Americans are jealous, particularly, when they observe that newly arrived Somali refugees are quickly getting new cars, run their own businesses and go forward.

Regarding Somali females’ imitation of Americans, there is general agreement among our participant youth that Somali girls’ level of imitation of mainstream students including black Americans is very limited and lesser than boys’ level of imitation, because “Somali girls are not like boys. Very few of them wear pants and … imitate black Americans” (a female youth from Minneapolis). On the other hand, Somali boys in Australia have their own challenges related to acting like Australian youth while they don’t really feel like them. One male youth said:

“When I am with Aussies I do what they are doing—you know—in the same way, but inside me, I don’t feel the same way. But when I am with Somalis, I do what they are doing and I feel inside me, the same ways they feel”.

Another point that deserves to be acknowledged is Somali youth relationship with Australian lifestyle and music. When asked “Do you listen to Australian music?” a male youth from Melbourne responded “I don’t think there is Aussie music”. Even though this statement from one male youth cannot be generalized to all Somali youth in Australia or even Melbourne, it seems that Somali youth are poorly affiliated with Australian music. During interviews, participants have been asked what kind of music they prefer to listen to. And interestingly, with one exception, none of them have mentioned Australian music. Conversely, they mentioned more or less African American music or Somali music. The only one, who talked about Australian music, put a question mark about the existence of Australian music. Studies conducted on second generation Turkish and Latina migrant women in Australia and their perception of Australian culture revealed that migrant women believed that Australia has no distinctive culture (Zevallos, 2002). Zevallos (2002), wrote that second-generation migrant women did not regard Anglo-Australian culture as a true culture for Australia. Instead of that, they considered Aboriginal culture the most authentic and legitimate culture for Australia.   

Similar to Somali youths’ relationship with African American youth in Minneapolis, the relationship between Somali youth in Melbourne and Aboriginal students is not positive. Two out of four Somali youth from Melbourne who have had direct interaction and first-hand experience with Aboriginal students suggest that Aborigines do not make good friends with Somalis. This is because the Aborigines have their own way, and look very close among them. Interestingly, “Even though [Aborigines] are black, they are still saying to you, you are black, and I don’t know specifically the reason why they say that” (A male youth from Melbourne).

Relationship with teachers

All participant youth from both cities appreciated their teachers’ support, friendly manner, treatment, and good teaching. However, all four female students except one experienced some kind of discrimination. Strangely, most of the discrimination against Somali female students is caused by female teachers. Two out of four girls (one from Melbourne and one from Minneapolis) revealed they have been discriminated against directly by their female teachers because of their hijab and skin colour as one Minneapolis female student noted: 

There was last year a female teacher who was rude to me. She ignored me because she disliked the hijab … I swear by Allah she hated me a lot and I hated her a lot … I was the only Muslim student in my class … she hated my huge hijab … all other teachers treated me nicely.

Participant females made a clear distinction between individual teachers who have been racist and rude to them and general teachers and school setting, which generally were nice, friendly, and helpful.

In a different perspective related to the discrimination against female students, some parents complained that their daughters have been discriminated against by students, not teachers. The parents did not talk about prejudice against their sons. The common ground between parents’ and girls’ view is unfairness and unjust treatment and discrimination against girls based on their visible religious identity.   

One female student from Minneapolis has observed that relationships between teachers and some new students are negative, because some students “have many problems with their subjects and then with their teachers (Minneapolis female student). The failure in subjects leads students to develop discipline problems, confrontation and a negative relationship with teachers of these subjects. 

A female youth from Minneapolis has identified that teachers’ failure to understand students’ educational difficulties and dilemmas they have undergone in the past is another factor that creates an unconstructive relationship between students and teachers. She remarks, “Some teachers don’t comprehend why someone who is 16 or 17 [years old] did not get to school in his life”. Thus, when teachers are not equipped with adequate training to understand the difficulties that refugee youth have experienced, or are still experiencing, they may develop misunderstandings and misinterpretations related to refugees’ personal characteristics and their cultural background, which eventually will obstruct students’ success in education and integration (McBrien, 2005).     

 About preferred teachers by young people, two female youth –one from Melbourne and one from Minneapolis—favor female teachers to teach English language and male teachers to teach math. They argue female teachers can explain the language better than male teachers. In contrast, male teachers can explain complicated subjects such as math better than females. “Last year, I had a male teacher. He taught well, but he was not as good as my English female teacher this year” (a Melbourne female student). 

Similarly, one male student from Minneapolis is in favour of female teachers to teach not only English language, but all subjects because in his view, female teachers 

“Are more understanding than males … they help you, you know! They work a lot to help you out. They take care of you. Even if you don’t want help, they come and check on your work”.

Conclusion 

Despite the fact that this study reviews literature on refugee youth, it gives particular consideration to young Somalis’ perceptions of integration in the school context. It is confirmed that educational settings are essential for migrant and refugee youth to gaining social skills, understanding the norms of the receiving society and proper integrating into the mainstream. However, migrant and refugee students’ view of schools as alienating places, and teachers’ negative expectations of those students may lead to mal-integration and poor academic achievements. This study, on the other hand, has found that female Somali students outperform Somali boys. Furthermore, female students are aware of fewer opportunities for female Somalis in Somalia, which encourages them to study diligently and compensate for what their mothers have missed.  In addition, those young subjects from Minneapolis are expressive of educational opportunities they have in Minneapolis than those in Melbourne. In terms of preferred study areas, medicine was the dominating field. Uneducated parents, early marriage notably for girls, insufficient language, and lack of educational background are found as educational challenges for Somali youth in both countries. In socializing in or out of school, participants’ closest friends are Somalis; however, where there are no Somalis, they make relationships with other students. Somali youth in Minneapolis may imitate African Americans on how they dress, walk and behave; yet, the relationships with African Americans involve fighting and skirmishing. Relationships with Somali youth and Aborigines in Melbourne are not positive too. Both groups from Minneapolis and Melbourne listen to African American music that includes hip-hop and rap. Interestingly, while Somali youth in Australia - particularly boys – are fans of African American music, they associate meagerly with Australian Music, or more than that, they may put question marks over the existence of Australian music. Finally, youth and teacher relationships were good with the exception of tension between two female students and two of their female teachers.         
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