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Abstract: The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic is now a global 

crisis, resulting in the intermittent closure of many schools, 

worldwide. The school closures are believed to have affected 

adolescents’ education, particularly for vulnerable adolescents 

including those from a refugee-background.  The study explores the 

home learning experiences of adolescent Bhutanese refugees in 

Tasmania, Australia and draws on social capital theory to interpret 

findings. Interviews with adolescent Bhutanese refugees revealed 

four overarching themes: disengagement from learning, the 

experience of isolation, the complexity of family relationships and 

motivation through relationships. This article makes an important 

practical and theoretical contribution to home learning through 

challenging Putnam’s binary distinction between bonding and 

bridging and suggesting alternative conceptualisations based on the 

role of bonding in the creation of bridging social capital.  These 

findings have potential implications for the development of 

mitigation measures to support refugee-background students under 

extraordinary circumstances.   

Keywords: adolescent refugees, COVID-19, education, home 

learning, social capital. 

 

Home learning became obligatory in Australia and elsewhere in the world because of 

school closures introduced as a physical distancing response to COVID-19. The psychological, 

social and educational effects of home learning on young people continue to be apparent (Garbe 

et al., 2020; Lamb et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Masters et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020).   During 

home learning periods, teachers need to work differently to support their students' learning and 

wellbeing.  Reports and research published in Australia (Brown et al., 2020; Lamb et al., 2020; 

Masters et al., 2020) and elsewhere (Andrew et al., 2020a; Bol, 2020) suggest the impacts of 

COVID-19 on educational success and wellbeing are disproportionately experienced by 

disadvantaged students.   

Although research about the impact of school closures during COVID-19 lockdowns on 

education is still limited, recent evidence supports claims that minority learners are 

detrimentally impacted by school shutdowns (Azevedo et al., 2020; Drane et al., 2021; 

Maldonado & De Witte, 2020, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation [UNESCO], 2020), further exacerbating inequalities in education and society 

more generally (Armitage & Nellums, 2020). In a briefing paper submitted to the Australian 

Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment, Lamb et al. (2020) pointed out 

that extant research highlights difficulties faced by vulnerable children while learning from 

home, and that efforts to determine additional supports for those who are most likely to struggle 

with home learning are needed. Kollender and Nimer (2020), in their policy brief, argued that 

remote learning during COVID-19 was challenging and potentially opened gateways for 

institutional discrimination against adolescent refugees.   Children and adolescent refugees 
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faced compounding challenges during school closures, including poor housing conditions, 

limited parental resources, and language and technology barriers that impacted their ability to 

engage with learning (Edmonds & Flahault, 2021; Primdahl et al., 2021). The evidence 

highlights a need to further unpack the effects of school closures on migrant and refugee-

background young people to contribute to the development of mitigation efforts (Liu et al., 

2020; Viner et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020).  

This paper reports on a study that examined home learning experiences of adolescent 

refugees during school shutdowns due to COVID-19 in Tasmania, Australia. 

The research questions were: 

 

1. What were the home learning experiences of adolescent Bhutanese refugees during 

school shutdown due to COVID-19? 

2. How were social networks utilised by adolescent Bhutanese refugees to manage the 

challenges posed by the COVID-19 school shutdown? 

 

Educational Experiences of Adolescent Refugees 

 

Adolescent refugees potentially have complex vulnerabilities due to the emotional, 

psychological and economic traumas experienced during forced migration and subsequent 

integration processes (Marshall et al., 2016).  Many of them have experienced limited and 

disrupted education and low-quality instruction before they arrive in their country of 

resettlement (Dryden-Peterson, 2015). After resettlement, one of the fundamental concerns for 

adolescent refugees is to successfully adjust to a new schooling environment (Kia-Keating & 

Ellis, 2007). Australian studies have shown adolescent refugees experience negative 

stereotypes, economic hardship, language barriers, peer problems, and racial discrimination at 

schools (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2016; Correa-Velez et al., 2017; Lau et al., 

2018; Molla, 2019). Although most adolescent refugees have a lower level of education and 

language proficiency (in the language of the host country) than their peers, they have strong 

aspirations for the future (Hos, 2020; Shakya et al., 2010).   

Educational institutions are considered critical sites for creating opportunities and are 

seen to play an integral role in supporting the integration of adolescent refugees (Block et al., 

2014; Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007; Taylor & Sidhu, 2012). However, adolescent refugees 

continue to face specific challenges and barriers to access or complete school in their host 

country (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2019). Successful 

schooling of adolescent refugees in host countries has been found to depend upon multiple, 

complex, and interrelated factors, including those related to social, cultural and linguistic 

opportunities and skills. A study of African adolescent refugees in Canada found their academic 

success in schools was impeded by a lack of academic support at home, limited language 

capability, the pace of the curriculum, fear and distrust of teachers, and a disinclination to speak 

out in class (Kanu, 2008). Two Australian studies conducted with African adolescent refugees 

found they experienced similar challenges (Harris & Marlowe, 2011; Molla, 2019). In addition 

to these, Molla (2019) identified structural barriers such as racial discrimination in the 

educational setting that inhibited academic engagement.  

Mastery of the host country's language is instrumental for communicating and accessing 

education and is also one of the determinants of an individual’s position within broader social 

situations (Ager & Strang, 2008). According to Bourdieu (1991), proficiency in the local 

language provides capacity to effectively participate in education and the broader civic space.  

Linguistic competence is recognised as a major hurdle in the educational success of refugees. 

