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Abstract 
 

Nearly half of all Australians now have one or more parents born overseas, with the 

biggest intake of migrants over the last two decades coming from China and India 

(ABS, 2021). Skilled migrants now account for 70% of permanent visa grants and 

they enter Australia wealthier and better educated than the average Australian. They 

are also much more hypermobile than previously, adopting what has been termed 

‘flexible citizenship’ and ‘astronaut parenting’ migration practices. These families 

migrate for strategic purposes and sometimes multiple times. Families may also be 

separated across continents, with children being parented by mothers while fathers 

continue to work abroad. 

 

What are the impacts of these family arrangements on children? While much 

research has focused on the wellbeing of migrant children from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, we need also to understand the children of skilled migrants. Despite 

their privileged backgrounds, how is their social and emotional adjustment following 

migration? My research site at a high-fee private girls’ school in Sydney with 

concentrations of wealthy migrant families from Asia provides rich accounts of such 

impacts. 

 

My survey and interview data with students and mothers showed that newly arrived 

students and those with absent fathers often faced more difficulties in their social 

and emotional wellbeing. Immense parental expectations placed on these students 

to succeed could also negatively affect their wellbeing. 

 

The findings are critical to understanding the impact of migration on the youngest 

members of the family unit, who are often voiceless but strongly affected by the 

parents' choices. The study should spur schools, teachers, and parents to 

understand what factors contribute to the wellbeing of the children of the biggest 

group of new migrants to Australia.  



Chapter 1: Introduction 

Migration stories to Australia may conjure up images of bedraggled First Fleeters in 

1788 to the optimistic Ten-Pound Poms of the “Populate or Perish” policy after World 

War Two. In the last century, Australia’s once Anglo-dominant demographic was 

changed by waves of arrivals of Italians, Greek, Lebanese and Vietnamese among 

others. The final removal of the White Australia Policy in the late 1970s paved the 

way for the multicultural Australia we know today. By the 2016 Census, skilled visa 

grants for Chinese and Indian-born arrivals outstripped migrants from the United 

Kingdom for the first time (Australia’s Migration Trends, Department of Home Affairs, 

2018).   

Trends in Australia’s migration patterns can be viewed through the ‘push’ and ‘pull’ 

theory (Knox & Marston, 2004). Factors that ‘push’ people to move could be poverty, 

war or persecution. The Australian government along with other migrant-seeking 

countries of New Zealand, Canada, US and UK have implemented ‘selective 

migration policies’ (Koslowski, 2014) that ‘pull’ desirable migrants. While the number 

of humanitarian visas to Australia have remained stable, skilled visas now account 

for 72% of the yearly permanent migration programme (Department of Home Affairs 

2023). In this global competition for ‘brain gain’ (Boeri, 2012), Australia has 

successfully attracted migrants with skills and money, with considerable growth in 

skilled and business migration in the 1980s and 1990s (Inglis, 2011). Migrants from 

Asia have comprised a large proportion of these skilled migrants since the 1980s. 

Much has been discussed in the Australian press and in popular debates about 

super-wealthy Chinese driving up Sydney house prices bought with cash (Foster, 

2023, realestate.com.au). But little has been researched about this new group of 

uber-migrants and especially their children. Who are they and why have they come 

to Australia? How do they live their lives?  

This research was instigated from observations and questions from my position as 

an English as an Additional Language/Dialect teacher at a private school, 
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Rosemount School for Girls (a pseudonym) in the leafy north shore of Sydney. I 

supported students in the junior school from Kindergarten to Year 6 in English 

language learning, often teaching in small groups. As such, I got to know the migrant 

children well, but I also felt just supporting second language acquisition was not 

enough. I noticed the difficulties the children had adjusting to their new life in 

Australia; sometimes although a child, they were the only person in the household 

that spoke English. Some girls missed their ‘complete’ families and spoke of their 

pets or grandparents all the time. Only upon further clarification did I realise they 

were not talking about their home ‘here’ but ‘back there’. Sometimes it was hard for 

teachers to find the appropriate adult to talk to about the child, because it was 

unclear who was in Australia at the time taking care of the child.  These regular 

interactions led me to want to find out more about the students, their families and 

their wellbeing. Interrogating the lives of the children from a sociological perspective, 

I wanted to understand the ‘reality of everyday life’ (Berger & Luckman, 1967) as 

they experienced it, and how they felt about it. 

 

I myself was an EALD student, having grown up in Chinese-speaking Taiwan and 

migrating to London at the age of seven with no English whatsoever. I had lived the 

challenges of acculturating to a new country and language. While researching 

astronaut parenting, I realised in my teenage years, my siblings and I became 

‘parachute children’, when my parents returned to work in Taiwan and my older 

sister took care of us. Reflecting on my experience armed with my newfound 

knowledge, I do not recall discussing the transnational household arrangements with 

my family but rather we all accepted it with minimal fuss.  There was never a 

question of my father quitting his job and not moving back to Taiwan, and it didn’t 

make sense to uproot ourselves from our education in England. Practically, our level 

of Chinese language proficiency would have made it difficult for us to perform well in 

a Taiwanese high school and it was a commonly accepted ‘fact’ that a Western 

education was better for our future. How had I not known about this abundant 

research on astronaut families until now, describing my very own childhood! I was 

determined to learn more and share my findings with other teachers and parents of 

these students. 
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Through my research, I found many of the skilled migrant families to be wealthy, 

cosmopolitan, and hypermobile. They seemed to be what Sklair (2001) called a 

‘transnational capitalist class”, who held ‘flexible citizenship’ (Ong, 1999) of two or 

more countries. These new affluent citizens were different to the previous waves of 

migrants to Australia from war-devastated countries, relieved to land on safe shores 

and build a life out of empty suitcases. Those earlier arrivals were seen as migrants 

moving from peripheral countries to a core one, from a less desirable country to a 

better one. ‘Flexible citizens’ however, as Ong argued in 1999, challenged these 

patterns. The distinction between which country was core versus periphery was 

blurred for them. Which country was better depended on what they wanted or 

needed from that country at a particular stage in their lives, highlighting the fluidity 

and opportunity behind their migration movements. My students’ families said they 

were here primarily for the children’s education, but they may not stay. These 

cosmopolitans came to Australia having shopped around top choice destinations 

such as the US, Britain, and Canada (Fong, 2011). They made choices based on 

economic opportunities but also for opportunities for their children.  

While the decision to move the family to Australia was ostensibly made for the 

children, we also know that migration can be a key social determinant on the health 

and wellbeing of a child (Smith et al., 2021). Migrant children may be separated from 

important social relationships from their home country, and also face difficulties 

adjusting socially, linguistically and culturally. Looking at the concept of wellbeing 

from a socio-ecological perspective, rather than a narrow biomedical lens 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) highlights the importance of understanding the child in the 

milieu of family, peers and school. For a migrant child, other considerations apply 

such as the age of migration and the nature for migration, for example, by choice as 

skilled migrant or by the forced migration of refugees. 
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1.1. Research Questions 

These skilled migrant families were incongruent with the perception that migrant 

children come to Australia as disadvantaged; speaking little or no English and placed 

in an Intensive English Language Centre before transitioning to mainstream school 

(Due et al., 2014). Migrant children in research were often talked about in the same 

breath as refugee children (Charania et al., 2018; Salami et al., 2021; Wrench et al., 

2018), with wellbeing concerns from trauma, economic disadvantage and 

discrimination. Not all of these concerns reflect the experiences of many children of 

skilled migrants, but there has been surprisingly little research on this large and 

growing cohort. Although the children in my study were privileged from high socio-

economic backgrounds, how was their social and emotional adjustment from 

migration and what other factors impacted their wellbeing? Beneath the veneer of 

the ‘model minority’ with their fluent bilingualism and excellent academic records, I 

could sometimes feel a sense of unease among the migrant students in our school. 

Did they feel the benefits of moving to a new country for a better life and a better 

education – or did they feel rootless and a loss of identity? How did the children deal 

with the move, and did they feel acculturation stress? How had migration affected 

family relationships? 

Migrants typically experience dramatic changes to their family structures when 

members split up and disperse across continents. Many of my students had an 

‘astronaut family’ arrangement with their father working in China, while the ‘landed’ 

mother (Waters, 2002) and ‘satellite children’ (Tsang et al., 2021) lived in Australia. 

There were frequent flights between the two households by the astronaut parents, 

and the children throughout the year. While there have been many studies of this 

modern Chinese migration phenomenon (Skeldon, 1994; Lam; 1994; Boyer, 1996; 

Ong; 1999; Waters; 2002), with an important study in 1996 by Pe-Pua et al. in 

Australia, these studies were about a previous generation of Chinese migrants, and 

not those from Mainland China. I wanted to investigate how the astronaut family 

arrangements were 20 years on, among a new cohort of wealthy Chinese migrants 

from the Mainland. And I specifically wanted to explore the implications on the child’s 
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wellbeing. Often the children I taught were the only child; I wondered about their 

attachment to the adults in their lives, which were at times a revolving door of carers 

of the mother, the father or the grandparents. For the students in the astronaut family 

arrangement, what was their relationship with the largely absent dad at the end of 

the phone? How did the children feel about the family dispersal across continents? 

Hence the research questions of this project are: 

1. What are the impacts of migration on the wellbeing of children of skilled

migrants?

2. How does the astronaut family arrangement and especially the frequently

absent father affect the wellbeing of the children?

3. How does parental expectation on the child to succeed academically affect

child wellbeing?

1.2. Conceptual Frameworks 

The findings of this study will draw on the work of anthropologist Aihwa Ong who 

described this global elite as people with flexible citizenship (1999). This framework 

helps us situate our skilled migrant families among the affluent players of 

globalisation. The scholarship around another migration strategy: astronaut 

parenting, favoured by Asian families, especially among the Chinese helps us to 

understand the factors for family dispersal and running a transnational household. 

Throughout this study, the fundamental question is what affects the child’s wellbeing, 

so I will first present an overview of the framework to study child wellbeing.  

1.2.1. Child Wellbeing 

A clear definition of wellbeing eludes agreement among scholars, as the definition 

depends on which discipline is conceptualising it (Jarden & Roache, 2023), although 

most would agree it is multi-dimensional and important. Some describe wellbeing in 

terms of happiness and satisfaction with life (Delle Fave et al., 2011; Seligman, 
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2013) and others focus on mental health and psychological distress (AIHW, 2022). 

There is also difference in how people at distinctive ages regard wellbeing; for 

example adolescents value kindness, fun and safety, whereas older people rank 

purpose in life more highly as a component in wellbeing (Bharara et al, 2019).  

Outside of academia, among schools and parents, wellbeing is acknowledged as 

crucial to child development, with the opposite being ‘illbeing’. As with many schools, 

Rosemount School has a focus on child wellbeing, with a position of ‘Head of 

Wellbeing’ and wellbeing classes set in the weekly timetable.  At Rosemount School, 

wellbeing is defined as “wellness and growth’, with a focus on a healthy mind, body 

and spirit. When parents are asked what they most want for the children, the answer 

is usually wellbeing (Seligman, 2011), which is synonymous with happiness or 

flourishing. 

    

The framework used in this study for child wellbeing is taken from the Australian 

Institute of Health and Welfare, from their report “Australia’s Children’ (2020). The 

report looks at the overall wellbeing of children living in Australia, where children are 

defined as age 0-12, from birth to the end of primary school. Social and emotional 

wellbeing (SEWB) is a key component of a child’s good mental health and wellbeing. 

Socially and emotionally competent children ‘are confident, have good relationships, 

communicate well, do better at school, take on and persist with challenging tasks 

and develop necessary relationships to succeed in life’ (Australian Institute of Health 

and Welfare, 2020). 

 

1.2.2. Flexible Citizenship 
 

The concept of flexible citizenship was coined by anthropologist Aihwa Ong to 

describe the resources skilled migrants, international managers and professionals 

used to navigate globalisation to their advantage (1998, p135). The rise of the Asia 

Pacific in economic power in the 1980s and 1990s saw wealthy Asian investors 

blend strategies of capital accumulation with migration, accruing passports to enable 

them to move fluidly with their capital and businesses across national borders. These 

transnational players included women and children, whose migration to and studying 
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in the new host countries like the US and Canada were a part of the plan for the 

families’ upward social mobility, as well as a political insurance against potential 

upheavals in the home country. While citizenship studies debate the fate of the 

nation-state in a transnational world, I use the concept of flexible citizenship to 

situate the skilled migrants in my study in understanding their motivations for 

migration and indeed their migration patterns. Ong’s updated thinking on flexible 

citizenship explains how citizenship has been changed by “capital-bearing 

foreigners’ and ‘capital-hungry nation states” (Ong, 2022). This, as my findings will 

show, goes to explain the push-pull factors that drive skilled migrants to Australia.  

1.2.3. Astronaut Families 

Astronaut families have been studied by geographers (Skeldon, 1994; Boyer, 1996; 

Waters, 2002), social scientists (Pe-Pua et al.,1996; Tsang et al., 2003), 

psychologists (Tsong & Liu, 2008; Qin, 2006) and anthropologists (Ong, 1999). The 

term describes the frequent travel of the ‘astronaut’ parent from country of origin to 

where the ‘satellite’ children are living in the new country of destination (Skeldon, 

1994; Ho, 2002).   

The literature is rich on past ‘astronaut’ migrations largely from Hong Kong and 

Taiwan over twenty years ago, though none have focused on Mainland Chinese 

immigrants.  The reports were on migrant experiences at their countries of 

destination in America, Australia, New Zealand and Canada (Boyer,1996; Pe-Pua et 

al.,1996; Ong, 1999, Ho, 2002, Waters, 2002, 2009; Tsang et al., 2003). Finally, 

many studies focused on the experience of the mothers (Lam, 1994; Chiang, 2008; 

Waters, 2002; Ong, 1999) with some research on the experiences of the astronaut 

children (Tsang et al., 2003), which I will draw on in this study. 
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1.2.4. Migrants and Parental Expectations 

Migrants are by nature, aspirational and have moved to a new country to further their 

family status and economic position. They place huge importance on education as a 

means for their children to have upward social mobility in the new society (Basit, 

2012). This ‘aspirational capital’ is transmitted from parent to child, and seen in 

school choice, private tutoring and other resources to help the child. This parental 

attitude can also be motivating for a child to work hard. Results from a recent 

Australian study shows parents born overseas from a non-English speaking 

background have “markedly higher expectations for their children’s education”, 

especially those born in Asia (Dockery et al., 2022).  

Why Asians students do so well academically has had many theories from the 

stereotype of ‘tiger parenting’ to Confucian values that demand obedience to 

authority and especially parental authority.  Sociologists, Lee and Zhou wrote about 

the ‘Asian American Achievement Paradox’ which found that the academic 

achievement of Asian immigrant children was a combination of their immigrant 

parents’ pre-selection, the ‘stereotype promise’ from schools, but also a ‘success 

frame’ within their own communities. (Lee & Zhou, 2014).  The paradox is that for 

those children who do not attain expected high academic outcomes feel not only a 

failure, but even lose a sense of belonging to their ethnic group. It is no surprise that 

our skilled migrant parents, of a wealthy socio-economic class have high 

expectations for their children to succeed academically. However, parental 

expectations can be a double-edged sword: at once motivating the child towards 

higher performance, but also potentially inducing depressive symptoms (Qin, 2008). 

1.2.5. Acculturation 

Acculturation is defined by the strategies a migrant uses to adapt to a new culture 

and maintain their original cultural (Berry, 1997). John Berry’s theories of cultural 

maintenance-cultural adoption have been used to explain the phenomenon of 

sojurners, migrants and refugees. Much work has also been carried to understand 
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the associated concept of acculturative stress. This refers to the stress a person 

experiences due to the process of acculturation (Sam & Berry 2010), with research 

on psychological health for children, adults, by gender and various ethnic groups. 

Sam and Berry also emphasized that acculturation should be considered at an 

individual rather than a group level. This is because despite similar cultural origins, 

individuals may choose very different ways of reacting to the new culture. 

 

1.3. Significance of the research 
 

My study hopes to give voice to the youngest migrants – the primary school age 

children – who are often voiceless in the very decisions that fundamentally affect 

them the most. There is limited research on migrant experiences of younger children; 

a literature review of 9 recent studies on migrant youth in Australia were all focused  

on youth aged 13-17 (Smith et al., 2021). The many studies on the previous wave of 

satellite children were also mainly on adolescents (Tsang et al., 2003; Tsong & Liu, 

2009;) and feature migrants mostly from Hong Kong and Taiwan.  My study is an 

important update on previous reports on astronaut families, this time with the New 

Chinese (Li, 2017) from Mainland China, the second largest group of new migrants 

in Australia, and providing insight into an understudied group of primary-aged 

students. 

   

Listening to the children’s experience of migration, acculturation strategies, and what 

impacts their wellbeing hopefully gives their parents and teachers in their immediate 

micro-systems a view into their world to better support them. Bronfenbrenner (1996) 

emphasised that child development was most influenced by the immediate 

ecological system of the child’s family and school, so the study was designed to 

understand how a child interacts with her family and school. But importantly also that 

the findings can be shared back to families and schools, in order ensure the positive 

development of the child. 
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A further significant aspect of my research is that the family demographics at my 

research site at a girls’ school in Sydney reflect a fundamental change to many 

independent schools in Sydney. Wealthy, well-educated skilled migrants are 

choosing independent schools in large numbers. In the past decade, there has been 

a 23% growth in Language Background Other Than English (LBOTE) students in 

NSW government schools, but at Rosemount School in the last eight years, the 

growth of LBOTE students was 77%, with a neighbouring boys’ school in the same 

period seeing a 144% growth in LBOTE students (myschool.edu.au). In other words, 

the practices of flexible citizenship and astronaut parenting would likely be found at 

other independent schools in Sydney, and in other urban capitals where skilled 

migrants tend to choose to be based. This makes findings from my study crucial for 

parents, teachers and counsellors needing to not only understand but ameliorate the 

wellbeing of our youngest actors amidst the macro forces of globalisation. 

1.4. Thesis Structure 

This thesis is organised into six chapters. Chapter One introduces the research 

questions and the conceptual frameworks. Chapter Two explains the research 

design and methodology, with emphasis on the ethics and positionality of myself as 

a teacher and researcher. Chapter Three discusses the first main findings on the 

impact of migration on the children. Chapter Four analyses the implications of 

astronaut parenting and especially the ‘illbeing’ for children with an absent father. 

Chapter Five highlights the role of parental expectations and its implications for a 

child’s social and emotional wellbeing. Chapter Six concludes with a summary of the 

main findings, implications for policy and practice, and lastly suggestions for possible 

future research avenues. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 
 

2.1.  Ethics and Positionality 
 

I came to this research wanting to investigate issues I had observed as a teacher 

and as a migrant myself. My personal and professional experiences inform this 

research and provide a unique perspective that strengthens this thesis.  Shared 

experiences I have had with my students as an EALD student myself and as a young 

migrant have made me a more empathetic teacher, and in the same way I believe 

my background has given me advantages as a researcher. I was buoyed by 

research projects by other teacher-researchers. For example, Margaret Sheppard 

wrote a PhD in 1998 on ‘Astronaut families and schools’ in Canada from her 

positionality as an elementary teacher. Her interviews with Hong Kong students and 

their mothers were relatable to my Mainland Chinese students and mothers in 

Australia in 2021. In more recent years, it was affirming to read more Chinese 

immigrant-academics researching Chinese communities themselves: Henry Li’s 

master’s thesis in 2015 on ‘Mainland Chinese satellite children in Vancouver’, where 

his childhood in an astronaut household propelled him to pursue a sociology degree 

describing the very phenomenon of his upbringing. 

 

One advantage of my positionality as a teacher was access to my participants. Being 

a teacher at Rosemount School meant the school administrators knew and trusted 

me; from already having the Working with Children checks to the logistics of 

arranging the data collection was quite straightforward. The second and important 

advantage was building a rapport and connecting with my interview participants. 

While I did not teach the interviewed students, they knew of me, and with my 

knowledge of the school, it made the interview conversations easier, as we had 

common language around the topics of Rosemount school’s timetable, extra-

curricular, teachers etc.  As the participants spoke of their school lives, they knew 

that I understood and didn’t need further clarifications on what was discussed. 

Furthermore, I disclosed to the children and parents that I was an EALD student 

once too, and my status as an ‘in-group’ member allowed them to discuss their 
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experiences more openly. It was important that the students and mothers felt ‘safe, 

respected and heard when participating in research’ (Shaw et al., 2019). The final 

advantage was language. Being bilingual in Mandarin and English helped my 

participants express something in Mandarin if they so wished, allowing me to 

document the nuances of their experience.  I was also able to conduct an interview 

with a mother in Mandarin without the need for an external interpreter, making it 

more comfortable for the mother to discuss potentially sensitive topics like her family 

and the activities of her children. 

There were also disadvantages to being an ‘insider’ in this study. My being a teacher 

and researching in my school had ethical considerations of power, privacy and 

potential harm. These ethical considerations were interrogated by the UTS ethics 

committee and also Rosemount School’s internal ethics committee before I got the 

go ahead for the project. The thorough ethics applications, although long, were 

excellent in helping me think clearly and carefully about the research design to 

address power, privacy and ways to mitigate harm to students and parent 

participants.  

To address the first disadvantage, that of uneven power relations: as a teacher, and 

a person of authority, I did not want students or parents to feel at all pressured into 

taking part in the research. We planned several steps to mitigate the power 

imbalance, firstly doing things at ‘arm’s length’ described in more detail below in the 

methodology.  Also, it was made clear to parents and students that participation and 

non-participation would not affect their relationship with the school. The fact that I 

only taught a small subset of students and was not involved in school reports meant 

there was a less ‘tenuous’ link to any power I had over students’ grades and their 

participation in the study. 

The second disadvantage on privacy: talking about family stories, who lived at home 

and what they did, can be private. Again, in designing the surveys, I did not capture 

names of students, just birthdates, so the students could not be readily identifiable or 



 
 

13 

elicit prejudice from me during the analysis. The collection and storage of consent 

forms was carefully planned to ensure maximum privacy. The planned interviews 

were held after school, in a meeting room away from student eyes, with only the 

office administrator in line of sight. In sharing results, the findings were de-identified 

and the school and participants given pseudonyms.  Prior to a presentation at school 

of my top-level findings, I reviewed each slide with the Director of Research at 

Rosemount to ensure none of the interview participants could be identified even from 

amalgamated descriptions of the EALD groups.  

 

Lastly on the principles of minimising harm to participants. The length of the online 

survey was piloted and revised to minimise the length of time it would require of 

students. Counsellors were on hand during the survey session if any students felt 

unease from filling out the wellbeing measure. For the semi-structured interview, it 

was especially useful for the student members of Rosemount School’s ethics 

committee to interrogate the nature of the questions, in light of minimising discomfort 

to the participants when talking about their wellbeing and family relationships. 

 

Overall, I found that conducting the research from my positionality as a teacher, as a 

migrant and EALD student myself was positive to my study. The students and 

especially the mothers were keen to share their stories. Having never been asked 

before about their experiences, especially from a teacher employed at the school, 

they felt positively that the school valued their ‘reality’ and that the school wanted to 

learn more about their migrant experiences. The mothers enjoyed a chance to reflect 

on their family situation and were happy that their contribution to the research would 

possibly benefit their children and like-migrant groups in the future. 

 

With strong ethical considerations, the research was designed in two stages. Stage 

one was the quantitative survey, followed by semi-structured interviews with a 

mother-daughter pair in stage two. 
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2.2. Stage One: Quantitative Survey 

I designed the questionnaire for all Year 5 students to scope and quantify the 

number of Language Background other than English (LBOTE) students versus 

English language background (ELB) students. The first component of the 

questionnaire was demographic, to answer the ‘who’, ‘where’, ‘when’ and ‘what’ of 

the migrant group. Who was in their family, where had they come from, when did 

they come to Australia, what language did they speak at home? (for details refer to 

the questionnaire in Appendix B). Drawing from Brofenbrenner’s ecological system 

theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1996) that child development was affected by immediate 

setting of family and school, the first part of the questionnaire was to clearly capture 

the family milieu for the child. The second component was to understand the daily 

life of the student at school: how did they feel about school and homework? Did they 

attend tutoring and partake in extra-curricular activities? The third component was 

the wellbeing measure, the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire. At the end of 

the questionnaire, students could record an expression of interest to take part in the 

stage two one-to-one interviews. The questionnaire was created in Qualtrics and 

took students on average 20-30 minutes to complete on student iPads. 

Year 5 students were selected, as they would cognitively be able to answer the 

survey questions without much teacher intervention or explanation; with younger 

students I did not feel confident with the independence of their survey-taking ability. 

In concurrence with my teacher judgement, importantly, the recommended age for 

the self-report of the Strengths and Difficulties questionnaire was age 11 and above 

(Goodman et al., 1998). The age of students in Year 5 was between 10 – 11, with 

the large majority closer to age 11 as the survey was taken in the last term of Year 5. 

In addition, to coordinate the follow-up qualitative interviews in stage two of the 

research, the Year 5 students would still be in the junior school in Year 6, making it 

easier to access them. Year 6 students were not selected for the quantitative survey 

as when students moved onto Year 7 - a significant new education and life stage of 

high school – I felt the possible changes impacting a student between the 

quantitative survey and the stage two qualitative interviews would be too great a 

variable. This was confirmed by literature that migrant experiences of teenager 
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would be quite different to that of primary-school children due to the on-set of 

puberty, developing identities (Busby & Corak, 2014) 

 

The student participant information form (Appendix A) was sent home to parents, 

given the minor age of students, parent consent was required for their child to take 

the survey. If parents did not consent to their child taking the survey, the student was 

not given the survey on the day of data collection. At the start of the survey, students 

were given another chance to review the student participant information and to ask 

questions about their involvement.  Students needed to click that they consented to 

the survey to progress onto the questions. Even if the parents consented to their 

participation, the students had another step and choice to consent or not to consent. 

This step was important in the design of the quantitative survey collection, as 

another way for the method to be child-centred in wellbeing research (Smith et al., 

2012). 

 

Initially the plan was for students to take the survey in term 3, but due to the delay in 

ethics approval, the data collection was pushed to term 4, in the second last week of 

the school year.  Prior to the survey, the Year 5 teachers were briefed by me on the 

logistics of the data collection. Teachers had time to review the questionnaire in case 

they had questions from students while they were taking the survey. Due to ethics 

considerations to keep me at arms’ length, it was the Year 5 coordinator who briefed 

the students on the purpose and instructions of the survey. I would not be present in 

the room while students were taking their surveys to avoid bias. With consultation 

with the Year 5 teachers, we felt the best time for data collection would be after lunch 

in their timetabled wellbeing class. Students were asked to complete the 

questionnaire independently, not in groups or discussing the items, due to the 

personal nature of the wellbeing questions. Once students completed the survey, 

they could read quietly. The teachers reported students did the surveys with little 

questions or issues with the data collection.  
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The Year 5 cohort was approximately 150 students made up of 6 classes of 25 

students. I had anticipated that while discounting students (and their parents) who 

opted out of the research, and incomplete surveys, I would end up with at least 100 

student surveys which would still be large enough to undertake statistical analysis. In 

the end I had 110 surveys that were usable for analysis. I used crosstabs, 

correlational analysis to identify relationships between two variables. Firstly, I could 

compare the demographics between my two groups: LBOTE students and ELB 

students; their family size, living arrangements, attitude to school, extra-curricular 

activities etc. Secondly, I wanted to understand which demographic and academic 

variables correlated with high difficulties SDQ scores. The beauty of using Qualtrics 

was the ability to filter one variable against another. For example, to look at the SDQ 

mean score filtered by LBOTE students, or ELB students. Or to interrogate how 

close students felt to their father, I filtered by students with absent fathers, versus 

students with resident fathers. The details will be discussed in my findings chapters. 

It should be stressed here that the differences found between sub-groups of students 

in the findings were not tested for statistical significance, due to the sample sizes 

being often very small, especially as groups were filtered by multiple variables. As 

such, the findings can be interpreted as as correlation between variables and 

interesting results that may lead to statistically rigourous analysis in future studies. 

2.3. Measuring Wellbeing, the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) 

As stated in the conceptual framework, the concept of wellbeing is difficult to pin 

down, and even more difficult to measure. Following discussions with my supervisor, 

and our school counsellor, I decided I needed to choose a definition and a measure. 

The framework for child wellbeing I used is from the Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare (AIHW).  Their 2020 report ‘Australia’s Children’ defined children as aged 

from birth to the end of primary school and focused on social and emotional 

wellbeing (SEWB).  Social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) is a key component of a 

child’s good mental health and wellbeing. The AIHW also quoted from nationally 

available SDQ data from a 2013-14 survey by Telethon Kids at the University of 

Western Australia (AIHW, 2012), which gave me Australian norms. The AIHW found 

the SDQ was a strong indicator of SEWB for children. The SDQ is also used in the 
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Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC), a study into the wellbeing of young 

people and their families (Department of Social Services, 2023).  

 

The principles I used to find a wellbeing measure were that it had to relate to young 

children, be Australian specific and be free and easy to administer. The advice of our 

school counsellor was invaluable in encouraging me to choose the Strengths and 

Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ).  She used the tool frequently in assessing SEWB of 

a student (in the past six months) in the junior school. AIHW also quoted from 

nationally available SDQ data from a 2013-14 survey by Telethon Kids at the 

University of Western Australia (AIHW, 2012). The AIHW found the SDQ was a 

strong indicator of SEWB for children. 

 

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire had many benefits for my study. First it 

was easy to administer. It consisted of a one-page 25-item questionnaire (see 

Appendix C) that screened for difficulties in four areas: emotional symptoms, conduct 

problems, hyperactivity/ inattention, and peer relationship problems.  It also rated a 

child’s prosocial behaviours, categorised as strengths. Second, although the SDQ 

instrument was developed by Goodman (2007) in the UK, Australian norms were 

available freely on its website, against which I could compare my results. As a check 

on the validity of my questionnaire and robustness of the sample, I was pleased to 

find that 82% of the Year 5 cohort scored in the normal range for difficulties, 

following closely the Australian norm of 80% (Mellor, 2005).  Third, the self-report 

version fulfilled my principle of hearing from the children, with the ability to triangulate 

between teacher and parent reports. In the end, I had only managed to obtain 

teacher reports on four of the students that attended the stage two interviews, and 

none from the parents. Lastly, the SDQ was free and had been translated into 

Chinese if needed. 

 

The Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL) which was a component of the Achenbach 

System of Empirically Based Assessment (ASEBA) also tested for behavioural and 

emotional problems in children and had a self-report version. However, it was 113 
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questions long, and cost up to $295 per single user license, which obviously was out 

of the question for my study of up to 150 students. Other measures reviewed by 

AIHW were also not suitable, such as the Australian Early Development Census 

(AEDC) which was designed for children aged 4-5.  ACER had a relatively new 

social and emotional wellbeing survey, and another was Rumble Quest. However, 

both instruments did not have Australian-wide results and the feasibility needed 

further exploration. (AIHW, 2012) 

2.4.   Stage Two: Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen to follow the quantitative survey. The 

qualitative method would get at the ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ of the research questions 

on migration. Why did the family migrate? How did you adapt to the new culture? 

These conversations with a purpose (Burgess, 2002) were important for me to hear 

the voices of the children; to capture their thoughts, feelings and experiences of 

migration and their wellbeing.  The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1989) promotes the right for children to share their views, and in wellbeing 

research, in-depth interviews are a method for children to use their ‘own frames of 

reference’ (Smith et al. 2012)   For the ethics approval, the interview outline (see 

Appendix E) was scrutinised by UTS and the internal ethics review of Rosemount 

School to ensure the line of questioning did not create harm for the participants. The 

interview guide outlined the themes to be explored, but allowed for the conversation 

to go in a direction dictated by the child or the mother being interviewed to ‘frame’ 

what was important to them. The interview questions were planned under sub-topics 

such as background information to the family, migration history, experience with 

school and home, family relationships etc. This helped guide the conversations. 

The choice to make the interview one-to-one rather than a focus group was due to 

the sensitivity of the topics discussed.  Since the conversations were to draw out 

areas that could cause the participants emotional difficulties, it was felt that this be 

best done one-to-one where the participant could speak more freely without fear of 

judgement or privacy in a group scenario.  Similarly, the mother and child were 
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interviewed separately, again to allow for freedom of expression.  For example, if the 

child felt the mother applied a lot of pressure on her academic achievement, she 

might feel less inclined to mention it with her mother in the interview.  

 

The interviews were designed in mother-daughter pairs, since migration is a family 

affair, talking to the parent would allow better understanding of the reasons why the 

family decided to migrate. While the child interview can probe the impact on the 

child, the interview with the parent could bring to light more considered reflections 

which the child may not be able to do given their age. The mother interviews were to 

corroborate the findings in the child interviews, since the focus of the research was 

on child wellbeing. The mothers were also able to speak more broadly about how 

migration and, in some cases, how the absent father affected the child and the 

siblings. In the interviews, the mother and child separately could talk about their own 

views on academics and expectations on tutoring. 

 

Using a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), I also wanted to openly 

explore what could contribute to the children’s feeling of wellbeing and what areas of 

their lives caused them stress. I had some areas to definitely explore in the 

interviews from analysing the results of the quantitative survey: such as the time of 

arrival and impact of migration, and the girls with an absent father in an astronaut 

family. Both had correlations to high SDQ scores. However, around the subject of 

school and achievement, it was more nuanced and not clear cut. Data from the 

interviews were analysed to search for themes that emerged on what impacted child 

wellbeing.  

 

The interviews were planned for around 60 minutes, and conducted at school in a 

meeting room that was private but there had to be a line of sight for child protection. 

The interviews were scheduled after school at a time suitable for the family, often the 

student was waiting for an extra-curricular activity, or the mother was waiting to pick 

up her child from an extra-curricular activity at school, so it was convenient. I was 
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also conscious to do the interview after school to minimise the attention on the child 

interviewee, i.e. not to have the child taken out of class in front of other students.  

It was important to me to have face-to-face interviews, as I could make notes on the 

body language and emotion of the interviewee. This was especially important for the 

children, as sometimes they found it difficult to articulate how they felt about 

situations. Interpreting silences, a nervous laugh or ferocious colouring gave me 

additional non-verbal information on the topic at hand. The interview was recorded 

orally rather than as a video. This helped me with the transcription later but also was 

less intrusive than a video recording.  

