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Abstract 

The main research aim of this thesis was to investigate how, if at all, UK universities were 

enabling the integration process of refugees and asylum seekers (RAS). To do this, the 

thesis focused on three universities: two in England and one in Wales. In each setting, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with university staff, RAS students and with 

local organisations working with RAS. The university support for RAS students and the 

experiences of RAS students themselves were analysed, as well as university initiatives 

towards local RAS. 

At the heart of this thesis lay the challenge of defining integration in practice and critically 

discussing the assumptions behind influential theorisations of integration. Many authors 

have conceptualised integration as a ‘two-way’ process (Ager & Strang, 2008; Berry, 

1997). However, the concept had not been operationalised enough (Klarenbeek, 2021): 

there was a lack of discussion on how this process might look like in practice and on the 

role of institutions within this process. This thesis contributes to that discussion, as it 

suggests a way to conceptualise the role of universities in a ‘two-way’ integration process. 

To do this, the concept of reflective university was introduced, based on the work of 

Kagan & Diamond (2019) and Berry (2005). It depicts an institution that, on top of 

teaching and expecting its constituents (including RAS students) to adapt, also actively 

seeks its own change, based on the needs of its constituents and the different types of 

knowledge that they bring with them. 

The thesis identified six sometimes conflicting roles that universities can play in the 

context of integration with RAS: (1) provider of education, (2) contributor to immigration 

control, (3) source of financial inclusion, (4) facilitator of accommodation, (5) creator of 

community links and (6) supplier of a social space. The discussion of how reflective the 

universities were in each role brought to light structural forces related to the neo-liberal 

environment taking root in HE, the legacy of UK colonial history and the UK 

government’s asylum policies. This thesis has thus found that there are multiple 

opportunities for universities to be reflective and engage in a two-way integration process 

with RAS, but that there are structural forces and systemic power imbalances that hinder 

the process to become fully reflective. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

When I began, in 2018, to have conversations during conferences with university 

practitioners and academics about the role of universities in the integration of refugees 

and asylum seekers, a few topics kept coming up: academic success and grades. Some 

surmised that refugee and asylum seeker students would probably be doing better than 

their peers, others wanted to know whether I was going to collect data on their overall 

score. This made me pause. Why did they connect grades so often and so directly to the 

integration process? Questioning what this meant in terms of the Higher Education (HE) 

sector’s expectations towards refugees and asylum seekers (RAS) led me to contextualise 

universities’ practices and the perceptions of a successful integration process in the sector 

within a broader context of deep-rooted assumptions and structural forces. 

 

In general, education has been hailed as an essential component in the integration process 

of new immigrants into a host country (OECD, 2019). Educational institutions are seen 

to help newcomers acquire the knowledge necessary to find employment and understand 

the customs of their host country. Education may also play a role in preparing the host 

population to accept greater social diversity (Ibid). But what sort of integration process 

do education institutions envision? How do they support such a process? And how is this 

integration process experienced? These questions lie at the heart of this thesis, as it 

specifically explores the role of universities in the integration of refugees and asylum 

seekers (RAS) in the United Kingdom (UK). Such enquiry entails critical discussion of 

existing definitions and conceptualisations of integration, as well as an examination of 

practices and the way they are experienced by those involved. 

 

The thesis is centred on RAS’ experiences within the Higher Education (HE) system and 

on how the HE system in the UK is organised to support them. Furthermore, it explores 

how universities are supporting RAS in their local area. Fieldwork was conducted in three 

universities in England and Wales. In each case, interviews were conducted with RAS 

students, university staff, as well as student organisations and local charities. 
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Policy context  

 

To outline the policy context in which this research was conducted, I explain how the 

different immigration statuses the UK government can grant to people seeking asylum 

affect people’s right to work and study, the HE fees they face, as well as their eligibility 

to student finance. 

