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Summary of Research Findings

•	 There are considerable variations regarding the experiences and the needs of refugee background 
students (RBS). Key factors determining their experiences are: age on arrival in the UK, previous 
education (including interruptions to education in their country of origin and in refugee camps, and 
interruptions due to traveling to the UK), family background, legal status, and whether they are in 
the UK with their families or are in foster care.  

•	 Refugee students have high aspirations and are generally very keen to study and progress in their 
career paths. However, some RBS have struggled to find the right academic path and/or the right 
support to achieve these aspirations.  

•	 Low English language abilities limit the educational opportunities made available to RBS. Low  
English language is often perceived as lack of aspiration. 

•	 Refugee students receive different support and advice during their education in the UK. In general, 
refugee students receive extra support in schools or colleges. However, the variety and amount of 
support provided to RBS seem to suggest that there are no clear and shared guidelines regarding 
these students. 

•	 Students are generally not informed about their entitlements to extra support.  

•	 RBS face a variety of barriers that affect their progression in education. These include:  
limited English language and print literacy skills, cultural barriers, informational barriers related to 
how the education system works, and inflexibility of the education system. 

•	



Introduction

This research aimed to understand the experiences of refugee background students (RBS) in secondary 
schools and colleges in order to support their progression to Higher Education. The research focused on 
the refugee students’ experiences of arriving in, and moving through, the education system. 
Additionally, the research looked at the aspirations of young refugees, how these are being met and 
their perceptions of the difficulties and challenges they face in moving through the education system.

The project worked in partnership with The Hummingbird Project, a charity supporting young refugees 
and unaccompanied asylum-seeking children in Brighton, and Sanctuary on Sea, part of the national 
network, City of Sanctuary, whose objective is to make cities more welcoming for refugees and 
migrants. The project also worked in collaboration with an Advisory Group of partners from schools, 
colleges, the University of Brighton and the University of Sussex, Brighton and Hove City Council and 
representatives of refugee communities (See Annex 1). The group met three times over the course of 
the project. Alongside general oversight of the research, the group contributed their invaluable 
professional and practice-based perspectives, these have helped to shape the findings presented here.

Two peer researchers with refugee backgrounds were recruited to help with data collection. They were 
trained in a two-day workshop on research methods at the University of Sussex led by the principal 
investigator. Peer researchers also contributed to the Advisory Group with their own experiences of 
education in the UK. 
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The Context

[E]ducation is a fundamental human right and an enabling right 
(UNESCO 2016: 8)

As the quote above suggests, access to education is not only a basic right for refugees, but it is a 
means through which other rights are realised. It enables children, young people and their families to 
access better health, better employment, to establish friendships, better understand the culture, their 
rights and their responsibilities. Access and progression in education is key if refugees are to 
participate fully and thrive in society. However, as this study indicates, there are significant challenges 
facing young refugees in the UK as they move through the education system. 

In order to understand the experiences and aspirations of young refugees in the UK, it is necessary to 
take a step back and to consider the global context of refugee education. Recent figures from UNHCR 
(2018) estimate that just 61% of refugee children globally attend primary school, the figures for 
secondary school become poorer with only 23% of refugee adolescents in school. With such a 
narrowing of the educational pipeline it is not surprising that only 1% of refugee youth globally access 
Higher Education (HE). In the light of such stark global figures, it is very likely that children and young 
people will have experienced an interrupted and fragmented education prior to coming to the UK.

Some of them might have missed crucial years of their education through being in a camp or a city 
where they did not have access to education, or it was not safe to go to school. Some might have been 
in transit for months or even years. On arrival in the UK, they are often excited to be starting school and 
have high expectations about their futures. 

In 2017, there were 2,206 asylum applications by unaccompanied children in the UK (Home Office, 
2018). This is a decline of 27% on the previous year, and a particularly large decrease in the number 
of applications from Afghanistan. The top seven countries of origin for unaccompanied children are: 
Sudan, Eritrea, Vietnam, Iraq, Albania, Iran and Afghanistan. In addition, 769 children were transferred 
to the UK from Calais in 2017 (Refugee Council 2018). The numbers of children who enter as part of a 
family are more difficult to estimate. The Refugee Council estimate that 5,655 under 18-year olds 
applied for asylum in the UK as part of a family unit. In addition, children and young people enter the 
UK through resettlement programmes1. In 2015, the UK Government announced it would resettle 
20,000 refugees affected by the Syrian conflict by 2020. A smaller programme resettles around 750 
refugees a year from all over the world. 