During the introduction of the interview for Chinese speakers, I spoke in Chinese to 

indicate that I was able to speak Chinese fluently, and that gave the subtle signal 

that they could slip into Chinese if need be to express something they couldn’t in 

English. For example my talking about the domestic helper/nanny common in China, 

the ‘ayi’, meant the participants did not need to explain her role. While interviewing, 

especially the child, the benefit of my positionality as a teacher at the school also 

made the child feel greatly at ease. I was able to acknowledge friends or teachers 

the child mentioned and speak to the academic timetable at school or extra-

curricular activities.  

The quantitative survey was conducted in November 2020 following a year of Covid-

19 induced online learning and school closures. Following analysis of the survey 

results, LBOTE students who had borderline to abnormal SDQ scores were selected 

for interview, there being a total of 14. A letter was sent home to the parents of the 

girls, inviting both the mother and daughter to the interviews (see Appendix D). If 

appropriate, a Chinese translation of the letter was given to girls from Chinese-

speaking families, as I understood that some parents had limited English. Since I 

could conduct the interview in Chinese, I wanted to offer the opportunity for mothers 

who felt more comfortable speaking to Chinese to come forward and not be 

restricted to share their story due to a lack of English language.  
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In all, I received consent from five mother-child pairs. One of the children had 

consent to participate in the interview but the mother did not have time to be 

interviewed. In total 11 interviews were conducted, with one mother’s interview being 

conducted in Chinese. Upon consultation with my supervisor, we felt that 11 

interviews would be sufficient and with time pressure, I did not pursue further 

interviews. The survey was carried out in November 2020 and with Covid-inflicted 

school closures again in 2021, I wanted to carry out the semi-structured interview as 

soon as possible to not have a big gap between the quantitative questionnaires and 

the interview. The interviews were carried out in May 2021. 

Recordings of the 11 interviews were uploaded to Otter.ai, an automated 

transcription application, with the exception of the Chinese interview, which had to be 

translated first. Cleaning and formatting the transcription took a long time, since the 

software was not always accurate. As I only had 11 transcripts, I manually coded the 

transcripts in Microsoft Word for themes, also enriching the recording with 

observational notes I had made in the interview for body language and other non-

verbal signs.  In order to protect the privacy of the students and mothers, 

pseudonyms were given to each participant and any members of the family that were 

named.  To be faithful to their ethnicity, names were given to reflect their country of 

origin, except for where the students had adopted Anglicised names. 

2. 5.  Meet the participant families

Through the interviews with the child and mother pair, it is possible to understand the 

families as they typify the families in my research site. The strategy of flexible 

citizenship was noticeable among an Indian family, a bi-culture family, and the four 

wealthy Mainland Chinese families. Of the six families, the four Chinese families 

practised astronaut parenting, with the father working in China and visiting the 

mother-child in Australia. (Participants have been given pseudonyms so they could 

be de-identified.) 
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2.5.1. The Skilled-Migrant Families – Anika, Erica, Abby 

2.5.2. The Third-Culture Kid – Hana 

2.5.3. The Investor Family – Katie  

2.5.4. The Junior International Student – Chloe  

2.5.1. The skilled migrant family 1 – Anika 

Anika’s Indian family represents the classic skilled-migrant story. Anika’s father is 

Sikh, from Punjab, who left years before she was born to seek a better life. He 

followed a well-trodden path of Indian students studying medicine in Ukraine. At the 

outbreak of the Ukraine war in 2022, approximately 18,000 Indian students were 

reportedly in the Ukraine, most of them studying medicine (India Times, 2022). 

Ukraine is a popular choice for Indian medical students who cannot get a place in the 

fiercely competitive government university system or afford the hefty private 

institution fees in India. Upon graduation, Anika’s father went to work in the UK, 

again following the familiar route of Indian doctors working in the National Health 

Service (NHS). According to a report by the House of Commons in 2023, Indians 

were the second-largest group by nationality working in the NHS, after the British 

(Baker, 2023). He decided “suddenly” to move the family to Australia for work 

reasons. The skilled-migrant age cap is 45 years old, and he decided it was “now or 

never”. He is one of the many migrant general practitioner doctors working outside 

Sydney, where doctors are desperately needed. 

Anika was born in Liverpool, UK, and, although far from all her extended family in 

India, she grew up happily as a single child with a close-knit Indian community in 

Liverpool, consisting mainly of other Indian medical professionals. Her mother did 

not work in Australia or in the UK but had done some teaching before marrying and 

becoming a mother.  
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Anika had moved from the UK to Australia to start school in Year 4, so she had been 

in Sydney for approximately 18 months at the time of her interview in Year 6. Upon 

arrival at Rosemount School, her family connected with other Indian families who 

were also doctors. Anika was surprised her father knew another Indian father at 

school, as their professional paths had crossed as doctors in the UK. Her migrant 

story is typical of a skilled migrant, and the fact that the family knew other Indian 

doctor families potentially shows how common such migration patterns are among 

skilled doctors of Indian origin.   (They are typical of flexible citizens). 

 

The skilled migrant family 2 – Erica  
 

Erica’s parents were white-collar managers from China who had come to Australia 

as international students. Upon graduation, they moved back to Shanghai, where 

there were good job opportunities for bilingual professionals. Erica and her brother 

were born in Shanghai and have Australian citizenship. At the time of interview in 

Year 6, Erica had lived in Australia for approximately seven years since arriving to 

start kindergarten, with her younger brother in pre-school. She attended a local 

public school before transferring to Rosemount School in Year 3. She has since left 

Rosemount, winning a scholarship to a selective girls’ school. Erica was living in 

Sydney with her mother and brother, her father visiting “a term, then not a term, then 

another term.” Her cousins and grandparents lived in China and would visit 

sometimes. Her mother was working in Sydney. (They are typical of an astronaut 

family). 

The skilled migrant family 3 – Abby  
 

Abby’s mother and father had also studied in Australia and returned to work in China 

for Western multinational companies. Abby and her younger sister were born in 

Guangzhou, China, but her mother had made early preparations for their eventual 

move to Australia by enrolling the girls in a bilingual school in China. Both have 

Australian citizenship by descent as the parents are Australian citizens. The parents 

had studied in Australia as students and probably acquired citizenship before the 

children were born. These passports probably directed these flexible citizens to 
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choose Australia as a destination once Abby and her sister were born.  While still 

studying in China, Abby attended a school in Adelaide during the long Chinese 

summer holidays (July and August), when Australian schools were in session. Her 

parents had long ago bought a house in Sydney near friends, and when Abby arrived 

in Year 3, she attended the local public school near the house. Once they got their 

bearings and decided on Rosemount School for their daughters, they bought a 

house next to the school to make it easier for the girls to attend it for the duration of 

their education. They had a Chinese domestic helper (called an ayi), whom the girls 

grew up with. The ayi sometimes came to live with them in Sydney. At the time of her 

interview in Year 6, Abby had just started at Rosemount the year prior in Year 5. She 

was living with her mother and sister in Sydney, and her father “works in China but 

visits every month or so”. Her mother had worked full-time in China and was just 

starting a new job in Sydney. (They are typical of an astronaut family). 

2.5.2. The third-culture kid – Hana 

Hana’s father is Japanese but grew up in Melbourne and attended a private boys’ 

school there. His British wife, whom he met while working as a lawyer in Tokyo, 

described him as a native-English speaker. He works for an American bank with 

Asian headquarters in Hong Kong. It made sense for Hana’s parents to base 

themselves in Hong Kong, a financial hub where East meets West. They are the 

most international and multi-racial of the skilled-migrant families interviewed, 

travelling between the mother’s family in the UK and the father’s family in Japan. In 

contrast, Abby’s and Erica’s parents were both Mainland Chinese, and their scope of 

travel was largely limited between China and Australia.  

Hana can be classified a “third-culture kid” (TCK), a term first coined by researchers 

John and Ruth Useem (Useem & Useem, 1967) to describe the children of American 

citizens working and living abroad. Now it is broadly understood to refer to children of 

parents of different cultures, who are educated in a third culture (Pollack et al, 2017). 

In the past, such families would work in the military or be missionary or diplomatic 

families that experienced frequent traveling and uprooting. However, with 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ruth_Hill_Useem
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globalisation, TCKs are now mostly children of expatriate parents (Jones et al. 2022) 

estimated at approximately 43 million worldwide in 2021 (Finaccord, 2018). In Asia, 

many are on assignment working in finance and its adjunct industries such as law, 

insurance, hospitality and aviation, largely in the multi-cultural havens of Hong Kong, 

Singapore, Shanghai and Bangkok (Caligiuri and Bonache, 2016).  

Hana is the fourth child of the family with two older sisters at Rosemount School and 

an older brother in a prestigious private boys’ school in Sydney. She lives next to the 

school and her mother is now a housewife. (They are flexible citizens). 

2.5.3.    The investor family – Katie 

Katie was born in Wuhan, China, and moved to Australia to start kindergarten. She 

lived with her mother and her younger sister in a house in an exclusive neighbouring 

suburb to Rosemount School. Her father lived and worked in China and would come 

often to visit them, especially during the holidays. Her mother was a housewife. Her 

maternal grandparents lived with them a few weeks each year and the paternal 

grandparents also took turns to visit. They have an ayi (domestic helper) who worked 

for the family in China and would sometimes live with them in Sydney. 

The father had businesses in China and in Australia. He holds the “golden ticket” 

visa, officially known as the significant investment visa (SIV), which does not have 

conditions on English language proficiency or age, just an investment in Australia, as 

a path to permanent residency. Katie acknowledged that her father spoke little 

English. (They are typical of an astronaut family). 

2.5.4. The junior international student – Chloe 

An “international student” is not an Australian or New Zealand citizen or an 

Australian permanent residence holder. They are only in Australia for the purpose of 

education. Upon completion of their studies, the student must leave. Most 
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international students are 18 years and over and come to Australia to study as 

adults. International students are a common sight around tertiary institutions in NSW, 

with close to 130,000 enrolments in 2023 (Department of Education, 2023). Primary 

and secondary students account for only 1% of all the international students visas in 

NSW, hence they are less common in government secondary schools and scarcely 

seen at all in primary school settings. At the time of this study, there were around 20 

international students across K-12 at Rosemount School, and in the primary school 

there were around three to four in a given year.  

For international secondary school students from Years 7 to 12, who are mostly still 

minors, wealthy families can choose a school that offers boarding facilities. In 

addition to annual tuition fees that may be more than $30,000 per year, boarding 

fees are approximately another $30,000, not including other expenses like flights 

from the home country to Australia.  

Another option for an international student instead of boarding is to be accompanied 

by a parent. The Commonwealth Register of Institutions and Courses for Overseas 

Students (CRICOS) licenses certain schools to enrol students under 18 years old. 

The student is the main visa holder, and the accompanying parent is allowed to 

reside with the child but does not have the right to employment. Thus the expenses 

incurred by the child and parent in living in Australia need to be sustained by the 

breadwinner in the home country. Although a family saves on the costs of boarding, 

the CRICOS fees are still higher than for domestic students, for example 

international students pay $34,000 for kindergarten, whereas domestic students for 

$26,000.  

For families who want their children to be educated overseas, the CRICOS system is 

a popular option to bypass the citizenship requirements and simply pay for access. 

For private schools, despite the added administrative hassles, the increased fees are 

still worthwhile. This arrangement is an economic meeting of the demand of capital-
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bearing foreigners and the supply of capital-hungry education institutions (Ong, 

2022). For primary school-aged children, however, becoming an international 

student is the only option for families since boarding is only open to students from 

Year 7, aged 13 and above. Rosemount School and many other independent 

schools do not tend to enrol CRICOS students under Year 5.  

Chloe’s family is quite unusual in starting their international student journey so 

young. Chloe started in Year 1 in Australia, having done kindergarten in China. 

Primarily because her brother was starting Year 7 at the time, it made sense for the 

mother to accompany both children, as required for the CRICOS visa. They lived in 

an apartment near the school, and now that the brother was older, he boarded at a 

boys’ private school in Sydney. The intention was for him to continue his studies in 

Sydney and join the family business. The family were obviously wealthy, with two 

children paying international student fees, boarding fees, and a mother living in 

Sydney who does not work. They had already purchased another apartment for the 

brother for his university studies. (They are typical of an astronaut family) 

In sum, both the quantitative and the qualitative methods were essential in 

answering my research questions. My survey was crucial in scoping out the migrant 

numbers and to quantify how many families practised astronaut parenting. Tracking 

‘astronauts’ migration patterns was reported as being difficult to gather by other 

researchers (Li, 2019) from customs entry and departure data or census data.  Many 

studies like Li’s just had qualitative interviews as a methodology, so could not 

comment on how widespread the phenomena were. However, studies on migrant 

children in Australia showed a propensity for quantitative methods, without follow-up 

qualitative research (Smith et al. 2012). The danger of a study without qualitative 

data meant missing the chance to listen to children’s own voice around their 

wellbeing. For my study, the qualitative interviews were essential to supplement the 

data from the surveys and without which, I would not have been able to draw the 

vibrant pictures of the families above.  Now that we have met the participants, we will 

move onto the findings of the study.  The first will be to examine the impact of 

migration on the children. Then I will explore how the absent father in the astronaut 

family impacts child wellbeing. Lastly, the thesis unpacks how high parental 

expectations can affect the wellbeing of children.  
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CHAPTER 3: Flexible Citizenship and its Effects on Children’s 
Wellbeing 

This study focuses on the children of skilled migrants, especially their wellbeing. This 

chapter seeks to understand the migration trajectories of these families to Australia. 

Children don’t exist in isolation, and as ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 

1996) postulates, a child’s development is hugely impacted by the immediate micro-

system of family and school.  

This chapter examines recent migrant families from Asia. The new migrants to 

Australia are skilled, educated and wealthy. They often employ a strategy called 

“flexible citizenship”, which was first coined by Ong in 1999 to explain how wealthy 

Asian families choose transnational living as a response to political uncertainty and 

as a way to maximise the economic benefits of globalisation. Has the practice of 

flexible citizenship changed twenty years on?  

My research with migrant children from Rosemount School looks at where they came 

from and how flexible citizenship is lived in their families. These skilled migrant 

families are cosmopolitan in outlook; they and their children lead transnational lives, 

with one foot in their home country and another in their new host Australia, and they 

have an eye on future destinations.  

By exploring the broader picture of recent migration to Australia, and specifically at 

my research site in an affluent suburb of Sydney, I have sought to discover how 

migrating to a new country has affected the children of these families. Can we see 

an impact on their wellbeing? Have the children acculturated? And how do these 

hypermobile lives bear on the children’s sense of identity? 
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3.1. Flexible citizenship 

3.1.1. Ong’s original concept and Hong Kong context in 1999 

Aihwa Ong first used the term “flexible citizenship” to refer to Hong Kong business 

leaders’ transnational practices “of capitalist accumulation, travel, and displacements 

that induce subjects to respond fluidly and opportunistically to changing political-

economic conditions” (Ong, 1999 p. 6). The Malaysian-born, American-based 

academic was writing after the 1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre and the 

repatriation of Hong Kong to China in 1997. Many Hong Kongers were nervous 

about the political climate in China and chose to permanently move to safer 

countries such as the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia and the United States 

(Wong, 1992).  

However, a phenomenon that Ong (1999) described was the many ‘flexible citizens’ 

who opted not to move permanently, but instead to keep a foot in both worlds. This 

fluidity was necessary so they could continue to benefit from the economics of a 

booming China, all the while holding foreign passports and sending children, with or 

without their mothers, to the West, sometimes indefinitely, as political insurance. Ong 

placed the fluidity that characterised these “migrations, diasporas and other 

transnational flows” (p. 8) firmly in the context of late capitalism and globalisation, 

which demanded and enabled the free movement of capital and people. Ong made 

clear that strategies of flexible citizenship belonged to the domain of the wealthy and 

were out of reach for the working classes in Asia. She also sought to address the 

Euro-American anthropologists who saw non-Western countries as peripheral, their 

peoples exploited and poor. Instead, Ong reported on the rising powerful in Asia, the 

wealthy class with money and passports who could choose to live, work, or invest in 

both Asia and the West with their flexible citizenships. Ong cautioned not only about 

flexible citizens challenging the power of the nation-state, but also the danger that 

they be looked upon in the West as disloyal sojourners who long to go back to the 

motherland.  
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The exodus of Hong Kongers was not seen as unique; the brain drain of its 

citizenship has also been seen in the other three Asian dragons, Taiwan, South 

Korea and Singapore. For example, in 1989 the United States increased immigration 

from Korea, followed by Taiwan, then Hong Kong. These countries all shared 

competitive education systems and declining birth rates and were exporters of 

wealth and skill. They also shared “a history of refugee influx, uncertain political 

futures and a collective sense of anxiety that impels economic endeavour” (Wong, 

1992, p. 14). Therefore, it is not surprising that citizens of these countries also 

practised flexible citizenship. 

 

3.1.2. 20 years on - Mainland Chinese among the global economic elites  
 

The practice of flexible citizenship has not abated since 1999; rather, it has become 

more widespread and normalised for those who can afford it. Ong (2022) updated 

that flexible citizenship was desired by the global economic elite “as a discipline 

combined with mobility and flexibility in search of the greatest security and 

opportunity for their capital and families” (p. 599). She argued that the concept of 

citizenship has been changed by “capital-bearing foreigners” and “capital-hungry 

nation states” (p.599). 

 

This phenomenon is now found among not only Hong Kong’s business elite but also 

wealthy global citizens navigating the opportunities of globalisation. Citizens –with 

desired skills and capital, language abilities and international networks – could take 

advantage of residential, business or education prospects across continents. It is 

typical for these “flexible citizens” to maintain homes and businesses or employment 

in more than one country. The Deloitte report on the Significant Investor Visa (SIV) 

program explained the driving forces behind investing money in Australia: “For the 

wealthy, these programs mean greater global mobility, family security, better tax and 

estate planning, better lifestyle and opportunity to be exposed to other investment 

opportunities” (Deloitte access economics, 2019, p. 13).  
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Ong (1999) noted that Hong Kong before the 1997 handover was abuzz with 

passport stories: “The multiple-passport holder is an apt contemporary figure; he or 

she embodies the split between state-imposed identity and personal identity caused 

by political upheavals, migration and changing global markets” (p. 2). Twenty-five 

years on, it is not only the jittery Asians with uncertain political futures that want 

multiple passports, it is an investment strategy common among the wealthy. 

According to Jim Rogers, Quantum Fund co–founder, “Everybody in my family has 

more than one passport. In my view, it’s a wise insurance policy and a wise 

investment” (Deloitte, 2019, p. 13). Ong (2022) speaks about the foreign passport as 

a necessity for Mainland Chinese who need to move countries in case their business 

and/or personal freedoms are affected by the Chinese government.  

 

The new kid on the globalisation block is now the Mainland Chinese. The strategy of 

flexible citizenship once used by Hong Kong elites has now been adopted by 

Mainland Chinese elites. Henley & Partners in Hong Kong, a migration consultancy 

servicing high net-worth individuals (HNWIs), saw emigration enquiries from 

Mainland China skyrocket in early 2023. A director at the practice explained that 

following strict Covid lockdowns over the past few years and the continued 

crackdown and uncertainty for private businesses under President Xi, its Mainland 

Chinese clients were seeking “better access to health care or to enjoy greater 

political security” (Nikkei Asia, 13 Jun 2023). China can be described as 

experiencing an “emigration craze” since the 1990s, with millions of its people 

moving overseas. (Speelman, 2022). This emigration of the wealthy from China will 

continue to rise as China gets richer. This new emigration trend is in stark contrast 

with the China in recent 20th century history; of a country of political upheavals and 

poverty. Some may question why an authoritarian communist country is encouraging 

the accumulation of wealth by its citizens and taking that wealth overseas, but it is 

definitely a new phenomemon and Australia is just one of the recipient countries, 

among other western liberal democracies. 
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According to the Global Wealth Report by Credit Suisse, “China had 6.2 million 

millionaires in 2021, up by more than a million from 2020” (Credit Suisse, 2022). 

Compared to that number, Australia had 2.1 million millionaires. In China, 75% of the 

super-rich were entrepreneurs (Hurun China Rich List, 2022), with the top five men 

operating companies in drinks, social media, battery technology, real estate, and 

internet services. Most Mainland Chinese millionaires live in the megacities on the 

Eastern China seaboard such as Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou (see Figure 3.1). 

Figure 3.1 

Distribution of Mainland Chinese HNWIs 

Source: China’s HNWI income-wealth distribution (Bain & Co, 2019) 

In five years, the number of China’s millionaires is expected to double to 12.2 million, 

a 97% change, compared to a 13% growth in the wealthiest country in the world, the 

United States. The greater household wealth in China suggests that more people 

with the financial means will try to use the strategy of flexible citizenship to enjoy the 

“political security of sending their families to liberal economies.” (Ong, 2022, p. 2). 

Australia, as a relatively safe and stable country, will continue to attract wealthy 

Chinese families in greater numbers.  
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Another reason for emigration from China is that, like the Hong Kongers in the 

1990s, the new Mainland Chinese elite have now become a powerful, hypermobile 

group of privileged people with a cosmopolitan outlook, with “cosmopolitanism 

referring to belonging to one large global community” (Tedeschi et al., 2022, p. 607). 

The affluent class in China, themselves born under the depredation of Communist 

China’s one-child policy, also aspire to belong to an imagined developed world 

community composed of mobile, wealthy, well-educated and well-connected people 

worldwide (Fong, 2011). 

Cosmopolitanism has strong appeal not only to affluent Mainland Chinese but also to 

middle-class Chinese, such as those who have a university education (either locally 

or overseas), own their own business, or work in middle management for a multi-

national company or government agency (Soong, 2022). Many middle-class parents 

choose bilingual or internationalised Chinese schools for their children to prepare 

them for higher education worldwide and provide pathways to the global labour 

market. The “new rich” urbanites (Wright et al., 2022) in China’s cities use their 

material wealth to buy a Westernised education in China to bypass traditional 

Chinese education pathways that they view as too competitive and stressful for 

children. They also recognise the benefits of raising cosmopolitan children with 

language and cultural skills that will enable them to be a part of the globalised future. 

Soong (2022) describes two family practices that middle-class parents do in 

Shanghai to foster a cosmopolitan orientation to improve the children’s future. The 

first is the enrolment in extra-curricular activities such as sports, learning a musical 

instrument, art classes and STEM classes with the hope of the child gaining entry 

into the competitive local high schools and then elite tertiary colleges in the West. 

The second is frequent travel within China and internationally such as the USA, 

Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, Japan or Korea, again with the goal of 

developing their child’s global outlook and language skills. These parents want their 
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children to see transnational mobility as “normal” and to be prepared for their move 

overseas to be a natural part of their social mobility.  

 

Mainland Chinese families regard children as a site of superior cultural capital 

(Huang & Yeoh, 2005). Waters (2005) argues that the Western education credentials 

acquired by the children also play a key part in migration choices for middle-class 

East Asian families. A survey by China Merchants Bank and consultants Bain & Co 

(2019) found that 60% of Mainland Chinese people with 10 million yuan (AUD $1 

million) or more were considering investment immigration. 

 

3.1.3. Transnationalism as a way of living 
 

For a nuclear family, flexible citizenship can mean being divided over two continents 

– separated physically but still emotionally and financially operating as a whole. 

Parents become “astronauts”, frequently flying between two worlds, and the children 

are “parachute kids” or “satellite kids” (Waters, 2005) if they are left alone in their 

new host countries without their parents. Much has been studied about the diaspora 

of the wealthy Hong Kongers (Ley & Kobayashi, 2005; Skeldon, 2016) and 

Taiwanese (Ip et al., 1998) throughout the 1990s, particularly to Canada (Waters, 

2000, 2002, 2009), the US (Tsong & Liu, 2009), Australia (Pe-Pua et al., 1996) and 

New Zealand (Aye & Guerin, 2001; Ho, 2002). Literature abounds on the effects of 

the astronaut families on the women and children. The children in my study were too 

young to be alone and were all accompanied by their mothers at the very least. This 

arrangement and the implications on child wellbeing will be examined in detail in 

chapter four.  

 

This transnational way of living involves families having the financial means to live in 

multiple countries, maintain two or more homes, and travel frequently between these 

countries, as well as the ability to speak more than one language and navigate 

across cultures (see Schiller et al, 1992). As Ong (1999) made clear, flexible 
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citizenship remains impossible for the working classes. Flexible citizens – the 

cosmopolitan, the expat, the world citizen – are the elite of society; able to move 

between countries, they have visas and passports that allow them to work, live and 

play where they wish.  

In the Australian landscape, these affluent transnational players are different from 

the previous waves of migrants from war-devastated Europe, Lebanon or Vietnam, 

who, relieved to land on safe Australian shores, built lives out of their empty 

suitcases and became permanent settlers. Those early waves from impoverished 

countries accord with traditional migration studies that see people moving from 

peripheral or less desirable countries to core or better ones. However, Ong (2022) 

argues that for “flexible citizens” such distinctions between countries are blurred. 

Whether a country is better or not will depend on what the subject wants or needs 

from it at a particular time. Looking for the fluidity and opportunities, these 

cosmopolitans come to Australia already wealthy; they will have shopped around the 

top destinations, the US, Britain, Canada and Australia, which are favoured above 

other developed countries such as Ireland, Japan and Singapore (Fong, 2011).  

Countries like the US, Canada and Australia have played the game by effectively 

giving out citizenship or residency to the highest bidder or the most skilled, called 

‘mutations in citizenship’ (Ong, 2022). These system-wide policies have facilitated 

the transnational mobility of the privileged classes.  While there are numerous 

definitions of transnationalism (Tedeschi et al., 2022) and its related terms – 

transnational, transmigrant, transnationality – I agree with (Portes et al.,1999) that for 

my study, I differentiate between immigrants and transmigrants. Transnationalism for 

Portes, “comprised of a growing number of persons who live dual lives: speaking two 

languages, having homes in two countries and making a living through continuous 

regular contact across national borders” (p. 217). The families in my study certainly 

have transnational lives, with regular relationships and activities across national 

borders. 
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3.1.4. Circulatory migration 

In addition to the framework of flexible citizenship, we can use another lens to 

conceptualise skilled migrants, namely, “circulatory migration”. In the context of 

Chinese and Indian skilled migration to Australia, (Hugo, 2008) argues that the 

South-North migration is best depicted as a “complex migration system involving 

flows in both directions and circularity, reciprocity and remigration” (p. 285), not as a 

permanent settlement model or a one-way model. Indirect migration here means 

migrants moving initially to a third country then subsequently to Australia (see Figure 

3.2). An example would be IT workers starting work in India, then moving to Australia 

and after a few years moving to the US, which is hungry for their IT skills. Another 

example would be a student from China coming to Australia as an international 

student, then returning to China to work, and after having children, returning to 

Australia for the children’s education. These types of circulatory migration might be 

selected by a migrant depending on their stage of life (Hugo, 2008).  

Figure 3.2 

A Model of the Asia Pacific–Australia Migration System 

Source: Hugo (2008) 
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Among the many reasons global elites choose transnational lives and migration for 

themselves and their families are political insurance, economic gain, obtaining a 

Western education for their children, and lifestyle factors as cosmopolitans with a 

global outlook. Despite such drivers, the tools that enable them are wealth and the 

necessary visas and passports that come with flexible citizenship. 

 
3.2. Skilled migration to Australia 
 

Australia is one of the liberal democracies named by Ong (2022) with a history of 

intentional government policies to attract migrants. Migration has been central to 

Australia’s social fabric since the first settlers, and Australia is now the top immigrant 

nation among Western democracies, with 29% of its resident population born 

overseas (ABS 2021). The Migration Strategy Outline delivered by the Minister for 

Home Affairs (2023) (see Figure 3.3) noted three distinct changes in Australia’s 

migration history: 

1. Following the Second World War, we sounded the clarion call to “populate or perish”, laying 

the foundation for the post-war boom.  

2. In the 1970s, we emerged as a vibrant and modern nation. We buried the White Australia 

Policy and embraced multiculturalism  

3. Skilled migrants helped Australia rebound out of the dark days of the 1990s recession – from 

the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, the share of skilled migrants in our annual intake doubled. 

Skilled migrants now make up 72% of the 2023-2024 Australian Permanent 

Migration Programme (including business investor visas).  

Figure 3.3 

Historical Migration Statistics for Australia, 2023 
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Source: Department of Home Affairs

The Australian government’s aim has been to attract skilled workers to drive growth 

in its economy and to minimise family visas for the older and younger relatives of 

existing residents who are more likely to be a drain on its welfare system (Gao, 

2022). For more than two decades, Australia’s migration policy has selected 

migrants according to their “qualifications, skills, business experiences, and financial 

capability to invest” (Gao, 2021, p 940). The paradigm shift in the scale and nature of 

international migration to Australia has been due to globalisation (Hugo, 2008). The 

international mobility of highly skilled workers, whose skills can move as freely as 

goods and services, is an important part of globalisation.

There is fierce competition between Australia and other developed nations such as 

the US, Canada, United Kingdom, Singapore and New Zealand (Kuptsch et al., 

2006). Each country has implemented specific policies and programs as they vie for 

talented people such as students, temporary workers and skilled migrants. The 

current economic paradigm stresses the importance of human capital to boost 

knowledge-based economies. Attracting brainpower through inviting the best-trained 

and most-skilled workers is not unique to Australia’s immigration rationale, and as a 

result, Australia has enjoyed a “brain gain” since the turn of the century. The “skill 

stream” of Australia’s permanent migration program is designed to improve the 

economy by filling skill shortages in the labour market (Department of Home Affairs, 
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2023-2024). The visa categories include employer-sponsored, skilled, and global 

talent. The most common occupations for skilled migrants were in business, human 

resources and marketing, which represented 10%, followed by managers and health 

professionals (ABS, 2021).  

Not surprisingly, migrants under the skilled visa program are more highly educated 

than those with family or humanitarian visas. Permanent migrants are also more 

highly educated than the average Australian, with 51% of permanent migrants 

holding a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 29% of all Australians over 15 

years old (ABS, 2021). In addition, the median individual weekly income for skilled 

migrants was $1,234, almost double that of a migrant on a family visa ($724), and 

almost three times the weekly median $478 of a migrant on humanitarian visa. It was 

also higher than the median for the total Australian population ($805), (ABS, 2021). 

Australia is one of the most multicultural of nations, with 58 countries of birth having 

more than 100,000 persons (Kuptsch et al., 2006). But the countries of origin of most 

migrants have changed from England to India and China. The top country by birth of 

permanent migrants is now India followed by China, as seen in Figure 3.4. 

Figure 3.4 

Top 10 countries of citizenship by Skill and Family visa streams, Australia 
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Source : Department of Home Affairs, Migration Program Report, 2022-23 

This huge increase in Indian and Chinese skilled migrants to Australia can be 

explained by a confluence of two major socio-economic transformations in the Asia-

Pacific. The first was the opening up of China post-1978 which allowed its nationals 

to migrate; the second was the shift of Australia towards Asia with the abandonment 

of the White Australia Policy in 1973 and the move to multiculturalism in the same 

period, enabled by the Racial Discrimination Act 1975. The Australian government 

looked to migrants from China because they were well-educated and possessed 

business experience and capital following the years of China’s economic boom. 

Visas were developed “to pick brains, business skills, and connections of 

commercially active people from overseas, but mostly from China” (Gao, 2022, p. 

943).   

 

Although the rise of skilled migrants from India and China is evident from the 

government data, the migrants from China are wealthier. On a macro-level, it is true 

that while both the Indian and Chinese GDP per capita grew from the end of 1990s 

(Kowalski, 2010), India did not match the explosive growth of China. The Chinese 

economy grew an average of 8% a year between 2007 and 2021, driven by 

investments and exports. China’s GDP per capital in 2023 was USD13,720 while 

India’s was USD2,600 (International Monetary Fund, 2023) This wealth can be seen 

in the size of the huge middle class in China (around 500,000 million people), 

whereas the same group in India is only 66 million people (Kochhar, 2003).  

 

China’s wealth is reflected in the Australia migration program, but specifically in the 

Significant Investor Visas (SIV). This initiative was started in 2018 by the Department 

of Home Affairs as part of the Business Innovation and Investment Program. The 

SIV is a pathway to permanent residency for HNWIs who invest at least $5 million in 

Australia. Almost 90% of visa grants between 2012 and 2018 were to applicants 

from China, and India does not make the top five. (Deloitte Access Economics, 

2019). 
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In summary, migration to Australia has changed from the “populate or perish” 

concerns of the post-war era and become a nation proud of its multicultural 

immigrants, even to the point of congratulating itself for being “the most successful 

multicultural country in the world” (The Mckell Institute, 2018). As with many other 

liberal economies, the government wants skilled and capital-bearing migrants who 

are well-educated and of high socio-economic status, which means it is likely to 

continue drawing from its mega-populous neighbours India and China.  

3.3. Skilled migrants at Rosemount School – an affluent suburb with affluent 
families 

My research site at an independent K-12 girls’ school is in an affluent suburb in the 

Upper North Shore of Sydney (pseudonymised as Rosemount School). The local 

council reported a high socio-economic base, with 40% of residents in the highest 

income quartile (compared to 28% for Greater Sydney) and the largest changes for 

birthplaces of residents between 2016 and 2021, with China the biggest growth 

(+4,521 persons) followed by Hong Kong (+646 persons) and India (+629 persons). 

UK-born residents fell over the same period (-540 persons) (Ku-ring-gai Council , 

2022). The suburb reflects the demographic change in migration and is especially 

popular with Mainland Chinese migrants. Rosemount School draws students not only 

from the local council area but also from other wealthy families in surrounding 

suburbs. It is a high-fee independent school, where the parents self-reported as 

being in the 98th percentile of socio-educational advantage (myschool.edu.au, 

2020). 

