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Abstract

The influence of English language proficiency and information sources
on the settlement adjustment of recently arrived refugees from Bosnia,
Afghanistan and Iraq was analysed based on data collected from a survey
administered in the native language of each of the three cohorts. English
language proficiency was self-assessed and defined by four macro-skills:
listening, reading, speaking and writing with a focus on difficulties con-
centrated in the last two cited skills. The Afghans professed the highest
level of English proficiency which may be the result of having had the
longest period of residence in Australia. Contrary to previous studies, there
was no significant difference between genders and the level of total English
proficiency, explained, perhaps, by little difference in socioeconomic status
and education among the men and women surveyed. There was a signifi-
cant direct association between attendance at English language classes and
the frequency of the English media usage; the level of English language
competency; pursuance of further studies; and current employment status.
Furthermore, those more proficient in English experienced a better state
of general health and mental health. A high level of resident segregation
was found in low-cost and low-income suburbs, with a high non-English-
speaking population. This residential concentration, combined with their
closest friends being of a similar ethnic background, restrains social mobility
and inhibits access to the primary labour market.

Introduction

The purpose of this article is to present and analyse the impact of English
language proficiency and information sources on the multidimensional
settlement adjustment process of recently arrived refugees in Sydney from
three emerging communities: Bosnians, Afghans and Iraqis. Attendance at
English language classes, the preferred language of the media most frequently
accessed, the circle of friends, and residential location were used as indicators
of the likelihood of social interaction with the host population. Subsequently,
the impact of English language competency on social, economic and health
adjustment was statistically analysed, using t-tests, Pearson’s correlation,



and one-way analysis of variance. Finally, conclusions with concomitant impli-
cations were drawn based on these results. The data have been derived from
162 questionnaires administered to the three cohorts during the latter part
of 1996 and early 1997.

Literature review

Humanitarian entrants of non-English-speaking background (NESB) usually
have little or no competency in English at the time of arrival (Sloan and
Vaillancourt 1994; Jupp 1994; Khoo 1994; Wooden 1994; Minas et al 1996).
Caplan, Whitmore and Choy (1989: 31), for example, found that 73 per cent
of the Indochinese refugees who fled their countries in 1978 had no English
ability at the time of their arrival in the USA. Similarly, Beiser (1991: 437)
estimated that 85 per cent of refugee men and 90 per cent of refugee women
arriving in Canada did not speak English or French and 70 per cent of refugees
have been found unable to speak any English at their time of arrival in
Australia (Iredale and D’Arcy 1992: 29). 

According to studies undertaken by Whitmore, Trautmann and Caplan
(1989) and Rumbaut (1989), the level of English fluency upon arrival in
the US was the strongest predictor of later economic standing. The absence
or near-absence of English competency among refugees is dependent on
the age at time of arrival and pre-migration education, followed by length of
residence in the US which ranked a distant third. However, the suddenness,
hence lack of preparedness, of the refugees’ flight from their homeland, with
their ultimate destination often unknown at the time of their escape, and/
or possible later internment are additional explanatory variables of English
language skills that must be considered. Furthermore, a gender bias was
evident, with women illustrating lower levels of English competency than
men (Bach and Carroll-Seguin 1986; Caplan, Whitmore and Choy 1989),
explained by Rumbaut (1991) as a reflection of less schooling than their
male counterparts. However, as the level of English competency is predom-
inantly self-assessed, the skill level may, indeed, be lower than reported.
Although in general, self-assessment is considered reasonably accurate, in
the case of new arrivals, their assessment could be skewed as their perceptions
could be relative to the general population in the country of origin rather
than relative to language levels in Australia.

In Australia, the National Multicultural Advisory Council (1995)
identified the lack of English language skills as the single greatest barrier
to social integration faced by NESB migrants. Poor English language pro-
ficiency may lead to isolation while simultaneously inhibiting participation
in the cultural and economic life of the host community. In fact, both
Nicassio and Pate (1984) and Strand (1989), in evaluating the results of
respective surveys of Indochinese in the US, found that learning English was
the third most serious problem for refugees (with separation from family
and painful memories of the war and departure more serious). A more
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recent study in Australia (Iredale et al 1996) found that health and family
network were the key factors impinging on the settlement outcome.