It is estimated that around 200 asylum seekers live in the Brighton and Hove area (Brighton and Hove 
City Council 2018). Up to August 2017, ten Syrian households were resettled (31 individuals) and the 
Council aims to resettle 20 households in total. In 2006, the Council received a group of 79 refugees 
from East Africa under the Gateway Protection Programme. In August 2017, there were 40 
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children living in Brighton and Hove. The majority of these young 
people are male and aged 15 and over (Brighton and Hove City Council 2018).

1	 The UK Government operates two main resettlement programmes: The Gateway Protection 
Programme and the Syrian Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme. Unlike the asylum route, people receive 
their refugee status prior to arrival in the UK; they arrive in the UK with rights similar to those of British 
citizens.
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Research Methodology

Interviews took place between April and June 2018. A total of 18 young people (11 male, seven female) 
were interviewed. Of these young people, 12 were from Syria, five from Afghanistan and one from 
Palestine. We aimed to recruit a broad range of ages and experiences, from those who were just 
starting their secondary education, through to students who had successfully accessed and 
participated in university. The youngest student interviewed was 12 and the oldest 20 years old: 
six young people were 18 years old; nine were between 12 and 17; three were 20. All the young 
participants had been in the UK between two and four years. They had attended a variety of schools 
and colleges in the city. Three students had already completed their first year at university, two at 
universities outside of the Brighton and Hove area.

In addition to interviews with young refugees, we interviewed refugee parents and foster carers. 
We used a purposeful sample, selecting two experienced foster carers of unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children and two refugee parents. The parents each had five children in the education system 
and they have been in the UK for different lengths of time. One arrived in the UK in 2006 having spent 
many years in a refugee camp in Kenya after fleeing from Ethiopia, and the other arrived in 2016 from 
a city in Syria. 

Interview questions were agreed in advance by the research team (principal investigator, research 
assistant and two peer researchers) during the training workshop in March. The two peer researchers 
contributed with their own experience to the development of the topics for interviews. Sulaiman, as a 
young man who arrived aged seventeen, had successfully navigated the system to secure a place at the 
University of Oxford; and Maha, a mother of five, had recently completed a Master’s degree and was 
supporting her children through their education. The team agreed on conducting semi-structured 
interviews, following the set of questions agreed in advance. All interviews were conducted in English, 
audio recorded and transcribed.

All research participants were provided with a participant information sheet and signed a consent form 
before interview. Parents or carers were asked to sign consent forms for participants under the age of 
16. All the names of participants have been changed to preserve their anonymity, the names of schools 
and colleges have been omitted and any identifying information removed.
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	 Int: Now, the question now is, do you know how to become a doctor?

	 J: Yeah, uh, because you should be, uh, study hard?

	 Int: But what I meant is, do you know, what the steps that you have to take to become a doctor?

	 J: Because I don’t have any step, […] Just I go to college and sit in the classroom, teacher class 
	 finish. Nobody I have asking to... […] Nobody, no, nobody asking me, no, what you going to do, 
	 no, because, uh, when I go to college first I telling, uh, teacher I don’t like doing business  
	 because I tell you, I’ll never be liking business.  [Teachers say] the business class, this is good 
	 for you, I say okay. (James, 18, Afghanistan, unaccompanied child)

It is undeniable that some of these young people’s aspirations might be very hard to achieve, if not 
impossible, given the gaps in their education and the difficulties they are encountering in learning the 
English language. However, schools and colleges could still provide advice on related career paths, for 
example in James’ case, he could be shown how to become a health care assistant or other pathways 
related to medicine. 

II	 Support provided to RBS in schools or colleges

Refugee young children and people are a diverse group with different capacities, needs and 
opportunities, and care needs to be taken not to make broad generalisations or to treat them as a 
homogeneous group. Some of the participants in this study had already started university before having 
to flee, others were preparing to go to university. Some, particularly those who had travelled alone to 
the UK, had very little or no education prior to arrival. Their status in the UK also varied. Some had their 



A small number of refugee students said that they receive little to no extra support from their school 
or college. One student with very limited English proficiency said he receives one hour of extra support 
a week, which mainly consists of help with spelling or homework. Another student, Akhtar, said that 
he does not receive any support from his college, and that he often does not understand the tasks he 
needs to complete.