3.3.1. Rosemount School – huge growth of LBOTE students 

The demographics of families at Rosemount have reflected the arrival of skilled 

migrants over the last two decades. Over the past decade in NSW, the 23% growth 

in language background other than English (LBOTE) students in government schools 

reflects the increase of immigrant children to Australia (NSW Department of 



42 

Education, 2022). However, the exponential growth of LBOTE students at 

independent schools is a testament that these highly educated, well-paid and skilled 

migrant families are choosing premium private schools in Sydney. Figure 3.5 shows 

a 144% increase in a large independent boys’ school in the Upper North Shore and a 

77% growth at Rosemount of LBOTE students between 2012 and 2022.  

Figure 3.5 

Independent Schools Comparison statistics, 2012 vs 2022 

Source: Author’s graphic, with data from myschool.edu.au 2012, 2022 and NSW 

Dept of Education LBOTE Factsheet 2022 report 

My quantitative survey of Rosemount Year 5 students in 2020 showed that 54% of 

the cohort were LBOTE students This number follows closely the Sydney-wide 

percentage (56.2%) reported by the (NSW Department of Education, 2022). 

3.3.2. Rosemount’s LBOTE families – Where are they from? 

The data from the Myschool website (https://myschool.edu.au/) comes from 

compulsory enrolments data requested by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment 

https://myschool.edu.au/
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and Reporting Authority (ACARA); however, it only captures LBOTE student 

numbers at a school. From my own survey results at Rosemount conducted in 2020, 

we can get a better sense of where the parents are from. For the LBOTE students, 

close to 70% of mothers were born in China, followed by Korea, and then India (see 

Figure 3.6). From my results, the fathers’ country of birth is similar in breakdown, so 

below I have provided just the mother’s data to give an idea of the migration 

backgrounds of the families. 

Figure 3.6 

Countries of Origin  of LBOTE Students’ Mothers of Rosemount School 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

My data reflect the broader global trend of wealthy Chinese emigrating overseas, 

and certainly settling in an affluent suburb in Australia, with their children attending a 

premium independent school. From the family interviews, these Chinese families 

came from Hong Kong, Wuhan, and Shanghai, with two from Guangdong. Three of 

the parents worked for large multi-nationals: one is a doctor, another an investor with 
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businesses in China and Australia, and the third runs a large architecture practice in 

China. 

 

While these statistics can tell us about the percentage of LBOTE students at 

Rosemount School, they do not tell us if they are Australian-born, how recently they 

might have arrived as immigrants, or whether they were international students. While 

there has been critique of the broad umbrella term LBOTE (Williamson, 2012), I am 

assuming that students from a LBOTE background are children of migrants. It is 

useful here to divide the LBOTE group into three categories as Martin did (DEET, 

1994): 

• Category A: students born in a non-English speaking country (NES) and recent 

arrivals;  

• Category B: students born in an NES, early arrival but continuing to live in a NES 

home environment. These students, known as Generation 1.5 (Rumbaut, 2004), 

are students who migrated to Australia from an NES country during early 

childhood. 

• Category C: students born in Australia to parents born in an NES. Known as 

Second Generation (Khoo et al., 2002) 

It is worthwhile to quantify these groups of students to understand the size of the 

LBOTE population within a typical year group at Rosemount, as seen in Table 3.1.  

Table 3.1 

LBOTE Categories within the Year 5 Cohort studied at Rosemount School 

 % of LBOTE 

students (58 total) 

% of all Year 5 

students (total 110) 

Category A: Generation Recent Arrivals 
Students born in a Non-English Speaking Country 
Came to Australia recently in Year 3-4-5 
 

10% (6 students) 
 

5% 

Category B: Generation 1.5 
Students born in a Non-English Speaking Country 
Came to Australia in Kindergarten – Year 1 - Year 
2 
 

31% (18 students) 
 

16% 
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Category C: Second Generation  
Students born in Australia (to parents born 
overseas) 

59% (34 students) 31% 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

The Category A student group was the smallest as a percentage of the total cohort 

(10%). This matches my anecdotal knowledge that migrant parents are more likely to 

enrol students before Year 3, often starting in kindergarten. If they have committed to 

educating the child in Australia, they would start earlier rather than later.  

The next biggest group were the Category B students, who accounted for just over 

30% of the studied cohort. The Generation 1.5 category are children who were born 

overseas but came to Australia as young children. Rumbaut (2004) called this group 

“Generation 1.5” because the age of arrival was so young. The characteristics of 

these migrant children are closely aligned to the second-generation who were born 

in Australia, since they have little recollection of their home country or language. I 

placed in this category those who arrived in Australia from Kindergarten to Year 2, as 

my wellbeing data shows a difference between this group and those in Category C. 

The third group are the Second-Generation children (Category C). These are the 

children born in Australia to parents born in another country. Not surprisingly, this is 

the biggest group (59%) of LBOTE students at Rosemount. This percentage also 

reflects Australia as immigrant nation, where nearly half of all Australians have a 

parent born overseas (ABS, 2022) 

A note about this last group of students. Although it is the biggest group, anecdotally 

from my work as a teacher, I see a practice of Chinese parents giving birth to a child 

in Australia to obtain an Australian birth certificate, then taking the child back to 

China until they are of school age, and then returning with the child to start 
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kindergarten (or later depending on family circumstance). This practice is quite 

prevalent among the parents of young junior school students at Rosemount. Some 

families even split the siblings, whereby the parents return to Australia with the 

school-ready child, leaving the younger sibling(s) to be taken care of by 

grandparents or other relatives back in China.  

There is now research into this phenomenon of transnational childcare in young 

Chinese children in Australia (Hui et al., 2019). The duration of parent–child 

separation was 20 months, on average, with most of the children sent back to 

grandparents being the first-born. The study found a complex range of 

developmental and psychological problems faced by the children and parents upon 

reunion. 

Based on these statistics, we can say the true second-generation children (“lived 

here all my life”) is 45%, which is 26 out of the total 58 LBOTE students. This means 

instead of understanding the studied cohort as almost 60% second-generation 

children, the number is in fact closer to 45% of the cohort. I will explore the reason 

this distinction is important later when looking at the wellbeing scores of the three 

categories of children. The time of arrival to the new host country is important for 

understanding issues of acculturation and adjustment for migrant children. 

3.4. Flexible Citizenship Arrangements 

The family interviews shed light on how flexible citizenship worked in practice. Below 

are examples of how the families indeed had multiple passports, transnational lives 

and circulatory migration paths. 

3.4.1 Multiple passports 
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Ong’s (2022) update on flexible citizenships refers to how elite Chinese migrants 

accumulate foreign visas and tend to live near airports because they not only need to 

frequently travel to look after their family and assets across different nation-states, 

but having a bolthole in a freer nation is also an insurance policy. This was put to the 

test for Katie’s family during the Covid pandemic. China was locked down, which 

meant Katie’s family were grounded in Wuhan in February 2020 – the epicentre of 

the pandemic. Luckily, their permanent residence status in Australia qualified them 

for the repatriation flights by the Australian government for Australian nationals and 

residents. The family were flown out of China via Christmas Island to Australia. 

However, many of Katie’s family members and their beloved family ayi had to remain 

in China during this period.  

 

Another example of a family with multiple passports and citizenships was Chloe’s 

family. Chloe’s parents were Cantonese speaking and lived in Guangzhou, a 

southern mega-city in China. Her father held a passport from Macao, making it 

easier to travel than on a Chinese passport. The Macao passport is ranked 34th 

among global passports because it grants visa-free travel to 142 countries, whereas 

the China passport is ranked 65th, with visa-free travel to only 80 destinations 

(Henley Passport Index, 2023). For a Chinese businessman still generating his 

wealth in China, a Macao passport can be very useful, as it allows him to work and 

live in China and also to travel widely. 

 

Although the Australian passport is ranked fifth in the world for visa-free travel, for a 

business professional residing in China, it would not be wise to give up their Chinese 

status, since China does not allow dual-nationality. Not only would it be troublesome 

to re-enter China, the fluidity of travel craved by the business elite would be blocked. 

Many families play this game and work out the best passport(s) for their family 

circumstances. 

 



48 

Chloe’s parents did even better by getting Hong Kong passports (ranked 21st with 

visa-free travel to 167 countries). Like many affluent Chinese families, they had 

calculated the best place to give birth by studying the citizenship policies of each 

country. “Birth migration” is a way to accumulate capital (Waters, 2008). As Chloe 

explained, while she held a Hong Kong passport, she had no sense of belonging to a 

place she had never lived in and only visited occasionally to do “passport stuff”.  

Chloe: They [parents] just travelled there [Hong Kong] as they planned to 

have me there. I’ve never lived in Hong Kong; we have to go there to re-do 

passport stuff. That was only one day and we took the train across the border. 

I don’t speak Cantonese. 

The two students with investor families both divulged how little English their fathers 

spoke, since they lived most of the time in China, and only came to visit the children 

in Australia intermittently. This demonstrates Ong’s “mutations in citizenship” and 

what it means for the globalised rich to hold citizenships. 

3.4.2. Multiple options 

A passport or visa allows a migrant the right to live and study in Australia, but flexible 

citizens might choose not to remain there. Once their children have gone through the 

school system in Australia, college study could very well be in another country. Work 

may eventually take them somewhere else too. This is exemplified by Abby, the 10-

year-old participant who was expected by her parents to not only be the top of her 

new school in Sydney, but also to keep up with the Chinese curriculum. 

Abby: I might go back [to China] for university. Or I might stay here [Australia] 

or go to America. 

Affluent elite migrants celebrate fluidity and flexibility. It was clear the families in my 

study were following this path. The parents’ many decisions on languages learnt and 

passports held were guided with the express purpose of giving their children a future 

with the most possible options. As Hana said, 

Hana: My sister wants to go to university in England or America. 
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3.4.3. Transnational lives 

These “transmigrants” actively maintain political, economic, social and emotional ties 

with more than one country (Schiller et al., 1992). With advancements in 

communication and rapid travel, the families in this study were able keep their ties in 

their home countries. For example, Hana’s family kept houses in Australia, Hong 

Kong and Japan. They would visit Japan in the summer holidays and see their 

grandparents and stay for extended periods, even going to school there. Hana’s 

mother’s side of the family were in Europe, her uncle in France, and they would all 

meet up in England with their English cousins. 

The interviewed families talked about international travel as a common occurrence, 

like hopping on a bus, not as a luxury expense to be saved up for, or perhaps to be 

taken once a year if they could afford it. Rather, it needed to happen frequently – 

perhaps monthly or termly to keep the family close with regular visitations. 

Sometimes it was the parents doing the flying, sometimes the children: 

Hana’s mother: Because there's a mismatch [in Australia] between the British 

system, which is three terms [in Hong Kong]. Sometimes the little girls will be 

on holiday, but Hana was not. So they will just come down and have two 

weeks, in the middle of term with me. Literally fly by themselves [to Australia]. 

For Abby, Erica and Chloe, their mothers would take care of the children in Australia, 

with the fathers visiting during the school holidays or when they could. Grandparents, 

extended family relatives like uncles, aunties and cousins, and helpers would 

regularly visit or talk on the phone – which was another way to maintain ties with 

their home societies. 

3.4.4. Circulatory migrations 
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Circulatory migration was evident with Abby’s and Erica’s parents, who had studied 

in Australia, went back to China to work, had children, and then moved back to 

Australia when the children were of school age.  

Erica’s mother: I work for a listed company. They have offices in China [and 

Australia]. When I got my position, I said if I can spend some time with my 

parents in China? Yeah, so that’s my decision – took the position and went 

back to China.  

Abby’s parents had also studied in Australia and worked here before returning to 

China for better work opportunities. After having children and experiencing the 

Chinese education system, they started to think about moving to Australia, which 

was a possibility as they already had residency. The driver to move the children to 

Australia (and split the family) was for education, but the tool that allowed them to do 

so was the necessary visas and residencies that flexible citizenship gave them. 

 

Anika’s father originally is from India, had studied in Ukraine and worked in the UK 

before migrating to Australia – a sign of indirect migration to Australia. This was also 

the case with Hana’s family, where the family had lived in Hong Kong for most of the 

children’s lives before migrating to Australia. Anika and Hana may go back to the UK 

to study and work, and perhaps their stay in Australia may not be permanent. Hence 

they may enact a return migration, where migrants return to their homeland after a 

time in Australia, also referred to as “settler loss” (Hugo, 1994). Abby and Hana may 

choose third-country migration, as they expressed a wish to go onto the United 

States, which is still the number one destination for wealthy Mainland Chinese 

HNWIs (Hurun, 2022). 

 

3.4.5. Why did they come? 
 

None of the interviewees stated openly that they had migrated to Australia for 

political leverage or to have a safe harbour for their capital. However, among 

Mainland Chinese parents, some expressed a genuine desire to pull their children 



 
 

51 

out of the pressure cooker of the Chinese education system, which is highly 

competitive and known to create a lot of stress for students and parents alike (Deng 

& Guo, 2007). Kirkpatrick & Zang, (2014) also explained how exam-centric education 

in China can stifle creativity and imagination and crush a child’s self-worth.  

Chloe stated that the main reason she left China to study in Australia was that the 

system in China is “really rough and tough”.  

Chloe: I remember this teacher dragging the student across the classroom 

because she was talking to another person. When we took naps in 

kindergarten; if we don't fall asleep, we get shut in a cupboard with the 

teacher.  

This sentiment was echoed by Abby’s mother, who strongly disliked the Chinese 

education system, having grown up with it and also witnessing her children in it.  

Abby’s mother: Even when Abby in a year one or two, and the study pressure 

was very high. It really makes me feel pained. Everybody is very stressful. 

Juggling and don't know what to do and then always scared about you miss 

something. Yeah, so I really hate this. 

In summary, the transnational families studied used their flexible citizenships to 

make the most of work, education and play. They would travel often to manage their 

homes, businesses, and by holding multiple passports, they hoped to future-proof 

their children with a bilingual and cosmopolitan education. But what were the effects 

of this hypermobility on the children? 

 

3.5. The effects of migration on children’s wellbeing 
 

As stated above, there are many reasons families engage in migration: political 

security, economic gains, children’s education, and living their cosmopolitanism. 

There are also many challenges at the individual level. For children, moving to a new 

country removes them from their extended family and friends, culture and often 

language (Suárez-Orozco, 2004). Migration may be experienced as a complexity of 
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emotions, including loss, which can trigger a grieving period (Wang et al., 2015). 

Migration-related factors can also negatively affect a child’s mental health, for 

example, “discrimination, culture distance and acculturation, the burden on the family 

unit and socioeconomic difficulties” (Andrade et al., 2023 p. 5).  On a positive note, 

moving to a new country can be exciting, build skills and traits like resilience and 

independence (Pe-Pua et al., 1996).   

 

One of the driving research questions of my study is: How do the children of 

migrants experience migration, and how does migration impact their wellbeing? 

There have been many studies on migrant mental health in Australia, however their 

children’s social and emotional wellbeing has been understudied (Alati et al., 2003).  

Also there has been research into the workplace integration and careers of the 

skilled migrants in Australia (Rajendran et al., 2020) but not much understanding of 

the children they came to Australia with. Lastly, much has been researched into 

refugee children in Australia, especially with focus on their adjustment (Lau et al., 

2018) and wellbeing (Zwi et al., 2018), but do the children of affluent migrants face 

the same issues as refugee children? 

 

3.5.1 Conceptualising wellbeing 
 

In this thesis, wellbeing is defined as children’s social and emotional wellbeing 

(SEWB), as distinct from physical wellbeing. Children should have the social and 

emotional competence, development, or literacy to adapt to challenges while leading 

a fulfilling life (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2012). The wellbeing 

measure chosen for this study is the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) 

screens for behavioural difficulties self-reported by students, as well as their 

prosocial strengths. I chose this tool after consultation with the Rosemount School 

counsellor. She recommended it because the school used it often as a quick and 

effective litmus test for the wellbeing of the child in the prior six months.  
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The SDQ is a standardised outcome measurement of social-emotional well-being 

that is used by The Australian Child and Adolescent Survey of Mental Health and 

Wellbeing as one of its modules. It is a tool with high sensitivity and is validated for 

assessing social-emotional well-being across cultures (Zwi et al, 2016). It includes 

25 items with five symptom scales and a total difficulties score, each with means for 

the Australian population. Higher SDQ scores indicate increased risk of social-

emotional problems. The SDQ measures social and emotional wellbeing of children 

aged 7 to 10), with results grouped into the three categories shown in Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2 
SDQ Score Categories 

Normal Borderline Abnormal 

Total Difficulties Score 

0-15

Total Difficulties Score 

16-19

Total Difficulties Score 

20-40

Source: Mellor, D. (2005) Normative data for the Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire in Australia. Australian Psychologist, 40, 215-222. 

3.5.2 Wellbeing among migrant children at Rosemount School 

Based on my data, the mean SDQ difficulties score for the participating Rosemount 

LBOTE students was 11.6, and for English Language Background (ELB) students it 

was 10.7, showing that although the mean for the LBOTE students was slightly 

higher than the ELB score, both were within the “normal” range of 0–15 (see Table 

3.3). The median difficulties score for both groups of students was 9. This confirms 

research that most immigrant children adapt well to their new cultural settings (Motti-

Stefandidi & Masten, 2017). 

Table 3.3 
Mean SDQ Difficulties Scores at Rosemount School Year 5 Cohort 

Rosemount LBOTE 

students 

Rosemount ELB 

students 

Australian Norm 

(Mellor, 2005) 

Mean SDQ difficulties scores 11.6 10.7 10.6 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 
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Using the LBOTE grouping defined above with Generation Recent Arrival, 

Generation 1.5 and Second Generation, the SDQ difficulties scores were further 

analysed by sub-group (see Table 3.4). 

Table 3.4 

LBOTE Generation Categories and Mean SDQ Difficulties Scores 

All LBOTE students surveyed (n = 59) Mean SDQ difficulties 
score 

Generation Recent Arrival (n = 6) 
Students (LBOTE)  

Came to Australia recently in Year 3-4-5 

13.8 

(higher than average 

11.6) 

Generation 1.5 (n = 14) 
Students (LBOTE) 

Came to Australia before Kindergarten – Year 1 - Year 2 

11.0 

Second Generation (n = 26) 
Students (LBOTE)  

born in Australia  

10.8 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

In Table 3.4, it shows the number of LBOTE students that are second generation 

(born in Australia) are the largest group, 26 out of 59 students (or 44%). Interestly,   

the mean SDQ difficulties scores are lower and closer to the average of 11 for the 

whole cohort, suggesting that the trauma of migration eased the longer a student 

had been in Australia. This was borne out in the interviews with the students. (Note: 

the mean scores in Table 3.4 were not run through significance testing, due to the 

small sample sizes. As such while the findings suggest student SDQ scores improve 

with length of time spent in new country, it cannot claimed to be statistically 

significant. However, it did help me in my analysis of the interview transcripts to 

focus on how the children adapted and the relationship between time in new country 

and wellbeing scores.)  
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The interviews with students and their mothers helped me understand how recent 

arrival students felt about their migration experiences to Australia. All students 

selected to be interviewed had scored a higher-than-average SDQ score. From the 

interviews, three girls had moved recently in the two years prior to the research. The 

students did the survey in Term 3 of Year 5 in 2020 and the interviews in Term 2 of 

Year 6 in 2021. Hana had arrived in Australia in Year 4, Anika in Year 4, and Abby in 

Year 5. The trauma of migration was still very much apparent for the girls, as their 

moves were so recent: 

For Anika, the move from England to Australia was confusing and chaotic: 

Anika: I mean, when I came here, I was kind of like, lost and confused. I didn't 

know what the heck was going on. I mean, I kept asking my parents questions 

like, why are we here? Why can’t we just stay in England?  

 

She noted that the move was difficult for her parents too; they had to say goodbye to 

not only people but also material things: 

Anika: My dad let go of his favourite car, which was pretty upsetting for me -

he had to sell his car to his friend. He keeps bragging that he couldn't sleep 

two nights because he was so heartbroken. But we started selling stuff, then 

we started packing stuff. 

The urge to change countries of residence is usually not the child’s decision, 

although parents generally say they made the decision for their children to have a 

better life. The parents interviewed reported how hard it was to adjust to a new life 

and the chagrin of seeing their children suffer. Abby’s mother tried to reason with her 

child that although they currently felt the pains, there would be gains in the future: 

Abby’s mother: It is very complicated. I think it's many things put together. So 

that's why I told her that it's very difficult to adapt into the environment. And 

then she cried many times at home. She said, I keep changing even I make a 

big change from China to Australia and adapt to that new school, because I 
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make friends and then I have to leave, then to move to this new school. And 

then the system is so new and then I feel I'm losing. So I can feel that. So I 

told her that we make the changes because we want to have a better future. 

The children were also perceptive of the impact of migration on their parents, 

especially when their mother’s roles changed from career woman to housewife – the 

“trailing mother” (Cooke, 2001): 

Abby: [Mum] was really sad that she had to move, because she had a really 

good job in China. Every night, she would go out with friends for dinner in 

China. She's really mad at my dad right now, because he's enjoying his life 

back in China. 

Hana’s family had moved gradually from Hong Kong to Sydney over a span of three 

years from 2017 to 2019, with the eldest daughter boarding already at Rosemount, 

the son boarding at a boys’ school in 2019, the two younger girls enrolling as day 

students at Rosemount, and lastly their father following once he had confirmed his 

job. Their ability to manage the move was reliant on their mother being an 

“astronaut” – travelling in between the two cities, at one point with two children in 

Hong Kong and two in Sydney, and her four children at three different schools. At the 

beginning of 2018, Hana’s mother moved to Sydney, as the eldest girl had difficulties 

in boarding and transferred to being a day student. It also allowed the son to 

experience his new school as a day student before starting boarding.  

Hana: My sister came first with my mum. Then my mum flew back. Then my 

brother came back with my mum. And my mum flew back and my mum flew to 

Australia and then we came. Then my dad came. 

This type of flexible citizenship arrangement can only be facilitated by the mother 

being so flexible with her time (and finances) to drop everything to go to the new 

country to support her daughter. This was a gendered role of migration where the 

father supported the family financially, while the mother focused on settling the 

children and smoothing the family into their new lives in the new country. This 

arrangement was seen in all but one of the interviewee families. 
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The other three girls interviewed, who had been in Australia since kindergarten, 

expressed little angst at the changes to family life due to migration. While there were 

other areas of their life that caused them stress (which will be covered in later 

chapters), they spoke little of the move to Australia since it was more than four years 

prior – a long time ago for a child of ten. As a member of Generation 1.5, Erica did 

not remember much of her move to Australia from Shanghai in kindergarten. In fact, 

it was not her memory, but through someone’s else recollection that suggested she 

was lonely in the early days:  

Erica: I can’t remember… but when someone tells me that happened … like 

we only met you because you were sitting by yourself and eating. 

None of the six interviewed girls were from the biggest group of LBOTE students, 

Category C Second Generation, which is those born in Australia to parents from 

NES backgrounds.  

In addition to the SDQ total difficulties score, the statements of Abby, Hana and 

Anika were further categorised under five domains according to the Australian norms 

(Mellow, 2005): emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity/ inattention, 

peer relationship problems, and prosocial behaviours (see Table 3.5). These three 

students were selected for further review as they were recent arrivals to Australia (in 

Year 3-4-5) unlike Erica, Kathy and Chloe who are part of the 1.5 Generation who 

came to Australian before Year 2. The categorisation of the internalised and 

externalised symptoms follow the Goodman 1998 study (www.sdqinfo.org) and the 

scoring of individual student’s score by symptom is a quick and useful way for school 

counsellors and teachers to understand if a child’s reponses are normal, borderline 

or abnormal. As such is is a very effective way to get a picture of what symptoms a 

child may display at school or home or self-report. 

http://www.sdqinfo.org/
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Table 3.5 
Categorisation of internalised and externalised symptoms 

Normal Borderline Abnormal 
Internalised symptoms 

Emotional Problems Score 
I get lots of headaches 

I worry a lot 

I am often unhappy 

I am nervous in new situations 

I have many fears 

0-5 6 7-10

Conduct Problems Score 
I get very angry 

I usually do as I am told (reverse) 

I fight a lot 

I am often accused of lying or cheating 

I take things that are not mine 

0-3 4 5-10

Externalised symptoms 

Hyperactivity Score 
I am restless 

I am constantly fidgety 

I am easily distracted 

I think before I do things (reverse) 

I finish the work I am doing (reverse) 

0-5 6 7-10

Peer Problems Score 
I am usually on my own 

I have one good friend or more (reverse) 

Other people my age like me (reverse) 

Other children pick on me 

I get better with adults than people my age 

0-3 4-5 6-10

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

Hana 

Hana 

Anika

Anika

Abby 

Abby 
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Of the new-arrival students, Abby self-reported very high conduct and peer problem 

symptoms, in the abnormal range. Hana self-reported very high conduct and 

hyperactivity problem symptoms, in the abnormal range. Anika self-reported very 

high conduct problems symptoms, in the abnormal range, and her peer problems 

were in borderline range. This confirms previous research by Klein et al. (2020) that 

the migrant children most at risk of psychological distress are first generation and 

female. While my study does not cover the effect of migration on boys, it’s a topic 

that warrants further research. Girls reported more internalising problems than boys 

in the Klein research, although from my study, girls self-reported a mix of 

externalised and internalised symptoms of illbeing. 

The implication of this knowledge should be huge for schools, especially the 

independent schools where many newly arrived skilled migrants are choosing to 

send their children. School administrators, classroom teachers and students should 

be made more aware of the difficulties experienced by recent-arrival students. 

Classroom teachers and counsellors should be on the lookout for externalised 

symptoms of psychological distress. Internalising symptoms may be harder to detect, 

but perhaps all new arrivals, in addition to doing English and mathematics tests, 

should also be administered the SDQ as a quick barometer of their adjustment as 

migrant students.  

Unlike refugee children, who have often been exposed to trauma pre-arrival in 

Australia, the children of skilled migrants fare better on arrival with family support, 

limited postmigration relocations, functioning English language, and uninterrupted 

schooling as protective factors. Yet as these findings show, they can still be 

profoundly affected by the disruptions of migration. 
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3.6. Acculturation strategies 

Although the study did not intend to study acculturation strategies as the main intent, 

this concept is important as it relates to a migrant’s wellbeing. Questions in the 

interview that gave rise to the below findings for discussion came from questions to 

do with identity, such as  

1. Would you describe yourself as Australian, Chinese Australian or Chinese? Why?

2. Do you feel happier in XXX or in Australia? Why?

3. Where do you want to live when you grow up? Why?

4. What language does your family mainly speak at home? How well do you speak it? Can you

read and write?

5. Do you feel happy that you speak another language? Or do you feel it is an extra thing to

learn? A burden?

Also since the sample size of the interviews were only six students, I cannot make a 

conclusion that all children of migrants use these acculturation strategies or quantify 

them. Rather the below findings just illustrates possible cases of acculturation 

strategies as described by the students. 

The strategy a person uses to acculturate to a new culture is also important to 

investigate. The changes in values, identities and behaviours that occur to migrants 

adapting to a new place is called “acculturation” (Berry, 2005). This process of 

adaptation can often produce intense physical and psychological stress. Berry 

identified four types of strategies that individuals use: 

• Assimilation (rejects one’s original cultural identity and actively interacts with

host culture)

• Separation (values original culture and passive towards host culture)

• Marginalisation (loss of original culture and not accessing host culture)

• Integration (maintains their own culture but also actively interacts with the host

culture.)

Integration is considered the least stressful acculturative stress and, according to 

(Klein et al., 2020), is the most common strategy used by girls. The explanation is 



 
 

61 

that girls tend to value socialisation and are good at making new friends, as well as 

keeping ties with family and friends from the home country.  

 

Marginalisation (or alienation from both cultures) is the most stressful. As a strategy, 

marginalisation compromises wellbeing with higher levels of internalised problems 

such as anxiety and depression (Berry, 1997, 2005).  

 

Separation strategies were also found to be correlated to reduced mental health. 

(Klein et al., 2020). Separation from the host society may create isolation for the 

child and family, which can also engender depressive symptoms. The reason an 

immigrant may choose to keep separate from the host culture could be a response to 

being rejected or feeling prejudice; therefore they hold onto their own culture of origin 

to mitigate the threat of not being accepted by the majority society. 

 

The assimilation strategy was the second-most common strategy found by Klein et 

al. (2020). In their study, it was used more among older students, whereas the 

separation acculturation profile was associated with young students. This is 

understandable: as children grow older they become more influenced by peers than 

by parents, hence the wish to assimilate. Importantly, a study of 157 Chinese 

university students in Australia showed that those who used the integration strategy 

has much better wellbeing than peers who were assimilated, marginalised or 

separated from the host country (Zheng et al., 2004). 

 

If I were to place the six interviewees in the matrix shown in Figure 3.7, it would be 

difficult to plot the three recent arrivals as they hadn’t begun to show clear strategies 

of acculturation; they varied from being in the honeymoon phrase, to culture shock , 

to irritability and hostility (Furnham & Bochner, 1986). However, with Katie, Erica and 

Chloe, the girls who had been here since kindergarten (Generation 1.5), clear 

strategies emerged. 
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Figure 3.7 

The Acculturation Strategies of interviewees 

Source: The author’s survey results and graphics, 2020 

3.6.1. Acculturation strategies: separation 

For our junior international student, Chloe, despite having been in Australia since 

kindergarten, she had less of a sense of belonging to Australia, especially due to 

views and strategies espoused by her mother. Their relationship with the receiving 

country was transactional in the sense that they paid to come and get an English 

language and Western education. They did not expect citizenship benefits or even to 

be viewed at school as an equal student deserving of school awards like other “local 

students”. 

Chloe’s mother saw her daughter as distinctly “non-Australian” and wanted to 

emphasise her Chinese identity and for her to be proud of it. Chloe could be placed 

in the “separation” strategy quadrant, where she would be expected to maintain her 
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own culture and language, even though her weekly Chinese lessons caused her 

much stress. Chloe hated her Chinese lessons and her Chinese teacher, who 

berated her constantly online with her mother’s full knowledge. Chloe accepted it as 

something she must do, as her mother stressed the importance of holding onto her 

heritage. Chloe’s interaction with the Australian culture was passive. There was a 

strange tension; her mother wanted her children to maintain the Chinese language, 

and be proud of their Chineseness, but also to socialise with “non-Chinese” students 

as much as possible – not to become Australian, but to have a network for future 

benefits, which is again a very transactional view of interacting with the host culture. 

Chloe: There are no Chinese people at my brother’s school; my mum is really 

happy about that. So he can socialise with non-Chinese. My mum says you 

have to extend your friend group, so you could have more in the future. 

The research by Klein et al. (2020) on first-generation immigrants to Germany 

showed how youth with high separation profiles were correlated to externalising 

concerns such as hyperactivity and conduct problems. Chloe’s SDQ score was high 

in the hyperactivity scale (and the emotional problems scale, an internalising 

symptom). 

3.6.2. Acculturation strategies: assimilation 

Of the three girls who had been in Australia since kindergarten, only Erica identified 

as Australian:  

Erica: I would say I am Australian, but I was born in China. 

Although Erica did not report remembering much migration trauma, having come to 

Australia in kindergarten, she seemed the most ill-at-ease with her self-identity. She 

would fall into Berry’s (1997) “assimilation” strategy. Children who wish to assimilate 

may shed their culture to take on the dominant mainstream culture. Erica seemed to 

want to distance herself from her Chinese heritage, claiming she did not know where 
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in China her relatives lived, despite going to Shanghai every year. She tried not to 

speak Chinese, even at home.  

Erica: My mum usually says Chinese to me and I reply back in English.  

For someone like Erica, keen to assimilate with Australian students at school, 

speaking in Chinese went against her efforts to fit in and erase her Chineseness. 

This style of adaption was also called ‘passing’ (DeVos, 1992) when migrant children 

try to disappear into the mainstream and even feel superior to their less acculturated 

peers. For Erica, speaking in a foreign tongue would be a tell-tale sign that she is not 

truly or fully Australian. Speaking Standard Australian English was not only good for 

her studies but also an important choice of identifying with the dominant and more 

prestigious English-speaking culture at Rosemount School. When asked if her 

friends at school speak Chinese, Erica replied:  

Erica: I don’t know, because I never asked them and they never do that, but 

they talk in Chinese a lot sometimes. I don’t like talking in Chinese in front of 

my friends. I don’t do it.  

Later she admitted to speaking Chinese to her father:  

Erica: My dad is not really good at English. I speak Chinese to him.  

She was visibly uncomfortable in the interview about the topic and seemed to want 

to shut it down. She had gone to a Chinese language school for a year or two and 

then stopped as she didn’t want to go anymore. Suárez-Orozco (2004) explains:  

In forming an identity, youth attempt to create a self-identity that is consistent 

with how others view them. Identity is less challenging when there is 

continuity among the various social milieus youth encounter – home, school, 

neighborhood, and country. In the era of globalization, however, social spaces 

are more discontinuous and fractured than ever before. (p. 3) 

For these young children of flexible citizens, forming an identity was more 

challenging than for a normal child, given they are caught up in more than one 

culture and were moving between fractured social milieus. For Erica, this was 
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unnerving; while she was trying to develop her own self-identity, her family saw her 

as Chinese, although probably “not Chinese enough”, since her mum described her 

brother as “sounding like a foreigner” due to his poor Chinese pronunciation. Her 

friends at school saw her not as Australian and would ask her if she was Asian. 

When pressed about speaking Chinese, Erica seemed to ridicule people who spoke 

Chinese, or perhaps she was repeating feelings others had shown her when she did 

so. Despite being somewhat proficient in Chinese, when asked if she wished she 

could read and write Chinese, Erica replied:  

Erica: Yeah sometimes, at school. My friend has a lot of Chinese stuff. I just 

looked at her like “what the heck” and she read it. I just have no idea what she 

is talking about. 

Therein lies the struggle of migrant children dealing with identity: how they are 

viewed by others is not consistent with how they view themselves. While Erica 

desperately wished to embrace her Australian identity and assimilate (Berry, 2005), 

students at Rosemount School would immediately identify her as Asian. Erica’s 

ability to join the mainstream is more difficult when one is racially marked – in Erica’s 

case as “Chinese”. Questions as to where one is “really from” or compliments made 

to Asian-Americans who had been in the US for many generations on their English 

fluency led to what law professor Devos and Banaji (2005) has referred to as the 

“perpetual foreigner syndrome”. 