A study of Afghanis, Burmese and Sudanese adolescent refugees in Canada found that limited 

English proficiency constrained their ability to ask questions or seek clarification from teachers 



Journal of Ethnic and Cultural Studies 

2021, Vol. 8, No. 4, 286-306   

http://dx.doi.org/10.29333/ejecs/828 

                                                          Copyright 2021 

                                                       ISSN: 2149-1291 

 

 288 

and to communicate with others. These difficulties led to them falling behind in class and 

restricted their interactions within the school community (Shakya et al., 2010).     

School plays a central role in establishing meaningful connections for adolescent 

refugees and in developing a sense of belonging to their host country (Correa-Velez et al., 2017; 

Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007; Taylor & Sidhu, 2012). A feeling of belonging at school has been 

linked to higher levels of adolescents’ physical and emotional wellbeing and academic 

performance and achievement (de Heer et al., 2016; Uptin et al., 2013). Cambodian first-

generation youths in the United States built a sense of belonging to their school community that 

helped them fashion a rich and successful school experience through the accumulation of 

various social and cultural resources (Tang et al., 2013). Schools and teachers can help 

adolescents feel they belong by fostering a positive relationship with them, and good 

relationships between teachers and adolescents have been found to contribute positively to 

school belonging and engagement (Due & Riggs, 2016; Isik-Ercan, 2015). However, COVID-

19 brought about a sudden change to teacher-student relationships. For example, a study with 

Scottish teachers found that the rapid shift from face-to-face classes to remote learning 

influenced their engagement with their adolescent students (McLennan et al., 2020). Teachers 

started using different methods of communication with adolescents and their families from 

those used before COVID-19 lockdown, which extended teachers’ role beyond the school 

premises.  While school closures reduce access to learning supports and resources (Mudwari et 

al., 2021), they also disrupt access to peers (Skovdal & Campbell, 2015).   

Social networks inside and outside school are vitally important to adolescent refugees 

(Isik-Ercan, 2012) as these connections generate resources through social relations. Social 

networks external to the school can generate conditions that facilitate adolescents' academic 

success (Major et al., 2013). As an example, Wilkinson et al. (2017) found that resources and 

support, provided by places of worship and youth and sporting groups, fostered the capacities 

of adolescent refugees to integrate within the local community and engage effectively with their 

education.   

Challenges for culturally and linguistically diverse migrant and/or refugee (CALDM/R) 

adolescents extend to the Australian higher education context, as identified by Mupenzi et al. 

(2020) in their investigation of the impacts of COVID-19. They found that inaccessibility of 

vital infrastructure for online learning, unavailability of familiar and trusted support services, 

and inability to form and sustain academic and social networks inhibited the engagement of 

CALDM/R adolescents with learning. While immediate family and ethnic community are 

important social networks, connections to teachers, peers and friends are also significant for 

education and wellbeing. The role of cultural and social resources and how these can be drawn 

upon to build social capital to support adolescent refugees’ educational achievement and 

wellbeing has not received much attention. There is reason to suppose social capital potentially 

facilitates greater educational achievements for students (Hommes et al., 2012; Pishghadam & 

Zabihi, 2011). Social capital, and how it is leveraged by refugee-background and migrant 

adolescents, may be of particular importance at a time of substantial pressure, such as the recent 

crisis due to the global pandemic.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

Historically, scholars across disciplines have had an interest in the influences and uses 

of social capital (see Adelman & Morris, 1967; Hirschman, 1958), but current scholarship on 

social capital is most frequently attributable to the contributions of Bourdieu (1986), Coleman 

(1988, 1990) and Putnam (2000).  For Bourdieu (1986), social capital was an important variable 

that determined an individual or group’s social mobility and explained the ongoing reproduction 

of class relations. Coleman (1990) defined social capital as “intangible social resources based 
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on social relationships that one can draw upon to facilitate action and to achieve goals” (p. 302).  

Putnam (2000) argued that community prosperity could be achieved through the quality of the 

local social network.  Taken together, these positions indicate that strong connections between 

individuals and groups are necessary if the mobilisation of resources within networks is to be 

used in the pursuit of desired outcomes.  This understanding of social capital has been used to 

explain diverse outcomes, including community development (Agnitsch et al., 2006), status 

attainment (Lin, 1999), economic growth (Beugelsdijk & Smulders, 2009), exploration of new 

opportunities (Isham, 1999), and educational achievement (Coleman, 1988; Israel & Beaulieu, 

2004), with these benefits applying especially to immigrants (Zhou & Kim, 2006).  In terms of 

refugee children and adolescents, out-of-school resources - mainly from home and co-ethnic 

community networks - may create informal and social opportunities for accruing social capital 

(Morrice, 2007; Pastoor, 2017; Wilkinson et al., 2017).     

Much of the early evidence available on social capital was gathered to identify the 

amount and levels of social capital present within individuals, groups, or the community, and 

to examine outcomes (e.g., Portes & Landolt, 1996).  The focus of this early research was on 

the relative presence or absence of social networks to generate necessary social capital (see, 

Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988).  Recently, social capital scholars have expanded the concept 

of social capital to allow for more nuanced interpretations. Putnam’s (2000) interpretation, for 

example, relates social capital to the broader idea of social cohesion and differentiates the 

concept into two forms of social capital: bonding and bridging. Putnam’s (2000) version of 

social capital allows for a more complex understanding of its various forms and functions and 

was selected for this study because of its relevance for understanding and explaining the value 

of social connectedness of adolescent refugees during the context of forced home learning.  