	 AK:	 I don’t know how to solve, so I just carry on with my own mind. So they’re not helping me 
		  do like this to…
	 Int:	 So when you go in the lesson, the teacher gives you a sheet of paper…
	 AK:	 Yes.
	 Int:	 With the maths problems and questions.
	 AK:	 Questions, yes.
	 Int:	 And then you work on it on your own?
	 AK:	 Yes.
	 Int:	 And do you understand the English on the maths paper?
	 AK:	 No.
	 Int:	



	 He’s just been hanging round with English speaking people. Yes, and he’s met loads of friends. 
	 And now he has met, you know, that special friend. A young person from Chad, actually. 
	







Some of the students asked teachers to be moved to higher classes but were told there was no space 
in those classes. This further exacerbated feelings of being ‘stuck’ in ESOL classes and of not 
progressing. 

2	 Print literacy 

Some of the refugee students, particularly the unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, had either 
never attended education before, or had received very limited education, for example in a religious 
school. They therefore arrived with little or no print literacy skills which presented a significant barrier to 
their learning overall: 

	 I didn’t go in Afghanistan school. I just go to like, Mosque, where my religion is, school no. The 
	 age of like ah... Five to eight, around.[…] after I worked with my father. Tailoring, tailor 
	 master, making dress. [School in the UK] is very hard for me, you know... Starting it by A,B,C is 
	 very hard. (James, 18, Afghanistan, unaccompanied child)

Without the independent learning skills and literacy in their home language, learning English and 



Language barriers are also affecting the refugee students’ choices of GCSEs or A-Levels. For example, 
one refugee student wanted to take A-Level Biology but was advised against because, according to the 
teacher, the language in that A-Level was too complex. 

Refugee students also encounter obstacles because of the different cultural references in the curricula 
compared to their own countries. One student gave the example of history being taught from a 
European perspective, in contrast to the curriculum in Syrian schools:

	



Mark did manage to successfully pass the exam and progress to university. Similarly, another student 
explained how he struggled with assignments because, unlike the peers in his class, he had never been 
taught how to write essays or do presentations.  

	 When I did my GCSE, they don’t teach you how to write essays or assignments or doing 
	 presentations or anything. So when I went to the Access course, I remember when I did my first 
	 essay, I did it in a different form than any normal students in my class. They knew how to do it 
	 because they learn how to do essays and assignments or presentations. So at the first two 
	 months it was very, very hard, that makes you feel that you don’t know anything about the 
	 subjects. It makes you like in doubt of your skills if you can pass it and honestly the first two 
	 months or three months, I said maybe I might fail this year and then I was very, very worried. 
	 (Richard, 20, Syria, in the UK with family)

Some of the information gaps could easily be addressed, such as taking time to ensure that students 
are aware of text books and resources which support homework and revision for exams. Majd who had 
joined a GCSE class mid-year found out about the existence of an important revision book only after 
failing his exam: 

	 It was after the exams, I think, in year 12.  My teacher told me, this is the book, and I think I took 
	 it home with me. He said, it’s okay, you can take it home and revise from it. I said, okay, thank 
	 you; now you’re telling me. (Majd, 17, Syria, in the UK with family)

5	 Inflexibility of the system to meet needs

Throughout the research, it emerged that refugee students’ requests for extra support or for changes in 



Level 2 in the first year but the teachers say no, one year in Level 1, another year Level 2. 
But it’s a waste of time for us.

As he insisted that he wanted to be moved, he managed to get transferred to another college. In the 
new college, they assessed his English and sent him to functional English classes for two months. 

When I went there they said, your English is quite good, we don’t care about the paperwork. 
So, they straight away put me on functional and preparation class for maths and English GCSEs. 

And then also I applied for Level 2 Business which was a whole new subject for me 
and the teachers started helping me.

After two months, George was able to move to GCSEs because he demonstrated his ability 
to study in English. He said that he felt he was given a chance to prove himself. 

He also chose Business GCSE and at the end of the year he received a merit for his course work.