It was even more difficult within Hana’s multi-cultural household – they have a 

Japanese-born father, who was raised in Australia, and an Anglo mother who has 

lived most of her life in Asia. The two older children are difficult to racially mark:  

Hana’s mother: People think my children are Pacific Islander possibly or 

Maori. But they don't usually pick them as Asian. The third one, she sounds 

slightly American, and the last one, she doesn’t look particularly Asian.  
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3.6.3. Acculturation strategies: integration 

The only interviewee that could be placed in the “integration” quadrant and had the 

best psychological adjustment was Katie, who was comfortable with both her 

Australianness and Chineseness. Suarez-Orozco (2004) promotes a transcultural 

identity, celebrating immigrant youth who are able to preserve ties to their home 

culture and language and also successfully navigate life in their new mainstream 

culture. Integration she argues leads to better academic outcomes, and higher levels 

of happiness, by not alienating home culture and networks.  In contrast to Erica, 

Katie also came to Australia in kindergarten, but had a strong Chinese identity:  

Katie: I would say I'm Chinese, because my background is in China. I still 

follow the Chinese culture and the language is also Chinese, because of my 

mom and dad's background. 

Katie’s parents insisted on her speaking Chinese at home, as they believed Chinese 

is an important world language, and also to keep her connection with her relatives in 

China, including, most importantly, her father, who was still living in China and 

doesn’t speak English well. There was less tension in Katie’s identity; by defining 

herself as Chinese (but with an Australian citizenship) her self-image is consistent 

with how her friends and family see her – as Chinese.   

Katie: They [friends)] know that I'm born in China, and they know that I can 

speak Chinese fluently. So my friends think I'm Chinese. Yeah. But they know 

that I'm an Australian citizen. 

Sustained contact was required to maintain the parent culture (Levitt, 2009). Keeping 

contact with the parents’ cultures was made possible for these transnational families 

through regular communication and frequent trips back and forth to both countries. 

All the students reported regular communications with family members in their 

homeland, community language classes. The long-stay visits from grandparents was 

another link to their home cultures. 
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Those who pursue an integration strategy to acculturation are also aware that 

English proficiency of almost all children in the second generation, regardless of their 

parents’ English abilities, holds promise for the successful integration into Australian 

society and the labour market when they become adults. Immigrants pursue 

integration into the majority society because the long-term prospects of the family 

who had sacrificed many things to come to Australia hinge on the second 

generation’s social adaptation and educational success (Portes & Macleod, 1996). 

In addition to the child’s acculturation, researchers have also identified “dissonant 

acculturation” (Portes & Rumbaut, 2005; Qin, 2006), whereby acculturation happens 

faster for the children than for their migrant parents. This dissonance or gap leads to 

alienation between the child and the parents, as their frames of reference for viewing 

the world diverge. Growing apart from one’s parents may be common with 

adolescent development in general, but it becomes more accentuated in immigrant 

youth.  

3.6.4. Identity making 

Ong’s (1999) work, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality, 

challenged the traditional notion of nation-states and the obligations of a citizen. Due 

to globalisation and the rise of transnationalism, individuals and families have 

multiple attachments to different nation-states and cultures. Tools for mobility are the 

multiple passports and residences necessary for the best education or employment 

opportunities. As these transnational actors maintain ties to the home country at the 

same time as they live in the host country, they can develop hybrid cultural identities. 

This ability to ‘code-switch’ between languages and cultures can be an asset (Titone, 

1989) not only to the individual but to the plural societies they inhabit. However, for 

migrant children, identity-making can also be a source of anxiety, especially for 

second generation (Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco, 2001).  Apart from the direct 

impact of the move itself, I anticipated that identity-making would be the main area to 
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cause the hypermobile child anxiety, given the importance of social identity to mental 

health (Brance et al., 2024). As Suárez-Orozco (2004) asked: 

For these youth, forging a sense of identity may be their single greatest 

challenge. Do they feel comfortable in their homeland? Do they feel accepted 

by the “native-born” of the host country? What relationship do they have with 

their parents’ country of origin? Is their sense of identity rooted “here,” “there,” 

everywhere, or nowhere? (p. 3) 

Transnationalism and identity are “concepts that inherently call for juxtaposition” 

(Vertovec, 2001, p. 573) and it was difficult to plot the three recent-arrival students 

against the four acculturation strategies conceptualised by Berry.   

Anika, while ethnically Indian but all her life spent in England before migrating to 

Australia, saw herself as Indian. Perhaps it is the constant in her life. 

Anika’s mother: We really don't impose on her that you are Punjabi or Sikh. 

But she [Anika] strongly finds herself Indian, she considers herself Indian right 

now. If we are watching cricket match, she goes for the Indian team. If there is 

a match between India and England, she goes for India. Even if it is between 

Australia and India, she's cheering for India. I find that very strange that okay, 

but it's nice that she feels strongly Indian. 

Abby speaks Cantonese as her first language at home, Mandarin at school, and at 

her bilingual school in China she acquired English but with an American accent 

before moving to Australia in Year 3. Her mother said that Abby saw herself as 

Chinese when asked if she was Australian or Chinese. Like Anika, her Chinese 

ethnicity – what people saw, what visibly marked her – was what she held onto.  

Hana, a third-culture child of Japanese and English parents who grew up in Hong 

Kong, didn’t see herself as Australian at all. She didn’t know how to explain her 

diverse cultures and was not particularly troubled: 
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Hana: People are not expecting me to be from Australia. I feel alright. Fine. 

When pushed to explain, she simplified it but also confused ethnicity with passports: 

Hana: I usually just say that I'm half-half: my dad's Japanese and my mum 

has a British passport. 

Another possible reason the three recent arrivals found it confusing to talk about 

their identities is that identity is a critical maturational task of adolescence (Erikson, 

1968). This may explain why wrestling with self-identity did not appear a major issue 

among my subjects who were in Year 5 and aged 10 and 11. The difficulties 

mentioned earlier, like racism and the difficulty with making friends, were mostly 

divulged by the mothers, not the children. Perhaps the students were too young to 

reflect on these issues or they had made friends easily at school. They had not yet 

reached adolescence and started defining their identities. For example, while Hana 

was accepting of both her parents’ ethnicities, her older sister openly denigrated her 

mother’s Anglo culture: 

Hana’s mother: If I give her [sister] a sandwich, she says, “Are you giving me 

a white girl lunch?” She actually uses “white” in a derogatory term. 

For the question in my survey, “How would you describe yourself?” only 47% of 

LBOTE students described themselves as Australian or part Australian (respondents 

could choose more than one answer). Interestingly, even among the ELB students, 

only 55% described themselves as Australian or part Australian. This suggests that 

these 10-year-old students aligned their identities closely to where their parents 

came from and had perhaps not yet begun to navigate their own senses of identity. 

Also, my results concur with Klein et al.’s (2015) research that younger pupils are 

more likely to hold onto their parents’ cultures and ethnicities. As they get older and 

their micro-environment is more shaped by peers and the majority culture, the child 

in adolescence is more likely to see themselves as Australian or aligned to the 

dominant culture. Pe-Pua et al. (1996) noted some migrant adolescents began to 

challenge the traditional Chinese values of their parents as they become 

acculturated to Australian values and norms.  
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Another response to each student’s inability to strongly self-identify with their origin 

culture or host culture could be that students assume hybridity (Butcher 2004) or 

super-diversity (Vertovec, 2007). A hybrid identity consists of the fusion of two or 

more cultures, resulting in the creation of new ones. This may explain why the 

students interviewed found it hard to choose one identity. Are these students Asian, 

Chinese, Cantonese, Indian, Sikh, Australian-Chinese, or Chinese-Australian? They 

have multiple inputs from their backgrounds and their hyperconnected lives, which 

may result in dynamic, hybridised identities (Noble & Watkins, 2019).  

Researchers are beginning to question the need to have rigid boxes for nationality 

and ethnicity. Instead with transnational children navigating a globalising world, we 

perhaps need to be more accepting of hybrid and ambiguous ethnic identities. In 

advancing Berry’s acculturation theory developed more than 45 years ago, 

researchers are now questioning bi-dimensional conceptualisations of acculturation 

(Ward & Geeraert, 2016). There is a demand for the theory to meet the reality of 

globalisation and transnationalism. For example, how does Hana, a half-Japanese, 

half-British girl raised in Hong Kong now living in Australia place herself in a host 

culture vs home culture dichotomy; or how does Anika, a Punjabi-Indian raised in the 

UK, now living in Australia choose? Instead, Ward calls for us to recognise not only 

mono-cultures and bi-cultures, but also polycultures (Morris et al, 2015) to honour 

each individual’s experience of culture, which may be partial, fluid and context 

dependent. 

3.7. The price of flexible citizenship 

While the benefits of flexible citizenship are tangible for the global elite who pursue it, 

Ong (2022) warns of the potential damage for nation-states in terms of the waning 

power it has on its citizens and of a sense of national belonging. The privileged 

global class are detached from national identities, instead subscribing to the ideal of 

a world citizenship and associated transnational issues such as global warming. But 
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at the local level, globalisation has alienated the poor who have been made worse 

off. For example, US workers who lost jobs to cheaper labour in Asia; Brexiteers who 

rejected decision-making in a supranational structure, preferring the political focus to 

be localised. These disenfranchised groups do not have the skills or the money to 

join the global elite, and the disparities may further drive social inequality and unrest 

in weakened nation-states. On a micro level, the next section discussed the personal 

price of flexible citizenship for the actors involved: the mothers, fathers and children. 

Each actor in the migration practice experiences gains and losses. From fragmented 

families to gendered roles, racism and a lack of belonging, there is a price for flexible 

citizenship. 

 

3.7.1. Sacrificial wives and trailing mothers 
 

The families in this study are hyperconnected, highly transnational, and hypermobile 

(Guo, 2022). A downside to this hypermobility is that not all family members might 

want to relocate halfway across the world. Anika and her mother were happy in the 

UK, had no desire to uproot themselves to Australia: 

Anika’s mother: My first reaction was “No way I'm not doing that [moving]”, 

since this is home for me, and Anika, she had friends, she was doing great in 

school. We had bought a house three years ago. … So I said, “Okay, if 

professionally it's going to make you that happy, and if it's going to give us a 

better family life, I give it a try for two years. If our family suffers, or Anika is 

not happy, we’ll come back.” 

But since migration is a family affair, and as in this case, if the breadwinner decides 

for the rest of the family that migration is better, then the family must follow. The 

children do not typically have a say in the migratory decision, despite the choice 

being ostensibly for the benefit of the children. For the couple, the wife is likely the 

“trailing spouse” (Cooke, 2001). Among the families interviewed, only one mother 

was working outside the home, although some of the others had previously done so. 

At the altar of immigration, women are sacrificed to assume traditional gender roles 

as wives and mothers (Ho, 2006), even if they are educated and had worked before 

migrating. If the purpose of migration was to maximise the wealth of the household 
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and its members, the “sacrificial wives” in these transmigrant families clearly took on 

the traditional gender roles of primarily taking care of the children so the men’s 

careers and money-earning positions are undisturbed. The children did not question 

these gendered roles of the fathers and mothers. 

In the “astronaut families” of this study, where the fathers did not migrate, the women 

were “trailing mothers” (Cooke, 2001) or “study mothers” (Huang & Yeoh, 2005) who 

followed the children on their migratory paths. Much has been researched about 

wives’ and mothers’ experiences of transmigration, including the loneliness of sole 

parenting, the loss of social and family networks, and the adaption to a new culture 

and language (Pe-Pua et al., 1996; Ptashnick & Zuberi, 2018; Water, 2002).  While 

the mothers interviewed also talked about the difficulties of migration, they also 

seemed to accept their roles as mother and housekeeper. Only Abby’s mother was 

explicitly  positive about her giving up her career for the children. 

Abby’s mum: I never told the children that mum gave up something, that I sacrifice 

myself here for you. I came here for the family. I want to have quality family time, to 

accompany you as you grow up. 

3.7.2. From everywhere but belonging nowhere? 

Another problem for the hypermobile family can be having too much choice. When 

the world is literally available, choosing where to go may be debilitating. Hana’s 

family loved living the expat life in Hong Kong and being centrally based to travel to 

other places of importance to them, such as her father’s family in Japan and her 

mother’s family in England. Like many expat families, an initial two-year work 

contract turned into a decade or more, since life was so comfortable. Hana’s family 

could afford cheap domestic help, they had other expat families to befriend and act 

as surrogate support and families, and tax in Hong Kong was low. Another reason 

for such third-culture families not leaving Hong Kong is that it is not always obvious 

where they should “return” to.  
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Hana’s mother: We ended up living in Hong Kong for 13 years, the children 

had all their primary education, which was fantastic. As they were going into 

secondary school, we didn’t really want them to stay in Hong Kong, because 

it’s really a bit of a bubble. It’s such a fluid population, you have people that 

only come for a year. 

It was a “bubble”, meaning the hypermobility of Hong Kong, “where people were 

always on the move both mentally and physically” (Ong, 1999, p. 9). The 

hypermobile global citizens there were from everywhere but did not belong 

anywhere.  

 

Another example is Anika’s father. Many nations were willing to give him residency 

to attract his skills as a doctor. Arguably, he has the mobility to travel the world and 

choose the best opportunities for his family. However, on the flipside, it is somewhat 

sad that they can never settle and work in India, their home country, as his Ukrainian 

qualifications would not be recognised there. This family were highly skilled itinerant 

nomads who could never go home.   

Anika’s mother: He moved to England long ago, I think, in 1998. He had 

worked in England for many years, when we got married. Though he used to 

talk about [going] back to India, but he knew it won't be really possible. He 

loves his job. Going back to India and not working as a doctor is a disaster. 

 

3.7.3. Can we be friends? Global citizens and local citizens 
 

With an Asian father and a Western mother raising their mixed children in another 

country, Hana’s family were the embodiment of globalisation. They were multi-

lingual, had several homes and travelled around the world for work and play. 

However, there is conflict when a global citizen meets a local citizen. The most 

obvious is racism. The two older children had experienced racism at school, the son 

receiving anti-Japanese comments. 
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Hana’s mother: The teacher had no appreciation of [what she said] as being 

racist [by referring to Japanese as the “Japs”]. It's so deeply ingrained, and 

people have just no idea that they are racist. It's the attitude of “I didn't mean 

to be racist”, but it's still really racist.  

In the case of Anika, she quickly made friends with another new student who is also 

a transmigrant like herself. They could relate to each other’s experiences of moving 

countries, even though her friend was half Chinese and half British. Anika’s mother 

said it took Anika longer to make friends with local students.  

Anika: Yeah, I was friends with her because she had the same feelings as I. 

She used to live in Singapore. Then she moved to New Zealand then she 

moved to Australia. So I'm from England to Australia, and so we got the same 

experience of packing and everything. 

Apart from overt racism, how does the global citizen interact with local citizens who 

have not travelled as much or have such transnational lives? There is a shock felt by 

the global citizen that not everyone understands the world like they do. There is a 

social class issue too, between the rich and the poor, the educated and uneducated, 

those who are mobile and those who are immobile. Some analysts say this divide 

culminated in Brexit, when UK voters, disgruntled and left on the periphery, voted to 

build walls against the negatives of globalisation (Blockmans, 2016).  

Hana’s mother: A lot of it is like ignorance, like a girl in her class thought 

Africa was a country. I’m not being anti-Australia. I went back to the north of 

England, where I grew up. The girl cutting my hair thought Tokyo and Hong 

Kong were the same place. It’s like saying France and Germany are the 

same. 

The hypermobile students in this study may also have encountered unconscious bias 

and micro-aggressions from fellow students and teachers who had not experienced 

similar multi-cultural, multi-lingual lives (Santoro, 2009). Although only Hana’s 

mother mentioned her children experiencing racism, 70% of school students in 

Australia are reported to experience some form of racism, particularly for migrants 

from non-English speaking countries, with most of it taking place in the classroom 
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and school grounds (Mansouri et al., 2009). By creating a sense of “us versus them”, 

racism has been reported as causing young people anxiety, anger, and loss of self-

esteem and the sense of belonging (VicHealth, 2009). This feeling of exclusion 

based on race may be further compounded by social class. 

Based on the findings of this study, I propose that on top of race, language and 

culture, another sense of “othering” for the children of these transmigrants is due to 

their hypermobile lifestyles. Schools and the generally Anglo teaching body, while 

playing lip-service to embracing diversity and other cultures, still look at culture in a 

simplistic way, as symbolised by traditional clothes and food. Harmony Days treat 

culture as a static entity rather than something that is modern and evolving (Watkins 

& Noble, 2019). Our transmigrant children may receive little understanding from 

teachers and other students of what it means to live across continents, with two or 

more cultures and multiple languages. 

3.8. Conclusion to chapter 

At the beginning of this chapter, I asked if the practice of flexible citizenship has 

changed in the last twenty years. From my research at Rosemount School, an 

independent school in an affluent suburb of Sydney, I have observed the strategy of 

“flexible citizenship” used by wealthy transmigrants, especially Mainland Chinese 

arrivals. The students in my study were the children of well-educated, cosmopolitan 

migrants who are likely to have entered Australia on skilled or business visas. There 

are more Mainland Chinese families than Indian, as the Chinese migrants tend to be 

wealthier than the Indian migrants, hence their prevalence at Rosemount School, a 

high-fee school. 

Many of these migrants lead transnational lives with frequent travel and close 

communication between their “home” and “host” countries, with even this distinction 

becoming blurred depending on which member of the family is where and at what 
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time. Challenging the concept of a “loyal” citizen, these globalised migrants may or 

may not stay in Australia. With circulatory migration paths, many of them may use 

Australia as a stepping stone to another location, perhaps just for the education of 

their children. Understanding these migration patterns is important for national policy 

makers, local planners, and the schools educating these children. 

 

From my data, close to 60% of the LBOTE group at Rosemount were born in 

Australia, about 30% had migrated to Australia before Year 3 (age 8), and 10% had 

migrated most recently in the final two years of the study. The SDQ difficulties score 

on the wellbeing measure was slightly above average for the new arrivals group; the 

difficulties reduced with time spent in Australia. This concurs with research on the 

adjustment of refugee children in Australia that shows their SDQ scores lowered 

over time post-arrival (Zwi et al., 2018). 

 

The trauma of migration was most keenly felt by the recent arrivals group, who 

recorded a higher mean SDQ score of 13.8, compared to the Australian norm of 

10.65 and Rosemount LBOTE mean of 11.6. The interviewees testified to the 

bewilderment and sense of loss that the children felt on arrival in a new country, a 

new home and a new school. The recent arrivals group clearly experienced 

acculturation stress with changes to family structures, with the acculturation 

strategies of separation and assimilation connected more to lower wellbeing scores.  

 

In summary, I recommend schools, and especially teachers, be educated about the 

symptoms of externalised and internalised behaviours that could be attributed to the 

difficulties for students who have just arrived from another country. In addition to 

focusing on English language support, schools could do more to attune their 

practices to mitigate the stress on recent arrival children by supporting the child and 

family with their cultural and language adjustments. Welcome committees could be 

created in student year groups and parent groups to share experiences or help with 

the orientation of new families. Since many independent schools have demographics 
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similar to Rosemount’s, and skilled migration is a trend that will continue, they could 

tap into existing migrant communities to help new arrivals. 

The children in my study were pre-adolescent and perhaps not developmentally 

ready for identity making. The recent arrivals still held onto the ethnicity and 

nationalities of their parents and few mentioned being Australian. From the survey 

data, less than half of the LBOTE student group described themselves as Australian 

(or part Australian). In line with acculturation research, assimilation or integration into 

the majority culture is likely to come as children get older and begin to take cultural 

cues from peers rather than parents. 

Another convincing and affirming strategy of acculturation that children of skilled 

migrants may adopt is hybrid identity, the accepting of not only bi-cultures but also 

polycultures. This is not only an important strategy for the children, but one that 

needs to be communicated to parents and teachers, and indeed politicians. Identity 

and a sense of belonging are crucial to children’s wellbeing, and since identity is 

created when there is continuity of how others view them, Australian teachers need 

to understand the children of the skilled migrants that are studying in our schools. It 

can be harmful for a child born and raised in Australia, who sees herself as 

Australian, to have others in her school just see an Asian face. Similarly, conflicts 

can arise when the migrant parents of a child value only their culture while 

denigrating the Australian values their child might identify with. In this globalising 

world, and especially for my study group of hypermobile, hyperconnected children, it 

is helpful to understand that integrating and accepting the multiple cultures that a 

child experiences daily can support the child to be happy and well-adjusted. 
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CHAPTER 4: Astronaut Families and Effects on Child Wellbeing 
 

 

This chapter examines an aspect of migration unique to hypermobile skilled 

migrants, and especially common among Chinese migrant families. One 

transnational strategy employed by our flexible citizens is astronaut parenting, 

whereby one parent (usually the mother) stays with the children in the host country 

and the other parent (usually the absent father) continues to work in China.  

 

The ‘split-household’ family unit is not a new one in Australia. Chinese male migrants 

in the 1850s left their households in Southern China to work the gold fields of 

Australia, sending remittances to their wives and children, or extended family. These 

migrants were called “sojourners” by Paul Siu in 1952. These workers did not 

assimilate or aim to stay in the host country as their main objective of going overseas 

was to elevate their wealth and status back home (Woon, 1983). 

 

The new term “astronaut” family was used in the 1990’s to describe the flip side of 

the split-household (Lai, 1992; Ho, Bedford, & Goodwin, 1997 a,b). This time, the 

husband and father stayed in Asia to work and provide financial support, while the 

migrating pair - the wife and children - moved to a new country to fulfil residency 

requirements. They left for several reasons: to have a bolthole in a more stable 

political environment, enjoy lower density living, and a higher quality of life in the 

western democracies (Aye, Alice & Guerin, 2001); as well as to give their children 

the benefits of a western education prized among Asian families (Tsong and Liu, 

2009). Yeung’s 2005 study reported that 57% of children in astronaut families 

understood the arrangement as better for their education. 

 

The parents were called ‘astronaut parents’ frequently flying between the two 

households on two continents, and the children termed ‘satellite kids’ (Irving, Tsang, 

Allagia, Chau and Benjamin 2003). The Chinese word ‘taikongren’ means astronaut, 
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or one who spends time in space (such as an airplane), or it could mean an ‘empty’ 

household without a wife (Skeldon, 1994). 

Another similar Asian immigration trend is where parents would send their children to 

the host country as unaccompanied minors or “parachute kids”; the majority of the 

migrating children in the literature being high school age, around 13-17 years old. 

During the late 1990s, there were many sensational media reports of wealthy Asian 

teenagers who were unsupervised and untethered. On one hand, lonely and 

neglected and on the other hand; wild and susceptible to lawlessness (Berestein, 

1996; Zhou,1998).  

The astronaut family phenomenon was studied in the Australian context in 1996 by a 

comprehensive report by Pe-Pua et al: ‘Astronaut Families and Parachute Children.’ 

The report examined the economic, social and cultural consequences of the 

astronaut families and parachute children from Hong Kong. In this chapter, I will 

report on the migration strategy 20 years on and examine the effect on child 

wellbeing. 

4.1. Astronaut families 

4.1.1. Host countries: Canada, USA, Australia, New Zealand 

Since the anthropologist Ong described the astronaut father as a multicultural 

manager with multiple passports and flexible capital flying across borders on 

business (Ong, 1999), many studies have sought to understand these transnational 

families.  The research sites followed the migrants, especially in the host countries of 

Canada (Skeldon, 1994; Lam, 1994; Sheppard, 1999; Waters, 2002, 2009, Tsang et 

al., 2003; Yeung, 2005), United States (Zhou, 1998) and New Zealand (Aye, Alice 

and Guerin, 2001, Boyer, 1996; Ho, 2002, 2008). These countries have all 

implemented new immigration policies selecting migrants based on skills and those 

with capital to invest (Bedford et al., 2001). 
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In Australia, Mak and Chan (1995) – two Hong Kong-born clinical psychologists, 

researching in Australia – wrote about ‘scattered families’ from Hong Kong and 

Taiwan as new settlers in Australia. They described a positive outcome of the split 

nuclear family, such as increased trade ties between Australia, Hong Kong, and 

China. However, they also warned of marital problems and reduced family cohesion 

due to the mobile family members moving back and forth between Asia and Australia 

(Mak & Chan, 1995). 

 

This was followed by an in-depth study by the Centre of Multicultural Studies at the 

University of Wollongong (Pe-Pua, 1996) on astronaut families between Hong Kong 

and Australia. As explained in the Pe-Pua et al. report:  

 

“the introduction of non-discriminatory immigration policies in Canada (1962), 

USA (1968), Australia (1973), and New Zealand (1978) provided the framework for 

the emigration of the ‘new’ overseas Chinese.” (p.3) 

 

The Pe-Pua et al. study studied 60 Hong Kong Chinese families in Sydney through a 

mixture of family and individual interviews, and with other key informants such as 

religious, government, educational and ethnic organisations in Australia. The 

extensive study told us much about the living arrangements of the astronaut families 

and the effects on the spouse and children. Some women reported feeling lonely and 

unhappy with parenting alone, while others felt more independent without their 

husbands. The children reported the challenges of adjusting to education in Australia 

and missing their fathers. On the other hand, some children adapted quickly and 

became more mature due to the increase in responsibility compared to their pre-

migration lives in Hong Kong.  
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4.1.2. Sending countries: Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea 

The key sending countries of the migrants in the literature were Hong Kong (Ho & et 

al., 1997a,b; Skeldon, 1994; Pe-Pua et al., 1996; Irving & Tsang, 1999; Sheppard, 

1999), and Taiwan (Waters, 2009; Chiang & Yang, 2008, Ip et al.,1998). Some have 

called the heads of households who have gained residence in New Zealand but 

returned to Taiwan as ‘semigrants’ (Boyer, 1996). ‘Haven seekers’ refer to 

Taiwanese families who have physically left a politically unstable Taiwan (Hsiao, 

1995). In Korea, astronaut families were called “geese” families, an analogy of wild 

geese that travel long journeys to bring back food for their offspring (Abelmann et al., 

2014).  Interestingly, migrants from Hong Kong and Taiwan tended to live in 

astronaut families, whereas Korean migrants tended to live in nuclear families. 

(Lidgard, 1996). The ‘study mothers’ from People’s Republic of China accompanying 

their children to study in Singapore, a ‘global schoolhouse’ (Huang & Yeoh, 2005), 

with the mother’s residence status dependent on the studying child. 

The astronaut family trend is a confluence of the above-mentioned immigration 

policy changes in the host countries and the rise of wealth in the Asian economies, 

especially in the four Asian Tigers of South Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan and 

Singapore. This transnational migration strategy was deployed by the wealthy, well-

educated class of the sending countries. The Pe-Pua et.al report attested to this, 

reporting emigrants from Hong Kong as well-educated, holding professional and 

managerial positions, and bringing considerable wealth as “entrepreneurs, investors 

and self-employed individuals.” (Pe-Pua et. al, 1996, p. 4) 

While some authors assume that these migrants were ‘reluctant exiles’ forced to 

settle overseas by negative political events in Hong Kong, Skeldon questioned this 

notion. Rather he saw them as “bold pioneers”, looking for better countries of 

residence. (Skeldon, 1994). Certainly, his comprehensive book gave an extensive 

account of the brain drain from Hong Kong, the reasons and arrangements and the 

positive impact the migration has on receiving countries like Canada, Australia, USA, 

UK and Singapore. 
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4.1.3. Gap in the literature 

Since the seminal Pe-Pua et. al. report on Hong Kong astronaut families in Sydney 

in 1996, there has been little further study on this immigration trend that has not 

abated. Also while there have been many studies on Mainland Chinese international 

students at secondary, tertiary and postgraduate level in Australia (Leung, 2001; 

Chen,  2008; Zheng et al., 2004, Zhao et al.,2022), the focus of the studies on 

astronaut families since the 1990s were on older children, usually teenagers or 

young adults (Tsang et al., 2003). There is a shortage of literature on Mainland 

Chinese astronaut families in Australia.   

The experiences of fathers have also been rarely covered in the studies, though Pe-

Pua et. al. (1996) reported men in Hong Kong missing their absent families and 

worrying about their safety, as well as having trouble taking care of themselves, 

relying on their own mothers for cooking and cleaning.  In contrast, the perspective 

of astronaut mothers has been well-represented in the literature (Man,1995, 2008; 

Waters, 2002; Lam, 2004; Cooke, 2001). Studies ranged from topics of sexuality, 

stress, conjugal roles, economic decisions, child rearing and family planning. There 

have been some studies focusing specifically on satellite and parachute kids (Pe-

Pua et al.; Irving, Tsang and Benjamin, 1999), including on the psychosocial 

adjustment of Chinese immigrant children in schools (Chiu & Ring, 1998; Leung, 

2001). However, both focused on adolescents only. The effect of astronaut living on 

children of primary school age has seldom been examined. 

By focusing on these research gaps, this study will aim to better understand the 

family arrangements of astronaut households in the 2020s in Australia and especially 

give voice to the young children to hear how the migration decision of their parents 

have impacted them. While my data is from a small sample size in one research site, 

it shows the predominance of astronaut families from Mainland China. Out of my six 

interviews, the four Mainland Chinese families all practised split-household migration 

- typical of astronaut families - with the father working back in Mainland China.
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4.2. Astronaut families 20 years on  
 

My research in Sydney, Australia more than twenty years from the Pe-Pua et. al. 

study in 1996, shows how the demographics of the astronaut family in Australia has 

changed. The sending country is now predominantly Mainland China instead of 

Hong Kong and Taiwan. This is reflective of the skilled migration trend mentioned in 

chapter three, as migrants from Mainland China (People’s Republic of China) have 

become the second biggest group of arrivals in Australia. 

 

Despite, Mainland Chinese arrivals now one of the largest migrant groups in 

Australia,  there is little research on Mainland Chinese astronaut families. In 

Australia, a study on astronaut wives in 2008 was based on Hong Kong migrants in 

Brisbane (Chang & Darlington, 2008) and focused on the detailed experiences of the 

lone mother. Another study in Melbourne dwelled on the adaptation and identity 

formation of Taiwanese-born youth who migrated with their parents to Australia 

under the Business Migration Program. (Chiang & Yang, 2008).  

 

4.2.1. Mainland Chinese Satellite Babies  
 

Although there is an absence of research on Mainland Chinese astronaut families in 

Australia, in 2019, a study described transnational parent-child separation of 

Mainland Chinese migrant families in Sydney (Hui et al., 2019). In this practice, the 

child is born in Australia and sent back to be taken care of by grandparents in China, 

with the average duration of the separation around 20 months. Some children in the 

study transitioned between the two countries multiple times. Following the reunion, 

the infants exhibited health and challenging behaviours including selective mutism, 

food refusal and regressive development. There is a similar PhD study in the US in 

2009 by Haihong Wang that explained the same phenomena of satellite babies.  The 

study showed the associated parental guilt of sending babies back to China so 

parents could work in the US and how parenting was done from a distance. There 
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are other studies based in America and Canada with Mainland Chinese migrant split-

household families, where the satellite babies were temporarily sent back to the 

home country where the extended family could manage childcare. (Bohr & Tse 

2009). Sometimes called ‘reverse-migration separation’ it was noted as common 

practice among low-income Chinese migrants in New York City (Kwong et al., 2009). 

Another recent study in Australia on Mainland Chinese migrants explored 

‘transnational grandparenting’ (Da, 2003) explaining how filial piety should not be 

viewed as only from younger to older, but can go both ways, where grandparents 

deeply accept their commitment to the family. Taking care of grandchildren and 

helping migrant parents with emotional support was embedded in Chinese culture. 

Women’s participation in paid work was also more accepted and prevalent in China, 

with the knowledge that childcare would come from grandparents. Grandparents also 

passed on cultural heritage and language to the younger generation. The highly 

educated male and female migrants interviewed in the study did not expect the 

mother to stay home to take care of the children, and parent-child separation was 

‘sanctioned culturally’ (p. 21) 

4.2.2. Mainland Chinese Satellite Kids 

In 2015, there was a Masters paper examining the experiences of Chinese Mainland 

“Satellite Children” in Vancouver (Li, 2018) that interviewed young adults 21-32 

about family life in ‘shuttle’ families. He found that mainland Chinese ‘satellite kids’ 

led complex family lives that were quite different to how their parents grew up. These 

kids practised ‘world switching’, between their ‘split’ and ‘full’ home lives, as well as 

between Chinese families and Western schools. They also internalised the sacrifice 

the family made with the astronaut household arrangement, with the 

acknowledgement that their academic success was the ‘pay back’ for the sacrifice. 

Most kids talked positively about their home life, with only a few participants openly 

critical of their parents. The negative emotional responses were mostly regarding 

relationships with the father.  Li called for more studies into the new population group 
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of Mainland Chinese, rather than viewing Chinese-Canadian culture through the lens 

of older generations primarily from Hong Kong.    

 

Later, in 2020, there was research on the sociocultural adaptation of ‘parachute kids’ 

from Mainland China (Cheng, 2020) based in the US. The participants interviewed 

were between 15- 20 years old at the time of interview and were called international 

students living with host families.  Their range of time in the recruited school was 

between 1-4 years, and all came from wealthy families of entrepreneurs, civil 

servants, or professionals.  

 

The kids came from a position of advantage and privilege back in China to their new 

life in the US of ‘disadvantage’. They became disadvantaged possibly due to poorer 

academic grades, they struggled with a new school system, and had lost the social 

network of their families. The kids had to deal with unfriendliness from classmates 

and racism, as well as navigating sometimes host families who were more interested 

in the financial of the hosting arrangement rather than the wellbeing of the children in 

their care.  

 

The students also talked of their newfound freedom from parental supervision and 

tightly controlled schools in China, which was at once a blessing but also a risk. The 

satellite kids had to learn to make decisions for themselves with the lack of guidance 

and care from parents who were far away. Teachers reported many becoming 

addicted to video games, particularly the male students. Of the 12 participants, some 

integrated well into their new country, while some maintained their separation, and 

some were in between not sure how to reconcile the two cultures. 