According to Putnam (2000), bonding social capital accrues through strong ties within 

a family, group, or co-ethnic community. Thus, bonding social capital is the product of a sense 

of belonging that emerges from supportive relationships between people who have strong close 

relationships.  For adolescent refugees, it is accrued through positive relationships with 

immediate family members, relatives, close friends and members of their cultural group 

(Correa-Velez et al., 2010; Joyce & Liamputtong, 2017).  On the other hand, bridging social 

capital refers to more distant social relationships built with heterogeneous groups such as 

workmates and members of other socio-cultural and ethnic communities (Pastoor, 2017). 

Bridging social capital provides access to valuable sources of knowledge and skills needed by 

adolescent refugees to escape their marginalised position and associated social exclusion in 

their new country of resettlement (Morrice, 2007). For adolescent refugees, these networks 

potentially form at educational institutions such as schools. Thus, educational institutions could 

be a key place for adolescent refugees to accumulate bridging social capital as they can build 

relationships with teachers and peers from the host nation. However, COVID-19 changed the 

face of education from face-to-face to distance teaching and learning, thus reducing the capacity 

of adolescent refugees to strengthen and extend bridging relationships at schools.   

The bonding and bridging social capital that adolescents accrue has been found to 

influence their sense of belonging to a new place (Putnam, 2000), as well as experience of their 

own co-ethnic community (Bigelow, 2007).  Nevertheless, Putnam’s (2000) work is not without 

critique. For example, Strang and Quinn (2019) argued that Putnam’s theory, which 

distinguished bonding and bridging as two separate elements, was a misconstrual of social 

capital and suggested the relationship between these two aspects of social capital was more akin 

to a continuum. In this paper, bonding and bridging forms of social capital are used as a 

theoretical lens to interpret adolescent refugees’ home learning experiences during school 

shutdown due to COVID-19, and to consider whether and how these constructs intersected in 

this context.  
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Policymakers and academics have discussed social capital as a possible resource for 

addressing diversity (Portes & Vickstrom, 2011) while also enabling educational achievement 

(Palmer & Gasman, 2008) and shaping educational aspirations (Byun et al., 2012). There has, 

however, been little attention paid to how social capital might be used to understand the impact 

of events that significantly disrupt access to a physical education site for refugee adolescents. 

Although some studies have been conducted during COVID-19 with the general student 

population in Australia (e.g., Evans et al., 2020) and elsewhere (e.g., Andrew et al., 2020a; 

Dong et al., 2020), there is sparse literature regarding the experience of adolescent refugees. 

While some research has suggested an important role for social networks in generating social 

capital for adolescent refugees concerning their education (Major et al., 2013; Wilkinson et al., 

2017), as yet there is a paucity of literature about how this may occur when they are continuing 

their education from home. The pandemic provides a living lab that allows exploration of the 

role that schools and social networks may have in relation to the development and exchange of 

social capital for this minority group.   

 

Positioning the Researchers 

 

The researchers of this study are academics situated at a regional campus of a higher 

education institution in Tasmania, Australia.  Collectively, the team’s research interests include 

inclusive education, refugee education, and cultural studies. The first author is part of the 

Bhutanese community and speaks the same language as the participants who contributed to the 

research and comes from the same Southern part of Nepal.  

 

Method 

 

This paper reports on findings from a larger interpretive-qualitative study which 

explored experiences of integration of adolescent refugees in Australia. For this article, we 

include data about home learning while schools were closed due to COVID-19. An 

interpretative inquiry was selected to frame the study, in recognition that there is no objective 

truth or ‘one’ experience, but rather, that a multiplicity of realities exists. This framing values 

all experiences equally and works effectively as a mechanism to share the voices that are often 

silenced, or absent from dominant accounts (Jones et al., 2014; Liamputtong, 2007). In addition, 

interpretive research values the emic perspectives of the participants (Liamputtong, 2020) and, 

in this study, brings richness to exploring home learning experiences.  Following Creswell’s 

(2007) advice, the authors were reflexive in interpreting the complexities of the multiple 

realities involved in the study and in presenting the views on home learning during school 

shutdown across the period of COVID-19 in participants’ own words as much as possible.   

 

Participants 

 

Participants were 16 adolescent Bhutanese refugees aged between 16 and 18 years from 

Tasmania, Australia, all of whom were attending secondary school. Participants had been in 

Australia from between 3 months and 7 years on humanitarian resettlement visas. They came 

to Australia with their families and spoke Nepali and English, the latter with various degrees of 

fluency. All the participants were born in a refugee camp in Nepal.  Seven of the participants 

were interviewed after they resumed school following the COVID-19 school shutdown in June 

2020. Data from these seven participants are reported in this article. Table 1 depicts the 

demographic details of these participants.  Pseudonyms have been used throughout the paper.   
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Table 1 

Demographic Details of the Participants 

Participants Gender Age Family structure Time in 

Australia 

Parbeena Female 17 Stepfamily with sibling 3 months 

Parush Male 17 Two-parent family, only child  6 months 

Nishu Female 16 Single mother family with sibling 6 months 

Dhommi Male 18 Two-parent family with siblings 3 years 

Abhisekh Male 18 Single mother family with sibling 3 years 

Pooja Female 18 Two-parent family with siblings 5 years 

Karusa Female 18 Extended family with sibling 7 years 

Note. The participants’ identities were replaced by their chosen pseudonyms. 

 

Procedure 

 

Ethics approval was granted by University of Tasmania Social Science Human Research 

Ethics Committee (#H0018366). The first author (who undertook the data collection) is from 

the same linguistic and cultural background as the participants.   