 

The term refugee refers to those who have been granted official refugee status in the UK 

by the government, typically a five-year leave to remain in the first instance. This is in 

accordance with the government’s obligations as a State Party to the 1951 Convention 

relating to the Status of Refugees. The Convention requires full signatories to grant status 

to any applicant who “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is 

outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to 

avail himself of the protection of that country” (UNHCR, 1951, p. 14). In the UK, those 

who have been granted status are usually allowed to work and study and are able to apply 

for government funding for HE studies, including student loans1, on the same terms as 

British citizens residing in the UK (Gov.uk, 2022). They also pay the same tuition fees as 

British citizens, called Home fees (UCAS, 2020). 

 

Humanitarian Protection (HP) is granted by the UK “where there are substantial grounds 

for believing that there is a real risk of serious harm” (Home Office, 2017, p. 10). This 

status also grants a five-year leave to remain and allows the person to work and study. 

People with HP also pay Home fees (UKCISA, 2022) and are eligible for student finance 

(Gov.uk, 2022).  

 

Discretionary Leave to Remain (DLR) can be given in the context of an asylum case and 

"applies to those who provide evidence of exceptional compassionate circumstances or 

there are other compelling reasons to grant leave on a discretionary basis” (Home Office, 

2021a, p. 9). DLR is usually given for a renewable period of 30 months and allows the 

 
1 https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/Information--Advice/Fees-and-Money/Government-

Student-Support#layer-6193 

 

https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/Information--Advice/Fees-and-Money/Government-Student-Support#layer-6193
https://www.ukcisa.org.uk/Information--Advice/Fees-and-Money/Government-Student-Support#layer-6193
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person to work and study. However, someone with DLR is generally not eligible for 

student finance (Home Office, 2021a). In England, people with DLR face higher, 

international student fees (Refugee Education UK, 2021), but face only Home fees in 

Wales (UKCISA, 2020c). They may become eligible for Home fees and student finance 

in England if they are over 18 years old and have been half their life in the UK, or at least 

20 years (Gov.uk, 2022). 

 

The term asylum seekers refers to those who have applied for asylum in the UK and are 

still awaiting a decision from the government. They are generally not allowed to work: 

they can only apply for permission to work if they have been waiting for a decision by 

the Home Office for over 12 months and if the Home Office considers that the applicant 

has not contributed to that delay (Home Office, 2021c). If they receive permission to 

work, they can seek employment in certain sectors considered to have staff shortages, 

including medical, engineering and natural science positions (Home Office, 2022b). 

Pursuing a course of study in HE is permitted. However, that right can be revoked by the 

Home Office (Baron, 2019), for example if they have exhausted their right to appeal and 

“if considered necessary on the facts of the individual case” (Home Office, 2022a, p.14).  

Asylum seekers do not have access to government funding for HE studies, including 

student loans, and are usually considered international students for fee purposes. 

Therefore, they face higher tuition fees than British citizens and those granted refugee 

status (UCAS, 2020).  

 

In this study, I use the term ‘refugees and asylum seekers’ (RAS). I do this consciously 

to explicitly include asylum seekers, a population often overlooked in HE research. 

However, I employ RAS with the understanding that it does not necessarily capture all 

the complexities of the above-mentioned immigration statuses. 

 

In recent years, UK universities have increased their awareness of RAS issues, especially 

after 2015, when an increasing number of Syrians applied for asylum in Europe. As a 

reaction to this situation, ‘refugees’ were considered for the first time a “widening 

participation target group” in 2016 by the Office for Students (OfS)2, the regulatory body 

 
2 Widening Participation (WP) is a HE policy that promotes the access, successful 

transition and graduation of students that are typically underrepresented: Higher 
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of the HE sector in England, an action which legitimised university efforts to promote the 

enrolment of RAS students (Lambrechts, 2020, p. 806). In this context, the number of 

HEIs offering some sort of financial support for RAS students has almost doubled since 

2017. As of 2021, there were over 70 institutions that did so (Student Action for Refugees, 

2022). At the same time, the national charity City of Sanctuary is awarding the status of 

University of Sanctuary to a fast-increasing number of universities to acknowledge “the 

good practice of universities which welcome people seeking sanctuary into their 

communities and seek to foster a culture of awareness and inclusivity” (City of Sanctuary, 

2019, p. 1). In 2017, the first two UK universities received that status. By the end of 2021, 

23 universities were recipients. 