A key factor in achieving proficiency in English is access to English
classes (Morrissey, Mitchell and Rutherford 1991; Hazebroek et al 1994) with
the large majority of refugees highly motivated to attend English classes.1
There are, at times, problems of access to classes in certain regions which may
stall such attendance as applicants are placed on a waiting list (Jupp 1991,
1994; Pittaway 1991; Refugee Resettlement Working Group (RRWG) 1994).2
Furthermore, a large proportion of humanitarian entrants exit the Adult
Migrant English Program (AMEP) below their targeted proficiency levels
(Auditor-General’s Audit Report 1993; Holton and Sloan 1994; Boyd, De Vries
and Simkin 1994). Finally, Iredale and D’Arcy (1992) recommended additional
English tuition over a longer period for refugees as compared to other NESB
migrants as a result of the former’s pre-arrival experiences.

There is also an obvious gender bias against women attending English
classes (Alcorso and Harrison 1993; Cox 1996) due to the lack of appropriate
child-care, cultural mores, women attending to young families and the lack
of access to transport (Pittaway 1991; Holton 1994; Refugee Resettlement
Working Group 1994; Boyd, De Vries and Simkin 1994). However, the first
two factors inhibit attendance the most. English language instruction in
Canada was also found by Beiser (1991: 437) to have been aimed primarily
at men who were expected to enter the labour force. However, this bias
might not have recognised the perhaps even greater need of women and
the aged who were most likely to be housebound and isolated. 

In 1991, approximately 24 per cent of all females born in non-English-
speaking countries and living in NSW spoke English ‘poorly’, ranging from
13.6 per cent of 15–24 year olds to 49.7 per cent of those 75 and over. This
compares with 18.2 per cent of their male counterparts, with a range from
11.5 per cent for 15–24 year olds to 36.2 per cent of those 75 and over.
Overall, 21.1 per cent of NESB migrants spoke English poorly with the greatest
concentration in the 55 and over age bracket (Department of Immigration
and Ethnic Affairs 1995: 15) The low level of English competency among
the older generation can be understood by recognising that a large proportion
of these migrants arrived during the period of 1950 to 1970 when the
economy was generally in good health, with unemployment levels as low
as 2.1 per cent and jobs in the secondary sector plentiful. Therefore, there
was little need for English language competence. Also noteworthy from
the above statistics is the considerably lower level of English proficiency
exhibited by females.

The length of residence in the host country also has a positive association
with English language competency (Montero 1979; Strand 1989; Montgomery
1996). However, Rumbaut (1989: 147) ranked it a distant third after age
and pre-migration education and Minas et al (1996: 13) found acquisition
of English language skills dependent on many factors, with the mean
duration of residence but one.
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Finally, it should be noted that the effects of trauma evidenced by, for
example, behavioural problems, acute stress and/or grief (Baskauskas 1981;
Ireland and D’Arcy 1992; Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission
1995; RRWG 1994; Iredale et al 1996) may forestall the learning process.
The difficulties of second language acquisition for refugees may be a result
of learned helplessness from camp life (Nicassio 1985: 166) or the con-
ditioned response ‘that actions do not make a difference to one’s state of
well-being, [and] feelings of hopelessness and behavioural passivity may
emerge’. Furthermore, refugees, more than traditional migrants, attempt to
maintain the language of their country of origin — Zubrzycki (1964) believed
it was seen as an obligation to the country they were forced to leave. In
other words, there could be a conscious or sub-conscious belief that learning
a new language/culture will lead to a loss of the original language/culture,
that is, subtractive bilingualism. This is similar to the Lithuanian refugee
experience in the US studied by Baskauskas (1981) and the reactive-fate
refugees who, according to Kunz (1981), tend to form communities empha-
sising self-help, customs, friendship and ethnic identity.

Methodology

A snowball sample of recently arrived Afghans, Bosnians and Iranians was
surveyed with key service providers nominating potential respondents who
would often, in turn, recommend other humanitarian entrants, usually of
the same period of arrival. The questionnaires were written in the respondents’
native language and administered by ethnic community workers. The prin-
cipal applicant in the refugee household — the individual to whom approval
to immigrate was granted — was surveyed, with wide-ranging questions
encompassing both the pre- and immediate post-immigration experience. 