Purposeful sampling techniques allow the researcher to select participants who have the 

potential to provide information regarding the research questions to be addressed (Palinkas et 

al., 2015) and so this approach was adopted for the wider study. Participants from refugee 

backgrounds were recruited through third party organisations which provide services to 

refugees in Tasmania, Australia. These organisations advertised the project using posters in 

their centres and providing information sheets. Interested participants contacted the first author 

directly. Information sheets and consent forms were prepared in Nepali and English and sent to 

potential participants who had indicated an interest in participating in the study.  

The data were collected in two phases. In the first phase, individual semi-structured 

interviews were undertaken to explore participants’ social networks and integration 

experiences. These were followed in the second phase by ‘draw and tell’ and ‘photo-elicitation’ 

methods, both with accompanying interviews. ‘Draw and tell’ involves participants being asked 

to draw a map or sketch of their social networks, and photo-elicitation involves discussion of 

participants’ photos. For this study, participants were asked to take 10-15 new photographs or 

to choose from their collection, photos that made them happy, particularly those that captured 

places or people where/with whom they felt safe. These visual techniques assist individuals in 

expressing feelings and aid meaning-making (Ainsworth et al., 2011; Darbyshire et al., 2005; 

Wright, 2007). They were thought to be useful in this instance as they could support the 

effective participation of respondents who had difficulty or reluctance in expressing themselves 

with words. Participants were provided with a three-week timeframe to complete the drawing 

and photo-taking tasks and were invited to discuss their images in an individual interview.   

All the interviews were conducted at a place of the participants’ choosing, using the 

participant's preferred language. All the participants preferred Nepali for interviews. The initial 

interviews were audio-recorded and the discussions related to the ‘draw and tell’ and ‘photo-

elicitation’ activities were video-recorded. In addition, video-recording was used to capture 

hand movements to assist decipher the meaning of those conversations that included artefacts 

(Brown et al., 2008; Didkowsky et al., 2010).  Audio- and video-recordings were transcribed 

prior to analysis.  

Returning transcripts to research participants for ‘member checks’ is useful to establish 

the confirmability and credibility of the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 

1994). In this study, transcripts were distributed to participants who were asked to confirm that 

their views were accurately represented. Five participants did so, and a further two indicated 
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that they had read the transcripts but did not provide any comment. Those who responded 

confirmed that the transcripts were an accurate account of the conversation.  

In Tasmania, all face-to-face classes were paused between mid-March and early June 

2020 to limit COVID-19 spreading. Due to these restrictions, all data collection relevant to the 

seven participants whose data are included in this study was conducted after the participants 

resumed school.   

 

Data Analysis 

 

All the audio- and video-recorded semi-structured interviews, ‘draw and tell’ and 

‘photo-elicitation’ discussions were transcribed and translated into English by the first author. 

Two were back-translated into the original language by an accredited bilingual expert to ensure 

the translations' robustness, validity, and reliability (Tyupa, 2011). This process confirmed that 

translation was accurate because no significant differences were observed in the translations.   

All the transcripts were uploaded to NVivo (version 12). Transcripts were coded 

individually. Following Saldaña (2013), a holistic method of coding was used to identify basic 

themes and issues in the data, rather than to consider the data line-by-line. It was evident from 

the data that home learning during school closure was an important issue for the participants. 

A thematic analysis pertaining to participants’ home learning experience was conducted 

following Braun et al.’s (2019) six analytic stages: reading and familiarisation, coding, 

generating and reviewing themes, producing a thematic map, naming and defining themes, and 

finalising the analysis through writing. This process was not linear but iterative, and stages were 

revisited as analysis progressed. The final thematic structure was discussed and agreed upon 

after multiple discussions among all authors. A thick description of participants’ quotes was 

presented in each theme to confirm integrity and trustworthiness (Geertz, 1973). Findings were 

interpreted based on the data and understanding of the relevant literature to ensure the 

credibility of the study.   

 

Findings 

 

The initial thematic analysis exercise led to the development of descriptive categories 

such as relationships at home and connections to school which were used to represent the 

various aspects of participants’ home learning experiences. A review of these initial categories 

resulted in four overarching themes: (1) disengagement from learning, (2) the experience of 

isolation, (3) the complexity of family relationships, and (4) motivation through relationships. 

These four themes were finalised through iterative discussions within the research team and are 

illustrated using direct quotations from the participants.  

 

Theme 1: Disengagement from Learning 

 

Whilst support, physical space, and facilities were mentioned as contributors to 

engagement with learning in schools, participants suggested that parental and teacher support 

was important to educational participation during home learning. Participants described 

educational support from their parents as important for their home learning; for example, 

“Parents’ support is most important” (Dhommi). However, all the participants did not feel they 

received parental educational support because of their parents’ low levels of educational 

achievement. Dhommi further stated, “I could not ask my parents for their assistance because 

they are not well educated, so I could not complete my assignments.” In addition, parents’ 

language proficiency and digital literacy were barriers to the provision of educational support. 

For example, Abhisekh explained, “My mother can hardly communicate in English and doesn’t 
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have much computer knowledge. So, when I got stuck in my study, I couldn’t turn to her for 

academic assistance.”  

Support from teachers was also seen as crucial for comprehending schoolwork because 

of the participants’ own difficulties with English. Before lockdown, participants received 

language and tutorial support from the school, which was abandoned during the home learning 

period.  As a result, they were not able to complete homework and assignments stipulated by 

their teachers. Participants reported that their schoolwork piled up because of insufficient 

guidance from schools. For example, Karusa explained, “There were a few contacts with 

teachers through the online learning system, but you know, that was not sufficient.”   