 

When it comes to the topic of RAS in UK Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), it is 

important to acknowledge that the policy environment is not static: the Home Office for 

example revised their guidance to staff at the end of 2019, to specify that not all asylum 

seekers whose right to appeal were exhausted should be restricted from studying, but that 

the individual circumstances should be taken into account, following a lawsuit on behalf 

of two students (Duncan Lewis solicitors, 2019). University practices are also constantly 

evolving, as new initiatives continuously flourish, including in the three universities 

where I conducted interviews. My analysis concentrates therefore on the situation when 

I conducted my interviews – mainly in the academic year 2018/2019, when the awareness 

of RAS issues in HE was starting to grow. 

 

Research context 

 

Worldwide, only five percent of refugees are studying at the tertiary education level, 

according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2022a). In the UK, 

the exact number of RAS HE students is not known, due to the lack of publicly available 

data (Stevenson & Baker, 2018), although research attempting to track these students 

shows that they are under-represented (Lambrechts, 2020). The barriers that RAS face 

when attempting to access HE have been widely researched in the past decades and 

 

Education Institutions (HEIs) provide the OfS with their plan to achieve their WP goals, 

for which they can receive funding (Office for Students, 2022).  
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continue to be identified and analysed (Bajwa et al., 2017; Lambrechts, 2020; Morrice, 

2009; Stevenson & Willott, 2007).  Lambrechts (2020) found that systemic barriers 

related to how universities are organised interact with and are “exacerbated” by barriers 

related to RAS’ life situation (p.815): for example, the lack of readily available 

information on requirements and opportunities in HE for RAS is aggravated by the fact 

that RAS are often new to their host country and lack connections with people who know 

the system. 

 

Much less research has been conducted on RAS’ experiences in HEIs during their studies 

(Morrice, 2013). Some authors consider the lack of data on RAS in HE, combined with 

the difficulty of identifying and reaching out to this population as reasons for this lack of 

scholarly engagement (Morrice, 2013; Stevenson & Baker, 2018). Nevertheless, interest 

in the topic has recently burgeoned in the empirical literature, particularly in Australia 

(Baker et al., 2018, 2019; Stevenson & Baker, 2018). Furthermore, there is a recent shift 

of emphasis in the literature on RAS in HE:  from a focus on how RAS students adapt to 

the system (Morrice, 2013, Joyce et al, 2010), to a critical analysis of the efficiency of the 

support system in HE for RAS students (Baker et al., 2018; Baker & Irwin, 2019; 

Stevenson & Baker, 2018). Very few studies, however, make the conceptual connection 

between the way universities are organised and the integration process of RAS. The few 

studies who do make the connection focus on initiatives at universities in different 

countries, but without including RAS students’ experiences and offering no evidence as 

to the impact or reception of these initiatives (Kontowski & Leitsberger, 2018; Loo et al., 

2018). I therefore attempted to fill this gap by analysing both university practices and 

RAS students’ experiences in the context of their integration process.  

 

Research questions 

 

The central question of my thesis is as follows:  

 

How, if at all, are UK universities enabling the integration process of refugees and asylum 

seekers?  

 

This question will be answered by addressing three sub-questions:  
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1. How do RAS and university staff conceptualise integration?  

2. How are RAS students experiencing their integration process at university?  

3. What are universities doing to support the integration process  

a. of university students who are RAS?  

b. of local RAS who are not university students?  

 

Conceptual frameworks 

 

For this thesis, I conceptualise integration as a two-way process, in which both 

newcomers and those already present (including local institutions, such as universities) 

engage in “mutual accommodation” (Berry, 2005, p. 708). To operationalise mutual 

accommodation in HE, I drew upon Kagan & Diamond’s (2019) concept of a ‘reflective 

university’. A reflective university would be an institution that, on top of teaching and 

expecting certain behaviours from its constituents, actively seeks to change and evolve, 

based on its constituents’ needs and the knowledge that they bring with them. 

