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Abstract

This paperreports on research with 86 youngrefugees (aged 13— 24 years) who were resettled to
the UK between 2006 and 2010. Drawingon both quantitative and qualitative data we explore the
educational aspirations and experiences of refugee youth, and how they negotiate post-compulsory
education pathways. We find that despite the promise of educational opportunity and transformed
life chances enshrined in the notion of refugee resettlement, many of the experiences and barriers
to education are notdissimilarin kind to those facing refugee youth in countries of firstasylum.
Supportfor youngrefugeesto make successfultransitions into and through the education systemis
critical to theirfuture lives and longerterm integration outcomes. The discussionissetwithin global
discourses of refugee education and the literature of refugee educationin the global north.
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Introduction

Resettlement of refugees to a third country is recognised as one of three ‘durable solutions’ in global
refugee protection; the othertwo solutions are voluntary repatriation and local integrationin
countries of firstasylum (UNHCR 2003). In response torecordlevels of displacementandina
landscape in which opportunities forthe lattertwo solutions are increasingly limited, thereis
growinginterestinresettlementas a critical tool in global refugee protection (UNHCR 2018a). It is
estimated that global resettlement needs are close to 1.2 million persons, although places available
in 2017 were just 75,188 (UNHCR, 2018a). In Europe the growinginterestin resettlement has been
drivenin part by the large scale forced migration flows generated by the conflictin Syria, and the
aimto provide safe and managed channelsforrefugees. At the time of this research (2014-2016) the
UK resettled approximately 750refugees peryear (UNHCR 2018b); however, in the light of the
Syrian crisis this numberhad grown to 6,202 refugeesin 2017, and just over half (51%) were children
(aged 0-17) (UNHCR 2018a). Unlike youngasylum seekers who arrive without status and have to
apply forhumanitarian protectioninthe host country, resettled refugee youth have their status
confirmed priorto arrival, and are transferred to a third country which has agreed to admit them
and to ultimately provide settlementforthem. Interms of education and otherservices, they have
similarrights and entitlements to citizens and do not face the restrictions to post-compulsory
education thatasylumseekersface. Inthe UK, governmentsupportis provided forresettled
refugees, atleastforthe firstyear, includingacase workerand additional language support, after
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whichtimeitisassumedthat refugee needs will be accommodated by mainstream service provision
(Local Government Association 2016). However, as we shall discuss, resettled refugee youth face
considerable challenges accessing and progressing through education.

There isa gap in knowledge of what happens toresettled refugee youth post-resettlement, and
particularly once Government support comes to an end. With a few notable exceptions, such as the
Good Starts study in Australia, which looks at the first three years after settlement (Gifford, Correa-
Velez, and Sampson 2009), much of the researchinto resettlement outcomes focuses on the first
yearor two. Research on refugee youth who have beenresettled tothe global northislimited, and
mostis from Australia, Canadaand US, the three nations acceptingthe largest number of refugees
for resettlement (UNHCR 2018a). There is a dearth of literature onthe longerterm outcomes for
refugee youthinthe UK context;inthe light of the growing numbersresettledin response to the
Syriancrisisitis increasingly important to address this gap. Furthermore, the majority of current
researchisschool based and ends when compulsory education finishes (Dryden-Peterson and
Reddick 2017); thereis thusa significantlack of understanding of how resettled refugee young
people navigate education post compulsory schooling. Refugee youth sit atthe intersection of
‘youth’ and ‘refugees’, two groups variously identified as vulnerable and facing unique challenges
(Nunnetal.2014). AsNunn et al (2014) pointout, both young people and refugees have received
research attention, but comparatively little research attention specifically to refugee youngpeople.
As youngpeople, they are likely to share with their non-refugee-background peers the
contemporary emphasis on tertiary education in orderto access employment;they are alsolikely to
share the experience of insecure work and/orunderemployment, and to follow complex, non-linear
transitions post school (Nunn etal. 2014). However, we suggest refugeeyouth also face specificand
multiple challenges accessing education and training. Studies of young peopleare critical because
there are substantial transitions occurring at this life stage, and the importance of opportunities and
decision making atthis time has outcomes laterinlife (Holland and Thomson 2009). This paperaims
to addressthisgap in knowledge by investigating the educational outcomes of refugeeyouth fouror
more years aftertheirarrival in the UK. We address three main questions: What are the educational
goals and experiences of resettled refugees in the UK? How do resettled youth negotiate post-
compulsory education pathways? What are the factors which support transition through education,
and whatare the barriers? The use of quantitative methods enable us to offer measurement of
access to different types of education, while our qualitative methods provide understanding of the
meaningand relevance of educationinthe lives of resettled refugees.

In the following sections we outline the growingimportance attached to refugeeyouth educationin
global discourses and note the inclusion of countries in the global northin the remit of the 2030
AgendaforSustainable Development (UNESCO 2016). We then provide a brief overviewof the
existing literature on refugee educationin the global north before presenting the findings from our
ownresearch. The paperconcludes with a discussion of the extent to which the commitments set
out inthese global discourses are currently being metin countries of resettlement, and highlights
how the same needs and barriers exist post-resettlement as those identified for refugeesin
prolonged exile waiting adurable solution.