Some participants had a negative experience during the home learning period because 

they did not have an appropriate learning environment. Participants frequently mentioned that 

they did not engage much in school-related learning during the COVID-19 lockdown. They 

attributed this to living in a small house where they could not establish a dedicated learning 

space. Due to the shared nature of living, they were often distracted from their learning. For 

example, “There is no private space for learning at home. I don’t have a separate study room as 

we are living in a small house” (Dhommi). Like Dhommi, Karusa and Pooja struggled to 

establish a conducive learning environment with minimal distractions at home, which Karusa 

shared with her grandparents, aunts and sister. She could not find a quiet space due to the 

activities of others. She explained, “I couldn’t concentrate on my study because my 

grandparents were busy with phone calls to relatives in the USA, asking after each other's 

wellbeing.” Pooja struggled to cope with the school materials and synchronous online learning 

during the home learning period.  Her difficulty was exacerbated by the noisy home 

environment.  She stated, “It was tough for me to open the CANVAS [online learning platform] 

and find the tutorials, announcements and assignments.  There were online classes on some 

subjects, but it was hard to understand due to the disturbances at home.” 

In addition to support and physical space, poor internet affected participants’ online 

learning. For example, “I didn’t get online lessons easily because it dropped out frequently. So, 

I couldn’t understand the online lessons fully” (Parush). For some participants, unavailability 

of other resources such as reading materials impacted their capacity to engage with school tasks. 

Nishu stated, “It was hard to study from home due to lack of reading materials.” Other 

participants had limited access to digital devices at home. A frequently cited reason for not 

having adequate digital devices included financial constraints. For example, Parbeena who had 

been in Australia for three months and was living in government-provided, temporary 

accommodation explained:  

 

My parents are not working, so I don’t have enough money to buy a 

good computer. I utilised a mobile which I brought from Nepal, but it’s 

hard for online learning without a big screen, when I opened online 

classes on my mobile phone, which dropped out frequently (Parbeena). 

 

Theme 2: The Experience of Isolation 

 

Participants felt isolated during the lockdown due to a lack of social opportunities and 

an inability to participate in extracurricular activities. Participants reported they experienced 

loneliness due to isolation from their social networks. This isolation inhibited the opportunity 

to tap into valuable social connections that enabled participants to access information and 

progress. Participants reported that their social activities were paused because of school closure. 

They used to ‘hang out’ with their Bhutanese friends during their breaks at school. Participants 

could not join in their friends’ birthday celebrations due to social gathering restrictions that 

hindered their socialisation opportunities. For example, “We didn’t go out with friends 
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[Bhutanese] because of restrictions and fear of infection. And there were no birthday 

celebrations anymore in the group which was boring” (Parbeena). Like Parbeena, Nishu also 

felt isolated at home during the school shutdown. She explained her feeling of isolation: “It was 

hard for me to learn from home where there were no face-to-face classes and no peers around 

you who you could ask things that you didn’t know.”  

Social contact of the participants during religious activities was also disrupted due to 

lockdown. Due to the physical distancing measures, they could not attend their place of 

worship, which impacted their socialisation. For example, “We could not meet people at the 

Church and attend its activities” (Pooja). For some participants, community soccer was a place 

of socialisation, but lockdown impeded their interactions there: “We used to play soccer in the 

evenings with friends but couldn’t anymore” (Karusa).  Participants also indicated that 

community soccer was not only for socialisation but was also a place where they could seek 

important information related to work, education and other aspects of life in Australia. For 

example, “I got useful information about car driving from my friends and sometimes they also 

helped me to drive a car, but it wasn’t happening during lockdown” (Abhisekh).   

Other key socialisation activities were disrupted during home learning. Participants 

unanimously reported that their physical education and extracurricular activities were 

abandoned due to school closure. The school shutdown impeded formal opportunities to 

participate in physical education, as well as outdoor and social activities with their friends; thus, 

they felt isolated and bored at home. Sport activities created confidence among participants. 

For example, Parush came to Australia with his family six months before the interviews. He 

was unfamiliar with the Australian education system. Due to his low proficiency in English, he 

chose sports and outdoor education as his two subjects. He was happy with these subjects 

because he was able to demonstrate competence in them. Parush explained, “I chose sports and 

outdoor education subjects due to my low English.” He further indicated that sports facilitated 

friendships with his peers, “I played soccer well, so other friends and teachers liked me.” 

Participants also indicated that participation in sports and outdoor activities provided them with 

a sense of connection to their school and community. For example, Dhommi stated: 

 

School life was good as I can show my soccer skills to my teachers and 

friends. I am good at it because I have played soccer since my 

childhood. However, there was no more soccer in school and 

community due to the lockdown, and it was boring that you couldn’t 

connect with people around you (Dhommi).  