 

Since the integration process has multiple components and dimensions (Phillimore, 2012) 

which are interrelated (Ager and Strang, 2008), I used a modified version of Ager and 

Strang’s (2008) multidimensional framework on refugee integration to further guide my 

research. The framework was adapted to the HE sector and to embrace an intersectional 

perspective. It helped me identify relevant topics to explore with my participants during 

fieldwork. During the utilisation of the framework for data analysis, it became clear that 

some aspects of the framework, especially the way social connections were 

conceptualised, needed to be rethought. Furthermore, the topics were refined during the 

data analysis, based on my participants’ reactions and answers.  

 

Research design  

 

Three universities in England and Wales were purposively selected as case studies. The 

first selection criterion was the number of scholarships for RAS available in each 

university, to ensure that there would be sufficient RAS population within the university 
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to interview. The second selection criterion ensured that the three case studies were 

different enough to compare and contrast them in depth. The chosen universities differed 

in terms of student population size, size and diversity of the local population, and research 

intensity. Most importantly, the universities differed in how they portrayed their support 

for RAS students on their website (some had a named contact for these students, others 

did not), and how they portrayed their support for RAS in the local area.  

 

Once the three universities were selected, I reached out to them to enquire which staff 

members worked with RAS students. Sampling was therefore done purposefully, but also 

using a snowball strategy, as I asked university staff to recommend other colleagues who 

were likely to have experience or knowledge of supporting RAS students. To contact 

these students, university staff sent my interview invitation to a mailing list of RAS 

students. The students themselves then contacted me if interested, a strategy that protected 

confidentiality. The sampling of student and local organisations working with RAS was 

also done purposefully, as the criterion was that these organisations had to be working 

with RAS. 

 

In total, I conducted 35 interviews with university staff, RAS students, student 

organisations and local charities. The details of my research design can be found in 

Chapter 4. 

 

Main argument and chapter overview 

 

The main argument of this thesis is that a two-way integration process in HE between 

universities and RAS has to be understood as embedded in deeply rooted power 

imbalances and structural forces, such as the increasing neo-liberalisation of HE. While I 

identified multiple roles universities could play in the integration process of RAS, these 

structural forces hindered my three case universities to fully engage in a two-way 

integration process, notwithstanding the efforts universities made to support their RAS 

students. This argument is developed and explored in more depth across 10 chapters: 
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In this first introductory chapter, I have detailed the research aim and rationale of the 

thesis, briefly put the thesis into a policy and research context and outlined the research 

questions and design. 

 

In Chapter 2, I critically discuss existing theoretical frameworks through which 

integration has been conceptualised in order to develop a basis for my own 

conceptualisation of integration. I introduce Berry’s (1997) concept of mutual 

accommodation and engage with Bourdieu and Fanon to highlight the power imbalances 

Berry’s concept is embedded in. Moreover, I problematise the assumption of clearly 

delineated ‘cultural groups’ that is the basis for most integration frameworks and propose 

an intersectional approach to avoid essentialist conceptual pitfalls. I end the chapter with 

a review of integration policies in the UK, arguing that, while traditionally multicultural, 

there is a growing assimilationist tendency to be observed. 

 

In Chapter 3, I discuss how a two-way integration process can be conceptualised in the 

context of HE. I introduce the concept of a reflective university (Kagan & Diamond, 

2019), which resonates with Berry’s (2005) concept of mutual accommodation and 

connect it with the notion of a “decolonized learning space” (Sefa Dei, 2010, p. 9). 

Structural forces that might influence a university to be reflective are identified, namely 

the increasing neo-liberal environment of HE and the UK government’s hostile policy 

environment. Against this backdrop, I also critically review how RAS students’ 

experiences and university support to RAS students have been portrayed in the literature. 

 

In Chapter 4, I present my methodology: I detail my research questions and design, and 

explain the sampling process of the universities I chose as case studies, as well as the 

selection of my research participants. I describe the conceptual frameworks used for my 

fieldwork and analysis. Furthermore, I reflect on my position as a researcher, my 

epistemological and ontological stance, as well as how I approached reciprocity.  

