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Abstract
In view of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ which began in late 2014, there is a growing
potential demand for higher education opportunities amongst refugee communities in
England and more widely in Europe. Whilst exact numbers are not certain, it is necessary
to establish whether such demands can be met at all. Based on in-depth semi-structured
interviews with nineteen refugees and asylum seekers residing in England, this study
explores refugee background students’ perceptions of the barriers to higher education and
builds on previous research by including participants of varied ages, locations and study
statuses — namely, aspiring to enrol, or currently enrolled in universities. While existing
previous research provided extensive accounts of barriers to access, these were presented
as separate issues, where in reality, these factors rarely occur in isolation. Thus, the
analytical focus in this paper concerns how these different barriers to access not only
accumulate, but also inter-relate and exacerbate each other, leading to what can be
described as a super-disadvantage. This new term is proposed here as indicating the
extreme degree of denial of equal access to educational opportunities experienced by
those with refugee background, resulting from the added, independent effect of their
migration experiences, status, and the socio-economic realities of living as a refugee. It is
argued that this ‘super-disadvantage’ cannot be overcome without deliberate changes to
outreach and support delivered by universities. These must be developed in partnerships
with third sector experts and the refugee background students themselves.
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Introduction

As in other advanced economies, the higher education (HE) sector in England has experienced
a rapid expansion of participation in the last century and a half (Meyer and Schofer 2005).
Each expansion has been accompanied by calls to increase widening participation for disad-
vantaged groups, and today the English HE system is at least formally an open one.
‘Universal’ participation levels of over 50% have been reached (Universities UK 2017), and
there were some remarkable achievements in widening participation, in particular, during the
last few decades, including, for example, an increase in women’s participation overall. Despite
this, many groups continue to be under-represented.

Over the years, to guide policy and practice, an extensive body of literature has been
developed, exploring the barriers to accessing and participating in HE, as experienced by
different groups. The focus in England (as elsewhere) has been in particular on adults from
lower-income groups, people with disabilities and groups with minority status. More recently,
studies have been exploring the perspectives of mature entrants and those leaving care,
reflecting shifting national priorities and the changing profile of the student population, and
investigating previously unknown challenges faced by those who may perhaps benefit most
from HE opportunities. To date, despite the continuously growing levels of human displace-
ment globally, and in view of the current UNHCR estimate that only about 3% of the world’s
25.9 million refugees have access to HE opportunities in the host states—a long way from the
target of 15% set for 2030 (UNHCR 2019)1—the development and implementation of a
suitable policy frameworks for access to HE for those with refugee backgrounds in Europe in
particular, has been somewhat variable, and mostly inadequate.2 The related field of educa-
tional research, both in England and elsewhere, remains relatively under-developed.

This is partially due to the difficulties in ascertaining the actual number of those with
refugee backgrounds in universities (Stevenson and Baker 2018), and the ethical and meth-
odological challenges of researching with hard to reach, marginalised communities (e.g. Bailey
and Williams 2018). Lack of national policy frameworks to support refugee education and
increasing anti-immigrant sentiments in Europe and across the world further explain why the
experiences of refugees in host state universities are both under-researched and under-
theorised. Additionally, as noted by Stevenson and Willott (2007), support needs of refugee
students may be perceived to be similar to those of other disadvantaged groups—indeed, a
view held by more than half of England’s universities which do not currently consider refugees
as a group with distinct needs (Lambrechts 2020b).

This article examines the barriers to HE access for adults with refugee backgrounds as
experienced and perceived by themselves—as opposed to perceptions and assumptions about
these barriers that may be made by those working in universities—to ascertain whether they
are indeed just facing the ‘usual’ obstacles or something else entirely. It is argued that while
some of the barriers to access are shared with other disadvantaged groups, the difficulties may

1 For humanitarian rationale and the potential economic benefits, see Lenette 2016. There are also substantial
legal basis for supporting RBS access to universities—access to HE is a human right, as enshrined in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 26) and many other international and regional legal instruments.
It is one of the global indicators for achievement of UN Sustainable Development Goal 4, and promoting access
for refugees, specifically, is one of the objectives of the NewYork Declaration for Refugees and Migrants (United
Nations 2016), further reiterated in the subsequently developed Global Compact on Refugees, as affirmed in
December 2018.
2 For an overview of policies, measures and monitoring practices in Europe, see Eurydice (2019).
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be especially pronounced because of the unique conditions of refugees, with further barriers
being specific to refugee background students’ (RBS) circumstances.3

The analytical focus (and the key scholarly contribution) concerns how these different
barriers to access not only accumulate but also inter-relate and exacerbate each other, leading
to a super-disadvantage. This new term is proposed here as indicating the extreme degree of
denial of equal access to educational opportunities within the existing structures of host states,
experienced by those with refugee backgrounds and resulting from the added independent
effect of their migration experiences, status and the socio-economic realities of living as a
refugee. It must be noted that the term is not meant to set up a hierarchy of disadvantage—to
indicate a disadvantage greater in relative terms to that experienced by other individuals or
groups—but to foreground the complexity, gravity and compound nature of the problems
faced by RBS to policymakers, practitioners and researchers. This is so that appropriate
research frameworks, and, more importantly, appropriate policies and practices can be devel-
oped to help tackle these interlinked issues. Although the current study is based on data
collected in England, drawing, and building on existing local research in particular, findings
are presented as a specific case of a more general issue, and the analytical consequences are
considered to be of wider relevance, beyond the English national context.