Refugee Educationin Global Context

Humanitarian and global education efforts have until relatively recently focused their attention on
providing education for refugee children, while the needs of young people and adult refugees have
largely been neglected. There has been ashiftinrecentyears, with recognition of the importance of
the full cycle of education opportunities from early childhood to highereducation (UNHCR 2012).
Education throughoutthe lifecycleis central to the realization of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable



Development, adoptedin September 2015 at a special summit of the United Nations. Itis articulated
as a stand-alone goal - Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4), which expresses the commitment
for all countriesto’... ensure the right to quality education forall throughout life. Thisincludes
commitmentsto... equal opportunity in access to effective quality post-secondary education and
training’. (UNESCO 2016: 16). SDG4 is based on the underpinning principle that ‘educationisa
fundamental humanrightand an enablingright’ (UNESCO 2016: 8), meaning thatthrough education
otherrights- to better health, employment, equality, citizenship etc.- are realised. Educationisalso
referredtointhe targets of 5 other SDGs including SDG 8 which includesthe target: ‘By 2020 [to]
substantially reduce the proportion of youth notin employment, education or training’ (UNESCO
2016: 8).

The New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrantsin September 2016 highlighted educationasa
critical international responseto the plight of refugees. Adopted by all member states of the UN, the
declaration tasked the UNHCR with developing a global compact on refugees (GCR) foradoption at
the United Nations General Assemblyin New Yorkin late 2018. Central tothe approach adoptedis
theinclusion of refugeesin host communities and access to education, underlined by the declaration
that ‘to thrive, not just survive, refugees need opportunities’ (UNHCR 2018c; no page). The draft
compact included aprogramme of actionto improve services and support to refugees. Educationis
singled out as of particularimportance. Inline with the sustainable development agenda, host states
are tasked with meetingthe specificneeds of refugee children and youth through measures such as
accelerated education and flexiblelearning programmes, adapted approaches to cope with
psychosocial trauma, language and literacy supportand bridging programmes (UNHCR 2018d: 9).

Despite the support of these high profile initiatives, the UNHCR emphasise how forrefugees; ‘... the
obstaclestoan education pile up as a child grows olderand triestoretaina place in the classroom.
The gap betweenrefugeesand their non-refugee peersisvast, anditis growing.” (UNHCR 2017: 6).
Conflictand prolonged displacement mean that refugee children and youth can experience severe
disruptionto theirschooling priorto resettlement. The UNHCR (2017) estimate that globally 61% of
refugee children attend primary school and just 23% of refugee adolescents attend secondary
school. Inlowincome countries where 28% of the world’s refugees are living, the figure for
secondary school attendance drops to just 9%; there is a significant gender disparity: forevery 10
refugee boysthere are fewerthan 7refugee girlsin secondary school (UNHCR 2017). Implicitinthe
global discourses and accordsisthe assumption that refugee educationisaconcerninlow and
middle income countries and conflict affected areas, and that once resettled to wealthy nationsin
the global north that refugees will receive the support that they require to thrive. The underlining of
the importance of refugee education in recentinternational instruments and compacts, the greater
emphasis onyouth andthe inclusion of the global northin SDGs, make it particularly timely to
examine refugee youth education in resettlement contexts.

Education in the Global North and Normative Assumptions

Refugee young people are adiverse group with different capacities, needs and opportunities, and
care needsto be taken not to make broad generalizations. However, the literature on schools has
highlighted anumber of specificeducational barriers which can face refugee children. Theseinclude
language barriers, lack of familiarity with the education system, and academicexpectations (Brown,
Millerand Mitchell, 2006); limited education priorto arrival (Naidoo 2009; Miller, Mitchell and
Brown 2005; Shapiro and MacDonald 2017); and lack of certification, orlack of recognition of
certification (McWilliams and Bonet 2016; Shakya et al 2010). In addition, discrimination and racism
(Correa-Velez, Gifford, McMichael and Sampson 2017), and trauma can have an adverse impacton
learning capacity and outcomes (Dryden-Peterson 2015; Kanu 2008; McBrien 2005). This complex



mix of personal factors and experiences can combine in different ways and at different times
meaning thatrefugee children and youth will integrate and progress through educationin different
ways, at different speeds, and will have different outcomes. Less acknowledged inthe literature is
how education systems based on assumed linearity and normative pathways present structural
barriersto refugee children’s entryinto, and progression through, the education system. Inflexible
age based systems, coupled with lack of tailored support and high levels of testing fail to
accommodate migrancy.