 

Chapters 5 to 8 discuss the main empirical findings. Chapter 5 concentrates on the 

academic experiences of my RAS student participants, as well as the views of staff 

regarding RAS students’ academic experience.  In line with the concept of reflective 

university, I explore my student participants’ academic strengths, previous knowledge 

and skills, as well as the university’s engagement with these strengths and skills. I also 
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analyse my student participants’ academic challenges, how their university was organised 

to help them face these issues and how they experienced the academic support offered.  

 

In Chapter 6, I focus on the administrative assistance universities provided their RAS 

students and on how the students experienced that support. I explore how the organisation 

of the universities’ administrative support system was connected to the students’ sense of 

safety and stability, an important factor in the integration process of RAS. I identify 

finances, accommodation and immigration status as factors that are linked to a sense of 

safety for my RAS participants. My findings also showcase the complex legal and 

economic environment universities navigate when supporting RAS students. 

 

In Chapter 7, I delve into the complexities of my student participants’ social connections 

and how they are linked to the university setting. I use an intersectional lens to guide my 

analysis. My findings put into question the relevance of rigid, binary, categories based on 

similarities and differences such as Ager and Strang’s (2008) concepts of bonds and 

bridges. On this basis, I discuss alternative ways of conceptualising social connections 

within the integration process. 

 

In Chapter 8, I investigate the three case universities’ initiatives to support RAS outside 

of university, in their respective local area, using the concept of reflective university to 

guide my analysis. The focus is upon the ways that local RAS benefit from university 

initiatives; how the universities benefited from their collaboration with local RAS 

organisations, and whether the universities acted upon knowledge acquired from the 

experience of RAS organisations. Three interlinked factors emerge as relevant for a 

university to be reflective: the institutional support within universities, the funding 

possibilities of initiatives and the level of communication between universities and RAS 

organisations. 

 

In Chapter 9, I discuss my findings in the context of existing theoretical models and 

literature. I find that universities can play multiple, sometimes conflicting roles in the 

integration process of RAS: (1) provider of education, (2) contributor to immigration 

control, (3) source of financial inclusion, (4) facilitator of accommodation, (5) creator of 

community links and (6) supplier of a social space. Within each role, I show how 

structural forces, such as the neo-liberal environment of HE; power imbalances within 
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the academic system; or external forces, such as UK immigration policies, influence 

universities’ ability to be reflective. 

 

Chapter 10 summarises the conceptual and empirical contributions of my thesis, provides 

policy recommendations and sketches out ideas for further research. 
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Chapter 2: Towards a framework to conceptualise 

‘integration’ 
 

 

The focus of my thesis is the role of UK universities in the integration of RAS. The 

concept of integration is therefore at its core. I begin this chapter with an outline of the 

different ways in which the settlement of migrants has been conceptualised. I critically 

discuss the ways the term ‘integration’ has been used in the academic literature, as well 

as influential conceptual frameworks on integration that have been proposed in recent 

years. I focus particularly on the assumptions that underpin these frameworks. The aim 

of this chapter is to begin construction of a framework for analysing the role of 

universities in the integration process, which will subsequently be laid out in Chapter 3.   

 

In this chapter, I will make two overarching arguments about existing frameworks for 

conceptualising integration. Firstly, I point out a lack of scholarly discussion regarding 

the power imbalances and the role of the institutions of the host country within the 

integration process. Secondly, I show that the hitherto suggested frameworks for 

analysing integration generally rest on the assumption of clearly-delineated ‘cultural 

groups’ or ‘ethnic communities’. This oversimplifies reality and can lead to dangerous 

essentialist conclusions. Social connections in the integration process are analysed based 

on categories such as ethnicity or nationality, which have been found to be inadequate 

when taken in isolation from other characteristics (Ryan, 2011). I argue for an approach 

based on intersectionality and cultural hybridity, which allows for a deeper, more 

complex understanding of ‘community’ and thus of the integration process.  