The study population had gained entry into Australia as humanitarian
entrants between 1994 and 1996. However, some arrived in Australia under
a different visa category (for example, four Afghan respondents arrived
under the family reunion category) although they had also been exposed
to life-threatening episodes. The Iraqi community workers and volunteers
provided 77 completed questionnaires while the Bosnians conducted 50
and the Afghans 35.

Survey results

English language proficiency

In general, English language proficiency is crucial for successful adjustment
from an economic, social and health perspective and, as such, attendance
at AMEP classes for those lacking such competency is strongly promoted.
Approximately 76 per cent of respondents attended these classes (Table 1),
with rates of attendance very similar among the three groups (a chi-square
test showed no significant differences between groups) and almost identical
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to Iredale and D’Arcy’s 1992 study results. On the other hand, contrary to
previous studies (for example, Alcorso and Harrison 1993; Holton 1994;
Boyd, De Vries and Simkin 1994), there was no significant difference in
attendance between genders in this sample (tested null hypothesis, using
both t-tests — to test if the means of the groups were the same; and Pearson’s
correlation coefficient — to determine if a relationship existed between
attendance and gender). The outcome can be attributed to the large majority
of women interviewed being single or with school age children, thus allowing
them time to access and attend these classes. Finally, a majority of respon-
dents (55 per cent overall, but ranging from 40 per cent of Iraqis to 76 per
cent of Bosnians) found the tuition inadequate for employment purposes,
confirming results of previous Australian studies, such as by Pittaway (1991)
and Jupp (1994).

Table 1: Attendance at English language tuition through AMEP

Yes % No % Total %

Bosians 37 74 13 26 50 31
Iraqis 58 77 17 23 75 47
Afghans 26 74 9 26 35 22
Total (n = 162) 121 76 39 24 160 100

In the survey, English language competency was defined by four skills:
listening, reading, speaking and writing and graded from ‘excellent’ to ‘none’
(see Table 2). Listening and reading skills were reported as satisfactory or
excellent by 62 per cent of those surveyed, with speaking and writing at
55 per cent and 50 per cent respectively (similar results to those found in
a study of refugees in Tasmania by Julian, Franklin and Felmingham 1997:
46–7). Therefore, English language difficulties appear to be concentrated
in the last two cited skills, especially writing, which may suggest further
language instruction should focus on these areas. 

The Afghans assessed their own listening, reading and speaking pro-
ficiency higher than the other two groups, yet rated themselves lower in
writing skills. As the mean term of residence in Australia is highest for the
Afghans, the result for the first three measures is not surprising. Examination
of the 1996 Census results indicates that 72 per cent of NESB migrants who
came to Australia in 1993 reported that they spoke English well or very
well compared to 69 per cent, 63 per cent and 57 per cent for arrivals over
the subsequent three years. In other words, English competency can be
expected to improve with period of residence in Australia.

There was, also, no significant difference between genders and the level
of total proficiency in the English language (using t-tests) in contrast to
DIEA (1995) data results for NSW. As language skills are often interpreted
as being a function of education (Rumbaut 1991), a large proportion of
respondents had achieved at least a secondary level of education and with
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little difference in socioeconomic status among the surveyed men and women,
this translated into similar levels of English language competency. This
may also reflect the increased childcare places in the AMEP in recent years. 

Table 2: Self-assessed English language proficiency

Bosnian % Iraqi % Afghan % Total %

Listening
Excellent 7 14 2 3 2 6 11 7
Satisfactory 22 45 38 54 25 71 85 55
Poor 13 27 23 33 5 14 41 27
Very poor 3 6 6 9 2 6 11 7
None 4 8 1 1 1 3 6 4
Total 49 32 70 45 35 23 154 100

Reading
Excellent 7 14 6 9 6 17 19 13
Satisfactory 23 46 36 53 16 46 75 49
Poor 12 25 19 28 9 26 40 26
Very poor 3 6 6 9 4 11 13 9
None 4 8 1 1 0 0 5 3
Total 49 32 68 45 35 23 152 100

Speaking
Excellent 2 4 4 6 3 9 9 6
Satisfactory 24 49 29 43 21 60 74 49
Poor 14 29 28 41 9 26 51 34
Very poor 5 10 6 9 2 6 13 9
None 4 8 1 1 0 0 5 3
Total 49 32 68 45 35 23 152 100^