Support did not always appear to be consistent. In some cases, those with most acute needs, i.e. 
recently arrived with low English language, or those without established literacy, receive some support, 
but once a certain threshold is reached, the support ends. Where this threshold is varied considerably 
from student to student and across schools and colleges. Some of the students said they would have 



6	 Social and emotional dimensions of education



Case Study: Richard
Aged 20, Syria, in the UK with family

Richard left Syria with his family when he was 16. He attended ESOL courses for one year and a half, 
then went on to do his GCSEs and an Access to Higher Education course. 

He has finished his first year at university. He recalls that he found ESOL very difficult 
particularly because he was put in a class where most of the students were over 30 and from abroad. 

He mostly spoke Arabic with them and felt that his English did not improve. 

Most of the students are, for example, speaking the same language, so they speak Arabic. 
Most of the students I remember were Arabic or Iranian or Turkish, they have similar language, 

so we used to speak Arabic sometimes more than English.

He said that he started to learn English when he moved to another college to study GCSEs. 
The majority of the students were native speakers and he started to make friends 

and understand the culture more. 

When I did my GCSEs this is the first time I met friends from English backgrounds and I started to go 
out with them. So this gave me more about the English culture, it makes me feel that I’m happy in this 
country more. And then it makes me understand how to talk, like how English people or people from 

England they think, they speak, what they like, what they hate. So it makes you feel like one of them in 
the country rather than sitting in ESOL meeting old people from, let’s say from my background. 

[In ESOL classes] you’re just living in England, but you don’t know nothing about England.

Particularly during his Access course, peer support and learning from others 
was an important contributory factor to his progression. 

I learned more English language, more vocabulary and grammar by sitting next to people, 
writing essays and making mistakes and someone telling me this is wrong. I think all my skills now 

and what led me to go to university is because writing essays, making mistakes, 
learning from other people’s experience. 

Although very grateful for the support of his peers, Richard felt that they might have been motivated 
by ‘pity’ because of his status as a refugee and because he did not speak English very well.

	 I think sometimes someone can move to a school and people already have friendship groups 
	 and that would make the person feel unwanted there and they wouldn’t be very comfortable 
	 there. So, I think it would be good if schools would let them meet people, rather than just letting 
	 them go and meet people when other people already made their friends. 
	 (Noor, 15, Syria, in the UK with family)

In only a handful of cases, refugee students reported that other students were friendly and helpful. 
Making friends and having the support of peers is a key factor in academic progression and success 
(see below, Case Study - Richard). 

	 Sometimes I had to do sign language and pointing to let my friends know what I want  
	 and what I say. (Majd, 17, Syria, in the UK with family)

Majd describes how he and other students would try and use body language to communicate or use 
their phones to translate. 
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Either they are helping me because I came from Syria and because it’s war, 
or they’re helping me because my English is not very good, so I always get confused.[…] 

So everyone when they were talking to me, they knew I’m from Syria so it’s normal questions, 
asking me, what’s the problem, what’s happening there. 

You probably came from war background, very dangerous background, like I mean in our city, 
dangerous area. So this is enough reason, I think, and especially because I was young, 

this is enough reason to say they feel more sympathetic about me. […] 
Some people they might get upset because other people looking at Syrian people, 

people coming from different areas in a sympathetic way, I would say. 
But I don’t see it this way, I see it as very humanitarian and very nice and it’s really good, 

this is what people should do.

7	 Racism and bullying

Students also talked about being bullied or racially abused by other students at school. Racism was 
directly connected with being foreign. If incidents were reported, schools and teachers intervened 
promptly. Below, Karin explains what happened to her at school: 

	 At the start of Year 7 there was a couple of people who were kind of racist. So they would tell 
	 me, go back to your country, or, I know English better than you, you don’t need to be here … the 
	



 8	 Mental health and education

Mental health issues, particularly related to asylum claims or to trauma, have a significant and ongoing 
impact on the lives and education of refugee students. Asylum application processes and rejections are 
the most common challenges that affect refugee students who arrive in the UK via the asylum route. 
The long waits, and stories of friends and family members receiving rejections, gravely affect the 
mental health of the students and their education. One student said he did not feel well enough to sit 
maths GCSE because his asylum application had been rejected. He said he received support from the 
school at this difficult time, such as help with assignments and writing letters to the Home Office in 
support of his application. He will re-sit this GCSE in the autumn: 

	



Whichever route students were following, GCSE English was assumed to be a requirement for access to 
HE. Obtaining this qualification poses significant challenges to refugees as it requires engagement with 
a range of literary texts from different genres, types and historical periods, as well as effective use of 
English language. An alternative qualification for refugees to be able to prove their language 
proficiency was often the International English Language Testing Scheme (IELTS). However, the cost 
of courses and exam fees was prohibitively expensive. One parent interviewed reported they had paid 
£1,000 in fees for their child to prepare and sit the IELTS exam. The University of Sussex provides 
scholarships for Syrian refugees to prepare for the IELTS examination, but no project participant had 
accessed these scholarships. 