England’s HE responses to the ‘refugee crisis’

In England, both domestic (‘home’) and international students have to pay tuition fees for all
levels of university study. Admissions are competitive, but the cap on enrolment numbers was
removed in 2015/2016 and universities can recruit as many students as they can teach. Refugees
are eligible to undertake and receive HE under the rules applicable to citizens. This means
paying fees at the lower ‘home’ level, as well as immediate access to the publicly funded
student loans, with exemption from the set period residency requirement rule which applies to
other applicants. There is nothing in the immigration rules which would prevent asylum
seekers, or those with tolerated stay permits, from undertaking a course of study at a university
(except those whose claims have been rejected and who have been released on immigration
bail, pending removal). Yet, while the exact number of applicants and students with refugee
backgrounds is impossible to ascertain currently, findings from awider research project forming
the basis for this paper suggest that they are under-represented in our universities. Only a few
thousand are currently undertaking study across all levels, including a small number of asylum
seekers (who are often beneficiaries of scholarship programs available in some universities).4

This can be at least partly attributed to RBS invisibility from the relevant policies—access to
HE is missing from England’s migrant integration policies, while ‘refugees’ as a group is not
considered in any of the national HE policies (Eurydice 2019).

3 This term is used throughout this article to describe collectively those seeking sanctuary in England, both
current and potential HE learners. Terms ‘asylum seekers’ and ‘refugees’ are used separately where research
findings relate to only one of these groups. ‘Refugees’ (R) in those places means those who have had a positive
decision on their claim for asylum, while ‘asylum seekers’ (AS) means those who have formally applied for
asylum and are awaiting a decision on their application.
4 In the absence of duty to report such numbers in England—data is largely missing or patchy. The estimated
number of RBS entrants in 77 universities which collect at least some relevant data (based on rounded numbers
provided), in the 5-year period between 2013/2014 and 2017/2018 academic years, was 3156 (Lambrechts
2020).
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This was addressed for the first time (at national level) in response to the so-called
‘European refugee crisis’ in 2016, when the Office for Students, the independent regulator
of English HE, added ‘refugees’ as a widening participation target group, offering legitimacy
to universities with aspirations to make a difference in this area. Universities can now choose
to focus some outreach activities and earmark part of their budgets for equal access provision
to support this group. Indeed, a closer examination of access agreements, which describe the
institutional ambitions for change, and the targets set for the financial investment necessary to
deliver the said changes, revealed that a third of England’s universities now include some
provisions in those statements. Many more universities—even if they do not mention it in their
access agreements—make a positive effort to make ‘refugees welcome’ in the communities
and on campuses in England, in particular by creating scholarships or reducing fees
(Lambrechts 2020a). Nevertheless, a third of England’s universities do not collect any data
related to applicants or students with a refugee background, most others only collecting some,
being thus unable to gauge how well—or badly—they do in attracting applicants with a
refugee background. Most do not have targeted interventions to support access of RBS beyond
individual scholarships, and only a handful offer full maintenance support. The existing
institutional practices—while unquestionably a good start—seem often to be driven by
interested/dedicated individuals and have sometimes been set up hurriedly (Lambrechts
2020b). Although there has been a lot of positive movement in the sector, with universities
coming together to share best practice, it is rarely questioned on what basis are strategies
determined to be ‘best’. It can be argued that without appropriate practices of evaluation
and considering the current absence of consistent data reporting on RBS in HE, the evidence
cited is anecdotal, and thus, such claims cannot be unequivocally accepted.

Previous research

Although evidence-based policy and practice in widening participation are critically important
to England’s universities and form part of the criteria for access agreements spending
(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 2014), the research evidence about RBS
participation remains scarce. Results from the handful of available studies with refugee
communities (Alberts and Atherton 2017; Elwyn et al. 2012; Morrice 2009; Morrice and
Sandri 2018; Stevenson and Baker 2018; Stevenson and Willott 2007) indicate that there is no
shortage of aspirations to access HE amongst refugees in England, but they face barriers to
university admission, including financial costs, a lack of relevant expertise in schools and
colleges and resulting lack of appropriate information and guidance. Interruptions in education
either in the country of origin, or once arrived in the UK, mean that RBS do not always
achieve the grades required for progressing onto HE, and lower-level language ability were
also discussed.5 While these earlier reports offer a much-needed contribution to the field, we
do not yet have a full picture. Although these studies provide an extensive account of the
barriers identified, these are presented as separate issues, where in reality, these factors rarely
occur in isolation. Without considering how the barriers relate and aggregate, there can be no

5 These are broadly comparable with barriers experienced by refugee youth trying to access post-16 education in
England as reported by Doyle and O’Toole (2013); there are similarities with other European contexts (see for
example Schneider 2018, for an overview of barriers in Germany) and further afield (with a comparatively large
body of research on Australian context, including, for example, a recent report by Hartley et al. 2018).
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real understanding of RBS’ marginalisation. Consequently, the current paper—while building
and drawing on the findings from the previous research—differs from these past studies in
several respects, as outlined below.