Writing
Excellent 2 4 5 7 2 6 9 6
Satisfactory 24 49 30 43 13 37 67 44
Poor 14 29 25 36 15 43 54 35
Very poor 4 8 8 12 5 14 17 11
None 5 10 1 1 0 0 6 4
Total 49 32 69 45 35 23 153 100

n = 162
^ Does not add up to 100 due to rounding

The preferred language of the media most frequently used

The choice of language news media preferred may influence an individual’s
total English proficiency (as defined by the four measures cited above).
Approximately 50 per cent of respondents from each group rarely or never
read English language newspapers (Table 3) while about a third of Afghans
read English newspapers at least once a week as compared to 40 per cent
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of Bosnians and 41 per cent of Iraqis. In contrast, 61 per cent of Iraqis read
a native language newspaper at least weekly while the corresponding result
was 16 per cent and 27 per cent for Bosnians and Afghans respectively.
This marked difference between groups may be attributable to the ready
availability of Arabic-written newspapers in contrast to those in Farsi (or
Dari and Pasho) or Bosnian.  

Similarly, the lack of news programs in their native language precludes
both the Bosnians and the Afghans from listening to such programs. How-
ever, the Iraqis have greater access due to the far larger Arabic speaking
community in Sydney, with Arabic the second most commonly spoken lan-
guage at home after English in NSW (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1997).
A larger audience of all three groups listened to English news programs,
with a marginally lower percentage of Afghans listening more than once
a week compared to the other two groups. Juxtaposing the self-reported
English proficiency results (as per Table 2) with the frequency of English
language and native language media usage, the results seem to suggest
that, despite the infrequency of reading English language newspapers by
all groups, this has not severely impaired the respondents’ reading proficiency.
On the other hand, had there been greater exposure to the English language
media, proficiencies in all measures might have been improved. This is
supported in the survey data results, according to which there is a highly
significant direct association (r = .5477, N = 151, p < .0005) between the
frequency of use of the English media and English language competency,
while no such relationship existed between usage of the native language
media and English proficiency. 

Table 3: Frequency in using English language and native 
language media

Bosnian % Iraqi % Afghan % Total %

Read English language
newspapers
Never 13 27 16 21 9 26 38 24
Rarely 12 24 21 28 8 23 41 26
Once a month 2 4 6 8 5 14 13 8
Once a fortnight 2 4 1 1 1 3 4 3
Once a week 12 24 13 17 3 9 28 18
Twice a week 1 2 1 1 2 6 4 3
Three times a week 3 6 5 7 1 3 9 6
Four times a week 0 0 2 3 2 6 4 3
Almost every day 4 8 10 13 4 11 18 11
Total 49 31 75 47 35 22 159 100^
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Bosnian % Iraqi % Afghan % Total %

Listen to English language
news programs on radio
and/or TV
Never 2 4 7 9 0 0 9 6
Rarely 14 28 13 17 11 31 38 24
Once a month 0 0 4 5 1 3 5 3
Once a fortnight 0 0 0 0 1 3 1 1
Once a week 1 2 3 4 6 17 10 6
Twice a week 1 2 0 0 0 0 1 1
Three times a week 4 8 5 7 0 0 9 6
Four times a week 1 2 1 1 2 6 4 3
Almost every day 27 54 42 56 14 40 83 52
Total 50 31 75 47 35 22 160 100^

Read newspaper written
in native language
Never 14 28 4 5 2 6 20 13
Rarely 22 44 15 20 14 41 51 32
Once a month 1 2 5 7 4 12 10 6
Once a fortnight 5 10 5 7 1 3 11 7
Once a week 4 8 15 20 4 12 23 14
Twice a week 1 2 10 13 3 9 14 9
Three times a week 1 2 6 8 2 6 9 6
Four times a week 0 0 2 3 0 0 2 1
Almost every day 2 4 13 17 4 12 19 12
Total 50 31 75 47 34 21 159 100^