 

Theme 3: The Complexity of Family Relationships 

 

Family relationships were found to be an important aspect of learning new things during 

home learning. During the unprecedented school shutdown, participants experienced both 

positive and negative interactions with their families due to more time spent with them than 

usual. Quality family time was reported by some participants who said they spent more time 

with family members than before lockdown, creating a favourable environment for learning 

more about their family. For example, Parbeena, who had recently arrived in Australia, said, 

“The school shutdown was not all bad for me” and she described a positive experience with her 

family. She spent the lockdown doing various household tasks, such as cleaning and decorating 

and participated in games and activities with her sister. She further indicated that the lockdown 

had also extended her relationship with translocal family members, who were not living in the 

same house: “We frequently contacted family members in the USA, Canada and Nepal during 

that period.” Participants who had recently arrived in Australia spent more time with their 

family members during the school shutdown than those who had been in Australia for some 
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time, likely due to their limited social networks within their ethnic community and the host 

society. Like Parbeena, other recently arrived participants such as Parush and Nishu also 

reported positive experiences during the lockdown. Participants also had the opportunity to 

learn more about family history and culture from their parents and got the opportunity to learn 

the host society’s language, culture and social system from virtual interactions with their 

families, friends and relatives who had been in Australia for an extended period of time. For 

example, “As a newcomer, I don’t have many people to contact outside home.  I had enough 

time to interact with my family and relatives in Australia and learned about many things from 

their lived experience” (Parush). Some participants reciprocated the opportunity to learn from 

their parents by assisting them with language learning, “I got a chance to teach my mother about 

simple English conversation things” (Nishu). 

The home learning experience was not so favourable for other participants. Some 

experienced a conflictual situation with their parents due to increased time spent on digital 

devices at home. Participants who had been in Australia for a more extended period suggested 

some negative interactions with their family members because they (the participants) prioritised 

social networks outside the home. Lockdown disrupted their capacity to interact with those in 

their networks face-to-face and dramatically increased their engagement with social networking 

sites such as Facebook and video games to connect with their existing social networks. For 

instance, Abhisekh, who had been in Australia for more than three years, indicated, “My mother 

wanted me to study most of the time, but I could not; instead, I spent most of my time on PUBG 

[a video game] and Facebook with my friends.” Other participants such as Dhommi, Karusa 

and Pooja also had been in Australia for more than three years and had similar experiences to 

Abhisekh.  Dhommi stated, “My parents did not like me to be involved on digital devices for a 

long period of time with my friends, which I like most.” Dhommi indicated that his parents 

wanted him to be doing something creative and not spending as much time with his friends on 

social networking sites; these were spoiling his creativity, in their view. Pooja indicated that 

“My parents didn’t like me to wake up late as I usually went to sleep late as I sat up watching 

movies because there was no school.” Karusa stated that her mother was not happy with her 

during the school shutdown period because her mother expected her to do household chores 

and look after her younger brother most of the time. This expectation created conflict between 

them. She explained: 

 

It was very hard to spend all the time where there was all family present 

at home. Especially, my mother wanted me to do the cooking and 

cleaning and also look after my brother. So, you know, it was boring to 

be involved in this stuff all the time (Karusa).  

 

Theme 4: Motivation through Relationships 

 

Relationships with parents and teachers were valued by the participants. Participants 

felt motivated when their parents and teachers communicated with them. Some participants 

reported that their parents talked to them about educational matters, and this motivated them to 

work hard on their studies. For example, Pooja indicated that her parents were literate in their 

mother tongue, but they could not directly support her homework and assignments due to low 

English proficiency. Still, they frequently talked to her about education which motivated her to 

complete her schoolwork. Similar to Pooja, Parush’s parents were unable to provide educational 

assistance to him. Although they were illiterate, they frequently asked Parush to focus on study 

and encouraged him to spend time on his online lessons and schoolwork.   
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Both of my parents are illiterate, but they always told me that if I get 

good marks in my study, I can get good jobs, making my life easier in 

Australia. They said they didn’t get the opportunity to go to school, so 

they don’t have good jobs. My parents’ lived experiences in education 

always inspired me to study (Parush). 

 

Karusa’s experience was very similar:  

 

There was no academic support at home as my parents were literate in 

the Nepali language. But they spent much of their time with me as they 

lost their jobs. We had good conversations during that time. Most of the 

conversations were related to my education. They wanted me to be a 

nurse as they didn’t get the chance to study much (Karusa). 

 

Participants stated that their parents utilised familial networks to source information 

about future careers. For example, Nishu stated, “She [mother] wanted me to be a childcare 

worker as she got advice from my cousin who said it was a good job for girls.”  Similar to 

Nishu, Dhommi’s parents also talked about future aspirations.  Dhommi’s parents asked their 

translocal family members about the possible job opportunities for him.  Dhommi stated, 

“During the lockdown, my parents were involved in talking most of the time with the relatives 

in the USA and Canada and asked about the job opportunities after my school education.”  

The teacher-student relationship was another key motivator for engaging in schoolwork. 

Participants reported that they had some positive experiences with teachers.  Adolescents were 

happy when they felt their teachers cared about them. The caring relationship with teachers was 

exemplified by sending emails to their students, calling on them in online discussions, and 

responding to their queries. Adolescents liked their teachers to communicate with them. It was 

more meaningful to those adolescents who were new to schools. For example, Parush was a 

recently arrived student who had limited social networks. So, contact from his teacher 

encouraged him to participate in his lessons. 

 

I was new to the school as we recently came to Australia. I knew few 

people in the school. I was anxious about my home learning, but I was 

happy when the English teacher sent me an email when I missed a 

couple of her online lessons (Parush). 

 

Participants also reported that they felt a sense of closeness to their teachers when they 

noticed them, and some teachers facilitated a sense of belonging to their classes. 

 

It’s huge for me that the teacher called me by my name in our online 

group lessons. It just makes me feel accepted that she notices me a lot. 

Yes, those types of things make me feel how close I am to her 

(Parbeena). 