Theoretical base

This paper draws on the existing framework of ‘barriers’, with the range of difficulties faced
by adults who wish to access post-secondary education classified into four main groups in the
literature: dispositional, academic, situational and institutional (Cross 1981; Potter and
Alderman 1992). In terms of research, the concept of barriers not only aids our understanding
of the uneven patterns of HE participation but practically guides policymaking, as ‘it contains
its own solution—the removal of the barriers’, which should, at least in theory, ensure
equitable access and participation (Gorard et al. 2007, p.5).

Although the concept of barriers is used widely in the recently emerging literature on HE
opportunities for RBS, most authors do not group the different factors under the headings as
developed by Cross (1981). This classification, however, seems very useful indeed as some of
the barriers are clearly more amenable to change by the efforts of universities than others.
Categorising the issues makes it easier for universities to develop a hierarchy of effort to be
involved in the elimination of the different issues, with institutional barriers seemingly the
easiest for them to do something about. Nevertheless, as is the main argument in this paper,
universities are also capable of, and have a certain level of responsibility, to develop measures
which will counter the difficulties categorised as other than institutional—in so far at least, as
they exacerbate the barriers which are classed as such. Notably, the discussion in this article is
confined to the links between the institutional and situational barriers (as defined in the
findings section below). This is not to imply that links with other barriers are less critical or
extensive, but, firstly, to shift the focus away from individual ‘deficits’ to more structural and
systemic barriers, and secondly—more pragmatically—to avoid an oversimplified formulation
of all, and to keep the discussion focused.

Method

Aims

This paper explores refugees’ perceptions of the barriers to higher education and builds on
previous research by including participants of varied ages, locations and study statuses—
namely, aspiring to enrol, or currently enrolled in HE. The voices of those who have not yet
enrolled in HE are especially neglected in the existing literature. The analysis focuses on how
distinct barriers relate to and exacerbate one other, and what this might mean for universities
tasked with narrowing social and economic inequalities through ensuring equal educational
opportunities.

Data

Data was collected through in-depth interviews, using a standard interview protocol including
open-ended questions with prompts (Supplementary material). The interview schedule was
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designed based on a review of the literature and professional experience of the researcher (who
previously worked as student welfare and immigration adviser at an English university). It was
piloted with one current (refugee) student to test the questions and ascertain whether the
subject can be adequately captured by the proposed schedule. Additional questions and
prompts were added after the pilot interview.

In total, 14 face-to-face and 5 email interviews were conducted between November 2017 and
April 2018. Email interviews included multiple (up to five) exchanges with the participants,
following the same interview protocol as in face-to-face interviews. These were offered as an
option to those who were unable—or not willing—to meet with the interviewer in-person.

Sampling

The purpose of the sampling was not to gain statistical representation but capture a wide range of
perspectives from a cross-section of refugee background population. Thus, a maximum variation
purposive sampling was employed: participants with communicative level of English (to circum-
vent the need for interpreters), currently studying at degree level or self-identifying as wanting to
go to university, of various age, migration status, gender or origin were identified and recruited via
a network of contacts with third sector organisations and university personnel. The final sample
included nineteen participants aged between twenty and fifty, originating from thirteen countries.
Participants had various educational backgrounds—some primary level qualifications, others
completed university degrees—and represented various socio-economic groups before migration.
Six were current students, four held offers from universities, one made an application, and eight
were not applying for a university place at the time of interviews (Table 1). The size of the sample
was dictated by pragmatic reasons—time and financial resources available for this study, as well
as difficulties in reaching the target population.

Ethics

The ethical integrity of this project was paramount: flexibility in organising the location and
conduct of interviews was offered as much as practically possible. Before starting their

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of interview participants

Respondent Number Gender Migration status Length of
displacement

University
type

Current students 6 3 male, 3
female

1 refugee, 4 asylum
seekers, 1
humanitarian
protection

2–7 years 4 elite
research,
2 modern

Offer-holders/applicants 5 3 male, 2
female

3 refugees, 2 asylum
seekers

18 months–5 years 1 elite
research,
1 modern,
3
red brick

Non-applicants
(self-identified
as wanting to go
to university)

8 5 male, 3
female

6 refugees, 2 asylum
seekers

1–15 years

Total 19
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interview, participants were informed of the purpose of the study, their informed consent was
obtained in writing, and it was made clear that they could refuse to answer any questions
asked. At the end of the interview, participants were offered a chance to review their answers,
withdraw any statements made or withdraw from the study entirely. The interviews were
anonymised at the point of data collection and kept separately from consent forms to protect
participants’ identities.

Analysis

Interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded in NVivo, following the framework approach
to thematic analysis (Clarke and Braun 2013). Following familiarisation with the transcripts, to
gain a general sense of the meaning of the interview content, key issues and themes were
identified, which guided the coding process. Upon deciding on the use of the ‘barriers’
classification framework, the themes were reviewed and defined using visualisation tools for
codes. Charts and concept maps were used to look for deeper meanings and explore the
connections between different groups, and to organise the information into a final succinct
matrix of themes, grouping the identified barriers to access into the four different categories—
two of which are reported on in this paper.