Very broadly, the state-funded system in England is divided into four main parts based on age:
Primary (ages5- 11), Secondary (ages 11 - 16), Further or Tertiary (aged 16 plus) and Higher
Education (aged 18 plus). Thereisan age cap inthe UK of 18 years after which full-time publicly
funded education ends. Regardless of pre-migration education and language abilities, refugees are
expectedtoslotintothe structure with theirage cohort. On arrival in the UK refugee children aged
16 and undershould be placed in mainstream schooling as soon as possible. However, there are
often delaysingainingaccess, particularly when children arrive mid-academicyear; there are also
significant difficulties placing children who arrive in the upperyears of secondary education (aged 15
and 16) in school (Gladwelland Chetwynd, 2018). Thisis when schools are preparing students for
their General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) exams which are academic qualifications
taken at 16, but with preparation typically taking place overthe preceding two orthree academic
years. These are high status qualifications for both young people and schools; performance in GCSE
examsis a key measure of a school’s academicstandingand results are published in annual school
league tables. Arecentstudy found thatschools were reluctant to admitrefugee students at this age
for fearthey would negatively impact on their results profile (Gladwell and Chetwynd, 2018).

For youngpeople, the numberand grades achieved at GCSE determines whether or not they will
pursue an academicor vocational route post-school. GCSEs in English and mathsin particularare
considered the benchmark which all young people should achieve; they are the ‘gateway’
gualifications which open the doorto ‘A’ level qualification (equivalent to school leaving
qualifications)taken at 18, and university, apprenticeships and employment. While alternative
gualifications are available for those students deemed unlikely to pass GCSE exams, such as
Functional skills English and maths, they do not have the potency or status of GCSE qualifications.
Universities, in particular, generally insist on GCSE English as an entry requirement, but some tertiary
education programmes also require English and maths. Arecent report concluded that without GCSE
qualificationsin English and maths ‘...young people’s choices and prospects are limited’ and that
Functional skills qualifications are ‘relatively unheard of” and ‘lack[ing] the currency among
employersthat GCSEs hold’ (Impetus 2017: 6 and 3).

Young refugees who are deemed not to have sufficient language skills and academicbackground to
access the curriculuminthe upperyears of secondary school are not placed in mainstream schools;
instead they are normally placed in English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) provisionina
college. If qualifications are not achieved by the time young people reach the age of 19 they can
continue to study if they can supportthemselves financially, orthey can study up to 16 hoursa week
and claim welfare benefits. Researchinthe US, where publicly funded high school ends at 21, has
highlighted how even with this older age entitlement to education, youngrefugees struggle to gain
gualifications before becoming ‘aged out’, thatis, become too old to continue with theireducation
(Bonet 2018; McWilliams and Bonet 2016).

Educationis compulsory up to the age of 18. Research which has looked specifically at post-
compulsory education oftenincludes asylum seekers who experience particular difficulties due to
theirinsecure status. There has beenagrowing body of scholarship identifying the structural



barriersto accessing and participatingin Higher Education for refugees (Baker et al 2018; Earnest,
Joyce, deMori and Silvagni 2010; Morrice 2011; 2013). For example, the fact that refugee and asylum
seekingfamilies and young peopleare oftenlivingin poverty has been shown to affect decision
making about education and the ability to progress beyond compulsory schooling (Doyleand
O’Toole 2013; Gateley 2015; Stevenson and Willott 2007). There are informational barriers and the
need forappropriate advice and guidance to ensure young people make informed and strategic
decisions abouttheireducation and future careers (Oppedal, Guribye & Kroger 2017; Shakyaetal.
2010; Gateley 2015; Stevenson and Willott 2007). Research in Australiaand Canada has also
identified significant family responsibilitiesamong refugee young people; these include caring for
siblings, supporting their parents and contributing financially, and early parenthood (Nunn et al
2014; Shakya et al. 2010). Balancing commitments to childbearing, childcare and other
responsibilities particularly impacts on young women’s ability to engage and continue in education
(Hatoss & Huijser, 2010). Low levels of print literacy created barriers to accessing post-secondary
education (McWilliams and Bonet 2016); difficulties locating educational transcripts and proof of
qualifications achieved, has also beenidentified as a barrier (Shakya et al 2010; McWilliams and
Bonet 2016).

Method
Participants

The UN defines ‘youth’ as being between the ages of 15 and 24. However, UNESCO point out that
youthisa ‘more fluid category than a fixed age-group’ and is best understood as ‘a period of
transition from the dependence of childhood to adulthood’s independence and an awareness of our
interdependence as members of acommunity’ (UNESCO 2017). Therefore, we established the
parameters of refugee youth as being between the ages of 13 and 24 on arrival. The lower age of 13
recognises how post-compulsory education choices are shaped earlierin the school career. The
participants were selected from a much largerlongitudinal study which looked at outcomes for
resettled refugeesinthe UKacross a numberof domains, including health, employment, housing
and education. Quantitative and qualitative data was collected at three timepoints (for details on
this study, see Collyer, Morrice, Tip et al. (2018). Participants had arrived in the UK between 2006
and 2010, and theyfilled outa questionnaire in 2014, when they had lived in the UK for 4-8 years.
The quantitative data presentedin this paperis based on 86 questionnaires attime 1 (38 menand
48 women; mean age at participation was 24.41 (SD = 3.58; range 18-32), while theirmean age on
arrival was 18.59 (SD = 3.41; range 13-24)). Participants came from four countries of origin (Ethiopia,
37; Iraq, 19; Democratic Republicof Congo (DRC), 18; Somalia, 12); this is broadly representative of
the resettled refugee intake at thattime. They were resettled to various locations in the UK (Greater
Manchester, 58; Brighton and Hove, 8; Norwich, 16; Sheffield, 4). Theirroutes to the UK also differed
(e.g., 55 out of 85 hadlivedina refugee camp fora considerable period before being resettled).