Listen to native language
news programs on radio
and/or TV
Never 5 10 4 5 1 3 10 6
Rarely 19 38 13 17 8 23 40 25
Once a month 1 2 2 3 0 0 3 2
Once a fortnight 1 2 0 0 2 6 3 2
Once a week 4 8 6 8 14 40 24 15
Twice a week 1 2 9 12 7 20 17 11
Three times a week 5 10 3 4 1 3 9 6
Four times a week 1 2 4 5 0 0 5 3
Almost every day 13 26 34 45 2 6 49 31
Total 50 31 75 47 35 22 160 100^

n = 162
^ does not add up to 100 due to rounding

Friendships

Over 90 per cent of respondents consider refugees from their former home
country as their closest friends, with Afghans the lowest at 85 per cent, due,
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perhaps, to their generally longer period of residence in Sydney. The frequent
contact among Iraqis (over half have daily contact with close friends) may
be due to a larger proportion being single, the recency of arrival and the
leisure time available due to the lack of employment opportunities. Never-
theless, a large majority (82 per cent) of respondents has at least weekly
contact with their closest friends — for many, these friends are akin to a
surrogate family or extended family network.  

Almost half of the respondents reported that between 75 and 100 per
cent of their friends or close friends are from their former country of origin,
with the highest figures among the Bosnians (the most recent arrivals) and
lowest among the Afghans (those with longest period of residence). The Iraqis’
relatively high percentage of friends coming from countries other than
Iraq can be explained by the large Arabic-speaking community in Sydney
and the social interaction among attendants at the mosques often frequented
by the Iraqis. The preponderance of social interaction among the respondents
with those of similar ethnic background is not surprising although it should
be noted that, on occasion, political factionalism may create a chasm among
members of the same ethnic group. During this initial post-arrival period,
English competency and confidence is generally low and residence is usually
in low income neighbourhoods, often with NESB neighbours. Furthermore,
opportunities for social interaction in the workplace are few due to the
disproportionately high unemployment rates and low labour force partici-
pation rates among humanitarian entrants during their first years of 
residence in Sydney.

Table 4: Friendship by group

Bosnian % Iraqi % Afghan % Total %

Are refugees from your
former home country
among your closest
friends in Sydney?
Yes 45 92 70 97 29 85 144 93
No 4 8 2 3 5 15 11 7
Total 49 32 72 46 34 22 155 100

Frequency of contact with
your close friends
Daily 17 38 40 56 2 7 59 41
Twice weekly 12 27 6 8 14 48 32 22
Weekly 7 16 16 23 5 17 28 19
Twice monthly 8 18 2 3 6 21 16 11
Monthly 1 2 7 10 2 7 10 7
Total 45 31 71 49 29 20 145 100
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Bosnian % Iraqi % Afghan % Total %

Proportion of friends or
close friends from former
home country
Less than 25% 9 18 25 34 7 21 41 26
Between 25 and less than 50% 2 4 7 9 7 21 16 10
Between 50 and less than 75% 6 12 11 15 8 24 25 16
Between 75 and 100% 32 65 31 42 12 35 75 48
Total 49 31 74 47 34 22 157 100

n = 162

Residential location and accommodation

The initial residential locations of the respondents were concentrated in four
local statistical areas: Auburn, Liverpool, Fairfield and Canterbury, where
approximately 76 per cent of the participants first lived (see Table 5 on p 14).
Almost three-quarters of the Iraqis resided in Liverpool, Auburn and Canter-
bury while over 70 per cent of Afghans first lived in Auburn and Ryde and
79 per cent of Bosnians first lived in Auburn, Fairfield and Liverpool. These
results support the findings of other researchers (Lieberson and Waters 1987;
Viviani, Coughlan and Rowland 1993; and Murphy 1997) who found that
distinctive ethnic locational patterns are strongest at the initial arrival period
but become less concentrated over time.

A comparison of the residential location of the respondents compared
with the location of their established compatriots in Sydney (according to
the 1996 Census) indicates that only Holroyd and Botany were not repre-
sented among the statistical areas in the former case. Also, there was a greater
representation of Bosnians in Auburn and Iraqis in Auburn, Canterbury
and Liverpool than in the 1996 Census which can be explained by the
Federal Government’s On-Arrival-Accommodation (OAA) being located in
these regions, while the high concentration of Afghans in Auburn is attrib-
utable to the presence of Community Refugee Settlement Scheme (CRSS)
groups and places of worship close by. The heavy geographical concentration
of the three groups in outer low-cost and low-income suburbs, among many
others of NES background, inhibits the likelihood of social interaction with
the Australian born. As employment opportunities in these areas tend to
be confined to the secondary labour market, social mobility is even further
reduced.