 

It is also important to consider the policy context in which universities are operating. The 

second section of this chapter focuses therefore on the evolution of the discourse around 

integration policies in the UK. My argument is that, while there is a strong multiculturalist 

tradition in UK policy, there seems to be a growing tendency towards a new form of 

assimilationism, where the burden on newcomers to adapt to predetermined values and 

customs is becoming greater. 
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How to conceptualise the settlement of immigrants: striving for sameness or 

for diversity 
 

Over the years, various conceptual frameworks to analyse the settlement of migrants in a 

new country have been proposed. These still resonate in current debates about the topic, 

both in government and academia (Algan et al., 2012). One of the first concepts was 

assimilation, mainly applied to study the waves of immigration in the United States before 

and during the Second World War – it was assumed that immigrants would “ ‘melt’ into 

the mainstream culture” (Algan et al., 2012, p. 4) with time. The term acculturation was 

also invoked within this approach. It was used with the meaning of  “cultural assimilation” 

(Algan et al., 2012, p. 4). Especially second-generation immigrants were perceived as “a 

generation irreversibly on its way to virtually complete acculturation” (Gordon, 1964, p. 

244). However, observations of how migrants kept their cultural traits and passed them 

on from generation to generation led to a renewed examination of the topic (Algan et al., 

2012). 

 

A different perspective on migrants’ settlement in a new country – multiculturalism -  

emerged in the second half of the twentieth century (Algan et al., 2012), notably in 

Canada (Ng & Metz, 2015). It rejected the assumptions of assimilation: cultural aspects 

were kept by immigrants who were conceptualised as active subjects, not passive 

receivers of a mainstream culture, constructing their identities for themselves (Algan et 

al., 2012). In popular discourse, multiculturalism is often depicted in contrast to 

assimilationism: where the latter strives for sameness, the former upholds diversity 

(Hartmann & Gerteis, 2005). However, different meanings and definitions are given to 

the concept of ‘multiculturalism’, depending on geographical and policy context 

(Vertovec & Wessendorf, 2010). Hartmann & Gerteis (2005)  for example provide three 

different approaches to multiculturalism: “interactive pluralism” (p.231), where different 

well-defined cultural groups (mostly defined by ethnic, racial or religious traits) exist, but 

where there is a strong belief that interaction between groups is important; “fragmented 

pluralism” (p.229), where different cultural groups cohabit, but where a greater 

importance is given to the preservation of these groups than to a collective set of ideals; 

and “cosmopolitanism” (p.228), where differences are upheld through a person´s liberty 

to choose from a variety of cultural traits and to be part of different cultural groups at the 

same time – in other words, while different cultural groups exist, their lines of 
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demarcation are not as strong as in the other approaches. These three approaches show 

that, even when diversity is foregrounded, there can be great differences in the 

conceptualisation and proposed realisation of cultural plurality. Different ways of 

conceptualising the negotiation of differences will be further discussed in this chapter. 

 

Integration as a bi-directional process 

 

I will now turn to the term integration, which is at the core of this thesis. It is often used 

as an umbrella term for migrant settlement (Penninx & Garcés-Mascareñas, 2016), and 

has been employed to describe both an assimilationist approach (Heath & Schneider, 

2021) and a multiculturalist approach (Ager & Strang, 2008). Its definition is not 

straightforward, because it “is a chaotic concept: a word used by many but understood 

differently by most” (Robinson, 1998, p. 118).  

 

Originally, the term integration comes from an “organicist tradition in which the social 

was conceived as an integrated body”: it therefore has the connotation of making a 

‘whole’ out of its different members (Schinkel, 2018, p. 2). As mentioned above, the first 

academic studies about migrants’ settlement used the term assimilation, not integration – 

particularly in the United States at the beginning of the 20th century (Heath & Schneider, 

2021). Integration was more readily used in Europe after the Second World War, in 

discussion of migratory flows of people looking for work (Heath & Schneider, 2021). 