 

4.2.3. Satellite kids now as adults 
 

More recently there are now reflective studies on Asian American adults in their 

twenties and thirties who grew up as parachute kids or satellite kids, to understand 

the long-term impact of growing up in transnational households. (Tsong et al., 2021); 
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Ngan & Chan, 2022). Firstly, a positive finding was that children growing up in 

transnational families with long-term separation are more mature, self-sufficient and 

independent. This was corroborated with prior research by Tsang et al., 2003, Aye & 

Guerin, 2001. The post-traumatic growth model states that children can make 

personal growth because of a stressful experience, such that migration trauma may 

actually help the satellite children gain positive traits of resilience and responsibility. 

This bodes well for the children in my study, especially the new arrivals who 

experienced difficulties with their recent move to Australia, they could hopefully look 

forward to positive personality outcomes as they acculturated with time. 

 

Another finding was that if the children had more agency in the family’s migration 

decision, it could make the adjustment easier. This may not be so relevant for my 

study group of young primary-aged children, since it may be conceptually hard for 

children of this age group to understand the motivations in such a major family 

decision, or indeed to change their parents’ mind if they did not agree to the move. 

However, the now adult interviewees reflected that being part of the discussion and 

knowing the possible challenges ahead could have helped them with the important 

life transition.  

 

Interestingly, two thirds of the interviewees in the Tsong study would not repeat the 

same split-family arrangement they experienced as children with their own 

spouses/children. Interviewees stated memories of loneliness, parent-child distance 

and seeing the strain on their parents’ marriage as reasons they would prefer to 

keep their family together. This may be an unforeseen long-term impact of the 

transnational immigration strategy of astronaut parenting. The Hong Kong satellite 

children in the 2022 study had returned to Hong Kong after their transnational 

childhoods and were planning to send their children overseas (Ngan & Chan,2022). 

They reported regret and nostalgia, coupled with guilt towards leaving their elderly 

parents. Perhaps due to their separation with family in the astronaut family 

arrangement when they were young, these satellite children now as adults were 

intent on maintaining intergenerational bonds between their own children and 
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parents.  Their migration plans were characterised by ‘uncertainty and hesitation’ 

(Ngan & Chan, 2021, p. 210) due to their earlier experiences of family separation.

4.3. Astronaut families at Rosemount School 

My study of families in Rosemount school, with a large number of wealthy Chinese 

migrant students, provided a unique insight into contemporary practices of astronaut 

family arrangements. In the Year 5 students studied, the biggest cohort of fathers 

(38%) and mothers (42%) were from China (see Table 4.1). No students reported 

their parents being from Taiwan or Hong Kong. The next biggest group of migrants 

were from India (9% mothers, 7% fathers), followed by Korea (both mothers and 

fathers 6%). 

Table 4.1

Birth country of students’ mothers and fathers

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020

Since astronaut parenting is a common practice among Chinese migrant family, I 

further investigated this sub-group. In answer to the question “Does your father live 

with you normally during school terms” for children whose father is from China: 49% 

answered “No” or “Sometimes” (see Table 4.2.). That’s almost half of the Chinese 

migrant families practising astronaut parenting! Although, anecdotally, I had heard 

students speak about the practice, it surprised me that almost half of the Chinese 
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migrant families at Rosemount had an absent father either ‘all the time’, or 

‘sometimes’. 

 

Table 4.2 

Does your father live with you during term time? 

 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

It has been hard for researchers to estimate the number of families practising 

astronaut parenting due to difficulty tracking the absent father via census data or via 

entry and departure data (Yeung, 2005; Li, 2018). Some researchers like Boyer 

(1996) have resorted to survey data. Indeed for this research, my survey data was 

the best place to get a sense of how many families practised astronaut parenting. 

The school also did not have accurate data, as the place of residence at enrolment 

or the contact information for the father was usually in Australia. The school did not 

track when and if the father moved back and forth from his home country to 

Australia. 

 

My survey responses further provided insight into the practice. Students in the 

“Sometimes, please explain” box explained the arrangements: 

 

He works in China but comes here very often. 

 

My dad comes here a few times a year but he lives in Hong Kong 
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Sometimes, he is here but his work is in China so he moves from Australia 

and China. 

My dad usually leaves home 2 times a year (overseas). He can be gone from 

1-4 months per time

For fathers not born in China, the reasons given for the split-household was due to 

parent divorce or separation. So there was a clear difference between the migration 

practice versus a split-household due to divorce or separation. 

My parents live in different houses so I sometimes go to my dad's and 

sometimes I go to my mum's. 

I live with him sometimes because he and my Mum are divorced. 

For those satellite children whose Chinese-born fathers live with them “sometimes” 

or “not at all”; they explained how often they see their fathers. The answers ranged 

from term by term to yearly or more. 

Maybe once 3-5 months 

He sometimes comes in the school holidays and sometimes comes during 

non school holidays 

Like a term then not a term then another term... 
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Meets at my birthday 

 

Once every year or once every two years 

 

As explained in the methodology chapter, the survey was conducted in November 

2020: on 11 March 2020 the World Health Organisation declared COVID-19 a 

pandemic and by 20 March 2020, Australia shut its borders to all non-residents. 

From the initial outbreak in Wuhan in January 2020, China instigated its own set of 

lockdowns across many cities to curb the spread of the disease. As a result of the 

border closures, some usually absent fathers were grounded in Australia: 

 

Normally he goes on a few business trips per term but because of COVID-19 

he hasn’t been going on business trips this year. 

 

He used to go back to China but recently he has been staying in Australia. 

 

He moves to China every year and that happens very frequently, but this year 

he has not been back because of COVID-19. 

 

However, this did not significantly skew results, as the question was phrased “Does 

your father live with you normally during school terms?” Even those students with 

fathers grounded due to COVID-19 still reported the father normally did not 

sometimes live with them. 

 
 

Aside from Chinese families, some other Asian migrants also practised astronaut 

parenting too. Of the seven students with a father born in Korea, two seemed to 

have an astronaut father, explaining that they see their father “once a term during the 
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school holidays”.  This confirms Lidgard’s earlier findings in 1996 that Korea 

migrants tend to live in nuclear families, rather than the split transnational 

households Chinese families tend to adopt. Of the eight students with a father born 

in India, only one seems to have an astronaut father, with the child explaining that 

“He moves around from India to Australia, 6 months or so.”. From my quantitative 

data, it was clear that the astronaut family practice was most common among 

Mainland Chinese families. 

For ease of analysing the survey data, I have only used fathers born in China as a 

filter as that represented the majority of the astronaut families. I did not include the 

fathers born in Korea or the fathers born in India due to the small number. 

Another key member of the household in the astronaut family arrangement was the 

grandparents. Since families could not as easily employ domestic help in Australia 

as in China, it was the maternal or paternal grandparent who came to help in the 

absence of the father. For families with both parents present, 7% had grandparents 

living with them sometimes. For families with absent fathers, the number doubles to 

14%. The majority of the grandparents did not speak any English. 

While many Asian families chose to live with extended family and certainly Chinese 

families were accustomed to living with grandparents, there was an interesting 

nuance about the presence of grandparents in the families with both parents present 

versus the astronaut family. The grandparents in the astronaut family seemed to be 

more hypermobile, flying in and out following the father’s mobility. Anecdotally in my 

work as an EALD teacher, I called this the “revolving door of carers”; sometimes it 

was the father, sometimes the mother, and other times, the grandparents looking 

after the child.  

For families with absent fathers, maternal grandparents were also more prevalent in 

the household, and for longer periods of time (see Figure 4.1). The paternal 
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grandparents seemed to visit for shorter periods of time. This made sense, as the 

mother was the main carer in Australia, so would probably prefer her own parents to 

come and help with childcare and domestic chores, rather than her in-laws. An 

example below is Katie’s maternal grandparents who come to help the mother: 

 

Katie’s mum: Term time, it’s just me. My mother, Katie’s grandmother will 

come and help me. But because of Covid, it’s just me alone taking care of the 

two children. 

 

Figure 4.1 

Grandparents who live in the absent father household 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them ‘sometimes’ or ‘not at all’ 

(absent fathers): 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 
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The presence of grandparents during the survey was probably somewhat 

underreported due to COVID-19. Like the Mainland astronaut children in Li’s study in 

2018 that reported a loss of kinship networks, our astronaut families also lived 

largely without family networks, as reported in the previous wave of astronaut 

families in the 1990s (Skeldon, 1994; Lam, 1994, Da, 2003).  Although 14% of 

astronaut households had grandparents living with them some of the time, the other 

86% of astronaut families did not. 

 

The transnational household is also more likely not to be a nuclear family where 

typically the parents live with their children in one home, bound by the nation-state 

(Mazzucato and Schans, 2011). While this may reflect Asian family structures of 

living with extended family, another explanation could be that for the flexible 

citizenship arrangements to work - astronaut mothers and fathers who were always 

on the move mentally and physically - needed to rely on extended family or paid help 

to share the childcare and take care of homes in both countries. 

 

4.4. Effects of the absent father on child wellbeing 
 

The psychological literature on astronaut families is strongly skewed towards the 

mother’s experience (Pe-Pua et. al., 1996; Waters, 2002; Chang & Darlington, 

2008). With issues such as giving up employment on becoming a ‘trailing wife’ 

(Bonney & Love 1991; Halfacree, 1995; Findlay & Li, 2005); to new domestic and 

parenting duties that were previously spread between extended family, the husband 

and domestic help; to strains of a transnational marriage. The astronaut wife, 

although quite materially comfortable, reported isolation, homesickness, depression 

(Boyer, 1996; Pe-Pua et al.,1996) and that the process of migration forced women to 

take on the traditional gendered role of a housewife and mother (Ho, 2006). 

However, some women also reported becoming empowered in decision-making and 

more assertive in their marriage (Lidgard, 1996; Pe-Pua et al.,1996). 

 



 
 

94 

On the astronaut children, I looked at the extensive report of the 1996 Pe-Pua et. al. 

study set in Australia and the Canadian study on the psychological adjustment of 

Chinese adolescent satellite children (Yeung, 2005). For the children, the absence of 

the father was reported as distressing. The children felt alone and disappointed that 

the family was not complete. They also experienced the feeling of homesickness, 

boredom and loneliness like the mothers (Boyer, 1996). The family roles changed 

too in the astronaut arrangement, with the children needing to assume more 

responsibility with the absence of the father and help the lone mother; some 

performed more household chores, looked after younger siblings, acted as 

interpreters, or became the family chauffeur. Many respondents indicated they have 

become more mature due to living without their fathers (Yeung, 2005). Pe-Pua et.al. 

reported some sons feeling resentful having to assume the role of the absent father. 

 

On a positive note, astronaut children could become more assertive and 

independent like the mothers (Pe-Pua et al., 1996). The mother-child relationship 

was strengthened as did the relationships between siblings.  Some children reported 

the astronaut arrangement did not affect them much, since even back in their home 

country, they had limited contact with the father who was always busy at work. 

Yeung reported 43% of his Hong Kong respondents - from grade 4 to first year of 

university – felt living in astronaut households was lonely, while 50% did not. In some 

studies, the satellite children were reluctant to criticise home life (Ong, 1999; Li, 

2018). They saw the arrangements as normalised and mundane. The girls in my 

interviews also spoke about accepting the arrangement as commonplace, especially 

since many of their friends at school had the same astronaut family arrangements. 

 

Erica: Well it’s not really sad. I still go on normally. Because it’s like a really 

normal thing now. 

 

Abby: It's been me, my sister, my mum, for so long. It's like a year, right? 

More than a year. 
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In the literature, life for the children with the father away was less formal, for example 

around mealtimes and being required to speak Chinese all the time when dad was 

around. In my interviews, the girls also spoke about the father coming back and forth 

as a disruption to their routines. Some enjoyed having less parental pressure. 

 

Erica: I actually feel better (when dad is not around). I wasn’t stressed. I don’t 

like people when they check on me. 

 

Although, slightly different in context, a study of Filipino children who grew up with 

absent fathers working overseas, the children were the first to defend the 

transnational arrangements and refute that family ties were broken (Salazar 

Parrenas, 2008) explaining that love and sacrifice bound the family together. To get 

an understanding of the ties between the child and those in their micro-environment, 

my survey asked Year 5 female students how close they felt to various people in 

their lives. Their responses provided a detailed account of their relationships with 

their father, mother, siblings, friends and teachers. The next sections discuss each in 

turn.  

 

4.4.1. My results: Closeness to fathers 
 

The concept of ‘closeness’ I have used is the idea of ‘affectional-psychological 

closeness’ as meaning feelings of positive or negative closeness to family members 

(Elise Radina et.al, 2019). Although a clear definition of ‘closeness’ may be poorly 

defined (Parks & Floyd, 1996), it is a fundamental concept in the study of personal 

relationships.  

 

Park and Floyd found that 71% of respondents in their study defined closeness as 

‘self-disclosure”; meaning “talking, disclosing, telling each other everything”, and this 

was especially high for the female population compared to the male. In addition, 

another factor of closeness was ‘understanding”; meaning special insight, empathy 

with. With these two ideas in mind and with child-appropriate language,  I designed 
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the available responsese for ‘closeness’ in the survey, to reflect the self-disclosure 

and understanding. The survey question for ‘closeness’ was asked in reference to 

the child’s relationship with her father/mother/siblings/grandparents/friends/teachers:  

“How would you rate your closeness to your ______”.  The possible responses were 

:  

1 2 3 4 5 
Not close, does not 

understand me 

Somewhat 

understands me 

Neutral Quite close Very close, I can 

tell her everything 

 

In response to the question “How close are you to your father?” Students with fathers 

born in China who “does not” or “sometimes” lives with them (absent fathers) 

answered to being not so close compared to students with fathers that live with them 

all the time (resident fathers). 73% of students with absent fathers felt ‘quite close’ 

and ‘very close’ to their fathers, while for students with resident fathers, the figure 

was 100% (see Figure 4.2.). 

 

Figure 4.2. 

Closeness to fathers (students with absent fathers vs resident fathers) 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them ‘sometimes’ or ‘not at all’ 

(absent fathers): 

 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them ‘all the time’ (resident fathers) : 
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Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

Almost 30% of children with absent fathers felt ‘neutral’ to ‘not close” to their fathers. 

Compare this to children with divorced or separated families, of whom only 7% felt 

“neutral to “not close” to their fathers. This suggests strongly that having a father 

physically absent makes it difficult for children to feel close to the father despite the 

family remaining ostensibly still a unit but split across two continents. Also despite 

much-improved telecommunications to 20 years ago, and the frequent travel 

between the countries of the wealthy parents, the children with absent fathers still 

reported feeling less close than children with resident fathers or as a comparison 

group, children with divorced/separated households where the child saw the father 

intermittently (see Figure 4.2.). Children with absent fathers (73% ‘close’ or ‘very 

close’) were less close to their fathers compared to children with divorced or 

separated fathers (93% ‘close or ‘very close’). 

Figure 4.3. 

Closeness to fathers (students in divorced or separated families) 

Students with fathers not from China who lives with them ‘sometimes’ or ‘not at all’ 

(divorced/ separated families): 
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Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

The 2018 study on Mainland Chinese astronaut children (Li, 2018) also asked in 

interviews about ‘closeness’ to parents. “Closeness” was determined by how close 

their values and attitudes to life were to one parent or the other. Both male and 

female respondents were closest to their mothers as they had lived without their 

fathers for many years. From my results below, the students in astronaut families 

were closer to mothers. Measuring closeness by combining “quite close” and “very 

close” for students with absent fathers, closeness to father in total was 72% while 

closeness to mother was 95%.  

4.4.2. My results: Closeness to mothers 

The satellite children respondents were closer to their mothers as they had lived 

without their fathers for a while. Taking the added percentage of ‘quite close’ and 

‘very close’, the satellite children felt closer to their mothers (95%) than children in 

two-parent households (91%) (see Figure 4.4.) 

Figure 4.4. 

Closeness to mothers (students with absent fathers vs resident fathers) 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them sometimes or not at all (absent 

fathers):

Students with fathers from China who lives with them all the time (resident fathers): 
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Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

The interviews also attested to this: 

 

Erica: I feel closer to mum, because she is here. My brother too, because we 

see our dad less than our mum 

 

Katie’s mum: She often told me what happened at school, and I asked her 

how did you deal with that? I feel like she talks to me a lot; our relationship is 

close. 

 

Some echoed the women in Pe-Pua et. al.’s report that stated a positive effect of the 

astronaut arrangement, which was that the mothers had much more time to interact 

with their children in Australia. 

 

Abby’ mum: I feel very grateful. When we were in China, I worked full time, so 

I didn’t have much time to talk to them. I came here for the family. I wanted 

quality family time, to accompany you during you growing up. 

 

Although it has not always been a smooth journey, the process of migration and 

figuring it out together has brought them closer. 

 

Abby’s mum: Last year she was very frustrated, I was very frustrated and 

struggling in that situation. I let her talk to her friends in China, that didn’t 
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work. Then I tried my sister in China. Her cousin, my sister’s son, they were 

quite close. I told her she needed to start a positive cycle, then there will be a 

turning point. 

Yeung’s study of satellite children in 2005 in Canada showed the children were 

generally well-adjusted and he attributed it to the parents’ willingness to show the 

child that their challenges are understood by the parents and the child could rely on 

the parents to help them cope. Abby’s mum demonstrated this by working things out 

with and for her daughter: 

Abby’s mum: This is not the life I wanted to make this big move. We talk about 

our relationship. I encouraged her to make her own decision (about enrolling 

in a maths course). I told her, mum trusts you to do it. 

Katie’s relationship was close to her mother too because they worked through 

difficult times together and kept communications open: 

Katie’s mum: Sometimes, since I am taking care of the kids alone, I will get 

angry if she doesn’t listen to me. I will shout at her, she will slam her things on 

the table. But then her anger will go quickly. She will find a new conversation 

and put the incident behind her. We don’t need to talk about it anymore. 

Again, with mothers, the physical distance made a difference. In Yeung’s 2005 

study, when respondents were asked what factors made them closer to their 

mothers, the top two categories were “see her more now” 38% and “care for each 

other more” 32%. This was echoed in my findings, as the children were simply 

spending more time with mothers than fathers. Therefore, a positive of the absent 

father was that mothers were building stronger bonds with their children. 
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However, a surprising note was that students with absent fathers while on the score 

of ‘quite close’ and ‘very close’ to mothers added up to 95% in total, on the measure 

‘very close to mother’ – only 68% of students with absent fathers reported being 

‘very close’ to their mother. For students in two-parent households, 87% reported 

being ‘very close’ to their mothers, almost 20% more. This is surprising as I imagined 

the girls without their fathers around would feel ‘very close’ to their mothers, but the 

results suggested otherwise. This distinction will be discussed in more detail below. 

 

4.4.3. My results: Closeness to siblings 
 

In the 2005 Yeung report, 31% of satellite children reported being a single child. My 

hypothesis at the beginning of the research was that satellite children (from China) 

were more likely to be the only child at home due to China’s one-child policy, 

compounding feelings of loneliness. Although the 35 year long one-child policy was 

relaxed in China in 2016 (family can now have two children), from my survey results, 

23% of children with fathers born in China are single children, compared to 12% of 

children with fathers not born in China. In other words, almost 1 in 4 of children in 

Chinese migrant households were an only child. However, that was still three-

quarters of the satellite children with siblings in the household. 

 

From the Pe-Pua et. al. report, astronaut children stated feeling closer to their 

siblings due to not having the option of the extended family and being the family 

members “left in Australia”. The Yeung 2005 report talked about why respondents 

felt closer to siblings as they were easier to talk to than their parents, and again, they 

bonded over the same feelings of being in the astronaut family. However, my results 

showed that the astronaut children (girls only) were not closer to their sisters 

compared to ‘complete’ families and certainly not close to their brothers.  

 

In the interviews, the participants did mention their sisters, but it seemed they rarely 

did things together as a family as each child was pursuing their own co-curricular 

activities, doing homework, attending tutoring and had generally busy lives outside of 
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school (that often did not involve the siblings).  Also, for Katie, there was competition 

for her father’s attention when the father was back in the household, and she 

boasted that her father liked her more than her sister. 

 

Katie: My mom and dad had talked about how my dad likes me more because 

my academic results are better than my sister’s. 

 

Closeness to sisters 

Combining the ‘quite close’ and ‘very close’ scores, only 75% of satellite children 

stated feeling close to their sisters, compared to 100% of children in complete 

households (see Figure 4.5.). This is surprising, considering the Pe-Pua et. al. 

reports, but it was reflected by my interviewees who seldom talked of their sisters, 

and the only time was Katie who spoke of her sister in a competitive tone. 

 

Figure 4.5. 

Closeness to sisters (students with absent fathers vs resident fathers) 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them sometimes or not at all (absent 

fathers): 

 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them all the time (resident fathers): 
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Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

Closeness to brothers 

Looking at the self-reported closeness to brothers, the satellite children with absent 

fathers were not close at all to their brothers. Firstly, the number of students with 

absent fathers from China, with brothers was quite small (n=12), but still of these 12 

students 5 said they were ‘not close’ to their brothers. My results showed a huge 

42% that reported ‘not close’ to brothers. (see Figure 4.4.) One of the satellite 

children, Erica hinted that she had a good relationship with her younger brother. The 

other, Chloe reported that she had no relationship with her older brother as he was a 

weekly boarder.  

Chloe: I only see him two times (a week). I see him for dinner on Saturday, 

then on the next day I see him again for dinner on Sunday, then they drive off 

(back to his boarding house). 

The Pe-Pua et. al. report shed some light on the experience of satellite children who 

are boys. While they also missed their fathers, they felt resentment at being made to 

take on the role of the man in the household. And since the mother and daughter 

became very close in the astronaut family arrangement, it perhaps alienated the boy 

in the household further due to the strong mother – daughter bond.  For further 

research, it would be interesting to study astronaut children that were boys to 

compare to my results which were only of girls. 
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Figure 4.6. 

Closeness to brothers (students with absent fathers vs resident fathers) 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them sometimes or not at all (absent 

fathers): 

 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them all the time (resident fathers): 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

In summary, the satellite children (girls in my study), compared to girls with resident 

fathers were less close to their fathers, slightly closer to their mothers and less close 

to their siblings. Some researchers have theorised that since Chinese parent-child 

communication can be ‘lecturing’ and emotionally unsupportive, the children may 

prefer to keep their thoughts and feelings to themselves (Chen et al., 2000) or share 

emotions with peers or somebody who will validate their feelings. (Shih, 1998). 

Below I compared if satellite children feel closer to their friends (peers) or somebody 

who will validate their feelings (for example teachers).   
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4.4.4. My results: Closeness to friends 

Positively, in my results, the satellite children did report being marginally closer to 

their friends (87%) than children with resident fathers (82%), inferring that they 

perhaps did choose to share emotions with peers rather than with the absent father 

or their siblings (see Figure 4.7.). Like Yeung, our satellite children did not report 

having difficulties making friends in Australia. They had a mix of Chinese and non-

Chinese friends and language barrier was not an issue since the girls were all 

English proficient. 

Figure 4.7. 

Closeness to friends (students with absent fathers vs resident fathers) 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them sometimes or not at all (absent 

fathers): 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them all the time (resident fathers): 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 
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4.4.5. My results: Closeness to teachers 
 

However, the students with resident fathers reported being closer to teachers than 

girls with absent fathers. My results did not show satellite children reaching out to 

confide in teachers, with 50% having neutral feelings for their teachers (see Figure 

4.8.). 

 

Figure 4.8. 

Closeness to teachers (students with absent fathers vs resident fathers) 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them sometimes or not at all (absent 

fathers):  

 

Students with fathers from China who lives with them all the time (resident fathers):  

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

In summary for the measures of closeness (see Table 4.3), my results did concur 

with Pe-Pua et. al. report that satellite children felt closest to their mothers, with 

some positive signs that they reached out to friends for psychological support. 
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However, it negated the Pe-Pua et. al. report in feelings of closeness to siblings. 

Those with absent fathers reported feeling less close to siblings, in particular 

brothers, than those children with fathers that lived with them all the time. 

 

Table 4.3 

Closeness to others of students with absent fathers vs students with resident 
fathers 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

One measure of closeness that was not measured in the survey was closeness to 

the family helper / nanny, called the ‘ayi’. Many families in China employ a family 

helper who helps with domestic chores, cooking and childcare. As it is not very 

expensive to employ an ayi, it is a common practice among middle-to-upper-class 

families in China, with some families even having more than one. It is also common 

practice for the ayis (who were often migrant workers from rural provinces) to live 

with the family and become very close, especially with the children they take care of. 

In the interviews, the girls spoke very fondly of their ayis. For Abby and Katie, they 

have had the same ayi since they were born. The girls felt very close to them, as 

they are part of the family, in daily proximity but did not carry the expectation and 

‘lecturing’ of the parents. 
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Katie: She comes like, really early, like eight o'clock in the morning. And then 

she leaves at seven (in the evening). She cooks dinner and she looks after 

the house. 

The ayi like grandparents and other extended family were part of the loss of kinship 

(Li, 2018) upon migration. While I have heard of ayis living with families in our school 

community, it was quite rare. More frequently it was grandparents who lived with the 

astronaut family and helped with the household and childcare. The reason being it 

would be easier to obtain a visa for extended family rather than for an ayi who was in 

legal terms an employee of the family.  

4.4.6. The absent father and attachment theory 

An interesting point worth exploring further is why the satellite children’s responses 

to feeling “very close to” was in every category, lower than children with resident 

fathers. As stated above, if combining the ‘quite close” and “very close” percentages, 

the satellite children in my study reported to being closer to mothers, and friends 

than children of complete families. This is understandable, as explained, with the 

father absent, the child is more likely to be closest to the present mother, and 

possibly to friends who they can confide in. However, if we were to look at only “very 

close” reports, satellite children still report significantly lower percentages to being 

‘very close” to anybody in their micro-system (see Table 4.4.). This is quite alarming. 

Table 4.4 

‘Very close’ to others: students with absent fathers vs students with resident 
fathers 
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Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

One reason could be linked with the child’s ability to form secure attachments. 

Attachment theory suggests that all humans have a strong desire to forge bonds with 

their parents or caregivers as children, especially when they feel distressed or overly 

challenged and that long-term parent-child separations can have damaging effects 

on the child (Bowlby, 1979). Because most migration experiences are stressful and 

challenging, it is useful to look at how attachment contributes to youth adjustment 

(Juang et al., 2018). 

Psychologists describe four attachment styles: (1) secure (2) anxious-avoidant, (3) 

anxious-resistant, and (4) disorganised (Ainsworth et al.,1978; Main & Solomon, 

1986). Children who are securely attached develop stronger self-esteem, perform 

better at school, have strong social relationships, and experience problems from 

depression and anxiety. Securely attached children seek closeness with their 

attachment figure when distressed. These children know that if they show negative 

emotions, their caregiver will try to comfort them. 

Children who have anxious-avoidant attachments do not seek contact with their 

caregivers, as they know they will get a negative reaction from the caregivers. These 

children instead avoid or distract themselves (Ainsworth et al., 1978) to not over-

burden or annoy the caregiver. Anxious-resistant children cling onto caregivers as 

they have learnt they cannot always count on their caregivers for comfort when 
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distressed and they act out even more to get the caregivers’ attention. Disorganised 

attachment relationships display odd or atypical behaviours when distressed as they 

have no coherent strategy to regulate their negative emotions (Lyons-Ruth & 

Jacobvitz, 2016). These children often display oppositional or aggressive behaviours 

(Benoit, 2004). 

There are more studies around attachment styles and how and when children 

engage in proximity maintenance (Sroufe & Waters, 1977) and also the 

consequences for the child’s “formation and quality of relationships well beyond the 

caregiver, including those with close friends, non-family members such as teachers, 

and eventually romantic partners (Simpson & Rholes, 2012). 

One satellite child Abby, possibly exhibited ‘anxious-avoidant’ attachment when she 

discussed her friends: 

Abby: I have a friend from every single friendship group, I can just float 

around.  I don't like to be in stable friendship groups, because if you have like 

a problem with friends, they'll actually really, really, really stress you out. …It’s 

a bit mean to say, but I get bored of friends. You know, everything about them 

and you just don't get that sense of freshness. 

Abby also possibly had signs of anxious-avoidant attachment when she said she did 

not want to spend time with her absent father, even when they met. 

Abby: I don't want stuff. You just need to bring me to my (Chinese theme 

park). Yeah, just give me a few dollars, I can go over myself. 

Understanding why the children with absent fathers report lower instances of 

closeness to everyone in their micro-system compared to children in complete 
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families requires further research with perhaps paediatric psychologists, and is 

beyond the scope of this study.  

There have been many studies on how migration brings stress to the family unit 

(Juang, Syed & Takagi, 2007; Titzmann et al., 2011) and specifically on long-term 

separation of family members (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Children who have 

experienced separation report higher anxiety and more depressive symptoms, and 

longer separations may result in children feeling less connected to their parents 

(Suárez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2009). The conclusion is that the longer the 

separation, the greater the toll on the attachment relationship with parents.  Other 

researchers have reported the huge emotional loss between parents and their 

children is the price of migration (Basch et al., 1994; Waters, 2002). 

In addition to the separation of the child and parent, the adjustment for the remaining 

parent responsible for child-rearing may result in the parent feeling stressed or 

overworked and therefore psychologically unavailable to their children (Athey & 

Ahearn, 1991). These factors may also affect the attachment behaviours of the child 

such as the above mentioned anxious-avoidant strategy. 

However, we must remember the process of migration is not only negative for the 

child; positive outcomes or “uplifts” include, becoming bilingual, developing inter-

ethnic friendships and inter-cultural competencies, as well as a better life (Tizmann & 

Lee, 2018, Suarez-Orozco et al., 2018) and securely attached children, with close 

ties family and to friends will adapt to migration challenges much better. (Juang et 

al., 2007). Given the importance of attachment theory for child development, it would 

be wise to conduct further research focusing on the impact of the astronaut family 

arrangement on children’s ability to develop and maintain secure attachment and 

close emotional relationships to people in their micro-system. 
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4.5. Strengths and difficulties of satellite children 

As discussed earlier, the wellbeing tool used to measure student wellbeing was the 

self-report Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire. In analysing the scores, the 

higher the total difficulties scores, the more difficulties the child is experiencing; 

school counsellors are concerned if students are in ‘borderline’ to ‘abnormal’ scores. 

Normal Borderline Abnormal 
Total Difficulties 
Scores 

0 - 15 16 - 19 20 - 40 

As we can see from the below Table 4.5, for students who are children of migrants, 

(ie parents were born outside of Australia), for the five girls who scored in the 

‘abnormal’ range for the total difficulties score, four of them had absent fathers (who 

lived with them ‘sometimes’ or ‘not at all’ in term time.) 

Table 4.5 

Students with ‘abnormal’ SDQ difficulties scores and absent father status 

ABNORMA
L 

Internalise
d 
Behaviour
s 

Internalise
d 
Behaviour
s 

Externalise
d 
Behaviour
s 

Externalised 
Behaviours 

Total 
Difficulties 
Score 

Abse
nt 
Fathe
r 

Emotiona
l 
problems 
scale 

Peer 
problem 
scale 

Conduct 
problem 
scale 

Hyperactivi
ty scale 

Stude
nt A 

25 Yes Borderline Abnormal Abnormal Normal 

Stude
nt B 

22 Yes Abnormal Borderline Normal Abnormal 

Stude
nt C 

20 Yes Normal Normal Abnormal Abnormal 

Stude
nt D 

20 No Borderline Normal Abnormal Borderline 

Stude
nt E 

20 Yes Abnormal Normal Borderline Normal 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 
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While I cannot say there is a causation, there is a strong correlation of absent fathers 

to students with abnormal total difficulties scores. Of the four students with absent 

fathers, all scored in the abnormal range for internalised and externalised 

behaviours. 

These girls self-reported externalised behaviours such as hyperactivity, restlessness, 

and being angry and fighting. These symptoms are signs that mothers or teachers 

could watch out for while the father is absent. A study in 1999 of Hong Kong 

astronaut families conducted by Sheppard, an ESL teacher, described similar family 

arrangements to my research site, despite the study being in Ontario, Canada and 

on Hong Kong families. Sheppard noticed when fathers had returned to the 

household that the children came to school more emotionally heightened and 

sometimes nervous.  This was coupled with a release or a sadness when the father 

left again. Such was the disruption to the household of the return and subsequent 

departure of the astronaut parent; and the mixed feelings for the satellite child. 

The students in my study also reported internalised feelings such as being worried, 

feeling nervous, or having difficulties making and keeping friends. These perhaps 

conformed to the image of Chinese students being the ‘model minority” where they 

didn’t ‘act out’ or externalise their difficulties. 

In comparison, among the girls with ‘borderline’ wellbeing scores, only 1 out of 7 had 

an absent father (see Table 4.6.). This suggests strong correlation between absent 

fathers and self-reported difficulties in the abnormal group. (Although some of the 

girls in the borderline group also scored in the abnormal range for some behaviours, 

it cannot be attributed to having an absent father.) 
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Table 4.6 

Students with ‘borderline’ SDQ difficulties scores and absent father status 

BORDERLI
NE 

Internalis
ed 
Behaviour
s 

Internalis
ed 
Behaviour
s 

Externalis
ed 
Behaviour
s 

Externalised 
Behaviours 

Total 
Difficulties 
Score 

Abse
nt 
Fathe
r 

Emotiona
l 
problems 
scale 

Peer 
problem 
scale 

Conduct 
problem 
scale 

Hyperactivi
ty scale 

Stude
nt F 

19 No Normal Normal Abnormal Abnormal 

Stude
nt G 

19 No Abnormal Normal Borderline Abnormal 

Stude
nt H 

18 No Normal Normal Abnormal Abnormal 

Stude
nt I 

17 Yes Borderline Borderline Normal Normal 

Stude
nt J 

17 No Normal Normal Normal Abnormal 

Stude
nt K 

16 No Normal Normal Abnormal Abnormal 

Stude
nt L 

16 No Normal Borderline Abnormal Normal 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

4.5.1.  Protective practices: active involvement of absent fathers! 

A study by Gold et al (2020) found that a father’s involvement (closeness and 

engagement) with a child in middle childhood may reduce adolescents’ internalizing 

and externalising behaviours. However, the authors differentiated between a father’s 

presence versus his active involvement, meaning if a father is involved with the child, 

even if they are not living together, there are protective associations for adolescent 

outcomes.  