Statistical analysis and discussion

English language competency and social adjustment

A lack of English language skills has been said by many to be the single,
greatest obstacle to social adjustment (Rumbaut and Weeks 1986, National
Multicultural Advisory Council (1995)), with English language tuition 
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Table 5: Early residential experiences by group

Bosnian % Iraqi % Afghan % Total %

Local statistical area (LSA)
lived in upon arrival
Auburn 11 23 14 25 16 47 41 30
Blacktown 5 11 1 2 0 0 6 4
Canterbury 2 4 16 28 1 3 19 14
Fairfield 14 30 7 12 0 0 21 15
Interstate 1 2 3 5 0 0 4 3
Lane Cove 0 0 0 0 3 9 3 2
Liverpool 12 26 12 21 0 0 24 17
Parramatta 2 4 2 4 3 9 7 5
Ryde 0 0 0 0 8 24 8 6
Other 0 0 2 4 3 9 5 4
Total 47 34 57 41 34 25 138* 100

Respondent still living in
first residence?
Yes 10 20 12 16 20 57 42 26
No 40 80 64 84 15 43 119 74
Total 50 31 76 47 35 22 161 100
Population (n) 50 31 77 48 35 22 162 100^

How long did those who
moved live in the first
residence?
Less than 3 months 28 70 43 69 4 29 75 65
3 months to less than 6 months 11 28 16 26 3 21 30 26
6 months to less than 9 months 1 3 2 3 2 14 5 4
9 to 12 months 0 0 1 2 5 36 6 5
Total (n = 119) 40 34 62* 53 14* 12 116 100^

The first move was:
Within the same suburb 23 58 27 51 9 64 59 55
Within 5 km of same suburb 4 10 9 17 2 14 15 14
5 to 10 km of same suburb 4 10 2 4 0 0 6 6
10 to 20 km of same suburb 3 8 8 15 0 0 11 10
20+ km from same suburb 6 15 7 13 3 21 16 15
Total (n = 119) 40 37 53* 50 14* 13 107 100^

* There were 64 Iraqis and 15 Afghans who noted they had moved; this should be
the sample number responding

^ does not add up to 100 due to rounding
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necessary to enhance the level of competency (see Hazebroek et al 1994).
When aggregating all respondents, it was found that studying English in
Australia is statistically significant in its association with the level of English
competency (r = .2336; p < .01), as those who studied, recorded higher rates
of English language proficiency. However, the results deviated among the
three groups, with English language instruction statistically significant in its
relationship with English competency for the Iraqis (r = .3092, N = 65, 
p = .006) and the Bosnians (r = .2500, N = 49, p = .042) but not for the
Afghans (r = .0684, N = 35). This may be due to a number of Afghans having
arrived in Australia with a reasonable level of proficiency at the time;
hence, their competency was not directly a result of post-arrival English
language instruction. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the greatest gains in
second language acquisition are seen at the beginner and post-beginner
levels, while plateaux often occur at intermediate and advanced levels.

Use of the mass media allows entrants to participate in the social pro-
cesses of the host country, as the media play a key role in communicating
the tenets of the host culture and permit the entrants to ‘extend the scope
of their social participation beyond the particular milieu in which they
carry out daily activities’ (Kim 1989: 95). The most acculturatively motivated3

humanitarian entrants revealed the highest frequency of English media
usage, with a 95 per cent level of significance, a result supported in the study
by Kim (1989). This is further confirmed by the statistically significant rela-
tionship between the lower level of acculturation realised for those most
frequently using their native language media (r = .4495, N = 126, p < .01),
an outcome also proposed by Richmond (1981).

There was an inverse statistically significant relationship between English
language media usage (the higher the frequency of usage, the greater the
score) and attendance at English language classes (coded 1 = yes, 2 = No) 
(r = –.2171, N = 157, p < .01) that is, those who attended classes were more
likely to use English language media more frequently. It was statistically
significant for the Bosnians (r = –.4056, N = 49, p = .002) and the Iraqis 
(r =  –.2236, N = 73, p = .029) but not for the Afghans (r = –.0639, N = 35).
Also, those respondents who frequently use the English language media
are statistically significantly more likely to have a higher level of English
competency (r = –.5477, N = 151, p < .0005) and it was highly significant
for each group. As expected, those with a high level of proficiency are most
likely to pursue further studies in Australia (r = .4092, N = 138, p < .0005).