Key findings

Institutional barriers

In explaining the difficulties in accessing HE programmes, issues that can be classified as
institutional were cited the most.6 Sixteen participants have focused their accounts on these,
with over 40% of references coded under this theme. Some of these difficulties result from
national policies imposed on universities, others are a consequence of structures and processes
put in by universities themselves—overlooking the legal, economic and social realities of RBS
(the situational barriers), and ignorant of the exclusionary constraints these inflexible systems
and processes result in. Within this top-level category, three sub-categories have been identi-
fied and labelled as: informational, procedural and financial factors.

Informational factors

A central finding emerging from participants’ accounts was the lack of timely, accessible,
quality information available to them. Usually new to the country (see also Newcomer Factors
below), RBS rely on the government, third sector organisations and other official bodies to
provide them with all the information—and have no control over what these state and non-
state bodies decide is the information they need. This lack of information permeates every
stage of their experience, as has been evidenced in few studies already, both in the UK and
other national contexts (Elwyn et al. 2012; Shakya et al. 2010; and Stevenson and Baker
2018). Firstly, RBS are unaware of their legal rights in relation to HE participation—these are
not communicated with them as part of the immigration process, or in the information packs

6 According to Cross (1981), institutional barriers relate to the limitations inherent in the way institutions design,
deliver and administer learning activities, biased or ignorant of the needs of the disadvantaged groups.
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they receive in National Asylum Support Service (NASS)7 accommodation or council pro-
vided housing for refugees arriving under the resettlement programme.8 RBS are also unfa-
miliar with our education system and processes (see Procedural Factors section below) and do
not know their financial entitlements (see: Financial Factors). The participants suggested that
third sector organisations working with forced migrants focus their efforts on the provision of
basic needs—legal advice, help with benefits and housing, etc.—as they lack the capacity and/
or expertise to offer information and advice on HE. Indeed, as reported by several participants,
charity workers (as well as college and university staff, and family members) often misinform
them—telling the asylum seekers in particular that they cannot attend a university or access
funding, as described by Zachary (34, AS, current student):

(…) I went online and asked some of the people at the Red Cross who we’ve worked
with us as asylum seekers (…) ‘have you heard?’ And none of them heard. Everybody
kept saying, no you are not allowed to [study], we don’t know...

Participants reported the information about requirements for holders of foreign qualifica-
tions on university websites to be inconsistent, found most institutions neglect to provide
information aimed at RBS specifically, and lamented the fact that many universities fail to
effectively communicate even about the specific opportunities created for the RBS. Those
who have applied for the funded places have often found out about them by chance and
last minute, subsequently failing to complete the application forms and gather necessary
documentation in time. A regrettable consequence of this has been some institutions
struggle to fill places offered on a funded basis (see Murray 2019). Lack of communication
between universities, colleges, and third sector, to disseminate information about these
opportunities was repeatedly criticised by the participants, who believe it to be relatively
easy for universities to outreach to RBS:

Asylum seekers are the easiest people to track down (…) Just [be] specific - there is a
group that meets at Newcastle, there is a group that meets at Middlesbrough, there is a
group...wherever. (…) Go and say ‘hi, we’re from [X university] and we have this
fantastic opportunity, here is our paperwork, if you are interested just look it up’. That’s
it.
(Zachary)

Before moving on to discuss procedural factors, and how they link with the abovementioned
ones, it should be stressed here that those who secure a place at a university and obtain
financial resources to support their studies, oftentimes face lack of appropriate, tailored pre-
arrival information and guidance. Several participants in this study have raised the issue of
universities not talking to them about the effects of moving to a different city to study may
have on their accommodation and benefit entitlements, about the details of their scholarship,
opening a bank account (required for their scholarship payments but difficult to open with
limited documentation), or the academic expectations they should prepare themselves for. The
impacts of this lack of information have been profound on RBS experiences both during the
period of transitioning into university, and later in their HE journeys.

7 NASS is a section of the UK Visas and Immigration division of the Home Office, responsible for accommo-
dating asylum seekers.
8 These packs generally include local information, e.g. where to register with the doctor or how to enrol children
in a local school.
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Procedural factors

The next group of key inhibiting factors was the admissions and enrolment procedures. The
level and type of credentials required for admission constitute a challenge, with most
participants finding the procedures to be inflexible and bureaucratic. To begin with—and
linking directly to, or indeed overlapping with the informational barriers (as discussed above)
(Fig. 1) —it is not always easy for the applicant to find out whether an institution will accept
their qualifications, as explained by Freya (23, AS, current student):

I basically contacted forty universities who did the scholarships - but I wanted to find out
if they would accept me with my qualifications. (…) And then I found out how so many
different universities have different ways of contacting - some of them didn't even reply,
some replied straight away, some of them took a while.

While some RBS have the acceptable prior qualifications, they may not be unable to produce
documentation to confirm this, left behind, or lost during their migration journey, as recounted
by several participants, including Harry (26, R, Offer Holder):

I threw my bags to save three people. All my qualifications were in my bag. At the time
it was a big decision for me - I protect my future or save three children’s lives. Of course,
life [is more] important. Piece of paper is a piece of paper... I survived... but that's why I
was struggling (…).