Measures and procedure

The projectwas an interdisciplinary research project and the questionnaire included alarge number
of constructs. Forthis paperwe have selected measures which were relevant forthemes foundin
the qualitative data:

Participants were asked to indicate their gender, age, whetherthey had children, and the number of
childrenthey had. ‘What was your highest level of education before you came to the UK?” measured
pre-migration educational background in five categories: No education, elementary school,
Secondary school/GCSEs, A-levels/college, and University. Theirhighest educationinthe UK was



measured with the question: ‘What is the highestlevel of education you got whilein the UK?’, with
sixanswer categories: No education, elementary school, Secondary school/GCSEs, A-levels/college,
University, and ESOL. Theirexpectations and reality regarding education and employmentin the UK
were measured as follows: ‘When you just arrived, what were your expectations about the life you
would have inthe UK? How much did you expect...” “...to have access to good quality education?;
‘...togeta goodjob’and ‘Now think about the reality. Towhat extent do you actually...” ‘... have
access to good quality education?;‘...haveagoodjob?’. All of these items had answers ranging from
1 (notat all) to 5 (very much). Satisfaction with education was measured with the average of two
items: ‘Isyour highestlevel of education at this moment..." ‘thetype of education that you wanted?’
,and ‘... educationthatyou are satisfied with?’, with both scales ranging 1(notat all)to 5 (very
much), a = .88. Employment status was measured in seven categories: Employed, Looking for work,
Looking after children, Caring fora sick relative, Studying,and Unable to work due to health
problems.

Questionnaire datawas collected with assistance from ateam of 11 research assistants (RAs), who
were themselves resettled refugees and had an existing network among refugee communitiesin the
UK. RAs were paid, and were provided with aweek of research methods training. A snowballing
technique was used to recruitresearch participants: the RAs asked peoplein theirownrefugee
network to participate, and the research team approached people fromtheirnetworks and people
from city and county councils and civil society organizations for further contacts. All datawas
collectedin English; partly as we were recruiting participants who had beeninthe UK for fouror
more years we assumed a certain basiclevel of English language, and partly itenabled us to
overcome the potential power dynamics and complexities of working with numerous languages,
includingtribal languages. At the training, translations of the items used inthe questionnairewere
extensively discussed and agreed to enable the RAs to translate items where necessary. The refugee
RAs also advised on the content of qualitative instruments. However, as we were workingin small
communities, where concerns about confidentiality might lead toinhibited or guarded responsesin
interviews and focus groups (Lundy and McGovern (2006), or problems of bias (Jacobsen and Landau
2003), qualitative datawas collected by asmall team of non-refugeeresearchers, including the
authors. English language proficiency among the young people in the study was generally high and
we did not require interpreting supportto collect data. We believe this combination of refugee
researchers, who are proficientin the language of participants, who bring contacts, insights and
understandings of the communitiesin which they live, coupled with non-refugee researchers who
are outside of communities, enabled the most scientifically rigorous approach to data collection.

Our qualitative datawas derived from two sources, focus groups and semi-structured interviews,
and was collected from asub-sample of the participants. Two focus groups (with atotal of 9 young
people) took place at the start of the projectin 2014. Participants were recruited through the
researchteam’s networks and the purpose was to check and refine the questionnaire, to identify
potential topics forinterviews and to identify issues specificto young refugees thatthe research
should consider. The format forfocus groups was loosely structured and guided by two questions:
were there areas of concern which were specifictoyoungrefugees, and what factors had supported
and hindered theirintegration. Semi-structured interviews with 24young people (11 menand 13
women) were conducted at 3 time points between 2014 and 2016. Three young people were
interviewed twice and one wasinterviewed at all 3 time points, bringing the total number of
interviewsto 29. Having completed the questionnaire, all participants wereinvited to attend asemi-
structuredinterview. The interviews sought to add depth and complexity to emerging findings from



the questionnaires and the themes were identified in responseto questionnaire findings and the
initial focus groups. Ourresearch methods were therefore integrated and sequential (Creswelland
Creswell 2018; Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004). The interview questions asked were broad and
addressed differentthemes. Attime 1 participants were invited to reflect on their satisfaction with
lifeinthe UK inrelationtoa number of topicsincluding education, and the supportthey had
received. Attime 2they were asked about theirexperiences of language learningand employment.
At time 3 participants were invited to reflect back on theirlivesin the UK, what they felt most proud
of and what they would do differently. Each interview lasted approximately an hourand was usually
conductedinthe participant’s house; all were audio-recorded and transcribed. Participants have
been given pseudonyms and identifyinginformation, including location, has been removed.
Qualitative data was first coded and analysed thematically (Braun and Clarke 2006), and then data
analysisfollowed a concurrent design in which focus group, questionnaireand interview data
informed each other (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004; Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The hope and
desire foreducation, and the difficulties accessing opportunities, emerged as aconstanttheme in
interviews atall three time pointsandinthe initial focus groups.