Some say assimilation and integration can be used as “synonyms”, since “the core of both 

concepts is that individuals and groups become fully part of a wider whole” (Heath & 

Schneider, 2021, p.2).   

 

As a supposed synonym for assimilation, integration in particular has been criticised 

because “it continues to assume—as did the old conception of assimilation—that 

immigrants must conform to the norms and values of the dominant majority in order to 

be accepted” (Penninx & Garcés-Mascareñas, 2016, p. 12). The term integration is still 

often imagined as a “state of being” of an immigrant person – they are integrated or not 

integrated (Schinkel, 2018, p.3). Arguing that immigrants’ ‘being’ (including their 

ethnicity) influences whether they are integrated or not leads to problematising them, 

often along racial lines, “because in order for their being to affect their integration, that 

being must be somehow problematic” (Schinkel, 2018, p. 3). In Western social science 
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research, Schinkel (2018) particularly condemns that non-immigrants, mostly white 

people, are not included when researching integration: they are not considered as having 

to integrate, which presupposes that they are part of society, and immigrants are not. 

 

However, while the term assimilation firmly relates to the notion that newcomers must 

relinquish their cultural traits and blend into their host society (Lambert et al., 1990), the 

term integration has been used more broadly than as a synonym for assimilation. It is a 

term employed within different perspectives: for Penninx & Garcés-Mascareñas (2016) 

for example, integration simply “refers to the process of settlement, interaction with the 

host society, and social change that follows immigration” (p. 11). The term ‘integration’ 

is therefore ambiguous because some use it as an equivalent to assimilation (Heath & 

Schneider, 2021) and others as an overarching descriptor of migrant settlement in a new 

place (Penninx & Garcés-Macareñas, 2016). Still others define it as a bidirectional 

process, or a ‘two-way street’, between those who arrive in a new country and those who 

already live there – not only the newcomers are supposed to adapt, but the host society 

too (Phillimore, 2012). It is therefore essential to clarify how the term ‘integration’ is 

being used – in academic and policy literature, in this thesis and among my research 

participants. 

 

In recent decades, the strand of authors conceptualising integration as a two-way street 

has grown and it has been accepted by many within the literature related to integration 

(Ager & Strang, 2008; Council of Europe, 1997; Da Lomba, 2010), so much so that it is 

considered a “(tacit) consensus” (Klarenbeek, 2021, p. 902). Klarenbeek (2021) criticises, 

however, that the concept has not been sufficiently operationalised. 

 

One author who provides a conceptual framework to understand this two-way process is 

John Berry (1997, 2005). His ideas have been widely referenced and used as the basis to 

analyse the process of migrant settlement (Strang & Ager, 2010). For him, integration is 

one of four strategies migrants can take when settling in a new country, where a process 

of “acculturation” occurs, which for him “is the dual process of cultural and psychological 

change that takes place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and 

their individual members” (Berry, 2005, p.698). 
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In Berry’s typology, the four strategies migrants can take depend on two main aspects 

that relate to attitudes and behaviours: if a group or a member of that group thinks it is 

important to keep their own culture but at the same time believes it is essential to be in 

contact with other cultures and the environment that surrounds them, then they are taking 

an ‘integration’ strategy in Berry’s terms (Berry, 1997, p. 9). However, if they don’t think 

it important to keep their own culture but believe it essential to engage with the 

surrounding society, then they are pursuing an ‘assimilation’ strategy (Berry, 1997, p.9). 

On the other hand, if they only think that keeping their own culture is of importance, then 

‘separation’ occurs. (Berry, 1997, p.9). And if they neither keep their own culture, nor 

engage with the surrounding society, then the outcome is ‘marginalisation’ – this might 

occur without the group or its members wanting it, as some situations might be imposed 

on them through discrimination or pressure to forget their culture (Berry, 1997, p. 9). 

Figure 1 shows Berry’s (1997) framework. 

 

 

Figure 1 “Acculturation strategies”, adapted from Berry (1997, p. 9) 

When an “acculturation” process occurs, stress may be generated from the friction 

between two cultural groups and the ensuing negotiation and adaptation (Berry, 2005, p. 