Fathers contribute to their children’s wellbeing both financially and through 

engagement. Engagement is defined as spending time with the child (M. J. Carlson, 
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2006; Thomson et al., 1994), interacting and being available. For example, regular 

contact builds trust for the child to discuss problems (e.g trouble at school) rather 

than acting out. An involved father is more likely to notice the above internalised and 

externalised behaviours and offer help. A meta-analysis of 63 studies of non-

residential fathers by Amato and Gilbreth (1999), found that feelings of father-child 

closeness and authoritative parenting were associated with lower internalizing and 

externalising behaviours and improved children’s academic success.  In other words, 

it was not the frequency of visitations that was linked to positive child wellbeing, but 

rather the feeling of closeness and the father providing emotional support and 

discipline when necessary. 

 

The fathers in the interviewed children’s lives all seemed like distant figures, whether 

they were resident or non-resident with the child. The families had gendered roles, 

where the father was the breadwinner, and the wife and child accepted that his 

primary role was to work and provide for the family. Of the six girls interviewed, only 

two mothers worked.  Similarly, in Yeung’s 2005 study, 81% of the mothers were 

housewives. This mirrored the Pe-Pua et. al. findings where the adults believed the 

absence of one parent had little effect on the child, since before migrating from Hong 

Kong, the father spent little time with the children due to his work schedule.  Despite 

the co-residence of fathers, they were perhaps present but not involved. 

 

Abby: Even when I was in China, he (dad) loves his work like he's obsessed 

with it. And he travels a lot. I'm used to him not being here. 

 

Although Hana and Anika lived with their fathers, they were still distant figures. 

 

Hana: I see him quite a lot less. Usually I'll stay up because he's coming 

home from work earlier now; I see him just before I go to bed.  
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Anika: I don't actually see him a lot.  I don't see him leave in the morning. I 

don't see him for the entire day. I don't see him at night, because he comes 

late at night. He does late nights, probably 11 o'clock to 12 o'clock. He has a 

long time at work…but I’m still close to dad. 

Of the six girls interviewed, one girl Chloe had almost no relationship with her dad: 

Chloe: I didn't see him for over a year now. Sometimes I just forget that dad 

exists.  

Few of the satellite children talked about the fun times or the relationships they had 

with their fathers. This was similar to Li’s report of Mainland satellite children who 

rarely talked with their fathers about friendships, hobbies, pop culture or current 

events. Talking about school was the only safe and common topic between the 

absent fathers and children (Li, 2018).  

Abby mentioned wanting money from dad, so she could go to a theme park. This 

also echoed the Pe-Pua et. al. report where the father was seen simply as a ‘bringer 

of gifts”. This again is a traditional gendered role of the father, where the division of 

labour in a transnational migrant household is that the father was the ‘good provider’, 

whereas the mother did the emotional work of caring for the family (Salazar 

Parrenas, 2008).   

Only Katie talked about her father fondly. She was nervous when he left and missed 

him when he was in China.  She exhibited feelings of wanting a complete family like 

the some of the respondents in the 1996 Pe-Pua et. al. report.  

Katie: It would be much better if my grandma,grandpa and my dad were here. 
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Despite the Amato and Gilbreth report (1999) that stressed the importance of the 

quality rather than the quantity of contact between the absent father and the child, in 

my interviews I sensed the closeness between the child and the absent father was 

associated with the frequency of contact. Unlike in 1999, cheaper air travel, email, 

social media gave our new astronaut families many more options to keep in touch 

with the absent father. 

 

For Katie who was closest to her father, they facetimed every day at the same time.  

 

Katie’s mum: We speak every day, at the same time, He will Facetime us. 

They will say every night, I miss you. Dad will feel so sweet. 

 

For Abby it was three times a week, for Chloe, it was more like once every two 

weeks. Of the three, Katie was closest, and Chloe the least, suggesting a correlation 

between closeness with the father and the frequency of communication. Before the 

parent-child could have ‘quality’ time, they needed to at least have time together, 

even if it was via the phone. This strongly concurred with Yeung’s 2005 report on 

why some satellite children’s relationships with fathers were improved despite the 

separation: the top reason (56%) was that “communication was improved and more 

frequent” (p.102), followed by 20% who gave the reason as the father was “more 

supportive and care more evident” (p.102). 

 

The mothers interviewed were aware of the growing distance between the father and 

the child due to their astronaut arrangement. 

 

Abby’s mum: I have to say that I have to facilitate the discussion (between her 

children and the absent father). So I try to do this, because dad is very busy 

as well. They were quite close when we were in China. This is a big 

discussion point between my husband and I… 
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In Li’s 2018 report, the satellite children reported trying to talk about difficult issues 

with the father, with the mother mediating from the sidelines. The male child reported 

awkward silences and language barriers that kept the father and son from airing out 

their differences; also the loss of connection due to the long absences of the father. 

Erica’s parents had tried to keep the family together, but it was still financially more 

secure for the father to work in China. 

Erica’s mum: I wasn’t very sure if it works, but just happened. Yeah, it's hard 

(astronaut parenting)... Before we moved here, I was thinking we can invest in 

like small business in Australia, like a café or a newsagency. We can be 

flexible, you can look after the family, then if financially we are okay, he 

doesn't have to continue that business in China. But that didn't work out. What 

you think, it is quite different from what is the reality 

Erica’s family’s decision to practise the astronaut arrangement mirrored Yeung’s 

study in 2005, that some families chose this arrangement out of economic reasons. If 

parents could not find work in Canada that afforded them financial security and a 

standard of living, they feared it would affect their satellite children’s psychological 

well-being (Yeung, 2005 quoting Shek, 2003). So, in fact, family dispersal and living 

with a sometimes absent father was the lesser evil than financial instability for the 

family. 

4.5.2. Consequences for the family unit 

In the literature, the consequences of an absent father are many (McLanahan & 

Teitler,1999). Children with absent fathers have poorer outcomes such as lower 

educational attainment; lower labour force participation and earnings due mainly to 

the lack of economic resources from a one-parent earning household. This scenario 

is unlikely to affect our wealthy astronaut families.   
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The second consequence of absent fathers is the loss of parental resources. With 

only the mother single-parenting most of the time while the father was in China, there 

was one less parent to read to the child, discuss problems, help with homework or 

enforce discipline. From my data, we can see astronaut families, with only the 

mother parenting, they almost never helped the child with homework (see Table 

4.7.).  This could be due to lack of time, since the single mother must manage the 

household alone. 

Katie: (Mum) she's very busy. She has to do everything herself, because 

somethings we can't help her with, like cooking and doing things. Every day, 

it's really busy because I have a lot of after-school activities. Also she has to 

stay home and look after my younger sister. 

Table 4.7 

Homework help: students with absent fathers versus resident fathers 

Survey Q: Do your parents/carers 

help with your homework? 

every 
day 

most 
days 

once in 
awhile 

never 

Students with fathers from China 
who lives with them sometimes 
or not at all (absent fathers): 

0% 9% 22% 68% 

Students with fathers from China 
who lives with them all of the time 
(resident fathers): 

4% 17% 39% 39% 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

In addition, forced to be both the mother and father, single mothers may experience 

high levels of stress which may undermine their attempts at good parenting. As a 
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result, the mothers may become too lenient or too strict (McLanahan & Teitler, 

1999). 

 

Katie’s mum: Her father is very nice to her. He is more patient than me. I have 

a temper. I feel more urgent, more impatient. 

 

Contrary to other reports of transnational fathers parenting from a distance and the 

gendered role of the authoritarian father (Salazar-Parrenas, 2008), the absent 

fathers in my study seemed to take on the role of the ‘good guy’, since they are not 

around and did not take on the traditional Chinese role of disciplinarian. The lone 

mother must be at once the soft nurturing mother and the disciplinarian father (Pe-

Pua et. al., 1996): 

 

Erica: If dad sees me do something wrong, he is like “Oh don’t do that. Go do 

your work” Not in a strict way, but in a more relaxed way. But then my mum is 

like “What are you doing? Go back to work!” 

 

Chloe: He's (my father) not that strict with everything, you know? He just has 

that sense of freedom!!! 

 

The absence of a father affects the checks and balances in the household, what 

Hetherington (1992) calls “parental buffering”. Chloe lived only with her mother, and 

when her mother got angry with her, she had no one to turn to.  

 

Chloe: Normally when I’m sad... I just go on the toilet and watch my phone. As 

the toilet is the only door that I can lock. 
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It was obvious that Chloe did not have a relationship with her absent father to ‘buffer” 

the difficulties she had with her mother. She noticeably was also not close to her 

brother since he was much older and at boarding school. 

 

Looking toward the longer-term impacts of absent parents, our astronaut families 

need to be aware that alienation between a child and her parents may come 

developmentally with adolescence but is also more pronounced in an immigrant 

family. (Qin, 2006) This is due to ‘dissonant acculturation’ (Portes & Rumbaut, 2005) 

whereby after migration, a child adapts to the new culture much faster than the 

parents. The parents may still hold onto behaviours from China, but the dissonance 

occurs when the child compares their parents to what they see in Australia. This 

alienation may be further aggravated as the child loses heritage language and finds 

it hard to communicate with her parents.  On top of Qin’s ‘dual frame of reference’ if 

we add into the mix, fathers who are separated from the child physically and 

emotionally, we could assume the effects seen here of child-father distance in 

primary-age children may increase over time. 

 

In summary, fathers and mothers can take a more active role to mitigate the negative 

effects of the astronaut family arrangement on the child’s wellbeing. Fathers can be 

in contact more regularly with their children and be more actively ‘fathering’ by 

showing care and being there emotionally for the child even if they are not able to be 

physically in the same country.  

 
4.6. Conclusion to chapter 
 

The astronaut family arrangement has been a migration practice used in particular 

by Chinese families since western nations like Canada, US, Australia and New 

Zealand changed previously racist immigration policies to ones based on migrant 

skills and investments.  The confluence of rising riches in Chinese families first from 

Hong Kong and Taiwan in the 1990s led to a well-documented phenomenon of 

astronaut families and satellite children from these sending places. The result from 
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my research showed the practice has not abated, and twenty years on in Sydney, we 

see the trend among Mainland Chinese families, with almost 50% of the studied 

cohort of Chinese households with absent fathers. While previous studies focused 

mostly on adolescents, my results showed that astronaut parenting is occurring with 

younger children: from kindergarten upwards. Astronaut parenting also exists in 

other Asian households like Korean and Indian, but not to the same extent as 

Chinese families. In lieu of an absent father, grandparents tend to be more present in 

the households to help the lone mother. 

Although many social theorists argue that family dispersal is a logical extension of 

migration (Man 1995; 2013, Skeldon, 1994; Waters, 2001; Tsang et al.,2003), my 

results showed that the absent father does come at a cost to the children. The 

satellite children are less close to their fathers (72%) than children from complete 

families (100%), or children from divorced or separated families (93%). The positive 

side of the absent father means the mother and daughter relationships are much 

closer and stronger. Interestingly, the satellite children also feel closer to friends 

(87%) compared to sisters (75%), with perhaps some sibling rivalry for the absent 

father’s attention. An area for possible further research is the attachment systems of 

satellite children, with my results showing less feelings of being ‘very close” to 

anyone in the child’s micro-systems from parents, siblings, friends and teachers, 

compared to children from complete families.  

From the Strengths and Difficulties scores, there is a strong association of self-

reported difficulties by students with absent fathers. With girls reporting externalised 

behaviours such as hyperactivity, restlessness, and being angry; and also 

internalised feelings such as being worried, feeling nervous, or having difficulties 

making and keeping friends. 

It is important for families to realise that while the father is not physically present, by 

him being engaged, having regular communications with the child, an involved father 

can still contribute to a child’s wellbeing. The fathers could take on more of the 
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emotional care work of fathering rather than just seeing themselves as the ‘good 

provider’.  Although the astronaut arrangement has been adopted by the family for 

the benefit of the children, it would be a shame for the family to lose cohesion and 

affect the children’s relationship with the father for the gains of a western education. 

The pressures of the astronaut family on the father has not been explored in this 

study, but it would be worthwhile to understand the effects on each actor in the 

arrangement. In the same way, although the mothers did mention the burden of often 

being the sole-parent in a new country, their resilience, sacrifice and coping 

strategies have not been greatly explored in this study.  

 

The children in my study may have been too young to reflect or verbalise clearly the 

effect of the absent father on them, accepting the split-household as normalised. 

However, from the high SDQ difficulties scores and interview comments indicating 

anger, distance and a sense of loss, I would conclude that astronaut parenting had 

some negative effects on child wellbeing.  

 

The reflective analysis of adult satellite children (Tsong et al., 2021) unanimously 

said they would not choose that way of living for their own families, and although 

they recognised the sacrifice of the parents, they felt the toll on their wellbeing and 

the family unit was not worth the price. 
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CHAPTER 5 High Parental Expectations and the Effect on Child 
Wellbeing 
 
 

This last chapter examines parenting practices of these wealthy, hypermobile 

migrant mothers and fathers and the effect on the children. Chapter 3 explained the 

arrangements and attitudes of the 'flexible citizenship' family. Migration clearly had 

an effect on the wellbeing of the children as they learned to acculturate to their new 

country and school. Chapter 4 investigated the astronaut families twenty years on, 

how the absent father arrangement worked and its effects on the child. This last 

chapter examines the relationship between parental expectations and the wellbeing 

of the child. 

 

From my interviews with the six students, one key theme that came from the ground 

up was the weight of parental expectations. The girls talked about expectations from 

their migrant parents to not just adapt to their new school but get As; to attend 

tutoring classes in the afternoons, evenings and weekends; to get into the best 

teams in sports; to practise piano for many hours. 

 

This chapter seeks to understand why migrant and Asian parents have high 

expectations for their children. What exactly were these expectations? And finally, 

while there has been a lot of research on the positive association between high 

parental expectations and high academic outcome (Danişman, 2017; Yamamoto & 

Holloway, 2010; Zhan, 2006), I would like to probe into how these high expectations 

affect the child’s wellbeing. 

 

In the not-so-distant past, children were seen as economic assets: an extra body to 

help with the harvest, and for girls, a daughter to be married off for the family to 

ascend a social class. Fast forward to Australia today, with global competition, many 

migrant parents accept the neo-liberal culture of meritocracy, that individuals are 

responsible for their own success through ‘self-sufficiency, enterprise and hard work” 



 
 

125 

(Ho, 2020). The parents have adapted child-rearing practices to secure a future for 

their children through ‘concerted cultivation’ (Lareau, 2011) where the child’s 

potential and talents must be developed at every turn. Parental expectations are high 

to ensure the child gains skills and attributes that enable them to live similar if not 

better adult lives of transnational mobility and wealth as their parents. Parents must 

manage where they live, where the child goes to school, what activities the child 

does, as childhood is now the ‘site of investments towards a secure future’ (Lee 

Atterberry, 2021 p.806). For the transnational affluent class, the mother’s investment 

can be described by Sharon Hays’ concept of intensive mothering (1996) as “child-

centered, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially expensive”.   

 

5.1.  Defining parental expectations  

The term parental expectation is defined as parents’ beliefs and judgements about 

their child’s future achievements in terms of school grades and level of education 

completion (Alexander et al. 1994; Glick and White 2004; Goldenberg et al. 2001). 

Parental expectations differ from parental aspirations, which can be defined as 

idealistic goals or wishes for their child’s future rather what they realistically believe 

the child will achieve (Dockery, et al, 2022).  

 

Many studies have shown the positive association between high parental 

expectations and student achievement (Danişman, 2017; Yamamoto & Holloway, 

2016; Zhan, 2006), however some have also made the association between intense 

parental expectations and damage to the adolescents’ psychological wellbeing (Ma 

et al, 2018).  When high parental expectations are not fulfilled, the parents may 

come down hard on the child, which then may cause stress and depression in 

adolescents (Ang & Huan, 2006; DiBartolo & Rendon, 2012). Findings have 

documented the shame Asian students feel due to their academic 

‘underachievement’ and the conflict that it causes among families (Lee & Zhou, 

2014) whose children do not fulfil the stereotype or ‘success frame’ of the high-

achieving Asian student. 
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Yamamoto and Holloway (2010) have attempted to explain how parental 

expectations influence a child’s academic performance, broken down into four 

aspects of 1. child motivation, 2. self-efficacy beliefs, 3. parental involvement and 4. 

teachers’ positive evaluation. These will now be discussed in turn. 

 

Based on the ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1996), a child’s 

development is strongly influenced by people in their immediate circle, and one of 

those actors is of course his/her parents. Therefore, if a parent has high expectations 

for the child, the child soon understands that the parent values his/her achievements; 

and in turn internalises the parent’s expectations and is motivated to achieve that 

success. In other words, the child whose parents have high expectations, adopts 

those high expectations for him/herself, which motivates the child to work hard at 

school. 

 

Secondly, self-efficacy is the belief that we can control our own efforts and 

behaviours (Bandura, 1977). Researchers have explained that a child’s self-concept 

of ability can be cultivated by positive feedback, especially from parents (Gniewosz, 

et al., 2015; Pesu, Aunola, Viljaranta, & Nurmi, 2016). Parents with high expectations 

are more likely to give their child encouragement and feedback, which builds self-

efficacy, which then drives academic achievement (Ma et al, 2018). 

 

Lastly, parents can influence others within Bronfenbrenner’s (1996) ecological 

model, such as teachers. Parents with high expectations for their child’s academic 

success are more likely to be involved in their child’s education, such as helping with 

homework and provide more educational resources (Englund et al, 2004; Long & 

Pang, 2016; Simpkins et al., 2012); as well seek support from school and teachers 

for their child. In all three ways, we can see how parental involvement in a child’s 

education can drive a child’s self-motivation, self-efficacy and teachers' behaviours 

too. These all work in pushing a child academically. Coupled with this, schools and 
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teachers who communicate high expectations for children, also influence their 

students to perform better academically (Yamamoto & Holloway, 2010). 

5.1.1. Asian parents and parental expectations 

Studies have shown that Asian American parents are more likely to hold higher 

expectations than parents from other ethnic groups (Peng & Wright, 1994; DiBartolo 

& Rendon, 2012; Qin, 2008). Parents from a Chinese background may have high 

demands on the child’s academic success due to strong cultural norms among 

Chinese parents. Following Chinese Confucian teaching, if a child fails academically, 

it is a sign of poor and irresponsible parenting (Chao, 1994; Kwok & Wong, 2000).  

The astronaut parenting arrangement popular among Chinese parents shows at 

another deep level the ways parents, and especially Chinese mothers, are willing to 

sacrifice for the education of their children. The ‘study mothers’ in Singapore stated 

clearly that their migration was an investment in their child’s education and futures; 

and that their stay in Singapore was purely to accompany their child during their 

schooling (Huang & Heoh, 2005). In addition, education as a means of upward 

mobility is deeply ingrained in the Chinese psyche due to the imperial examination 

system in dynastic China. Therefore, scholars and academic achievement were 

prized as a way to secure a good future and elevate the family’s social status. 

Although the imperial examination system was finally abolished in 1905, the value of 

education as a means to success has had long-lasting influence on Asian societies 

(Huang & Heoh, 2005), even beyond Confucian-influenced societies. For example, 

this ‘ethnic capital’ was reported among British Pakistanis, whose children had 

higher rates of university enrolment compared to their white peers (Shah et al., 2010; 

Maire & Ho, 2024). The value of education as a means to social mobility was strong 

among certain ethnic groups, in particular East and South Asians. 

With these high parental expectations on academic achievement from Asian parents, 

research shows that their children were more likely to suffer from poor social and 

psychological adjustment compared with other ethnic groups (Choi et al., 2013; Qin, 
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2008). With the combined parent and teachers’ expectations to achieve, and the 

child’s own internalised desire to achieve, the weight of expectations can be 

stressful, and if goals are not met, the child could lose face, self-confidence and/or 

become anxious (Ang & Huan, 2006). In a Chinese study, students who could not 

meet their parents' expectations felt shame, hopelessness and worthlessness, 

feelings associated with depression (Wang et al, 2015). Poor academic results even 

made some Asian students reject their ethnic identity, given the popular model 

minority trope of Asians as successful students (Lee & Zhou, 2014). 

 

In addition, the methods that some Asian parents use to compel their child to 

achieve academically could also affect their children negatively. For example, 

Chinese parents tend to be more controlling and restrictive than many other parents, 

which in turn could contribute to the adolescent’s stress and negative emotions 

(Borelli, Margolin, & Rasmussen, 2014; Kwok & Wong, 1999). Chinese parents 

brought up in the Confucian culture of parenting believe that children who fail to 

exercise self-control must be taught to behave properly, and as a result, they tend to 

be authoritarian in their parenting practices (Kwok & Wong, 1999). Also researchers 

found that Chinese parents expressed their expectations to the child directly, but did 

not express love or support as openly. In other words, Chinese children may 

perceive less warmth from their parents (Wu & Chao, 2011). Some researchers 

found that students’ academic achievement was not out of a feeling of self-ability but 

out of a fear of failure (Yamamoto & Holloway, 2010) and disappointing their parents.  

 

5.1.2. Migrant parents and parental expectations 
 

Immigrants chose to leave their own societies for ‘greener pastures’ in a new 

country. Their aspirations for a better future is strongly tied to their current social 

class (Portes, McLeod, Parker, 1978 p. 243); such that “the higher the past 

educational, occupational and income attainment, and the greater the knowledge of 

Englsih, the higher the aspirations”. This explains the high aspirations our skilled 

migrants have on their migratory decision to move to Australia for their children’s 

education. They understand education to be a means of social mobility (Basit, 2012)  

and this aspirational capital transmitted from parent to child in part makes up for the 
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loss of social capital re-establishing themselves in a new country.   Dockey et al. 

(2022) have noted how Asian parents have significantly higher expectations for their 

children’s education. 

 

Much has been written about the importance migrants place on education. The 

children in my study are offspring of hyper-selected skilled migrant parents who are 

well-educated and well-resourced, and they brought with them a ‘success frame’ 

(Lee & Zhou, 2014). The measure of success is framed as earning straight A’s, 

graduating as the high school valedictorian, attaining an advanced degree preferably 

from a brand name college, and working in either the professional fields of medicine, 

law, engineering or science.  

 

5.1.3. High socio-economic parents and parental expectations 
 

Many international and Australian studies confirm that parents from a high socio-

economic background have higher expectations for their children (Archer et al., 

2014; Davis-Kean, 2005; Smyth, 2020; Tan et al., 2019; Wiseman & Zhao, 2022); 

and in Australia: Koshy et al. (2019) sought to understand parental expectations for 

attending university; Yu and Daraganova (2014) studied the educational 

expectations of Australian children and their mothers from the LSAC annual report. 

The main reason that parents of a high socio-economic class expect their children to 

do well at school and go on to higher education is to enable the transmission of 

intergenerational advantage (Dockery et al.,2022). This is especially evident in the 

investments made by parents in private schooling, with some schools charging tens 

of thousands of dollars per year in fees. In Australia, 34.4% of students attend 

catholic and independent schools, i.e. choosing a non-government schools (ABS 

Schools, 2020).  The continual increase in enrolments in these schools is a 

testament to high socio-economic parents choosing private education over 

government schools.  The parental expectation of transferring advantage through 

better educational outcomes, and social networks is evident with the connection of 

private schooling.  
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In sum, it is no surprise that our skilled Asian migrant parents, of a wealthy socio-

economic class have high expectations for their children to succeed academically. 

We can see that parental expectations can be a double-edged sword: on one hand 

high parental expectations have a strong association with student motivation and 

achievement (Ma et al, 2018); on the other hand, the work of Qin (2008) and others 

with Asian American students tells us that high parental expectations are also 

associated with student anxiety and depression. 

5.2. My results: A survey of parental expectations. 

The questionnaire I designed did not set out to ask the children about their parents’ 

expectations, except in two questions: ‘How important is receiving a prize in speech 

day for yourself?’ and ‘How important is receiving a prize in speech day for your 

parents?’ The speech day award ceremony happens at the end of the school year, 

where prizes are given out to students with the highest academic achievement, as 

well as for academic endeavour (effort) and awards for achievements in sports. 

My results showed that LBOTE students did not care as much about the prize as 

their parents did. Interestingly, for ELB students, 9.8% reported the prizes being ‘not 

important’ for themselves, but even more reported their parents as not valuing the 

prizes (13.7%). In other words, English language-only students believed their 

parents cared less about the prizes than they did themselves. 

Among LBOTE students however, 44.0% of children of migrants deemed the speech 

day prizes as ‘very important’ for their parents (See Figure 5.1). This far outstripped 

the child’s valuation, with only 16.9% of students deeming it ‘very important’. Another 

key difference was that only 23.5% ELB children said that their parents valued the 

awards, compared to 44% of LBOTE children. This number supports the literature 

reviewed earlier that wealthy Asian migrants have higher academic expectations for 

their children. 
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Figure 5.1 The importance of speech day prize 

How important is getting a prize on speech day to you/ and your parents? 

LBOTE students ELB students 

  
Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

To understand what our wealthy Asian migrant parents were expecting of their 

children, we look to the interview results, with key themes below. 

 

5.2.1. Parental expectations in academic achievement: “at least an A” 
 

All the mothers interviewed cared intensely about their child’s schooling and 

achievement.  This was expected as parents at Rosemount were from high socio-

economic families.  The mothers read the bi-annual student report cards for the 

‘attainment’ grade to measure the child’s academic achievement.  However, their 

attitudes about the children’s grades echoed the Asian interviewees (Lee & Zhou, 

2014) who talked about their parents’ “Asian scale”, where an A-minus grade is 

equivalent to an ‘Asian F’. 

 

For teachers following the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 

Authority (ACARA) guidelines, a grade C should be given to show a student has 

demonstrated ‘satisfactory achievement’ of an Achievement Standard; therefore a ‘C 

rating indicates that a student is performing at the standard expected of students in 
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that year group’ (ACARA website). Thereby lies a huge disparity between Asian 

migrant parents’ expectations of As, against teachers’ expectations that a grade C is 

perfectly acceptable evidence of achievement. The chasm between parental 

expectation and teacher expectation is where our students fall. Despite the children 

doing their best and being told by teachers that they have achieved the standard, a 

student clutching a report card of Cs returned home to be scolded by their parents 

for failing at school.  This sentiment of failure was clearly expressed by both the 

children and the mothers interviewed in my study. 

 

Anika’s mum: There was a time in year five, that she was getting all ‘C’s”. I 

didn't show the report to Dad because he would have been very upset. 

 

This mirrored a study by Yao in 1990 where Chinese immigrant parents expected 

their children to receive on average As, and “would never be willing to accept ‘C’s” 

(quoted in Yang & Zhou, 2008 p 95). 

 

Abby: If I get a C, my mum will kill me. But if my effort is A, then that's fine. 

 

Three of the six girls I interviewed expressed how important getting the A was and 

how disappointed they and their parents were when the grades were not As: 

 

Anika: They look at it (report card) very carefully. They are pretty determined 

to get me in the B and A section. You could say they're very forceful, when it 

comes down to these sorts of things.  

 

Not only were the parents concerned that Anika was not achieving good grades, 

Anika herself - a 10-year-old - also seemed to deeply feel she was to blame for not 

getting As.  
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Anika: When I came in year four, a lot of the studies were pretty easy for me, 

so I felt ahead. But that year, I didn't study a lot. I studied a few times a day, 

probably half an hour a day, but it wasn't like every single day I studied. If I 

have to admit it, I was a bit lazy. I tried to push myself, but often, I don't end 

up challenging myself enough. I kind of got let down by that. This year I'm 

determined that I can at least get A grades. 

 

She appeared to embody her parents’ expectations and spoke poorly of herself and 

her laziness. This ‘internalising’ of parental expectations by adolescents is a 

motivator for their own academic success (Zhang et al., 2011). However, neither 

Anika nor her mother spoke of the huge adjustment she had to make in the last year 

before the interview of moving from the UK to Australia, switching schools, making 

new friends and starting a new curriculum. 

 

The problem of maintaining or getting the A was easily fixed in the parents’ minds: 

double the effort and send the child to additional classes or to be tutored. The high 

level of parental expectations was coupled with high parental involvement to provide 

educational resources to ensure better results. Anika started coaching after her first 

‘poor’ report card, she herself requested it from her parents. Chloe’s mother was 

even more direct: 

 

Chloe: (I normally get Bs). My mum wants me to get A and then last year, I 

didn't. I only got like one A and she added two tutors.  

 

The parenting described by Chloe and Anika reflected an ethnic minority parenting 

style that was at once “high in demandingness and high in responsiveness" (Huang 

& Gove, 2015). The parents demanded a high score, and if it was not achieved, they 

were quick to respond by adding extra classes for the child.  
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The only mother interviewed who did not share this high expectation or high 

responsiveness was Hana’s mum, who was English. She had a laissez-faire attitude 

towards academics compared to the Asian mums interviewed. This is in line with 

studies comparing European American parents against Asian-heritage parents, 

which found European American parents emphasised autonomy and confidence and 

were more permissive (Choi et al, 2013). Hana’s mother’s attitude to tutoring was 

similar to Anglo-Australian parents who were vehemently opposed to tutoring (Ho, 

2020), believing it to be ‘cheating’ and adamant that children should achieve at 

school on their natural ability. 

 

Hana’s mum: Tutoring? I strongly disagree with it.…to try to get them ahead 

…I think it is absolute nonsense. If one of them (the children) was struggling 

with a particular subject, I wouldn’t hesitate, so the remedial kind would be 

fine. I don’t even believe in homework in the junior school. Her (Hana’s) maths 

seems a bit weak, but I don’t think she needs a tutor for it. 

 

Despite noticing her daughter’s weakness in maths, Hana’s mother would not  

address the problem by adding a tutor or being involved in her studies. Those 

practices seemed to go against her parenting principles of letting the child work it out 

herself.  

 

5.2.2. Parental expectations in sporting achievement: getting into the ‘firsts’  
 

The ‘A’ was not only demanded for academic subjects. For Abby, a ‘B’ in PE was 

enough to send mum off to register her for extra swimming classes: 

 

Abby: I do swimming now. Because my mum thinks I'm not that good at 

swimming. And I kind of failed my PE grades because I was bad at swimming 

and diving. I got a B in last year’s report for PE. My mum thinks I’m supposed 

to get A, for PE. 
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For other parents, the evidence of achievement is not on the report card, but on the 

sports field. For Hana, the parental pressure was to do well in sports. Although 

Hana’s mother was not concerned with academics, participation in sports was 

important to her and her family: 

Hana’s mum: Children’s sports are really good way to make friends. It’s so 

good for the girls to do a sport. I like the idea of teamwork. Just going outside 

and running around for an hour, (getting) really tired and training during the 

week…it’s really, really good for you. 

Despite her eldest daughter suffering from serious concussion for over a year due to 

playing rugby, Hana’s mum would not stop her children from playing sports, and 

especially rugby which was a big family sport. She said the children all “adored” 

rugby and that her daughter Hana was “desperate” to play. Interestingly, Hana didn’t 

espouse the same passion about rugby, and when she spoke of rugby it was not 

clear if Hana loved rugby or just wanted to do well as it was clearly valued by the 

family: 

Hana: At home, everyone is so relaxed. We don’t get that much pressure, but 

it’s usually for sport, like rugby. Like getting into the firsts. Like the As or Bs 

(teams) And then like how well you play. My dad plays rugby. Everyone else 

(all siblings) plays except for my mum. 

For Hana, playing sports on Saturdays equalled time with her dad, who she didn’t 

see much during the work week.  Her father’s feedback and advice boosted Hana’s 

sense of self-efficacy; it was also a chance for the child to bond with her father over 

a shared interest. However, there was still pressure to achieve, the measure of that 

was for the child to be in the first team or A team, and to perform well in the games. 

Children’s sports games became a weekly way for parents to visibly see a child’s 
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achievement, and measure against other children (Coakley, 2006). Unlike an end-of-

unit test or an end-of-semester report card, a child’s performance and achievement 

in sports are visible and immediate. While sports for young people does have many 

benefits such as developing teamwork and building fitness, some studies show 

parents with high expectations for their children on the sports field create high levels 

of stress and anxiety for young athletes (Merkel, 2013). 

5.2.3. Parental expectations for university 

For Chinese parents, studies show they expect both their sons and daughters to do 

well academically and at the very least to go to university (Yang & Zhou, 2008). For 

the wealthy migrant parents in my study, there was no doubt that their children would 

go onto tertiary studies, but the question was where: 

Anika’s mum: I know that the competition for university is really high... There 

are more students against every university and every course here in Australia. 

Because Australia attracts students from New Zealand, China, Indonesia, 

India - this is the best place in this part of the world. That bothers me. Would 

she (Anika) have a fair chance? Maybe in England she might have a better 

chance of admission to a good university. 

Hana’s parents also talked about multiple possible destinations for tertiary studies, 

between the usual destinations of the US, UK and Australia. Abby was the same, 

with an eye on America, China and Australia as possibilities for university. Students 

whose parents hold high expectations for academic achievement did correlate with 

higher grades (Davis-Kean 2005; Pearce 2006; Vartanian et al. 2007) and the high 

likelihood of being college-bound. However for the students in my study, they were 

not just going to university, but they were aiming at the best, top-tier brands like the 

ivy-league in the US or Oxford and Cambridge in the UK. There was no talk of the 

cost of attending these institutions as international students, the tuition alone would 

be upwards of AUD 30,000 per annum. 
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Hana: My sister wants to go to university in England. I think England or 
America. She wants to go to Oxford. 

 

Although the children surveyed were in Year 5 and quite far from going to university 

after Year 12, academic achievement even at primary school level was seen as a 

path to college and to future successful employment. Many Chinese parents 

believed that in order to get into a good university, the preparation needed to start 

when the child was young (Lin & Chen, 1995). The parents interviewed all spoke of 

tertiary education as a given for their children, and for this goal, they needed to lay 

the foundations even while the children were still in primary school. 

 

5.2.4. Parental expectations for high-status employment 

 
As to be expected for the children of skilled migrants, who themselves are well-

educated and came as professionals or investors, the parents held high expectations 

for their children to pursue high-status employment post-tertiary education. 