The level of English language proficiency did not significantly 
vary between groups (one way analysis of variance: F(2,148) = .4449),
explained, to a degree, by what may be an inflated self-assessment of
English language competency, a potential problem in any self-reported
measure (Kliewer and Jones 1997). Often students assess their level of
English based on their own perceptions relative to the general level of
English in their countries of origin. This can lead to an inflated self-
assessment in the Australian context. Furthermore, there was a relatively
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high level of education achieved in the former home country which
implies that the importance of mastering English was accepted by the
majority of the respondents and they would have had well-developed
learning strategies.

English language competency and economic adjustment

The current employment status reveals a positive statistically significant
relationship with English language competency (r = .2423, N = 117, 
p = .004), i.e., the likelihood of finding employment understandably rises
with English language proficiency; a result supported widely throughout
the literature (more recently by Carson 1995; Cox 1996; and Williams,
Murphy and Brooks 1997). However, there are others such as McAllister
(1991) who found English language skills not significant in explaining the
disproportionately high unemployment level among refugees in Australia.
Montero (1979) and Bach and Carroll-Seguin (1986), came to the same
conclusion when examining the rate of unemployment among the
Vietnamese and South-East Asian refugees respectively in the United States.
Rather, in conjunction with English language competency, the level 
of skills of entrants, the acceptance of their overseas qualifications and 
the state of health of the economy and labour market will affect the
employment outcome.

It was further revealed that the level of English competency (t = –1.64,
df = 125) does not significantly impact on the entrants’ search for employ-
ment nor are the two variables (that is, English language competency and
the search for employment) related (r = .1451, N = 127). Finally, the search
for work is not significantly associated with recognition of overseas
qualifications (r = –.1597, N = 70), explained, in part, by these job seekers
usually found looking for employment opportunities in the secondary
labour market, often in jobs not requiring a high level of English language
proficiency [also found by Richmond (1981) and Montgomery (1996)].

English language proficiency and health adjustment

The importance of English language competency in the health outcome is
demonstrated by Kliewer and Jones (1997: 51) who noted its impact on the
risk of industrial accidents, access to information on health promotions
(breast cancer screening), social isolation and finding employment. There-
fore, as expected, there is a significant difference in the entrants’ current
general state of health for those who are competent in English and those
who are not (one way analysis of variance: F(4,145) = 4.0438, p = <.004),
with those more proficient experiencing a better general state of health.
The ability to communicate in the dominant language of the host society
allows improved awareness of and access to all services and enhances the
likelihood of a better health outcome. Kliewer and Jones (1997) reported
that consistently throughout each of the mainland states, immigrants
with the poorest spoken English were the most frequent users of medical
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services as they tended to experience the poorest health outcome with a
greater prevalence of mental illness and long-term conditions. Mathers
(1996) also found that those who did not speak English at home were
more likely to report their health to be worse.

The lack of English language skills may also impinge on the mental
health status of the entrant (Nicassio 1985; Kuo and Tsai 1986; Rumbaut
1989). This is confirmed when noting that a statistically significant relation-
ship exists between English language competency and the mental health
status of those surveyed (r = .1591, N = 145, p = .028).

The relationship between English language proficiency and the general
state of health and mental health outcomes enunciated above was also
reported by Kliewer and Jones (1997), who found that those speaking little
or no English at all tended disproportionately to display a worse general
health and mental health outcome than those who spoke English well.

Conclusions

The level of education attained overseas emerged as a critical factor in
determining the likelihood of attending English language classes in Sydney.
The results indicated that the higher the level of education achieved in the
country of origin, the greater the likelihood of attending English language
classes in Sydney which, subsequently, stimulated use of English language
media, enhanced English language proficiency and would more likely lead
to further studies being pursued in Australia. The choice of language news
media preferred may influence an individual’s total English proficiency (as
defined by the four measures) with no such relationship existing with usage
of native language media. Also, as expected, the likelihood of finding
employment rises with English language competency although the search
for employment is pursued irrespective of English language skills. 

The most acculturatively motivated respondents reported the highest
frequency of English media usage and those most frequently using native
language media were associated with statistically significant lower levels
of acculturation. 