Findings
High Educational Aspirations

But the only advantage which I had in my mind was education. | was saying, you know, this
is a great opportunity. African ministers, they send their kids to Europe to study. So | had this
opportunity to go and study. So, all | had in my mind was education.

(James, DRC)

Our findings echoed those elsewhere that refugee youth and their families have high aspirations for
education (e.g., Bonet 2018; Dryden-Peterson 2017b; Kanu 2008; Stermacet al 2011). For the first
time, these youngrefugees had certainty and a predictable future. As the quote above suggests,
receiving an education was an expectation and a high priority foryoung refugeesinimagining their
futures. However, forasignificant number of participants, particularly those arriving from mid-teens
onwards, these aspirations foreducation were not recognised or metin the UK. This was supported
by the quantitative data: A comparison of participants’ expectations and the reality of access to
good quality educationinthe UK showed that their expectations about education were significantly
higher (M =4.49, SD = .81) than the reality of theiractual access to it (M = 3.20, SD = 1.45; t(85) =
7.13, p <.001).

The Narrowing Pipeline of Educational Opportunities

As to be expected, the pre-migration educational background of the cohort was quite varied. Of the
86, some had received no pre-migration education (N=6), elementary education only (N=17),
secondary education or GCSEs (N=44), others had received A-level or college education (N=9) and
university education (N=4). Table 1shows how the educational pipeline narrows as refugees become
older: not surprisingly, the younger on arrival the more likely they are to have completed secondary
education, A-levels/college, or university. Almost a quarter(24.3%) of those arriving before they
were 19 onlyreceived English language classes and no other education, while the remainder had
received eithersecondary, tertiary, or university education. Of those who arrived age 19-24, over
two-thirds (68.9%) received either no education, orlanguage classes only, while only 31% received
some kind of formal UK education. Of the total cohort, almost half reported receiving eitherno



education, oronly language classes. This difference in education between the age groupsis
significant: x2(1) = 16.14, p < .001. Thus, among those who arrived youngerthan 19, significantly
more people received educationinthe UKthan amongthose who arrived age 19 or older.

[InsertTable 1. Here]

The figures forthose gaining access to university are stark. Among the refugees described in this
paper, only 13.4% reported receiving university level education in the UK. This compares with the
estimated 48% of young people between 17 and 30 who wentto university in England in 2014-15
(DfE2017). The structural barriersto achievingand progressingin education are setoutin the
following sections.

Gaining Qualifications and a ‘proper education’

Beingplacedinschool was not always an easy transition. Although exams are not taken until aged
16, the testingto determine which GCSE courses can be taken starts earlier, and GCSE curriculastart
aged 14. Arrivingat 14, Ahmad describes how his future path was narrowed within afew months of
arriving.

When | came, | just gotthrown into, like, just schoolstraight away. I didn’t know anything
aboutEnglish, ok? Like how to speak it or how to study, like, all of that. And | didn’t get
enough support, like how the system works and all that. As soon as | came, | had to do some
exams. The GCSE exams forthe year9 ... we had justarrived. | had to do them exams. And
then... So, obviously I’m gonna take them. | messed up. Obviously. And then, well, | didn’t
know thatthem exams decide your future.

(Ahmad, Iraq)

Ahmadwentonto explain how ‘messingup’ the tests at 14 determined his pathway at 16, and how
unknowingly the academicroute to university he had aspired to was closed down. Like Ahmad, many
participants spoke of the difficulties of settling into school and the assumption that, with very
limited support, they would be able to catch up with their non-refugee peers and gain the
gualifications to progressin education. The key barriers identified were insufficient support with
language and lack of supportto catch up with academiccontent, not understanding academic
expectations and unfamiliar practices and systems.

Echoingfindings notedinthe literature review, children who arrived aged 15 or 16 when
preparations for GCSE exams are in full swing, often had to wait up to 5 months forthe start of the
new academicyear before being placed in school or college. During this timethey were offered part-
time language classes. The waiting to enter full time education was experienced as acutely stressful
as unlike the full time education they were expecting, the language provision was part-timeand
generally only forafew hoursa week (Morrice, Tip, Collyer, Brown forthcoming); there was nothing
elsetodo on the otherdays of the week. Forexample, Temaraarrived aged 15with heroldersister
and havingonly completed primary education priorto arrival was desperate to go to school and
eventually university. However, she arrived in April, and ratherthan being placed in asecondary
school she was placed on a language course specifically for resettled refugees, two mornings aweek
at a local college.



But | wanted to go to secondary school. | wasin shock. | was expecting to wear uniformes,
and dreaming to start school, wake up in the morning and go to school. ... Going [to] school
and getting good grades were going to change my life.

Her dreams of school and school uniform evoked longings to join a peergroup of young people of a
similarage to herand to move forward with a new life and new friends; so to find herself placedina
class with the adults she had arrived with was a bitter disappointment.