 

Anika as the daughter of a skilled doctor, voiced that she may follow in her father’s 

footsteps, and her parents would like it if she pursued a career in medicine. Abby’s 

parents were university-educated professionals who were bilingual and worked in 

multinationals in China and Australia. She had obviously discussed her university 

and career goals with her mum.  She was articulate – for a 10 year old - in knowing 

what careers were available and lucrative, and also where her co-curricular robotics 

activities could take her.  She was also possibly regurgitating the ‘success frames’ 

her hyper-selected parents had given her for acceptable high-status future jobs: 

 

Abby: There are two subjects (I may study at university): finance and IT, and 

also engineering and IT. They're all good subjects. I’ll probably choose one of 

them. 
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Hana mentioned her parents cared about maths and sports; maths most likely as her 

father was a banker and could lead to a career in finance. Hana also repeated the 

cultural models her parents had instilled in her: 

 

Hana: If you are good at maths and science. Then you can probably get into 

anywhere (university) because you are smart.  

 

Chloe was doing robotics as an extra-curricular activity, again with an eye on the 

future. Although her brother was studying architecture to go into the family business, 

Chloe may have more choice: 

 

Chloe: I can do whatever I want, but my mum really, really, desperately wants 

me to do robotics, because that’s the only career with a future. 

 

Katie did not talk about university or future job prospects. Could it be that Katie’s 

family was wealthy and would have a business for Katie to inherit? Her mother did 

not work, and she also did not discuss in the same way the other mothers did about 

university or future careers. 

 

Abby in the end let herself talk and dreamed a little about her real passion. She 

wanted to be a camp leader, after having really enjoyed herself at school camp. She 

mentioned a family friend who, having proven herself capable as a lawyer, and 

having earned enough money to be financially stable, allowed herself to do 

something she enjoyed. 

 

Abby: She worked for a really long time; she earned enough money. And she 

opened her own camp resort. I can do that. Yeah, I'll earn my money and 

open up my camp resort as well. And then I can just play.  
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Abby’s dreams were an anomaly in the interviews. All the girls seemed to have 

‘internalised’ their parents’ dreams and expectations for them of a high-status job as 

a banker, doctor, or working in IT. None of the girls (except Abby) mentioned what 

they wanted to pursue as a career based on their interests and abilities. 

  

5.2.5. Parental expectations to live up to your potential  
 

What if the child or even the parents do not know what a child’s dormant ability is? In 

this case, how does one “unlock the potential within?” The logical course of action 

would be to expose the child to as many activities as possible, whether it be in 

robotics, fencing or two musical instruments to uncover their hidden talents.  

 

Chloe: She (mum) always says I have potential. And she likes making me do 

things to bring out my potential, even if it's in areas that I don't like but ... 

 

To the affluent families in my study, who possessed abundant financial means, the 

possibilities to ‘discover one’s potential’ were endless, not bound by money but only 

by the number of hours in a day. To understand how “potential” drives the busy 

schedules of children in affluent families, we can use Ong’s analogy of why “flexible 

citizenship” is a burgeoning side effect of globalisation.  Ong explains the made-in-

heaven-match of “capital-bearing foreigners” eager to park their capital and families 

with “capital-hungry nation-states” (2022, p. 599) in Western developed countries 

who are ready to receive their funds in exchange for residency. We can see this 

symbiotic relationship too at the micro-level between families and extra-curricular 

providers. To meet the desire of parents wishing to unlock their children’s innate 

talents, “potential-seeking parents” are met with “potential-unveiling providers”.  

 

Children were not left alone after school to watch TV or play with siblings, that would 

be a waste of the child’s potential. There is a common belief in Chinese families that 
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all children have the potential to succeed (Ho, 2020). Every activity thus should 

contribute to ‘potential-building’. Even playing sports or playing piano was not 

enough in itself for health or enjoyment of music, it should be done with the end 

outcome of developing skills in other important areas like brain development or 

getting into college.  

 

None of the parents expressed any wishes for their child to be a concert pianist (not 

in line with the acceptable high-status employment for a child’s future or within the 

success frame!); nor did anyone speak of a love of music. Instead, they insisted their 

children played the piano and practised it for hours to become smarter, and to 

develop traits that could cross over to other areas of learning.  This was in line with 

many studies on cultural learning differences. Li demonstrated the act of learning to 

Chinese adults was marked by “diligence, enduring hardship, persistence and 

concentration” (Li, 2002). The parents forced their children to practise the piano not 

for music per se but to learn the skills of enduring hardship and concentration. 

 

Chloe: I hate it (piano). But I don't like just sitting there for two hours and 

pressing on the keyboard. She (mum) thinks that piano is good for my brain 

and makes me smart. 

 

In some ways, their wealth enabled the mother to pursue ‘intensive mothering’, as 

the mothers often did not work and had the time to organise, drive to extra-curricular 

activities and the money to pay for it. 

 

There was also a sense that the migrant parents wanted to give their children the 

best: opportunities they never had. Although Katie’s mum let her stop the violin and 

switch to the guzheng, she would not let Katie give up the piano.  Katie’s mum 

regretted she had never learnt to play an instrument and Katie felt guilty that she 

now has all the opportunities her mother did not have growing up in China. Katie was 

also empathetic to her mother's wishes and the amount of work she had done to find 

teachers, book the exam etc. Her mother, in her interview, was quick to say how 
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non-domineering she was, in that if her children lost interest in something, she was 

happy for them to give it up, like the violin. Interestingly, Katie actually explained the 

dispute, while her mother did not mention it: 

Katie: I want to do everything (all my activities) but piano. But my mum only 

cares about piano, because she said that one of her biggest regrets is not 

learning an instrument. I've already been playing the piano since I was in 

kindy.  Right now. I'm in grade six, she doesn't really want me to give up now. 

But then she said that, once I get to grade eight, I can stop if I want to. My 

mum spent so much time booking the piano lessons…. so I don't know if I 

actually want to quit but it's really busy. I have to practice piano every day. 

Playing and practising the piano was not something Katie wanted to do, so it was a 

source of contention for Katie. She was very close to her mother and eager to please 

her. It seemed for Katie and Chloe, to fall short of their mothers’ expectations was 

worse than playing the dreaded piano. In the same way, Chloe mentioned ‘hating 

Chinese’ because her online tutor shouted at her through zoom. But she continued it 

weekly, because she didn’t want to disappoint her mother.  

Chloe: I don’t like doing Chinese. I always leave it to the last second. It makes 

me very stressed. 

5.2.6. Parental expectations to give your best, all the time 

From my experience as a teacher, I have often observed parents claiming that they 

don’t care about the achievement grade only about the effort grade. To see an ‘A’ in 

the effort column satisfies them that their child has “tried her best”, and is not lazy or 

wasting their natural born intelligence and talents.  
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Abby described what being lazy looks like to her and her mother. What sounded like 

a normal half-hour rest after a school day before she started her homework, looked 

to Abby’s mother like a waste time: 

Abby: Every time I go home, and I open the fridge, get a drink, lay on the 

couch, watch half an hour TV and then go to work. Mum thinks that it's too 

relaxing. I probably didn't agree at the start, but then when I came to 

Rosemount I agreed. 

Abby explained how her report last year was a ‘disaster’ because she was not 

getting a high “A” even for effort. (The effort grade at Rosemount School is split into 

low – middle – high). 

Abby: With effort last year in my report, i was so bad. For literacy, I got A for 

effort but it was in the low part of A. And for maths, it was in the middle part of 

A and my mom was a bit disappointed. If you spent all your effort, and you got 

a C, it’s fine, because that’s all you can do. So, we got to find a strategy, work 

it out…  

Abby, like many Chinese students, did not fatally accept her intelligence or 

achievement is limited. She saw herself as capable of getting an A in attainment, 

mastering any subject if she put in the effort.  This attitude can be seen in other 

Chinese students who see effort in studying as “internal, controllable and a cause of 

academic performance” (Hau & Salili, 1991 p.175). Effort was not an intangible 

concept for Abby either - she could articulate a clear action plan (with her Mum’s 

help) to improve her effort. She explained concrete steps to improve her effort such 

as pre-viewing upcoming units before they were taught; reviewing content learnt 

through her own notes and doing more practice; showing teachers her effort visibly 

in class such as handing homework in and engaging in class discussion. 
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Abby: (Reports about to come out) I think I did really well this year. I handed 

my homework in all the time, I answer questions in class. 

This focus on effort is one of the factors that differentiate Asian parents from 

European parents (Okagaki & Frensch, 1998).  Asian parents are more likely to view 

academic success as a product of hard work rather than innate intelligence or 

academic learning (Holloway, 1988). For Chinese families, parents seldom attribute 

children’s poor grades to a lack of innate ability but instead to a lack of effort (Yang & 

Zhou, 2008). A study in 2014 of Chinese children in China and North American 

Caucasian children aged 6 to 17 found that Chinese children and parents believed 

musical ability requires hard work: the Chinese children on average practised piano 

295 minutes per week vs North American Caucasian children who practised 159 

minutes per week (Comeau et al., 2015). The success of the Chinese musicians was 

down to the child work ethic, motivation and parental supervision.  

This was reflected in the parents in my study too, who believed if only their children 

worked hard, practised more, they could get the As. In answer to the question: Do 

your parents /carers/ tutors set you extra homework tasks? A staggering 40.68% of 

LBOTE students did extra homework everyday (not from school), compared to 

9.80% of ELB students (see Figure 5.2) . Over 80% of LBOTE students did extra 

homework every day or most days compared to just over 20% of ELB students. This 

corresponds to reports that Asian-Australian children spent more time on educational 

activities than their peers (Ho, 2020). 
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Figure 5.2 

Do your parents /carers/ tutors set you extra homework tasks? 

LBOTE students ELB students 

  

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

Although Abby’s mum moved the children to Australia to escape the pressures of 

schooling in China, she held onto a typical Chinese authoritarian parenting style that 

was controlling and restrictive: banning TV for three months until grades improved; 

not allowing Abby to be ‘too relaxed’ after school like resting for half an hour; and 

being disappointed with anything but ‘A’s.  

 

This was not too unlike Amy Chua’s parenting described in Battle Hymn of the Tiger 

Mother where her daughters were not allowed sleepovers, watching TV, playing 

computer games (Chua, 2011), should they distract the child from studies or 

instrument practice. A study on parenting practices in China sounded similar to the 

home life described by Abby. “Drastic measures include taking away the children’s 

play time, locking up leisure-time magazines, curtailing TV times to name just a few.” 

(Lin & Chen, 1995, p. 152). While there were no physical punishments like the ones 

described in the study, Abby’s mother, the newest migrant from China seemed to 

practise many accepted parenting strategies in China. She deemed these necessary 

for her child to not be ‘relaxed’ but to put in effort all the time.  
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We shall explore how these intense parental expectations on the child to achieve in 

academics, on the sports field and to constantly try their best are taking a toll on 

children’s wellbeing. 

 

5.3.  Effect of high parental expectations on child’s wellbeing 
 

To gauge if these parental expectations give the migrant children a sense of 

‘illbeing’, we can look at the SDQ scores of the LBOTE and ELB students below 

(Table 5.1) : 

 

Table 5.1 

Mean SDQ scores for LBOTE versus ELB students 

LBOTE students ELB students 

Mean score 11 Mean score 10 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

As mentioned earlier, LBOTE students have higher academic expectations from their 

parents with 44% of their parents deeming it ‘very important’ to receive a speech day 

prize, compared to 23% for ELB students.  Looking at the SDQ scores, LBOTE 

students have slightly higher SDQ scores (mean score 11) than ELB students (mean 

score 10). However, both scores are well within the ‘normal’ SDQ score (scores over 

16 are borderline and scores over 20 are classed as abnormal.) 

 

However, if we looked more closely at the students with abnormal and borderline 

SDQ scores, we do find LBOTE students have parents with high academic 

expectations: 58% of LBOTE parents thought it ‘very important’ to get a prize at 

Speech Day (see Table 5.2). It was much higher than ELB students with abnormal 

difficulties scores (25%). From this we can infer some association between a child’s 
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high difficulties scores and high parental academic expectations. In other words, 

while many factors can affect a child’s wellbeing, for LBOTE students, high parental 

expectations appear to be one of them.  

 

Table 5.2. 

Question: How important is receiving a prize in speech day for your parents? 

LBOTE students with abnormal to 

borderline wellbeing scores 

ELB students with abnormal to borderline 

wellbeing scores 

Not important 0% Not important 13% 

Would be nice 42% Would be nice 63% 

Very important 58% Very important 25% 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

The gap between LBOTE parents’ expectations for an academic prize versus what 

the child wanted was big. While 58% of LBOTE parents deem a prize ‘very 

important’, only 8% of the children deem it ‘very important’ (see Table 5.3). From the 

interviews, we can hear how this pressure can be enormously stressful for the child. 

 

Table 5.3. 

Question: How important is receiving a prize in speech day for you? 

LBOTE students with abnormal to 

borderline wellbeing scores 

ELB students with abnormal to borderline 

wellbeing scores 

Not important 25% Not important 0% 

Would be nice 67% Would be nice 100% 

Very important 8% Very important 0% 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 
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5.3.1. Effect on the child when they fall short of parental expectations 

The nuance I would like to draw out here, is that while high parental expectations 

can lead to high academic achievement, it is when the children fall short of their 

parents’ expectations that brings out a negative effect on the child. 

Take Chloe as an example. Chloe came to Australia in Kindergarten with little to no 

English language. She was withdrawn from normal classes to receive English as an 

additional language support and relied on classmates to translate basic classroom 

instructions for her. By Year 3, through a combination of innate ability and hard work, 

she was awarded the academic achievement prize at speech day, meaning she not 

only received As in her report card, but she was performing in all academic areas in 

the top 10% of her cohort of 100 students – an amazing feat for any student, but 

especially one who came to the country a few years prior. However, as with a 

leprechaun’s pot of gold at the end of a rainbow, meeting her mother’s high 

expectations was always tantalizingly out of reach: 

Chloe: I really don't like when I tried really hard on something, and she (mum) 

said it's not good enough. She normally gets angry at me because I didn't do 

something well or didn’t hand it in on time ... I just like bawl out, and I'm writing 

my papers and my paper is wet! 

Chinese parents have been observed to respond less positively to academic 

success and more negatively to academic failure than European American parents 

(Ng et al, 2007). Therefore, in Chloe’s case, her high academic success was not so 

much celebrated as expected; but the moment when she did not consistently meet 

her mother’s high expectations, her mother would get angry. 
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In Abby’s case from an outside observer’s view, she was doing amazingly well since 

her move to Australia from China in the previous year. She had to do a lot of 

adjusting starting at a public school before moving to Rosemount, to maintaining the 

Chinese curriculum and Australian curriculum as well as navigating a new school, 

new friendships and living without her dad and ayi. However, she was not happy with 

herself and felt stressed, as despite her Herculean efforts, she was not measuring 

up, especially to her own expectations.  

 

Abby: The pressure (is) from myself, because I'm feeling that I can do better. 

I'm not doing my best. Goals are really hard to set. Because if you set them 

like, I must finish all my work this week, it doesn't sound that far away. But 

when I'm actually playing piano, I'm thinking of the goal, but that actually 

stresses me out. Because, I should be doing this, but then I don't want to do it. 

 

The two students reported stress from not meeting parental expectations and their 

own internalised expectations. The academic achievement of first generation 

students should be especially noteworthy given the challenges of the child adapting 

to a new country, new language, new school (Costigan et al., 2010), however, there 

is little acknowledgement of this from the children or parents.  

 

5.3.2. Psychological costs of high expectations 
 

Constigan et al. discussed the psychological and interpersonal costs of high 

achievement and high parental expectations. Firstly, the psychological costs to the 

child like stress. Studies show the stress felt by Chinese youth, who understand their 

parents’ sacrifice of coming to a new country primarily for the child’s education and 

the stress for the child to thus excel to ‘pay’ for the sacrifice (Zhou et al, 2003).   

 

Not surprisingly, if students did poorly at school (even if it was perceived rather than 

actual), they subsequently felt low self-esteem and symptoms of depression 

(Costigan et al., 2010).  
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Anika: They (my parents) get pretty depressed when they see I got a 'C". I 

feel ashamed of myself and kind of depressed that I did so low. 

Chloe: I got academic achievement in year 3, and academic endeavour 

(effort) last year. But she (mum) really really wants me to get academic 

achievement and then she was kind of sad when I didn't get it last year. Then 

she was really really sad I didn't get anything in year 4. 

In addition, research from Hsin and Xie in 2014 noted that Asian American youth had 

lower positive feelings about themselves than white students. They also spent less 

time with friends and had more conflict with parents. The researchers posited that 

the lower subjective well-being was due to high parental expectations and especially 

the feeling of failure when the child did not meet them. Also that even if a child 

excelled, they may not feel satisfied as they were expected to do so, and the parents 

would only push them to achieve even more (Lee & Zhou, 2014). For Abby, even 

though she had made huge efforts to adapt to her new school and curriculum, her 

mother wanted her to start preparing for next year. 

Abby: My mom's like, you need to move: You're in year six, next year is 

seven, get ready for high school. So now she forces me to create a timetable, 

a checklist. And I have to like actually complete it. Or I can't watch TV, like the 

rest of the weekend. 

5.3.3. Interpersonal costs of high expectations 

Secondly, the interpersonal costs to the child, is that their relationship with their 

parents may suffer because the stress and high expectations could cause alienation 

(Qin et al., 2008) as they do not feel supported by their parents. Qin et al. report that 

despite high educational achievement among Asian American students, the other 
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side of the model minority story is the price students pay with poor psychological and 

social adjustment.  

 

From my results, there was a remarkable gap in measures of child closeness to 

mothers and fathers, for students whose parents deem speech day prizes ‘very 

important’ (see Table 5.4). For mothers that do not deem a speech day prize ‘very 

important’ students rated themselves much closer than mothers who placed 

importance on speech day prizes. It was the same for closeness to fathers. We can 

infer that children whose parents held lower expectations for high academic 

achievement are closer to their mothers and fathers because there was less stress in 

the relationship. 

 

Table 5.4. 

Closeness to parents and importance of speech day prize 

 Parents deem speech day 

prize ‘very important” 

 

Parents deem speech day 

prize ‘not important” 

 

Closeness to mothers 

‘very close’ 

68% 80% 

Closeness to fathers 

‘very close’ 

54% 70% 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

Constigan et al. also warned that peer relationships may suffer, as parents restrict 

play time or limit socialization to only other high-achieving students. This was also 

played out in my results, that children with more academically demanding parents 

were less close to friends (see Table 5.5). Those students whose parents deemed 

speech day as ‘very important ‘– only 45% reported being close to friends, against 

70% of students whose parents deemed an academic prize unimportant. 
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Table 5.5. 

Closeness to friends and importance of speech day prize 

 

 Parents deem speech day 

prize ‘very important” 

 

Parents deem speech day 

prize ‘not important” 

 

Closeness to friends 

‘very close’ 

44% 70% 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

From the interviews though, it was not so much that the parents limited socialization 

to other high achievers, but more that with all the extra tutoring, extra homework and 

extra-curricular, there was little time to play with friends. 

 

Katie: Dance competitions, and concerts have impacted my schedule a lot. If 

someone invites me to a birthday, I can't really go because of dance. But I try 

to make time to but most of them know I only have time on Sundays. 

 

The way the girls explained it, it seemed friendships were made with other children 

who did the same tutoring classes, or extra-curricular activities. Little snippets of time 

commuting to after-school lessons on the train, car-pooling home after activities, 

grabbing a bite to eat between tutoring; these seemed to be times when friendships 

were consolidated for the children. They talked of these times with friends - not as 

playdates where time was given to play – but instead, these ‘dead’ times or 

‘peripheral’ times were the only time they spent together with friends while waiting for 

the main focus of their activity on individual self-cultivation.  
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Another consequence of the large amount of time spent on studying and concerted 

cultivation is that the child misses out not only on birthday parties but on what other 

children are interested in, like popular culture. Abby’s busy schedule and her 

mother’s ban on TV made her unaware of what was popular among other children, 

and possibly denied her common conversation topics to make friends: 

Abby: We never watch TV (because of mum); I didn't have time as well. I only 

knew there were singers and idols in this world three years ago. I was really 

isolated. I went to my friend's house for a farewell party, and they were 

watching TV. Suddenly I realised there was so many stuff in the world that I 

don't know about. And I go on the web and search it all up. 

5.3.4. Health costs of high expectations 

Lastly, the health costs to the child of academic pressure. Lin and Chen’s study of 

Chinese students (1995) showed 18% suffered near-sightedness in primary school. 

In a more recent study in Hong Kong (Zhang et al., 2023), myopia had increased to 

46% of 8-year-olds in 2021. This was due to less time spent outdoors, near-work 

time (such as reading and writing) and increased screen time (using a computer and 

handheld electronic devices), but also genetic contributions from parental myopia. Of 

all the girls interviewed (with high SDQ scores), they all wore glasses.  

Another example of the psychological impact of academic pressures was the study 

in China that showed how academic stress resulted in dismal health outcomes for 

children such as insomnia, short attention span, memory loss, unstable moods and 

disappointment in life (Lin & Chen, 1995). 

From the SDQ self-report, of the three students who reported high academic 

pressure from parents, Abby confirmed being “very angry” and “I fight a lot” and 
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having peer problems, preferring to be alone. Anika also had abnormal scores in the 

externalising symptoms for conduct. Like Abby she reported feeling ‘very angry” and 

‘accused of cheating’. Abby reported having sleep problems. 

 

Abby: I don’t know why but I keep waking up. And I just can’t sleep. 

Interestingly, filtering the survey results by high expectations parents (those who 

deemed a speech day prize ‘very important’), versus those parents who thought it 

‘not important’, those parents with lower academic expectations tended to spend 

more time outdoors and also with friends and family (see Table 5.6). 

Table 5.6. 

What do you and your family do in your spare time? (Think of a normal week and 

select activities you are most likely to do as a family) 

High expectations Parents  

(speech day prize very important) 

Low expectation Parents  

(speech day prize not important) 

1. Watch TV, movies 

2. Go to restaurants 

3. Go shopping 

1. Be outdoors – at park / beach 

2. Visit family or friends 

3. Go to restaurants / Watch TV 

movies 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

In terms of screen time, from the interviews, I got the sense that being on electronic 

devices was a time of release for the girls. Playing a game, watching YouTube was a 

quick and easily accessible break from studies. Unlike a playdate which the girls 

could not organise or get to, or playing with siblings who were not always available, 

playing on their devices was a quick, easily acceptable tool for them to de-stress.  
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Again, interestingly filtering the survey results by high expectations parents (those 

who deemed a speech day prize ‘very important’), versus those parents who thought 

it ‘not important’, those girls with high academic expectations parents tended to 

spend more time on their devices ‘everyday’ 29% versus 14% (see Figure 5.3). 

Figure 5.3. Importance of Speech Day prizes to parents 

High expectations Parents  (speech day prize ‘very important’)

 

Low expectations Parents  (speech day prize ‘not important’) 

 

Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

In summary, the stress caused by high parental expectations on children had real 

psychological, interpersonal and health costs for the child. The interviews attested to 

the shame the child internalised in not meeting their parents’ demands. The surveys 

showed the greater distance between the child and her parents and friends. Lastly, 

the SDQ statements reported the children’s externalised feelings of anger and 

hyperactivity as an outward sign of their anxiety. Other unfortunate health outcomes 

were myopia and poor sleep. In addition, the focus of studying hard correlated to 

less time outdoors and more time on devices. 
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5.3.5. Positive effects of high expectations 
 

Despite the alarming findings above of the real costs of the high parental 

expectations on the children, there were also some positive effects of the high 

expectations: being the academic success they enjoyed at school.  

 

The interviews revealed that the addition of extra tutors and classes was not 

necessarily stressful for the children; some students reported enjoying the extra 

work. Chloe didn’t protest at all in being made to do an online English class from 7-

9pm on a Sunday night, and in fact she enjoyed the classes.  Quite in contrast to 

some perceptions that tutoring is akin to child abuse (Ho, 2020): 

 

Chloe: I do English on Sunday afternoon, seven to nine pm. She (mum) 

thought it was very useful. And I like it! I get to do fun things. Yeah online 

because the teacher is in England. She teaches at Cambridge. She's a very 

good teacher.  It’s like a small group with students in Australia. 

 

Abby who had a very busy schedule, actually loved spending the many hours doing 

robotics, even if all her Saturdays were devoted to it. She found that she excelled at 

it and the more she did, the better she got. 

 

Abby: I do robotics.  I really like it. I do it at school and also outside of school. I 

do six hours every single Saturday. 

 

For Katie, although she had done English and Maths tutoring for a long time, and the 

maths she was doing was two years ahead of her grade, she didn’t mind going. The 

stress for her was more that doing the tutoring after three hours of dance, she got 

tired.  
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All the girls interviewed talked about their busy schedules very matter-of-factly, apart 

from Katie who said she got tired, none of the other girls complained about their 

packed mornings, afternoons and weekends. Anika’s mum was the only one who 

queried the long time spent after school at tutoring, and she only did it once a week. 

Anika Mum: We did coaching centre once a week. I used to drop her there 

and it would be three hours plus, from 5 to 8pm, and she's coming home at 

8.30pm. I asked her is it too much? She said “No. I love it.” So if you love it, 

then why not? She comes home very happy in the evening. I noticed her. 

Although Anika did not say in her own words that she ‘loved’ the coaching centre, 

she did feel it was benefitting her and improved her grades.  

My quantitative survey showed a positive relationship between students that did well 

academically and positive wellbeing. For students who stated “I find it very hard” on 

subjects like English, Maths and even PE, they tended to show higher difficulties 

scores, as table 5.7 shows. The mean SDQ score for the cohort is 11. Any number 

above that is a student showing more difficulties, with 16 and above to be borderline 

and 20 above to be abnormal. For example, students who found maths ‘very hard’ 

had higher SDQ scores. The reverse is true in that the SDQ mean score goes down 

the more a student felt accomplished at the subjects. For examples ‘I am very good’ 

at English, Maths and PE students had lower SDQ scores (see Table 5.7). 

Table 5.7. 

SDQ scores against student self-report on academic subjects 
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Source: The author’s survey results, 2020 

 

An important study by Tania Clarke challenged the thinking that there is an inevitable 

‘trade-off’ between children’s wellbeing and academic achievement (Clarke, 2020) 

Clarke argued that children’s wellbeing and academic achievement are positively 

associated.  

 

This is true from my findings too, that the more a student reported finding subjects 

difficult, the higher their SDQ difficulties score was.  However, schools, parents and 

children must be honest in looking at the cost of high academic achievement. From 

the above, the psychological, interpersonal and health costs were real and at the 

primary-school age, is it justified or necessary? 

 

 

5.5. Conclusion to chapter  
 

Our Asian migrant parents are of a high-socio economic class. All three categories, 

Asian, migrants and high socio-economic class parents have been shown to hold 

higher parental expectations for their children than other groups. They have moved 
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their families to Australia primarily for the stated purpose of education, and it is 

understandable that they wish for their child to succeed at school, in order to propel 

the family upwards in social mobility.  

 

Research has shown high parental expectations to be strongly associated with high 

student achievement due to the child internalising the expectations and thus driving 

their own motivation and hard work.  In my interviews, even though they were not 

adolescents but young children, they reflected their parents’ views of achievement 

measured by grades and accepted the high demands asked of them. This included 

asking for tutors, doing extra classes, and making study plans to improve their 

grades in the next report card. The parental expectations were also not limited to the 

report card, but on the sports fields, and in all endeavours, where a child was 

expected to try their best at everything, all of the time. 

 

These parental expectations did take a toll on the children; the children talked about 

the stress of being compliant children. They had to do extra hours of study outside of 

schoolwork; had little downtime and did things they did not enjoy like piano or 

Chinese lessons because their parents wanted them to. The children expressed 

feelings of depression and lowered self-esteem when despite their best efforts, their 

achievements fell short of their parents’ high expectations. An innocuous ‘C’ on a 

report card that should tell of satisfactory achievement, instead became a stick for 

the child. The huge chasm between the ‘C’ and the elusive ‘A’ may inflect shame, 

disappointment and hours more work or tutoring.  

 

This achievement/adjustment paradox (Qin, 2008) showed the dark side of the 

quietly achieving Asian student. My study showed the real pressure felt by young 

primary-school children from Asian migrant backgrounds. The children in my 

research spoke of the psychological, interpersonal and health costs of trying striving 

for their parents’ high expectations.  
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The children’s accounts I have presented were not as extreme as students' 

experiences in China or other Asian hothouses like South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore 

Japan or Hong Kong (all high performers in PISA rankings) that include violent 

punishment or youth suicides. Some studies show these competitive education 

systems are harmful for pupils' wellbeing (Wang et al., 2015). Also despite doing 

better academically, Asian American students often had lower self-esteem compared 

to peers from other racial groups (Chen & Graham, 2018). In light of much research 

in this area, I agree with Clarke’s call for schools and policy makers (Clarke, 2020), 

to agree that a child’s emotional, social and psychological wellbeing is as important 

for a child’s development as demonstrating the acquisition of skills and knowledge.  

In the same way, parents should be mindful that they must not only aim for academic 

achievement without recognising that how the child achieves those goals is 

‘empirically linked to their wellbeing” (Clarke, 2020). 

 

All the girls interviewed worked very hard in their academic, music and sports 

endeavours. They were, of course, extremely fortunate to attend a private school 

with state-of-the-art facilities and an eye-boggling array of extra-curricular activities. 

They were also lucky that their parents could afford to pay for many hours of 

enrichment classes on top of private school fees to develop skills that may help them 

in their futures. The flip side of the bargain was their busy schedules afforded them 

barely any downtime, or time with friends and family. 

 

From talking to the children in the interviews, what they wanted the most were the 

simple things. For Erica, when asked “Of all the things you do, or even the things you 

don't have time to do, what do you really love? What makes you happy?” Erica just 

wanted a playdate: 

 

Erica: Just one friend, but sometimes two. Not a whole bunch. 
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For Chloe, without a relationship with her absent father, or her much older brother at 

boarding school, and living alone with a very demanding mother, she just wanted 

someone to talk to, perhaps to feel loved unconditionally, no matter how hard she 

tried or how much she achieved or didn’t.   

Chloe: I can tell everything to my dog. 

For Abby who was so demanding of herself, having internalised her mother’s huge 

expectations on her to almost be a physical incarnation of the success of her family’s 

move to Australia – all Abby wanted to do was run! She discovered her love and 

natural ability for running while sitting around at lunch at her old public school: 

Abby: I actually sucked at running in China, I was like the slowest person in 

the class. But at school, I ran every single lunch. Because that’s all we played. 

Could children not be children anymore, where the idea of the child is not a “waste – 

wasted resources, wasted time, wasted opportunities” (Katz, 2008); or a vessel for 

the family’s social mobility? In the childhoods described by my interviewees, there 

were many areas of stress, a success frame where their raison d’etre was to achieve 

their parents’ expectations with little agency of their own.  

Wouldn’t it be wonderful to hear the children speak of the simple pleasures of playing 

with friends, running at lunchtime, or feeling unconditional love from their parents 

whether they achieved an A or not? If the true character of each era comes alive in 

the nature of its children (Marx,1973) then we should be able to see children who are 

emotionally and socially well, in addition to doing academically well.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 
 

This study set out to understand the effects of migration on the wellbeing of young 

children of skilled migrants in Australia. With skilled migrants to Australia now 

accounting for more than 70% of permanent migrants, it is imperative we know more 

about this highly educated and affluent migrant group and their children’s adaption 

into Australian society. My research site at Rosemount School for Girls, an 

independent school in a well-to-do Sydney suburb afforded me valuable insights into 

this migrant group and the unique migration practices of ‘flexible citizenship’ and  

‘astronaut families’.  Most LBOTE students in my study were from Mainland China, 

reflecting the national trend whereby China-born immigrants are now Australia's 

second largest group of permanent visa arrivals, slightly below India and much 

ahead of the United Kingdom. The literature review noted that there was limited 

research into migrant children in the primary-school age bracket in Australia, and 

that many of the studies on astronaut families were conducted over twenty years 

ago, focusing on primarily Hong Kong and Taiwanese migrants.   

 

My positionality as a teacher at the school afforded me invaluable trust and 

connection with both the students and mothers involved in the study. However, it 

was important to ensure that participants did not feel obliged to take part in the 

research due to my role in the school. My research was approved by ethics 

committees at both UTS and Rosemount School, and though this was a lengthy 

process, the rigour and care instilled in the research design to uphold ethical 

considerations was well worth the effort.  I believe the resulting high participation rate 

in the student surveys (90% of the cohort) and the willingness of mother-child pairs 

to come forward for the interviews were a testament to the thoughtful work designed 

to minimise the power imbalance as a teacher-researcher, or potential obligation and 

harm to participants.  Also encouraging was the participants’ interest in contributing 

to the study especially voiced by the migrant mothers.  They were pleased the 

school was interested in their family’s migration experience and hoped my findings 

could benefit their broader community.  
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The survey results gave many critical responses to questions the school could not 

answer just from enrolment data, such as the nuances of the migration 

arrangements, the age of arrival to Australia of students, and who lived in the 

migrating household. The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire wellbeing scores 

compared against demographic data gave me valuable insights into different 

segments of the student body such as LBOTE students versus English Language 

Background students; students with absent fathers versus students with resident 

fathers; and students with parents holding high versus low expectations. Analysis of 

the interviews gave more depth to the numbers and greatly enhanced the three 

empirical findings chapters. 

 

Chapter three found that the practice of flexible citizenship was not only among 

Mainland Chinese arrivals, but could be observed among other wealthy, well-

educated skilled migrants from India, Korea and multi-racial families.  These 

transmigrants may have settled here while their children were at school in Australia, 

but with their hyper-mobile mindset and global connections, they may not stay.  Their 

passports and wealth allowed frequent travel between homes in Australia and the 

sending country such that family life was lived ‘transnationally” in a physical and 

emotional sense. 