Students interviewed have had mixed experiences regarding the support they received from colleges 
when applying to university. One student said she didn’t receive support from her college when she 
was applying for university, it took her a long time to understand how to apply, and she approached one 
teacher asking for help, particularly regarding student finance. 

	 It took me a long time to apply to university because, I mean, I didn’t know how to deal with it. 
	 But I just, I mean, at the end I figured it out. They just let you do it on your own. But if, like, when 
	 I did need help, I did ask for it. (Muna, 20, Syria, in the UK with family)

Conversely, another student said that in his experience, three different teachers helped him write 
personal statements, trained him for interviews and had classes in preparation to his BioMedical 
Admissions Test (BMAT) (entry requirement for medicine).

	 And for applying to universities, the teacher help. Not one, like three teachers help me write my 
	 personal statements, they corrected it, they re-read it, they re-proofed it, yes. And for interview 
	 training I received like four or five interview trainings. For the BMAT we had weekly classes. 
	 The BMAT is one of the test we have to do before applying to do medicine. 
	 (Mark, 20, Syria, in the UK with family)

A notable gap in knowledge was around funding for higher education. The system of university finances, 
and the availability of loans for students with refugee status, was little understood. Richard said that he 
was surprised to receive a £3,000 grant before he started his first year at university, he was not aware 
he was eligible to receive this money.

	 They send me a letter after two days saying that because we checked you like your form or like 
	 your application and you are entitled for £3,000 scholarship that you don’t need to pay back.  
	 And this was, I think, very good. I was surprised because I didn’t ask them for anything and they 
	 gave me £3,000 for nothing. (Richard, 20, Syria, in the UK with family)



	 Ak:	 My friend told me that if you don’t have a full permanent or refugee status, they will not 
		  admit in university… the thing is that, how you will pay for university? So, how can I pay? 
		  I don’t have a job, nothing, so how can I pay?
	 Int: 	 So, did the college give you any advice about going to university?
	 Ak:	 No.
	 Int:	 None at all?
	 Ak:	 No.

Akhtar was still waiting for confirmation of his refugee status, but that does not stop him and others 
waiting in the asylum system from dreaming and planning their futures in the UK.
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https://www.hants.gov.uk/educationandlearning/emtas/supportinglanguages/young-interpreters-guide


15.  Training and support for school and college staff on how being a refugee can impact on learning. 
        For example, ongoing mental health issues, caring responsibilities.

Support for families and carers 

1.	 Schools to provide accessible information on the education system, including the examinations at 
each Key Stage, and the vocational and academic pathways through the system. 

2.	 Induction programmes for parents to introduce them to school portals, websites and other  
resources so that they can support their children at home. 

3.	 Schools to provide information about the subjects being studied, so that they can help their children 
at home. 

4.	 Schools and colleges should send out emails as well as letters, as emails are easily translatable 
online. 

5.	 Schools and colleges to consider ways of engaging refugee families in the life of the school. 

Universities

1.	 Admissions offices to recognise the non-standard backgrounds of refugee students and consider 
flexible entry requirements. For example, consider alternatives to GCSE English, alternative means 
of assessing competences where there are gaps in an applicant’s profile, and recognise  
qualifications from overseas.  

2.	 Universities to simplify information about financial support available to refugee background  
students and consider outreach activities with RBS in schools and colleges to de-mystify university 
applications and finances. 

3.	 Universities to consider outreach activities which support RBS to ‘catch-up’ with academic content 
and address gaps in their education. For example, support for homework clubs and bridging  
programmes. 

4.	 Universities to provide free IELTS courses and testing for refugee background students where they 
do not have standard entry requirements. 

5.	 Universities to work towards a kitemark for refugees, similar to those for care leavers
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