Over 50 per cent of respondents declared their English language com-
petency level was satisfactory or excellent although speaking and writing
English were assessed as posing the greatest difficulties for the respondents.
The Afghans recorded the highest self-reported level which may be explained
by their greater period of residence in Australia compared to the other two
groups. However, statistically, there was no significant difference in the level
recorded between the three groups and this can be attributable to reporting
bias. This is evidenced by the self-assessed high level of English competency
and yet the major factor overwhelmingly nominated by the entrants as
inhibiting employment opportunity was English language difficulties. Self-
assessment of language could also reflect an individual’s perceived proficiency
as compared to the wider population in the country of origin.
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English language competency was found not to be affected by the
entrants’ social interaction being dominated with co-ethnics of the same
refugee-type background and/or family/friends already living here at the
entrant’s time of arrival. The validity of this outcome is questioned since
it is dependent on the English language proficiency assessment which has
already been noted as probably being inflated. In addition, the high level
of residential concentration of the three groups in low-income, usually
NESB neighbourhoods, combined with inordinately high levels of unem-
ployment and relegation to the secondary labour market if employment is
forthcoming, reduces the prospect of social interaction with English-speaking
host society members.

Contrary to much of the literature, gender differences were not shown
to be related to English language proficiency. This was explained by the
following: there was a dominance of males in the survey sample (5.25: 1);
the sample of female respondents was not representative of all female humani-
tarian entrants because those surveyed were, in each case, the principal
applicant; and a disproportionate number were of Bosnian background, and
thus more culturally similar to Australians than the remaining two groups.

The greater the proficiency in English, the better the current general
state of health and mental health outcome, a result also observed by other
researchers including Nicassio (1985), and Kuo and Tsai (1986). Those
lacking English language skills could find that socialising predominantly
with coethnic refugees might, to some extent, assist in reducing mental
health distress.

Implications

The findings of this study emphasise the vital importance of English language
competency in critical areas of settlement for newly arrived humanitarian
entrants. The strong association of English language competency with the
use of English language media, pursuance of further studies, employment
status, general and mental health status and acculturative behaviour, reinforces
the need for an effective language program in order to meet the multitude
of interrelated settlement needs of these migrants. 

Recommendations emerging from this study are suggested as having
significant implications for funding bodies and service providers in order
to ensure effective settlement and full participation of recently arrived
humanitarian entrants.

Specific recommendations include the following:

❖ Flexible delivery of tuition (in terms of more lenient time frames for
accessing and completing AMEP tuition as well as flexibility in intensity
of programs)

❖ Sensitivity to learning difficulties (often as a direct result of torture and
trauma and previous learning styles)
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❖ Focus on speaking and writing skills to redress reported difficulties in
these areas

❖ Increased use of English media as a teaching tool to enhance competency
as supported by findings

❖ Increase in the provision of programs to fill the gap in Employment Skills
programs beyond the 510 hours of the AMEP. Funding was discontinued
from 1996 for many DEETYA-funded programs such as English for Work
Levels 1– 4 and Advanced English for Professionals. Currently, there are
limited Employment Skills programs, such as Circuit Breaker, Skillmax
and AEMP (TAFE).

Since the findings of the study strongly indicate an association between
English language competency and the general and mental health status of
recently arrived humanitarian entrants, it could be assumed that adequate
and effective provision of English language tuition could be seen as instru-
mental in a preventive health strategy for this group of migrants. Finally,
the results clearly suggest scope for further research on language competency
and settlement outcomes.
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Notes
1 This supports the findings of Iredale and D’Arcy, 1992 according to which 

79 per cent of refugee males and 74 per cent of refugee females attended
English courses (p 22).

2 With current tender specifications, no one should wait longer than four weeks
to be placed unless they are in need of childcare. In July 1998, the Adult
Migrant English Program was tendered out with two consortia, the Adult Migrant
English Service and the Australian Centre for Languages, sharing the five NSW
regions with the former allocated two regions and the latter three regions.

3 Young Yun Kim (1989: 91) used the term acculturative motivation in defining
the degree of eagerness to learn about, participate in and to be oriented to the
American socio-cultural system. Both this term and a number of the questions
used by Young Yun Kim seemed highly appropriate in the content of this article
and were, accordingly, included. To determine if the items from four nominated
questions used in this current survey could be aggregated into a scale to measure
acculturation motivation, a Cronbach alpha reliability index was calculated with
the scale proving highly satisfactorily cohesive with an alpha of .7528.
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