Although it is sometimes possible to get copies of certificates, the cost and formalities involved
make it impossible for most. Restrictions around work and minimum statutory support - as
discussed below in the Financial Factors section, mean that asylum seekers and newly granted
refugees in particular cannot meet these costs. Generally, no alternative in-house forms of
skills/knowledge assessment are offered by universities, and candidates (like Harry) are forced
to retake lower level examinations/qualifications.

Another commonly emphasised factor was the formal language requirement. Par-
ticipants have generally agreed that language competence is necessary for effective
participation in HE learning and as such a valid part of the admissions process, but
most struggle to obtain the required certification. This is partially due to the inade-
quate language training provision offered for those seeking sanctuary in England (as
discussed in the Situational Barriers section below), but for those who have the skills
necessary, the barriers may be more prosaic. Universities typically require that appli-
cants obtain an IELTS (or alternative international standardised test of English lan-
guage proficiency for non-native speakers) certificates—all of which involve a costly
examination,9 which can only be completed in a designated testing centre, usually
located in larger cities around the country, thus, often necessitating (costly) travel–
here too, clear link can be seen with the Financial Factors as discussed below. Again,
generally, no alternative in-house examinations are offered by universities.

The final procedural factor is the mode of application itself. In England, all
undergraduate (and some postgraduate) applications are made through the Universities
and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS). Applications are made online, but where

9 Test fees in England in 2018 varied between £140 and £200.
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other applicants often receive help navigating the website from their school or college,
RBS are left to work it out alone:

It wasn’t that straightforward to do it yourself. Because - I think because of confidence.
It wasn’t about the language or understanding the context of what is written down. It was
kind of about the technique, how to use the website. There was a video on how to do it
(…). But it seemed a bit complicated for me.
(Harry)

Universities and UCAS do not offer tailored guidance on how to complete an applica-
tion and personal statement based on the RBS’ often unusual educational background,
without access to documentation and without experiences similar to those of domestic
applicants (again, other applicants often receive personalised help in drafting of these
statements, either from their educational provider or an agent). Further, applicants are
required to submit a written reference provided by someone who knows them academ-
ically and can talk about their suitability for HE. UCAS advises applicants to ask their
tutor, teacher, principal or headteacher from current or recent school or college, or an
employer or volunteering supervisor. For RBS who have not participated in any
courses, and who have been in England for a relatively short amount of time and
moved around the country at the Home Office’s order, it can prove difficult to find a
suitable referee. Finally, there is an application fee to pay—between £18 and £24—a
small amount for most applicants, but for RBS often living in destitution, making the
payment for an application means they must make cutbacks elsewhere as explained by
Freya:

You basically have to not eat for certain amount of days to pay that.

The above is perhaps the most fitting example of how the university admission
processes—applying equal conditions to all potential learners—can lead to de facto
inequality, when designed and administered in ignorance of the unequal socio-
economic conditions of those with refugee backgrounds—associated with the migra-
tion journey itself and the process of seeking asylum in England. Those broader
economic considerations are discussed further below, in the situational barriers sec-
tion, but for now, the financial issues related directly to study costs as well as
statutory and institutional funding options are discussed.

Informational 

Factors

Newcomer 

Factors

Procedural 

Factors

Financial 

Factors

Fig. 1 Ways in which the
procedural factors intersect with
others as highlighted in this section
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Financial factors

Participants in this and other recent studies in England (e.g., Morrice and Sandri 2018) confirm
that financial concerns hinder HE access for many RBS. Firstly, the already mentioned (see
Informational Factors section above) significant gap in understanding of the financial support
entitlements for applicants with different immigration statuses—student loans system in
England is complex, and participants have noted that easily accessible, clear information about
eligibility or residency requirements online is scarce. Further, staff and volunteers working in
colleges and third sector organisations were mostly unable to advise them appropriately.

Notably, unlike those with recognised refugee status,10 asylum seekers are not eligible to
access statutory funding. Moreover, they face unfavourable fee assessment—universities gener-
ally consider them to be ‘international students’ and require them to pay a higher level of tuition
fees. This again is not communicated, as described by Thomas (24, AS, Current Student):

I was accepted to study (…), unfortunately, the university considered me as an overseas
student which meant I had to pay £13,000 (…). I did not know that I was going to be
charged £13,000 in the beginning. I raised £3,500 on GoFundMe and got a charity
contribution to make £6,500 (…) but this was just enough to get enrolled...

This unfavourable fee status assessment has been recently extended to those with humanitarian
protection (HP).11 In the past, those with HP status applying for a course in England had to have
been a resident in the UK for 3 years before the start of their course to access student loans, but
they could access university and be automatically considered as ‘home’ student for fee purposes.
From 1 August 2019, following changes in the fee regulations by the Department for Education
(England), new students have to meet the 3-year residence criteria first or face international
student fees, placing yet another barrier to access for those who may be otherwise able to begin
their course (using own or bestowed funds).12 This is likely to increase the competition for the
already limited scholarships (discussed below), which for many—not wanting to wait for
another 3 years to continue their education—will become the only route into HE.