 

The trauma of migration was keenly felt by the most recently-arrived students, with 

both mothers and daughters voicing a sense of loss, confusion and the challenges of 

adapting to a new country. However, the SDQ scores were better for the 1.5- and 

second-generation students suggesting the difficulties reduced with time spent in 

Australia, in line with other research studies on migrant and refugee children (Zwi et 

al., 2018). Schools could do much more to assist the adaptation of recent arrivals 

and their families. Although these children (and their skilled migrant parents) often 

arrive in Australia with proficient English, therefore flying under the radar of English 

language support teachers like me, my findings showed the process of adjusting to a 

new country, school and making friends was difficult and caused stress to the 

children and family unit.   
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Schools need to do more than just focus on English language learning. They could 

do more to help new migrants establish local social networks, especially among the 

parent community. There already being migrants from similar cities and language 

backgrounds in the school, parent groups could be organised along lines of cultural 

backgrounds. Beyond one school, just as independent schools have teacher 

networks across schools to share knowledge and learning, independent schools 

could run cultural or interest-based parent groups.  Schools and associations such 

as the Association for Independent Schools NSW (www.aisnsw.edu.au); 

Independent Primary School Heads of Australia (https://ipsha.org.au); Combined 

Independent Schools (www.cis.edu.au) that are active in the independent schools 

sector could do more to promote cross-cultural understanding among parents and 

teachers. They could also assist new migrant parents to navigate the school system, 

for example homework expectations, home-reading programs, sports opportunities 

and in later years, help with subject selection and HSC, ATAR and other university-

related information. Schools especially independent schools which have benefitted 

from the increased enrolments and income from skilled migrant families have a duty 

not just to educate students but to foster a sense of belonging for the families.  

Schools are the perfect place to encourage this, as they are the site of acculturation 

for the students. Often students adapt to the new culture much faster than their 

parents, causing an acculturation gap or stress between the parent and child. 

Especially in our examples of the astronaut families where the mother is often a stay-

at-home carer and has even fewer chances to come into contact with Australian 

mainstream culture in her day to day life.  

Migrant children acculturate into the dominant culture, especially in the social milieu 

of the school. However, how they approach this has implications for their wellbeing. 

Those students (Erica) who spoke of trying to assimilate and ‘shed’ their own culture 

and language, or saw themselves as separate to the majority culture (Chloe) 

displayed greater difficulties in wellbeing.  As with other prior studies on migrant 

acculturation (Berry, 2005), Katie who used a strategy of integration – of embracing 

both cultures – had the best wellbeing outcomes. This is especially pertinent for 

school policy and especially for teachers to understand. Schools are the milieu for 

intergroup contact and for migrant children, it is their main site of acculturation. As 

http://www.aisnsw.edu.au/
https://ipsha.org.au/
http://www.cis.edu.au/


 
 

164 

such, teachers need to have a better understanding of the link between acculturation 

and wellbeing.  It can be detrimental to a student’s sense of self and wellbeing to be 

told not to speak their home language at school or to be given negative messaging 

about their lunch choices and other practices like tutoring, that have become 

associated with Asian migrants. While pre-service teachers do learn strategies to 

support English language learners, there needs to be more professional training on 

supporting the acculturation of migrant children at school and therefore of their 

wellbeing outcomes.  

 

Chapters four’s exploration of the astronaut family is an important update on 

research from the Australian Pe-Pua et. al. study in 1996. A significant contribution 

of this research was the ability to quantify the phenomenon.  Surprisingly, almost 

50% of the studied cohort of Chinese households had absent fathers; the lengths of 

absences ranged from a few weeks, to a school term, to sometimes a year when the 

child would not see the father. From the SDQ scores, there was a marked 

association between children with absent fathers and higher difficulties scores. The 

qualitative interviews gave voice to the emotional toll of the astronaut family 

arrangement: from some children feeling resentful of the father, to missing the father, 

to not knowing their father.  In addition, compared with children with resident fathers, 

children with absent fathers were less likely to report being ‘very close’ to people in 

their micro-systems, including parents, siblings, friends and teachers.  

 

Migration has been known to force family members into more traditional gendered 

roles (Ho, 2006), with the mothers interviewed becoming the sole caregivers and 

household managers, often giving up paid employment to take care of the children in 

Australia. In the same way, the father’s role was reduced to being just the 

‘breadwinner’ in China, without much or any responsibility for the emotional work of 

fathering.  However, from the interviews, there were also some good examples of 

families working hard to make the astronaut family arrangement work, with frequent 

communications and the father taking an active interest in the social and emotional 

wellbeing of the child; not only looking at the academic report card or buying material 

things to compensate for time away.  
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There are many implications of these findings, firstly for schools to be more aware of 

the presence of fathers, and the effect absent fathers can have on child wellbeing. 

With more teacher training and open communication between schools and families, 

teachers may be able to help mothers mitigate some of the effects of the absent 

father, such as expectations of homework help or volunteering at school, since many 

of the mothers are sole parenting.  Secondly, the findings should help parents 

understand the migration arrangement’s effect on the child.  From the interviews, 

some of the mothers were acutely sensitive to building the father-daughter 

relationship, by encouraging frequent contact and facilitating discussions between 

them. Although the children interviewed found the absent father arrangement to be 

‘normal’, (like I did on reflection of my own childhood), the studies on adult satellite 

children speak volumes to their evaluations of their astronaut family arrangements.  

While accepting the sacrifice all family members made for the migration choices, 

adult satellite children report not wishing to replicate the same bargain with their own 

families (Tsong et al. 2021).   

 

The last empirical chapter delves into the effect of parental expectations on child 

wellbeing. Skilled migrants are Asian, migrants and of high socio-economic class, all 

groups shown to hold higher parental expectations than other parent groups. While 

research shows high parental expectations are strongly associated with high student 

achievement (Danisman, 2017; Yamamoto & Holloway, 2016; Zhan, 2006), my 

findings showed the stressful reality of these young children trying to live up to these 

expectations. The expectations of the parents were not only limited to academic 

excellence measured with ‘A’s on report cards, but parents wanted to see their child 

achieve on the sporting field, as well as exhaustingly for the child, to be ‘doing their 

best’, ‘fulfilling their potential’, in every endeavour, all the time. 

 

This led to sometimes even the children asking for tutoring, and certainly the parents 

enrolling the child for many hours of extra classes and activities, even ones they did 

not enjoy like Chinese and piano lessons.  The interviews were illuminating in the 

way the children carried out the parents’ demands without question, internalising the 
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parent’s expectations for high achievement.  If the child’s report card fell short of 

expectations, the children in the interview expressed their shame and depression. 

The huge chasm between a teacher’s idea of a satisfactory ‘C’ and a parent’s 

demand of an ‘A’ is where these migrant children frequently reported self-blame and 

a lowered sense of self-esteem. This achievement/ adjustment paradox is the dark 

side of the ‘model minority’ student (Qin, 2008).  

 

The implications are so important for schools and parents to be aware of. It is not 

through lack of effort or the child’s failing in school that she got a ‘C’, but rather they 

are caught in a mismatch of expectations between the school and their parents! 

Schools need to more explicitly explain the meaning behind grades, and that a C 

indicates satisfactory performance. Parents need to see and hear what their children 

consider important to fulfil their expectations and dreams. For example, 16.95% of 

LBOTE students deemed a speech day prize ‘very important’ compared to 44.07% of 

their parents. Parents need to ask themselves at what price their success frame of 

the brand-name college, the high-status job, or the speech day prize? And weigh it 

against the potential impact on their child’s psychological and physical health and 

interpersonal wellbeing.  

 

In summary, answering the research questions set out in the study on what impacted 

the wellbeing of children of skilled migrants, I can conclude from my survey and 

semi-structured interviews that recent migration, the absent father and not meeting 

high parental expectations did negatively impact the children. The recent arrivals 

expressed a sense of loss and difficulties adapting to a new country; the students 

with absent fathers conveyed resentment and a loss of relationship with the absent 

father; and the effort of trying to meet high parental expectations caused students 

stress and shame if they failed to do so. 

 

Having highlighted the above issues though, it is important to state in my conclusion 

that this study is not an anti-migration piece! Migration’s impact on children is not 

universally negative. For the cohort of students surveyed, the majority (82%) scored 
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within the normal range for SDQ score, slightly above the Australian norm of 80% 

(Mellor, 2005). From my results, 20% of LBOTE students compared to 16% of ELB 

students scored in the ‘abnormal to borderline’ range, with the higher percentage 

attributable to their migration experiences as discussed above. The Harvard 

Immigration Initiative website (n.d.) urges schools, parents, and policy-makers to not 

view outcomes of immigrant children from a ‘deficit-view’. In fact, immigrant children 

have already gone ‘above and beyond’ as they must meet development tasks all 

children struggle with like self-regulation, academic endeavour, healthy lifestyles etc, 

but in addition, children of immigrants must also navigate acquiring new cultural and 

linguistic competencies and establishing social identities and a new sense of 

belonging (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2018).  

 

Therefore, it is important to point out the remaining 80% of LBOTE students, who 

also experienced migration either as first generation or second generation migrants, 

were doing well socially and emotionally as measured by their normal SDQ scores. 

In other words, most migrant children in my study were socially and emotionally 

competent children as defined by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare: 

‘Socially and emotionally competent children are confident, have good 

relationships, communicate well, do better at school, take on and persist with 

challenging tasks and develop necessary relationships to succeed in life’ 

(Report on Australia’s Children, AIHW 2020, p. 31). 

While the majority of Year 5 students at Rosemount School for Girls, including the 
majority of LBOTE students, were doing well socially and emotionally, I am pleased 
my findings helped shine a light on the difficulties experienced by the other 20% of 
students and importantly, what we can do about it. 

 
Another benefit to my position as a teacher at Rosemount School is the receptive 

audience to my work and recommendations.  I have presented my research findings 

to teachers at my school, highlighting the needs of LBOTE students and families, 

and engendered much dialogue and several actionable policy changes. One of them 

is that my work is now embedded in a parent series, which invites parents to engage 

with their practices of migration and parenting.  The wellbeing workshops for parents 
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focus on topics such as the importance of sleep; emotional regulation; and healthy 

food choices and now include a session on migration and effects on child wellbeing. 

Beyond Rosemount School, I have also shared my research through my teaching 

network: in the local Sydney North Shore Independent School EALD network, the 

wider Association of Independent Schools of NSW network, and through the NSW 

Teachers’ Guild.  In academic circles, I have spoken at the Australian Sociological 

Association conference and hope to publish articles contributing to knowledge in this 

area.  

Limitations and potential directions for future research 

There are limitations to this research study.  This is a small-scale study of children of 

skilled migrants in one school setting in Sydney. The findings cannot be generalised 

for all children of skilled migrants nor all children of Chinese migrants. The biggest 

omission in this project was the experience of boys.  An area for future research 

would be to study the effects of migration on boys and especially the absent father 

phenomenon.  The seminal Pe-Pua et. al. study in 1996 noted that boys felt 

resentment towards the astronaut family arrangement as they were often needed to 

‘fill in’ for the absent father.  In my findings, the girls reported being much closer to 

the landed mother than the astronaut father; it would be crucial to understand how 

migration affects the family dynamics for boys. In a recent research paper looking at 

the wellbeing and integration of refugee children in Australia (Lee and Cheung, 

2022), they found that girls had higher SDQ difficulty scores than boys.  It would be 

useful to do a similar measure for sons of skilled migrants. 

My research also threw up some other potential directions for future research which 

are outside of the scope of this study, but would contribute further to our knowledge 

of migrant children, especially in the Australian context.  

Potential future research: Satellite Children and Attachment Theory 

An important and intriguing finding was that of the attachment of satellite children. 

While children with absent fathers were closer to their mothers than children with 

resident fathers, a lower percentage of children with absent fathers reported being 
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‘very close’ to anyone in their microsystem, including parents, siblings, friends and 

teachers.  This is alarming and warrants further investigation on the attachment 

behaviours of satellite children. The research on children in astronaut families has 

tended to focus on the household arrangements (Pe-Pua et al., 1996; Ho & Bedford, 

2008) and the mother and children’s adjustments (Yeung, 2005; Cheng, 2020), but 

few have examined the satellite children through the lens of attachment theory. 

There is literature that immigrants are more likely to have insecure attachments 

compared to non-immigrants (van Ecke, 2005). Another line of inquiry could be on 

the age of separation and length of separation. The children in my study were aged 

10-11. Bowlby’s (1969,1988) work places importance on primary attachment in early 

childhood, with the sensitive period up to 5 years old. Further study is needed to 

understand how the on-off separation involved in astronaut families affects the 

child’s attachment security, and whether emotional fathering from a distance can still 

enable father-child attachment.  

 

Potential future research: Hypermobility, Identity and Belonging 

Another area for exploration would be migrant children’s identity and belonging. My 

findings showed that these hypermobile children living in transnational households 

still held on mostly to their parents’ ethnicities. However, with the growth of the 

‘global citizen’, and hybrid ethnic and cultural identities (Bhabha, 2004) it would be 

worthwhile to probe if these children would indeed reject mono-culture and mono-

lingualism as they mature into adolescence. My group of primary school children 

have largely adapted well to life in Australia, but if we followed them into 

adolescence, where we know developing identities are compounded by the 

challenges of puberty (Busby et al., 2014), how would they fare with their identity-

making? Also if they choose to embrace their place polygamy (Beck, 1999), how are 

their identities linked with their mobility? How do the children of flexible citizens 

construct their cultural identities and sense of belonging? Anecdotally, following a 

staff presentation, the Head of English connected with this topic.  She said many 

senior school students chose to write about this ‘liminal space’ of navigating their 

sense of belonging and identity; it frequently came up as a topic in the students’ 

English HSC extension creative writing works.  In the same way, I have seen the 

topic of identity explored in students’ HSC artworks.  Art-based research (ABR) 
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methodology – by interrogating student art works and/or creative writing  - could be a 

novel way to understand children’s experiences of migration, and identity-making. 

ABR offers participants an alternate way to share their perspectives and 

experiences, especially beyond language (Harasym et al., 2024).  

Potential future research: Migrants from Other Countries of Origin 

A potential avenue for future research is to broaden the study of the skilled migrant 

groups to those from India, or the third and fourth biggest groups from the 

Philippines and Nepal respectively (ABS, 2021). My research group at Rosemount 

School was limited to mostly children of Chinese skilled migrants. Would there be a 

difference of wellbeing outcomes based on the country of origin of the skilled migrant 

group? There was some evidence of the astronaut family arrangements in other 

ethnic groups in Rosemount School, such as Indian, and Korean. What are the 

migration patterns of Filipino and Nepalese skilled migrants and what wellbeing 

issues are pertinent to their children?  

Despite recent calls to halt immigration numbers in Australia due to the housing 

crisis, new skilled migrants will likely continue to arrive. Migration has been the driver 

of the successful multicultural country that Australia has become, and in turn, 

continues to attract skilled workers and wealthy global investors (Review of Migration 

System, 2023).  A marker of a successful immigration program is the ability of 

migrants to find jobs and be self-sufficient, but the integration and wellbeing of their 

children should also be an important indicator of success.  My research study 

contributes to our understanding of the wellbeing of these children. For 

policymakers, they will hope these well-adjusted migrant children grow up and 

contribute to Australia’s economy; for schools, they may hope for cohorts of migrant 

students that are well-integrated and do well academically; for parents, they may 

hope their child’s wellbeing is a stable base upon which to build the family’s 

intergenerational capital. My wish for this study is to give voice to the children. For 

the LBOTE students I see every day, working hard and doing their best, I hope this 

study tells adults about your life, and that they are spurred by your voices to improve 

the wellbeing of other children in your shoes. 
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Appendix B. Quantitative Survey Outline 

Survey Outline of Students in Year 5 

Research project: Wellbeing of EALD students University of Technology Sydney 

Thank you for completing this survey. This research aims to develop a greater understanding of the 

wellbeing of our students in particular EALD students. 

About Yourself 

1. How old are you today? 9 ❑  10 ❑  11 ❑ 12 ❑

2. When is your date of birth? _________________

3. Do you speak a language other than English at home?  No ❑   Yes ❑  (what

language?)_________________

4. If yes, how well do you speak the other language (s)?

Fluently ❑   I can speak in sentences ❑ I can say a few words ❑   I don’t speak, but I can

understand ❑

5. Can you read the other language?

I can read very well ❑ I can read some words/ sentences ❑ I cannot read 

❑ 

6. Can you write the other language?

I can write very well ❑ I can write some words/ sentences ❑ I cannot write 

❑ 

7. Describe where your parents are from? e.g. United Kingdom, China, India, Korea, Australia,

New Zealand. (You may write more than one) Mum________________________  Dad

__________________________

8. In what country and city were you born?  Country __________________ City

______________________

9. How long have you lived in Australia?

❑ Less than 1 year (I moved to Australia this year in Y5)

❑ 1-2 years (I moved to Australia in Year 3 or Year 4)

❑ 3-5 years (I moved to Australia in prep school K-2)

❑ All my life
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10. How would you describe yourself (only select one):

❑ Australian

❑ Australian and my parents’ country e.g (Australian and Chinese)

❑ My parents’ country e.g Chinese

❑ None of the above

❑ Other please explain _________________

11. What year did you start Pymble Ladies College?

Year 5 ❑ Year 3 or 4 ❑ Prep ❑

12. How well do you like school?

1    2     3    4         5 

I don’t like going to school      I like school       I love going to 

school every day! 

13. How would you rate your closeness to your friends at school?

1         2     3      4        5 

not close, no one understands me   quite close           very close, I can tell 

them everything 

14. How would you rate your closeness to your teacher (s) at school?

  1         2    3    4          5 

not close, they don’t know me at all      quite close           very close, I can tell 

them everything 

Your Father (answer about step-father if he is closer to you) 

15. What is your father’s current occupation? E.g. teacher,manager, business owner, doctor, not

working, please explain ___________________________________________

16. What is your father’s level of English?

Speaks no English ❑ Speaks sentences  ❑ Speaks well ❑ Speaks, reads, writes English

fluently ❑

17. Was your father born in Australia? Yes ❑ No ❑

18. Did he study in Australia? Yes ❑ No ❑

19. How would you rate your closeness to your father?

         1    2    3     4         5 

not close, we don’t talk       quite close very close, I can tell 

him everything 

20. Does your father live with you?
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Yes ❑  go to Question xx (Your Mother)    Sometimes ❑ No ❑ 

21. If Sometimes or No, where does he live?

In Sydney ❑  Outside Sydney but in Australia ❑ In another country ❑

22. Usually, how often do you see your father?

Once a week ❑  Once a month ❑ Once a term ❑  During the school holidays 

❑ 

Other ❑ please explain ___________________________________ 

Your Mother (answer about your step-mother if she is closer to you) 

23. What is your mother’s current occupation? E.g. teacher, manager, business owner, doctor,

not working, please explain ___________________________________________

24. What is your mother’s level of English?

Speaks no English ❑ Speaks sentences  ❑ Speaks well ❑ Speaks, reads, writes English

fluently ❑

25. Was your mother born in Australia? Yes ❑ No ❑

26. Did she study in Australia? Yes ❑ No ❑

27. How would you rate your closeness to your mother?

   1       2    3    4     5 

not close, we don’t talk       quite close very close, I can tell 

her everything 

28. Does your mother live with you?

Yes ❑  go to Question xx (Your Siblings) Sometimes ❑ No ❑ 

29. If Sometimes or No, where does she live?

In Sydney ❑  Outside Sydney but in Australia ❑ In another country ❑

30. Usually, how often do you see your mother?

Once a week ❑  Once a month ❑ Once a term ❑  During the school holidays 

❑ 

Other  ❑ please explain  ___________________________________ 

Your Siblings 

31. Do you have brothers and sisters (including step siblings)?

No ❑  go to Question xx (Your Home)

Yes I have brothers ❑   How many ________ age(s) ______________.  No 

brothers ❑

Yes I have sisters ❑    How many ________ age(s) ______________   No sisters 

❑
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32. How would you rate your closeness to your sibling in general?

1       2     3     4        5 

not close, we don’t talk  quite close  very close, I tell 

them everything 

Your Home 

33. In what suburb do you live?  _______________________

34. Do you live in a house ❑ unit/apartment ❑ Other  ❑ please explain  

___________________

35. Who else lives in your home (even if it is part of the time) ?

Grandparents ❑  Other  ❑ (e.g cousins, aunty, uncle) please explain

________________________

36. Grandparents that live in your home:

My mum’s dad ❑

lives with us all the time ❑ lives with us a few months a year ❑ lives with us a 

few days ❑  

speaks no English ❑ speaks sentences  ❑ speaks well ❑ speaks, reads, writes 

English ❑

My mum’s mum ❑ 

lives with us all the time ❑ lives with us a few months a year ❑ lives with us a 

few days ❑  

speaks no English ❑ speaks sentences  ❑ speaks well ❑ speaks, reads, writes 

English ❑  

My dad’s dad ❑

lives with us all the time ❑ lives with us a few months a year ❑ lives with us a 

few days ❑  

speaks no English ❑ speaks sentences  ❑ speaks well ❑ speaks, reads, writes 

English ❑

My dad’s mum ❑

lives with us all the time ❑ lives with us a few months a year ❑ lives with us a 

few days ❑  

speaks no English ❑ speaks sentences  ❑ speaks well ❑ speaks, reads, writes 

English ❑
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My grandparent (s) helps us with: 

cooking/cleaning ❑ driving to school or activities ❑ homework ❑ care of 

siblings ❑

Other  ❑ please explain  ________________________  None  ❑

37. How would you rate your closeness to your grandparents?

     1         2    3    4     5 

not close, we don’t talk       quite close very close, I can tell 

her everything 

38. Others that live in your home :

__________________ (e.g cousin, aunty, uncle )  age  _________

lives with us all the time ❑ lives with us a few months a year ❑ lives with us a 

few days ❑  

speaks no English ❑ speaks sentences  ❑ speaks well ❑ speaks, reads, writes 

English ❑

They help us with: 

cooking/cleaning ❑ driving to school or activities ❑ homework ❑ care of 

siblings ❑

Other  ❑ please explain  ________________________  None  ❑

39. How would you rate your closeness to the other person(s) in your home?

      1        2     3    4    5 

not close, we don’t talk       quite close very close, I can tell 

her everything 

Your Homework 

40. How do you feel about your schoolwork?

❑ I do well in all subjects of school

❑ I do well in some subjects but not all. My best subject(s) is

/are___________________________ 

❑ I don’t do well in subjects like _______________________

41. How many nights a week do you do homework from school?

0 ❑   1-2 ❑   3-4 ❑  5-7 ❑

42. Approximately how long do you spend doing homework each night?
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Less than 30 mins ❑   30-60 mins ❑   60-90 mins ❑  More than 90 mins ❑ 

43. Do your parents help you with homework?

every day ❑  several times a week  ❑ once a week ❑ less than once a week 

❑ never  ❑

44. Do your parents set you extra homework tasks?

every day ❑  several times a week  ❑ once a week ❑ less than once a week 

❑ never  ❑

45. How often do you read for pleasure (not a book you have to read for school)?

every day ❑  several times a week  ❑ once a week ❑ less than once a week 

❑ never  ❑

46. Do your parents read books with you?

every day ❑  several times a week  ❑ once a week ❑ less than once a week 

❑ never  ❑

47. Do you go to a coaching centre/school or see a tutor?

Yes ❑  No ❑ 

48. If Yes, what subjects and how often?

Subject _____________  once a week ❑  2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4 times 

a week ❑ 

Subject _____________ once a week ❑  2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4 times 

a week ❑

Subject _____________ once a week ❑  2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4 times 

a week ❑

49. How long have you done tutoring/coaching?

Less than 6 months ❑  6-12 months ❑  1-2 years ❑  More than 2 years ❑

50. Have your taken scholarship exams for Pymble or other school?

Yes ❑  No ❑ 

Your Extra-Curricular 

51. What extra curricula activities lessons do you do in school AND how often? (Select all that

apply)

❑ Music   __________________once a week ❑  2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑ __________________once a week ❑  2-3 times a week ❑

more than 4 times a week ❑
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        __________________once a week ❑ 2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑

❑ Sports  __________________ once a week ❑ 2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑

       __________________ once a week ❑ 2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑

       __________________ once a week ❑ 2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑

       __________________ once a week ❑ 2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑

❑ Dance/Gym ______________ once a week ❑ 2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑

_______________ once a week ❑ 2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑

_______________once a week ❑ 2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑

_______________once a week ❑ 2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4

times a week ❑

❑ Other  ___________       once a week ❑  2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4 

times a week ❑

________________       once a week ❑  2-3 times a week ❑  more than 4 

times a week ❑ 

52. Do these activities require extra practice or training at home? Yes ❑ No❑

53. If yes, how much time per week?

Less than 30 mins ❑  30-60 mins ❑  1-3 hours of practice ❑  More than 3 hours of 

practice ❑

Expression of Interest: Further participation of Year 5 students 

Would you be happy to talk more about the questions in this research project? This would involve: 
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• A 60 minute private one-to-one interview with you at school,

No ❑    

Yes, I would like to be in an interview later ❑      

Name ________________________________   Connect Class _________________ 

All information you share is confidential and private. 

Thank you for completing the survey. ☺
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Appendix C. Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
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Appendix D. Parent Consent Form for Interview 
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Appendix E. Parent and Child Interview Outline 

EALD Student Wellbeing Research – PARENT Interview Schedule 

Introduction and procedure, relate to survey 

Recap: What is your cultural background? How long have you been in Australia? 

If applicable: 

1. Why did you migrate to Australia? (Was kids’ education a major reason?)

2. Did you consider other countries to migrate to?

3. What visa did you arrive on? (e.g. skilled, family reunion, refugee, student, etc)

4. What was your job before you migrated? (What job do you have now?)

5. How easy was it to settle in Australia? (e.g. employment, social integration)

Recap: What school does your child attend? What year is your child in?? How long have they been in this 

school? 

6. Why did you choose this school?

7. How many other schools did you consider before choosing this one?

8. Did you discuss school choice much among friends and family?

9. How happy are you with the school overall? What are the best features of the school? Is there

anything you are unhappy about with the school?

10. How happy are you with how your child is going at school?

11. How important are academic results to you? How important are results compared to other

things, like trying hard, or learning good values?

12. Do you think your child takes their schoolwork seriously enough?

13. Does your child ever get anxious about schoolwork, or any other aspect of school?

14. Does your child have good friends at school? How do you know? Do they have playdates? Do

you know the friends families?

We asked in the survey about homework and want to follow up with some further questions. 

15. How important do you think homework is? Explain.

16. How long do you think a Year 5 student should spend on homework each week?

17. Could you describe your child’s homework routine, i.e. when and where they do it, etc.

18. Is your child usually happy to do their homework, or do you need to help them?

In the survey you indicated that your child does/does not attend tutoring. 

19. What’s your view about tutoring? Why do you feel your child does/does not need it?

If applicable: 

20. What subjects does your child receive tutoring for?

21. How do you choose which tutoring centre to send your child to?

22. How happy are you with this tutoring centre?

23. How much does tutoring cost?

24. How does your child feel about going to tutoring?
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25. Did your child do any extra study before the NAPLAN test? What? Why/not?

26. Did you talk with your child about their NAPLAN results?

Your child indicated in the survey that grandparents/extended family live with you 

27. Why/not?

28. How is the living arrangement?

29. Are they helpful to you when they come? Do they have difficulties adapting to life in Australia?

30. How would you describe their relationship with your child(ren)? Are there difficulties in 

communication in English/other language?

31. Do they enjoy being in Australia? And living with you?

We asked in the survey about the activities your child was involved in outside school and wanted to ask 

you further questions about this.  

32. Do you think extra curricula activities are an important part of your child’s education?

33. If yes, in what way? If no, why not? [prompt: do they help or get in the way of school work?]

34. How happy are you with the quality of teaching at your child’s school?

35. Do you feel comfortable approaching the school and your child’s teacher to discuss his/her

schoolwork or any concerns you may have? Why/not?

36. Does the environment at the school encourage your child to work hard? If yes, which aspects?

For those in absent fathers/ mothers: 

37. How often if your spouse away from Australia?

38. How do you feel when your spouse is away? What are the upsides? The downsides?

39. How did this arrangement come about?

40. How does this arrangement affect your marriage and family life?

41. How do your child(ren) feel when their father/mother is away? How do you deal with this?

Do you think the arrangements negatively impact their wellbeing?

Ask about their social connections 

42. Are there lots of families at the school from the same cultural background as you? Do you tend

to socialize with them more, or not really?

43. Do you think people from different cultural backgrounds have different attitudes to

education? If yes, what are they?

44. How would you compare your child’s education to your own experience of education?

45. Do you have much involvement in the school, e.g. attending P&C meetings, assemblies,

concerts, fundraisers, etc. Why or why not?

46. Migrants to new countries may experience social isolation – do you feel welcome by

Australians?

Ask about the wellbeing of their child 

1. When migrants move to a new country, they may experience uncertainty in belonging and

identity. Do you feel Chinese? Or Australian?

2. How do you think your children feel? How do you want their identity to be?
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3. Do you intend to stay here only until your children finish school or university? Or do you feel

like you have roots in Australia and want to stay long term?

4. Are you worried about the wellbeing of your child? Do they show any signs of stress or anxiety

about moving here?

5. Wellbeing comes from feeling good about themselves – does your child have high self-esteem?

Are they confident ? Are they different in China vs in Australia?

6. Wellbeing also comes from social connections – has your child made good friends (in or out

of school)?

7. Any questions you’d like to ask us?

Thank You 
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EALD Student Wellbeing Research – STUDENT Interview Schedule 

Introduce ourselves and explain how we will be asking questions about school and things students 

do at home. Explain that the answers to these questions are private and that we don’t tell 

anyone their name. Point out that because we have so many interviews to remember we 

record them so we can write the information down and refer to it later. Also add that if they 

want to stop at any time in the interview they just need to let us know. Finally say that there is 

no right or wrong answer to these questions; it’s just their opinion that we’re interested in. 

6. What is your name?

7. Where were you born and how long have your lived in Australia?

8. Where are your parents from?

9. Would you describe yourself as Australian, Chinese Australian or Chinese? Why?

10. Do you feel happier in China or in Australia? Why?

11. Where do you want to live when you grow up? Why?

12. What language does your family mainly speak at home? How well do you speak it? Can you

read and write?

13. Do you learn in a Chinese language school or just at home?

14. Do you feel happy that you speak another language? Or do you feel it is an extra thing to

learn? A burden?

15. How do you feel about your English level?

16. When did you start at Pymble Ladies College?

17. Do you like school? Why, why not?

18. How do you feel about your teacher(s)? Are you close to one? Do you feel they care about

you?

19. Who are your best friends at school? Are they Chinese, Indian, Australian? Where are they or

their family from?

20. Do you tend to mix with friends who are also Chinese/Asian/Mixed, or not really?

21. Was it easy to make friends at school? How many good friends do you have?
22. Are there any girls at school that you have problems with?
23. Have you ever told a teacher about any problems with other students?
24. Do you feel any teasing or misunderstanding from students or teachers because you are

Chinese?
25. Do you think you’re doing OK in school?
26. What’s your favourite subject? Why?

27. Do you generally find schoolwork easy or hard?

28. Do you worry much about your schoolwork?

29. Do you worry about your report or grades?

30. What about tests, like NAPLAN?

31. Do you do homework every day? If not, how often?

32. Do you like homework? Why, why not?

33. Does your parent set you extra homework?

34. Does anyone help you do your homework?

35. If ‘yes’ who is it and does this help? If no, do you think you’d do better if someone in the

family helped you?

36. Do you think you get enough homework or too much? Why do you think this?
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37. Do you have tutoring for your school subjects outside school?

38. What subjects do you have tutoring in? How often?

39. Why do you do tutoring?

40. Do you like tutoring? Why, why not?

41. Do many of your friends go to tutoring?

42. Do you think kids from different cultural backgrounds have different idea about studying?

E.g. Have you noticed that other people’s parents are stricter than yours? Or less strict?

43. Are you involved in any activities at school, like a band or choir or sports?

44. How much time do you spend doing these things?

45. Which do you enjoy? Are there any activities you don’t want to do but your parents make

you do it?

46. Are you allowed to spend much time playing with friends? How often? E.g. once a week, or

more or less?

47. Have you had a sleepover at a friend’s house?

48. Do you like reading (that is not part of schoolwork)?

49. What kinds of things do you like reading?

50. Do you read every day?

51. Do your parents read with you?

About your mother 

1. Tell me about your mother, what is her job? Do you see her a lot?

2. Does she speak good English?

3. Was she educated in China or Australia?

4. Is she involved with school?  e.g. attending P&C meetings, assemblies, concerts, fundraisers,

etc. Why or why not?

5. Does she have good friends in Australia? Do they go out together?

6. Does she miss living in China, or does she prefer Australia?

7. Would you say you are close to you mum? Why or why not?

About your father 

1. Tell me about your father, what is his job? Do you see him a lot?

2. Does he speak good English?

3. Was he educated in China or Australia?

4. Is he involved with school?  e.g. attending P&C meetings, assemblies, concerts, fundraisers,

etc. Why or why not?

5. Does he have good friends in Australia? Do they go out together?

6. Does he miss living in China, or does he prefer Australia?

7. Would you say you are close to you dad? Why or why not?

In the survey you mentioned that grandparents/extended family live with you 

8. Why do they live you? How is the living arrangement?

9. Do they enjoy being in Australia? And living with you?

10. What do they do when they are here? Help in house, drive,

11. Do they speak good English?

12. Are there difficulties in communicating with them in English or Chinese?

13. Are there things you disagree on?
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14. How would you describe their relationship with you? Are you close?

For those with absent fathers/ mothers: 

1. How often is your father/mother away from Australia?

2. How do you feel when your parent is away? Are there upsides? The downsides?

3. Why do your parents have this arrangement? Do you agree?

4. Do you think there are any tensions between your parents because of the arrangement? Do 

they communicate more or less?

5. How do you keep communicating with your parent when they are away?

6. Do you feel close with your mother / father? How do you know?

Wellbeing from SDQ questionnaire 

1. You answered in SDG _________  can you tell me more?

2. You answered in SDG _________  can you tell me more?

3. You answered in SDG _________  can you tell me more?

4.

Thank you. 
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