 

Discussion 

 

The aim of this study was to explore home learning experiences from the perspectives 

of adolescent refugees during the pandemic. Partnerships between families, schools and 

communities are critical for children’s overall learning and education (Emerson et al., 2012; 

Muller, 2009). However, mandatory home learning during COVID-19 shared the schools’ 
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teaching responsibilities with families (Lamb et al., 2020), which positively and negatively 

impacted the generation of bonding and bridging social capital.   

 

Increased Opportunities to Build Bonding Social Capital 

 

Our data indicate that the recently arrived participants spent more time with their 

families than before lockdown, creating a favourable environment for strengthening the family 

relationship. For example, Parbeena stated, “We frequently contacted family members in the 

USA, Canada and Nepal during that period.” They had the opportunity to learn from their 

parents and siblings. They were involved in learning practical skills such as cooking and home 

decorating from their parents. Participants also reported that they got the opportunity to learn 

family history and culture from their parents and grandparents during the home learning period. 

They reciprocated the opportunity to learn from their parents and assisted them with language 

learning and household chores. Participants also reported that interaction with translocal 

families and relatives during lockdown strengthened their relationships and provided emotional 

and informational support. Enforced time at home allowed the deepening of relationships of the 

participants with immediate and translocal families, which created an opportunity to generate 

important bonding social capital such as trust, reciprocity and support (practical, emotional and 

informational) for their learning. This is an important finding as previous research has found 

that informal support from social networks is a key contributing factor to mitigate educational 

challenges (Andrew et al., 2020b; Strang & Quinn, 2019). This finding strengthens evidence 

about the need to recognise the value of supportive social networks for the accumulation of 

bonding social capital for adolescents' educational engagement.  

 

Threats to Bonding Social Capital Due to Stressors 

 

While participants perceived that home learning created opportunities to develop 

bonding capital with family, they felt barriers in accruing it. Although the findings of this study 

showed that recently arrived participants spent quality family time during the home learning 

period and accrued necessary bonding social capital for learning and wellbeing, participants 

who had been in Australia for a more extended period had more negative interactions with their 

family members because they prioritised social networks outside the home.  For example, 

Dhommi stated, “My parents did not like me to be involved on digital devices for a long period 

of time with my friends, which I like most.”  Participants also reported inadequate support and 

resources such as educational support from their parents, dedicated study spaces, computers 

and reliable internet during the home learning period. Participants reported increased 

engagement with social networking sites due to the disruption of their capacity to interact with 

those in their networks face-to-face. They reported conflictual relationships with their parents 

as their parents desired them to engage in schoolwork most of the time and interact with the 

family rather than with friends. These experiences underscore the complexities of matching 

parents’ and adolescents’ priorities when adolescents are in a mandatory home learning 

situation. This finding emphasised the participants’ desire to spend time with their friends and 

showed the importance of social networks outside the home.   

 

Reduced Opportunity to Develop Bridging Social Capital 

 

Home learning due to COVID-19 reduced opportunities to extend social relationships. 

Social networking and participation in extracurricular activities are important for adolescent 

refugees, as they create opportunities to acquire knowledge, skills and social support necessary 

to cope with life challenges (Morrice, 2007). However, COVID-19 school closures forced these 
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adolescents to learn remotely and made substantial changes to their daily routines, impeding 

the opportunity to participate in activities outside the home.   

In this study, we found that these adolescent refugees recognised the importance of 

bridging connections; however, they experienced challenges connecting to their school, 

religious community, and the people with whom they played sport, due to the lockdown. They 

reported their extracurricular activities were abandoned, which impacted their opportunity for 

physical and social activities with their school friends and teachers.  Some of these experiences 

prevented them from extending their bridging social capital. Previous research in Australia 

(e.g., Jeanes et al., 2015) and elsewhere (e.g., Doidge et al., 2020; Stura, 2019) found that 

participation in sports and extracurricular activities facilitates relatively straightforward access 

to bridging networks and connections and acts as an entry point for broader participation.   

 

Bonding and Bridging Social Capital: Interconnections 

 

Findings indicated that bonding capital was strengthened with family and the 

opportunities to develop bridging social capital with those outside the home were reduced. 

Opportunities to develop bridging capital were disrupted due to the disconnection from previous 

social networking opportunities (e.g., church, soccer). Putnams (2000) suggested a binary 

interpretation that tended to restrict understandings of bridging capital to tangible connections 

and ‘bridges’ (Pastoor, 2017).  However, the participants in this study alluded to the motivation 

they received through their parents as a form of ‘bridge’ to undertaking their study, revealing 

that bonding and bridging capital were often interrelated.  

Despite having inadequate resources and support for their home learning, some 

participants felt motivated during their home learning period. They indicated that their parents 

could not provide direct educational support due to their poor academic skills; nevertheless, 

they were inspired by their parents’ lived experiences which encouraged them to focus on their 

studies. This appears to demonstrate that motivation to study resulted from a warm relationship 

with parents. Some recently arrived participants utilised the home learning period to accumulate 

necessary knowledge and information about schooling, available services and facilities, and 

opportunities and challenges in their newfound society by contacting their translocal family 

members who had been in their country of resettlement for an extended period. They also 

utilised the school lockdown period as an opportunity to spend time with family. This suggests 

that the bonding relationship with immediate and translocal family members can create avenues 

for generating bridging social capital. Participants gained bridging capital from their parents 

through their raised aspirations.  