Although 48 universities in England (in 2018/2019) offered fee-waivers to a small number
of RBS, and some offered partial (18), or even ‘full’ maintenance support (18), this could only
be accessed by those who have met all the entry requirements and were able to join the
programme. Costs associated with the application andmeeting of formal requirements (namely
the language certification and replacing and/or translating documentation from home country,
as noted above in the Procedural Factors section), as well as cost of moving out of publicly
funded accommodation and into university halls or privately rented housing, are prohibitive
for many and limit the range of institutions RBS can apply to (Fig. 2).

Now, while scholarships offered by an ever-growing number of institutions (particularly
since 2015) undeniably facilitate pathways into HE for a number of RBS, there are several
issues which participants felt universities need to reflect on when considering the introduction

10 Any time in previous degree level study, however, in the home country or a third country, is taken off the
tuition fee loan entitlement.
11 Humanitarian protection is a form of protection granted to asylum seekers who are not eligible for refugee
status but cannot be returned to country of return because of objective and serious personal situations.
12 Thanks to campaigning by the Student Action for Refugees—a national network of student groups working to
improve the lives of refugees in the UK—a number of universities now classify those seeking asylum as home
students, and as such charging them lower fees. Presumably, STAR will also campaign for universities to lower
the fees for students with HP status.
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of a scholarship programme, or when evaluating an existing one. Firstly, the level of funding
made available needs to be carefully considered. In 2018/2019, only five institutions offered
maintenance support equivalent or higher to the maximum maintenance loan amount available
in England—which has been reported to leave home students struggling financially, having to
subsidise the loan with work and/or rely on a regular contributions from their parents (e.g.,
Antonucci 2016)—neither of which are possible for majority of RBS. Secondly, participants
reported that each university has its own procedures, with separate forms and supporting
documentation needed, with information about the selection criteria often “unclear and not
transparent” (see also Informational Factors above):

This lack of information from the universities’ side was quite daunting especially
knowing how competitive the opportunity is. Most universities had scholarships for
about 2-3 students each academic year and it wasn’t very obvious what they were
looking for aside from grades and personal statement.
(Ella, 20, Humanitarian Protection, Current Student)

Further, several institutions, perhaps unwittingly, put procedural roadblocks in the way of
RBS, by requiring applicants to make decisions which ultimately limit their chances to access
HE, as explained by Freya:

[W]hen you had to apply for the bursaries, the main condition was that you should have
that university as your firm choice. So, [university 1] wanted me to have [university 1]
as a firm choice, [university 2] wanted the same and [university 3] wanted the same. So,
I basically had to weigh my chances out and go for a firm choice and apply for the
scholarship to the one I was thinking I would [get].

Ultimately, the number of scholarships available is still limited and these can lift only a handful of
individuals at a time into the system. While access to statutory funding remains restricted,

Informational 

Factors

Procedural 

Factors

Financial 

Factors

Fig. 2 Ways in which the financial
factors intersect with others as
highlighted in this section
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additionally paired with several situational barriers—as discussed below—thousands of people
will endure exclusion from England’s educational system, their potential and contribution
untapped.

Situational barriers

All of the previously mentioned institutional barriers are linked to, overlap with or are
exacerbated by the situational ones, which can be defined as barriers relating to the individ-
ual’s broad circumstantial conditions (Cross 1981). As noted by Dench and Regan (2000),
placing the responsibility to overcome such difficulties on the individuals, and framing these as
‘deficits’ on their part is highly problematic, as it dismisses the impact of structural issues. It is
a view also presented in this paper, where it is argued that universities cannot effectively
support access for RBS without understanding their socio-economic conditions and life within
uncertain legal realities. Also, how such barriers interplay with the institutional ones, or how
they may be perpetuated by the lack of support and inflexibility from universities.

Newcomer factors

As noted above, the major institutional barrier was the lack of timely, accessible information about
RBS rights and entitlements to HE and related issues (see: Informational Factors). Although lack of
information is a factor common with other under-represented groups (see for example Sanderson
2001, for a discussion about informational barriers faced by students with disabilities), it can be
argued that those with refugee backgrounds aremore vulnerable to this. This is because they are, in
most cases, new to the country and therefore lack both the understanding of the rules and resources
necessary to exert active agency, and do not have a network of relevant, supportive social
relationships. Participants reported that they generally lack opportunities to integrate with
citizens—people living, studying and working here, and are familiar with the system, who could
provide guidance and support their higher education aspirations.

The effect of RBS recent arrival in the country can be further related to the procedural
factors (Fig. 3)—namely the type of credentials and level of language fluency required. Some
participants reported that despite previous experiences of education (in some cases including HE) in
their home country or elsewhere, their knowledge and competencies were considered insufficient/
irrelevant in the UKHE context. Unlike other newcomers who migrate to England for economic or
familial reasons, or to study at a university as an international student—who are generally able to
prepare for their migration by researching the educational system and institutions, learning the
language and obtaining relevant language and academic qualifications, and preparing financially—
those leaving their countries for humanitarian reasons, are unable to make such preparations.