No one was helping me at the time, no one directing me where |l wanted. What ! wanted
was at the time, | wanted to go secondary schoolto learn propereducation to get more
opportunity so that!can getgood grades, and move on.

In fact Temaraneverwentto school and instead wentto a local college:

I was gutted when | was told to go to college to study language, communication. Because |
should have... when | arrived here | was 15, | should have gone to secondary schoolinstead of
college.

(Temara, Ethiopia)

‘Propereducation’ to Temarameant more than just language and communication skills; she wanted
the education and qualifications that would enable herto progress through educationand trainas a
nurse. Time spentout of school on language courses means young peoplefall further behind on
academiccontent, makingit more difficult to gain the qualifications needed to progress. Shedrack
who arrived from DRC aged 19 describes how he ‘... tried to apply for plumbing and they refused
because theysaid I didn’thave any GCSEs. So then| wentto apply forconstruction...’ Itis notclear
why he was accepted on the construction course and not the plumbing course;itcould be thatthey
had different entry requirements, orone course could be exercising adegree of flexibility over
requirements, or the courses might have been at different colleges with different policies. However,
it pointstothe muddled and confusing landscape within which young people without standard
qualifications have tofind their way.

Negotiating unfamiliar pathways

Both Ahmad and Temara referto the need forsupportin navigating the complicated and unfamiliar
education system and thiswas echoed in other narratives. One young Ethiopian women reflected ‘...
they gave us some advice of how to live as a people. Butwhen we come tothe educationside ... It
was hard.” (Focus group 1). Young refugees overwhelmingly felt they were not provided with
information and advice on educational pathways and opportunities. The funds of knowledge about
the different pathways and what they lead to was not available within refugee communities and
neitherdid they possessthe networks and confidence to negotiatethem.

To putsomeonein the education is not just to register him in at schoolor college. You have
need to do more than that because the system is very, very different. [You need] someone
who understands like the path of the refugee and what kind of things you’ve been through.

(Ethiopian man Focus Group 2)

Post-compulsory Education

Young people overthe age of 18 were offered language classes and told that because of theirage
there were no educational opportunities available to them. Instead they werereferred to the



JobCentre, the Government-funded agency which provides employment supportto those receiving
welfare benefits. Lelisahad completed secondary education in Kenya with good grades and was
determined to continue hereducation, but because of her age was only offered language classes:

Myage was... 23. ...l wasso desperateto getto anything, there wasn'treally any
opportunity from oursocial worker because he said there's isn't very much to do for me.
Becauseof my age.

(Lelisa, Ethiopia)

Those receiving welfare benefits can only study part-time (up to a maximum of 16 hours a week) as
they have to be available and actively seeking employment. Some did try to combine welfare
benefits with education but they described how the JobCentre requires claimants to undertake
volunteeringand work programmes which interrupted their education, and forsome resultedinloss
of the college place. For Mark, who arrived at 19, it also resulted in debtand eviction from his
housing. He enrolled on a3 year agricultural course but aftera year was asked to presentaletterat
the JobCentre confirmingthe number of hours he studied.

When | took that letter ... | just receive the letter saying my benefit has been stopped because
I’mdoing a full time course. So whatcan | do then? | tried to speak with college, maybe they
can reducethe schoolhours, maybel can just, instead of 19 hours maybe just 14 hours, they
saidthere is noway...so when they said I’m doing full time course they ask me ...to pay that
money back.

(Mark, DRC)

Mark did geta job and managedto continue working and studying to complete his second year; he
described how complicated and difficult life was financially, and that he still hoped to continue with
hisstudies because ...if youdon’t getagood education and don’t go to school, what can youdo?
Nothing. You justremain on benefits’.

Families: support and responsibilities

Those who were most likely to succeed in pursuing their educational goals had arrived with other

family members. Family was pivotalin the lives of young refugeesin Australia providing a key source
of support—emotional, practical and material (McMichael etal. 2011). Similarly, in ourstudy having
a parentor siblingwho could provide material support and encouragement was a key success factor:

You can manageif you have your family, forexample, around you like yourmum and dad. ...
Sothis person he can rely on his family for 2 years, 3 years, get aloan or something like that,
andthen he study full-time. And he can turn his life this way. If you come on yourown you
don’t have anybody supporting you around you. It’s hard ... So that’s [the] problem. That’s
hardto be onyourown.