This study provides insights into how adolescents refugees seek educational support and 

the implications for generating bonding and bridging social capital. Findings suggested that 

bridging social capital often does not operate in isolation; in many cases, bonding relationships 

provided the foundation for participants to access bridging social capital, thereby supporting 

the critique of Putnam’s binary distinction between bonding and bridging social capital 

(Cederberg, 2012; Morosanu, 2018; Strang & Quinn, 2019; Wessendorf & Phillimore, 2019). 

Putnam (2000) suggested that bonding social capital helps with ‘getting by’ and bridging social 

capital is more important for ‘getting ahead’. As this study suggested, bonding and bridging 

social capital do not work in a straightforward manner, and a more nuanced interpretation of 

bonding and bridging social capital acknowledges the connections between these, rather than 

regarding them as separate categories. Data illustrated that the opportunities of building 

bridging social capital were impeded by the lockdown; however, participants utilised their 

bonding social networks (immediate and translocal family) to create avenues for accumulating 

bridging social capital. For example, participants were motivated by interactions with their 

parents to work hard on their studies. Some of the parents utilised familial networks to source 
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information about a future career. This suggests that bridging social capital does not only accrue 

through tangible ways but may also be generated through more intangible ways such as through 

effective relationships with parents and relatives.   

Our findings support previous Australian and international literature that has 

highlighted how bonding and bridging relationships with social networks are vital for 

adolescent refugees. Our study adds to the limited body of research that addresses the home 

learning experiences of adolescent refugees during the pandemic. Importantly, this study 

challenges Putnam’s (2000) assertion that bridging social capital can only be accrued through 

inter-ethnic social networks. It supports the critique made by Strang and Quinn (2019), who 

suggested that bonding and bridging relationships was more akin to a continuum rather than 

being binary, and offers some increased depth to the conceptualisation of bridging/bonding 

based on interconnection between these aspects for the generation of social capital.   

This paper reports some of the findings of a larger interpretive-qualitative study that 

explored adolescent refugees' broad integration experiences. The best research is always well 

planned; however, new circumstances arose to which we responded. This brings limitations 

with it. So, this paper was limited to home learning data during COVID-19 lockdown and did 

not include all participants’ experience; therefore, the nature of this study is more opportunistic 

than designed. Although opportunistic research can never replace well-designed research, it can 

be necessary when unexpected but potentially influential circumstances arise. However, caution 

is required in relying on these findings and further investigation that examines these issues in 

other circumstances where students from a refugee-background are unable to attend school is 

necessary. Furthermore, this paper was based on interpretive-qualitative research and our 

findings cannot be generalised to other adolescent refugees because they are heavily 

contextualised and subjective. Nevertheless, it provides some insights into how adolescent 

refugees accrued bonding and bridging social capital and coped with the education challenges 

incurred by COVID-19 during home learning. Extending this research in other contexts would 

build our understanding of how adolescent refugees accrue social capital when they cannot 

participate in their usual ‘social’ places.   

 

Conclusion and Implications 

 

This study explored how adolescent refugees experienced home learning during school 

shutdowns introduced during COVID-19 lockdown periods in Australia. Although the closure 

of schools seemed critical to help contain COVID-19, adolescent refugees faced many 

educational challenges because of the shift to learning from home, an experience shared by 

many students across the globe. This study drew on social capital theory to reveal that parents, 

family members, friends and school personnel were important social networks for adolescent 

refugees in the generation of bonding and bridging social capital during home learning 

mandates. COVID-19 impacted participants’ social capital, particularly their bridging social 

networks. It was revealed that family relationships were able to provide participants with 

bonding and bridging social capital in ways not previously identified.  

Findings suggest that the generation of bonding and bridging social capital is not linear 

but comprises a complex, interconnected processes. Bonding relationships can provide practical 

and emotional support while creating opportunities to build and navigate bridging social capital. 

These findings suggest that refugee families and adolescents are resilient and resourceful in 

coping with the challenges of sudden school closures by utilising the bonding and bridging 

social capital available to them. This study provides insights for immigration and settlement 

services across the world about the interconnections between educational experiences of young 

people and family relationships, highlighting the importance of supporting new arrivals and 

established migrant families in maintaining and strengthening family relationships.   
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The theoretical insights that emerged from this study have important implications for 

policy and practice regarding adolescent refugees' education wherever they are situated. The 

current pandemic situation provides the impetus for greater support for adolescent refugees. 

Enabling bonding and bridging social relationships to provide more social, linguistic and 

educational support, and strengthening families of adolescent refugees, are two key priorities 

that emerged from this study. Importantly, this study highlights the significance of bonding 

capital in enabling and generating bridging capital. There might be a role for schools and 

support services more broadly to support bonding and bridging relationships if any event that 

prevented schools from operating happened again.  

Without targeted linguistic and educational supports during home learning periods, 

educationally disengaged adolescent refugees become more vulnerable, which can negatively 

affect individuals, schools and communities. Such adolescents may withdraw further from their 

learning and avoid engaging with peers and teachers, resulting in high attrition and poor 

academic achievement. This has implications for poor integration into the host society with 

later economic impacts. In supporting existing bonding and bridging relationships, school 

policies can play a role by providing meaningful opportunities for adolescent refugees to 

establish relationships with various social networks.   

Targeted support for adolescent refugees must be embedded within the existing system, 

and it needs to be flexible enough to continue even under extraordinary circumstances. 

Although this study has derived some new insights into how bonding and bridging social capital 

accrued in relation to home learning during the pandemic, it is crucial that schools recognise 

they play an active role in generating the social capital that adolescent refugees need to ‘get 

ahead’.  
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