Informational 

Factors

Newcomer 

Factors

Procedural 

Factors

Fig. 3 Ways in which the newcomer factors intersect with others as highlighted in this section
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Environmental factors

While poverty is not uncommon in modern-day England (e.g., OHCHR 2018), the prevalent
‘hostile environment’ policies in England13 have weakened the benefit entitlements and
restricted other forms of support available to asylum seekers and refugees. They have also
been linked in recent reports with the increase in destitution amongst those groups, exceeding
the levels of relative poverty faced by those from other marginalised groups (e.g., Joseph
Rowntree Foundation 2018). Poverty and the linked difficulties in covering the costs of the
application to a university (in the absence of alternative modes of application, one of
Procedural Factors discussed), and moving to a new location or commuting, purchasing
necessary books and equipment etc., are also experienced by many UK nationals. However,
the additional cost faced by RBS, as discussed above (see: Financial Factors), and their
particular circumstances, mean that these issues are particularly pronounced. Many participants
reported the difficulties of fulfilling their most basic of needs during the period of waiting for
their asylum application decision when they were reliant on the support of NASS. This
provides them with accommodation and a weekly personal allowance, equating to about
£5.39 per day—equivalent to only about 51% of the current income support received by
single non-asylum seekers (aged over 25) in England.

The poverty which dampens prospects for HE is further entrenched by restrictions on
employment. Participants described their frustrations with the current rules, under which
asylum seekers in England are not permitted to work whilst awaiting a decision on their
application, except with special permission, and if the job is included on the list of occupations
with a shortage of workers (Home Office 2016). This includes roles in engineering, teaching,
science, healthcare and IT—most requiring HE qualifications which they cannot obtain
without access to statutory funding and/or support from the universities. Although those
granted refugee status have a prima facie permission to work, refugees’ unemployment rates
in England have been historically well above the national average.14 Although no current data
is available, there seems to be a consensus amongst third sector representatives and the RBS
participants in this study, that employment opportunities for refugees remain very limited.

The highest cost for any student in England attending a university too far to commute from
home is that of accommodation. Refugees who have the same rights as citizens, and as such
may live in social housing before starting the course, would become ineligible upon com-
mencement of a full-time course. Asylum seekers experience an additional layer of difficulty:
NASS accommodation in England is offered under an overriding principle of allocation on a
‘no-choice basis’, mostly in areas of lower housing demand and low housing costs. Although
asylum seekers can request transfers to accommodation in a different location, according to
Home Office guidance, such requests are only likely to be considered in exceptional circum-
stances and requests due to moving to university would normally be refused (Home Office
2017). Therefore, the asylum-seeking student would have to give up their publicly funded
accommodation and move to private sector housing. Unfortunately, under current regulations
(Immigration Act 2014 which was amended by the Immigration Act 2016, and the Immigra-
tion (Residential Accommodation) (Prescribed Requirements and Codes of Practice) Order

13 A set of administrative and legislative measures designed to make the country an unattractive migration
destination for those who have not yet travelled, and a place with difficult living conditions for those who have
already arrived—in the hope that they may voluntarily leave (LIBERTY 2019).
14 See: RISE (2013); the UK data was issued by the Home Office in 2010.
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2014), asylum seekers in England do not have an automatic ‘right to rent’, as explained by
Ella:

As an asylum-seeking student, I could not rent or live in private student accommodation
outside campus. All agencies and landlords are legally required to ask for passport/visa
information from students to ensure they are legally eligible to rent. I was not eligible
and therefore had no choice but to live on campus (…).

Asylum seekers like Ella can rent a property if landlords obtain permission by contacting the
Landlord Checking Service, but because of this burden, the scheme places on the landlords,
finding one who is willing to take them on as tenants can prove difficult. In any case, as is clear
from the above statement, this is not something that RBS are necessarily aware of, nor
something that universities provide information about (see also: Informational Factors). These
difficulties lead to RBS’ reliance on (generally) more expensive university accommodation,
resulting in them potentially becoming destitute, despite any scholarship they may receive
(unless it includes free accommodation!) Once more, a strong link to the financial factors can
be seen here. (Fig. 4).

Educational factors

Many participants who have discussed difficulties in meeting the language conditions of
university offer described the level of language proficiency required as problematic—most
universities require minimum IELTS scores between 5.5 and 7.0 (or equivalent scores for the
other examinations accepted).15 Although adult asylum seekers and (unemployed) refugees
can attend funded English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) courses in England, the
access is often delayed, with asylum seekers only becoming eligible 6 months after submitting
the immigration application, and places not always readily available. This causes frustration
for RBS stuck in a limbo—unable to work, study or even learn the language:

I went to [college] and they told me just to wait [for] six months. That was the first time.
And the second time when I went to them (…) they said [to wait] 20 days and after that
you come for assessment and we will know what level are you. And after that we will
tell you when your studies will start. And they said that probably it will start in
September. And this is a long time to spend, like one year, without any studies in the
country.
(James, 26, AS, Non-applicant)
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Fig. 4 Ways in which the
environmental factors intersect
with others as highlighted in this
section

15 Equivalent to level B2–C1 under the Common European Framework of Reference.
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While the funded ESOL courses could, in theory, take RBS to the required level of efficiency,
the provision seems to be concentrated on the lower, entry- level qualifications, as described by
Freya:

They are only concerned about (…) the minimum [language skills], like going to the
shops or meeting a GP, these kinds of thing.

Participants reported only very limited training available to develop higher level
language skills necessary to pass the accepted examinations. This gap is sometimes
filled by third sector organisations, where funding allows, with several participants
reporting to have attended IELTS preparation courses either run by community
organisations or privately run courses funded (on a case-by-case basis) by those
organisations. The extent of support indicates that there is a demand for high-level
language courses, and points to failures in state provision in this area, despite its
claims to the contrary.