(Moti, Ethiopian man)

Families could be both asupportand a hindrance to education. For some young people being part of
a family also meant taking on caring responsibilities. Leila arrived from the DRCaged 17 with two
brothersand her motherwho died shortly afterthey arrived: ‘... with no parent| was playing that
role in my house beingthe mother, beingthe sister...’ She describes being constantlytired and
findingitdifficult to prioritise and focus on education.
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Havinga child has been identified as asignificant factor shaping education outcomes amongrefugee
youth (Nunn etal. 2014; McMichael 2013). The focus on parenting and associated financial
responsibilities means that educationistruncated or puton hold foryoung mothers and sometimes
fathers. Early parenthood was common amongst the young people in our sample with 50% having
one or more children and the majority of them had more than one: 40% had one child, 20% had two
children, 25.7% had three, 8.6% had four, and 5.7% had five children. Early parenthood represented
a significant barrierto completing and continuing with education, butit did not change theirdesire
to continue theireducation. Forexample, Gloriaarrived aged 16 with her three year old daughter
and hermother. She had been attending school in the refugee campin Zambiaand was placedin
school when she arrivedin UK. She started a childcare course at college when, aged 18, she got
married and lefther mother’s house. Her husband was abusive and she was moved three times to
escape him, and ended upina different city and without support. Her daughteris settledin school
and she would like toreturn to her studies but cannot afford to:

I really, really wantto go to college. When | was coming here | was saying I’'m going there to
learn my childcare, because | love child, to work with kids. But | can’t go to college, if | go
then they can stop my benefits, yeah, so you need to help us with that.

(Gloria, DRC)

Youth Strategies to Pursue Education

Despite challenges outlined above, refugee youth employ a range of strategiesto pursue their
educational goals. These include seeking material support from family members and combining part
time paid work with full time study. Italsoincluded not tellingthe JobCentre that they were
studying. Thisis classed as benefit fraud andis a particularly risky strategy forrefugees asit can
jeopardise theirright to permanent settlement. Once in education, young refugees spoke of actively
seeking supportand guidance from tutors and not being afraid to ask questions. Encouragement to
persevere wasalsoimportant.

When Lelisawas told that she was too old for full time education, she initially claimed benefits, but
she ‘leftthe JobCentre’ because they wanted herto go ona course which she considered ‘awaste of
time’. Instead, she found ajob working night shiftsand wentto college during the day time. She
describes how she ‘sacrificed hersleep’ in orderto pursue education:

I have to work night shift throughout, to learn as well, to go to college in the morning, it was
like really tough.

(Lelisa, Ethiopia)

It was her partnerwhotold her about an Access to Health Professions course which prepares mature
students without traditional qualifications forentry to Higher Education. The course accepted the
secondary school certificate she gained while in Kenya and she was offered aplace. Once at college
she felt she had good support fromthe college interms of applying for university, but she
emphasised ‘you have tofind yourown way’. Lelisais now trained as a nurse. Heryounger sister
Temara had only completed primary education and she took 5 years to work her way up through the
levelsto eventually reach hergoal of a place ona nursing degree.

1 Refugees aregranted 5 years limited leaveto remaininthe UK. After this time they areeligibleto apply for
settlement; as partof the applicationthey areobliged to state any criminal convictions or penalties received.
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In a matter of time you can get whatyou wantto get if you have patience and determination
to carryon, if youdon'tgive up.

(Temara, Ethiopia)

She describes being ‘overwhelmed by happiness’ at being offered a place at university, particularly
as she had beenrejected by three universities as she did not have GCSE English, only functional
English. When asked how the system could be improved, both Lelisaand Temara emphasized the
importance of a mentorwho could provide advice, guidance and encouragementin education, and
they pointedto the absence of role modelsinrefugee communities. They were aware that their
achievement was exceptionalamongthe resettled refugee community and they were not aware of
anyone else who had succeeded in getting to university.

Future lives

Although 30.7% (N = 23) of the cohort were studying, the majority of narratives pointtolivesina
constant churn of low paid, precarious employmentinterspersed with periods of unemployment. Of
the cohort just 26.7% (N=20) were inemployment, 20% (N=15) were looking for work; the
remaining 22.7% (N=17) were caring for children ora relative. The narratives show an acute
awareness of the importance of education and the expectation thatit will lead to betterjobsand a
betterfuture. At ourfinal interviews attime 3 we asked participants toreflectonthe supportthey
had received and, looking back, what they would have done differently. Forthe majority of young
people theircurrentlives were very different from the futures they had sought to create on arrival.
Economicconsiderations and the immediate needs to earnalivinghad overshadowed longerterm
goals of gaining education. Regrets and disappointment at not havinginvested in education, or
having had the opportunitytoinvestin education, were a majortheme. Some had entered
employmenton the belief thatthey would progress from entry level jobs, but found that without the
gualifications they remained stuckin low level jobs. Feeling they had ‘wasted theirtime’, had been
‘letdown’, ‘couldn’tgethelp’, ‘told I had to get a job’, ‘they just put us on benefits' were
commonplace, and many said they wished they had tried harderto getan education ratherthan
settle forlanguage classes. Young people said they had felt pressured into finding work; as one
young Ethiopian reflecting back to the time he arrived said ‘They pushed me justonly to find work.
Theydon’t care about my future’ (Focus Group 1). The disappointmentinthe type of employment
that they had achieved was reflected in the quantitative data: Comparing participants’ expectations
and the reality regarding havingagoodjobin the UK, theirexpectations about gettingagood job
were significantly higher (M =4.40, SD = .95) compared to the extentto whichtheyindicated to
actually have a good job (M= 2.40, SD = 1.44; t(85) = 10.56, p < .001.

Discussion and Conclusion

The educational pathways of youngrefugeesin countries of resettlement are imagined and
constructed through normative ideas which are temporally limited and assume linearity. Such
normative frameworks fail to recognise the ongoing impact of pre-migration education, the material
realities andimmediate necessities of resettlement. The pathways of young refugees are elongated
and delayed, notjust through catching up with academic content and skills such as language in order
to obtain the qualifications needed to progress, but also through material realities such as not
having family supportandresources, and early parenthood which particularlyimpacted on young
women’s abilities to continue education. While policies such as limiting access to free full time
education up to the age of 19 affects all young people who do notachieve qualificationsinthe
normative framework, refugees are clearly disproportionately affected by this education policy. For
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those who arrive at post compulsory school age theireducationis constructed as language learning,
and they face almostinsurmountable barriers to accessing education ortraining. Theirlack of
language and disrupted pre-migration education is equated with lack of aspiration,and the
education offeredis limited and limiting. Access and participationin educationis recognised as akey
markerand a means of integration (e.g. Agerand Strang 2008; OECD/European Union 2015); Success
ineducationisa critical marker of youth integration and the future integration of adults. Our
findings suggest that refugeeyouth are particularly vulnerable to exclusion from education, and that
withoutsignificant educational and social supportthey are assimilated into alow wage economy of
precarity and poverty.

Resettled refugees are the smallest group UNHCR’s ‘durable solutions’, less than 1% of the 17.2
million refugees of concernto UNHCR in 2016 were resettled inthatyear (UNHCR 2018a). Itis
therefore not surprising thatinternational strategies forrefugee education focus on countries of first
asylum where the majority of children and young people are located, waiting foradurable solution
to theirplight. Third country resettlementisimagined by the global community and refugees
themselves as automatically providing ‘...access to effective quality post-secondary education and
training’, assetout inthe Sustainable Development Agenda (UNESCO 2016: 16). The research
presented here identifies a constellation of intersecting themes which give rise to aunique set of
challenges and structural barriers, suggesting that thisis not the case. Structural barriers identified in
the researchinclude certification to enable progression in education and employment, long waits for
access to school, andin some cases being denied access to school, and ‘aging out’ of education. The
failure of education systems to effectively manage migrancy, and the consequent structural barrier,
have receivedrelatively little attentionin the global north, and instead attention has focused on the
needs and deficits of refugees. The findings lend weight to arguments that resettlementis not the
end of the refugee experience and that educational and other challenges continue long after
resettlement (e.g. Nunn, Gifford, McMichael and Correa-Velez, 2017).

Appositely, the draft global compact on refugees identified anumber of actions with regard to the
education of refugees ‘[p]ending the realization of durable solution’ (UNHCR 2018d: 8). These are
paraphrased here andinclude: the needforlongerterminvestmentandfocused effortstosupport
refugees; minimising the time spent out of school to a maximum of 3 months; the crucial importance
of accessto recognised certification to enable progressioninlearning; the need forflexible forms of
education such as catch-up and bridging programmesto help recoup missed content oracquire
language orother skillsrequired forthe new system; expanded access to secondary and tertiary
education; and treatingeducation forrefugees asaninvestment (UNHCR 2018d: 9). All of these
actions are relevantto the UK. We found that there was little investmentin supporting refugee
childreninschools, and that children were waiting for several months to gain access to school. The
posing of binary options between school orlanguage classesforyoung people in their mid-teens
meantthat often they were placedin English language classes at college, ratherthan school. Where
childrenand young people did not have the academiccontent orlanguage skills to access the
curriculumthey were not provided with catch-up or bridging programmes, rather they were referred
to language classes. Despite an education system which requires all children to gain GCSEin English
and mathsin orderto progress, additional supportto achieve this certification was not provided for
refugee children. There was no flexibility in terms of extending access to publicly funded education
beyondthe age of 19 years which might have enabled youngrefugees to gain qualifications to
progress. Inshort, there is little to suggest that education forrefugeesisregarded as aninvestment;
based on the earlierliterature review, similarfindings are likelyin otherthird countries of
resettlement.
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The chasm between the aspirations of refugeeyouth and the reality of systems and policies to
supportthem pointto the ambivalence atthe heart of resettlement policies; onthe humanitarian
side resettlementis transformative, providing safety, security and the promise of anew life, but this
new lifeis notsupported by policies orthe resources needed to overcome the unique challenges
facingrefugee youthin resettlement contexts. Itis an ambivalence which gives rise to ‘contradictory
policy and social outcomes thatare humanitarian without being socially just, equitable, and
empowering’ (Shaykaetal 2010: 73). Alongerterm and maximal approach tothe educational needs
of refugee youth isrequired which goes beyond tryingto merely fitthemin to existing normative
systems, and instead recognises their different trajectories, and provides the structures and
opportunitiesto enable themtoinvestintheirfutures. The increasing numbers of refugees resettled
to the UK, the growing number of asylum seekers and refugeesin other resettlement countriesin
the global north, makes this an increasingly urgentissue.
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