Next to language requirements, the level and type of credentials required for
admissions were discussed above as key procedural factors. As mentioned, the
inability to present documentation can be linked to the hasty departures from a home
country, and the often-precarious ways in which RBS travel to England. However, it
can be also linked to gaps in educational histories, which were reported by almost all
the participants in this study (Fig. 5). This had a particular impact on the slightly
older participants, who often described disappointment in having to re-do lower level
qualifications to progress to HE in England:

[W]hen I asked what the qualification that I’ll need they [the university] have told me
that even though I’ve done GCSE and I've done university, I still have to get GCSEs
because it’s like I’m starting over. It’s been years, and I still have to do my GCSE again
(…).(Elizabeth, 50, R, Non-applicant)

Refugees can access training with concessionary rates if they are unemployed and in receipt of
income-based benefits (or if they are employed but aged 19–23, studying for first full level 2 or
3 qualifications, or aged 24 and over and studying for GCSE Maths or English). Although
colleges should also offer concessionary rates (or fee remissions) for asylum seekers under
NASS, there is again the delay of 6 months before they can access this, and participants
reported that colleges are not always clear about their eligibility for concessions. It should be
noted that the concessionary rates can be too high considering the low-income support
available to RBS.
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Conclusions: the super-disadvantage

In view of the ‘refugee crisis’ which began in late 2014, there is a growing potential demand
for HE opportunities amongst refugee communities in England and more widely in Europe
(where some 1.5 million refugees and migrants have arrived since late 2014, with around 50%
of new asylum applicants aged between 18 and 34 (Eurydice 2019)). Whilst exact numbers are
not certain, it is necessary to establish whether such demands can be met at all. Unlike other
European states (namely Germany), in England—in-line with the abovementioned ‘hostile
environment’ policies—there is a lack of system-level planning by policymakers. Although
refugees (including those awaiting an immigration decision) are relatively safe, they live a life
of dependencies—on social welfare and goodwill of third sector organisations and volunteers.
As asserted by several participants, higher education has the potential of giving them the
feeling that they are the navigators of their own lives, encouraging thriving, beyond mere
survival as currently supported by the state. In response to the ‘crisis’—given the invisibility in
national policy—an increasing number of universities have taken on the challenge to widen
access to RBS, particularly through the introduction of scholarship programmes. Such initia-
tives are welcomed by third sector organisations, and the RBS, who seem to have the same
high level of aspirations as the participants in Stevenson’s and Willott’s first study of this kind
in England, from 2007. However, current institutional responses seem insufficient, and RBS
remain virtually absent from universities. This, as discussed by participants, maybe because
universities seem to have only a very superficial grasp of the socio-economic realities and the
influences of the legal process of recognition of refugee status on the equality of opportunity in
education. This is concerning, given the potential social and economic advantages afforded by
HE participation (in particular for the otherwise disadvantaged individuals), of which univer-
sities are aware.

This study highlights not only the huge array of contemporary barriers to HE access
encountered by RBS but—more importantly—explicitly identifies the many connections
between the discrete factors, within and across the different identified categories (summarised
in Fig. 6)—a novel and important finding.
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The concept of super-disadvantage helps develop our understanding as it emphasizes the
complexity and magnitude of disadvantage faced by RBS—which cannot be overcome
without deliberate changes to outreach and support. Although some of the barriers are shared
with other under-represented groups (as correctly recognised by the universities), many can be
isolated as unique to RBS circumstances. Further, other ‘common’ barriers can consist of
additional, distinctive layers of difficulty not affecting other disadvantaged groups—or be
especially pronounced because of the contextual aspects of living in England as an asylum
seeker or refugee. Although it is not claimed that the participants in this study represent a
statistically valid sample of the refugee population in England (though due to the very nature
of the forced migration phenomenon), it is difficult to speak of ‘typical’ cases, and it is
questionable whether a sample can truly be ‘representative’ (Temple and Moran (2006) as
cited in Stevenson and Willott (2007)), detailed demographic information was collected as part
of the interviews, and no significant differences were found between genders, different age
groups, nationalities or groups coming from different socio-economic background (prior to
migration). Rather, all of the participants reported experiencing barriers to HE access—all of
them facing multiple inhibiting factors simultaneously, all of them super-disadvantaged.

The findings here support previous research from the UK and elsewhere, which suggest that
universities must engage the RBS themselves and third sector experts in planning and
implementing outreach and support programmes for RBS to help universities understand the
multiple enabling and inhibiting factors which affect them (see for example Bowerman et al.
2019). Whilst there are many great examples of universities already engaging in outreach work
focused on RBS, both the formal evaluation of these (including through academic studies) and
wider adaptation amongst universities are necessary, to challenge the socially unjust patterns in
university participation of RBS. Universities can use the findings in this study, which identifies
several areas for improvement, to evaluate and modify their admissions policies and proce-
dures relating to RBS (including the dedicated scholarship programmes), and draw up
strategies for enhanced outreach to refugee communities, to ensure that substantive equality
of access is afforded to this currently perhaps most under-represented group in universities
both in England—and in the world.
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