708). Comparing the four acculturation strategies, Berry (2005) finds that the integration 

strategy is the one that generates the least stress. He also finds that newcomers who 

engage with the integration strategy “appear to be better adapted” (p.709). Adaptation in 

this case does not imply that newcomers necessarily have to change, rather being well 

adapted means that they “can manage their new lives very well” (p.709).  However, this 
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strategy has to be “accommodated by the larger society” for newcomers to freely pursue 

it (p. 708). Berry’s framework thus moves from the descriptive to the prescriptive, as he 

also lays out the conditions for an environment in which an integration strategy can be 

pursued. 

 

Integration is therefore a strategy that involves both the immigrant community and the 

host community: it has to be reciprocal and cannot be imposed (Berry, 1997, 2005). For 

integration to happen, both newcomers and the host society need to adapt to each other. 

The host society for example “must be prepared to adapt national institutions (eg. 

education, health, labor) to better meet the needs of all groups now living together in the 

plural society” (Berry, 2005, p. 706).  

 

Berry, Phinney, Sam, & Vedder, (2006) did a large-scale study of 5000 immigrant young 

people in multiple countries: their questionnaire included items on attitudes related to 

Berry’s four acculturation strategies, but also items on language and friendships. They 

found enough evidence to prove the existence of four different attitudes that were 

compatible with his theorised strategies as the young immigrants’ responses converged 

in four different groups. Another finding of the Berry et al. (2006) study is that most 

young people tended to lean towards the integration strategy, which includes engaging 

both with the wider society and their own traditions. 

 

The four strategies in Berry’s typology are influenced by the expectations of the 

“dominant group”, since these can “enforce” or “constrain” the newcomers’ options 

(Berry, 2011, p.2.6).  Berry (2005) therefore also theorises how the dominant group’s 

expectations can influence whether newcomers can freely pursue the integration strategy.  

 

“From the point of view of the larger society, Assimilation, when sought by the 

dominant acculturating group, is termed the Melting Pot. When Separation is 

forced by the dominant group, it is called Segregation. Marginalisation, when 

imposed by the dominant group, is called Exclusion. Finally, Integration, when 

diversity is an accepted feature of the society as a whole, including all the various 

ethnocultural groups, is called Multiculturalism.” (Berry, 2013, p. 1128) 
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Berry (2006) defines the “larger society”, as “the civic arrangement in a plural society, 

within which all ethnocultural groups (dominant and non-dominant, native and 

immigrant) attempt to carry out their lives” (p. 724). Within a larger society exist 

therefore different cultural groups that come in contact with each other. However, these 

groups have varying levels of power, since some are considered non-dominant groups 

and others dominant groups (Berry, 2013). 

 

As Berry (2006) points out: “It is essential to note that the concept of multiculturalism 

(…) has two simultaneous and equally important emphases: the maintenance of heritage 

cultures and identities AND the full and equitable participation of all ethnocultural 

groups in the life of the larger society” (p.724). Multiculturalism, for Berry, depicts an 

environment where the integration strategy can be pursued. 

 

Berry investigated these strategies of the wider society in Canada through large-scale 

national surveys: in Berry, Kalin, & Taylor (1976), the authors created a questionnaire to 

ask Canadians about their attitudes towards the different acculturation expectations and 

found that, in this case, the answers were more on a scale of two opposite attitudes (more 

or less positive towards what Berry calls multiculturalism) instead of having four distinct 

attitudes, which Berry later explained (2011) was probably because, in general, Canadians 

tended to a positive attitude towards immigration and integration: so the responses were 

not very diverse. 

 

Berry’s framework has been widely used and referenced in studies on integration (Algan 

et al., 2012; Strang & Ager, 2010; Yi Cheung & Phillimore, 2013). However, some have 

criticised his conclusion that the integration strategy brings the most benefits to 

immigrants and its underlying assumption that it is always desirable for a migrant to keep 

the cultural traits of the home country or to interact with the cultural traits of the host 

country (Weinreich, 2009). In some cases, people might face violent discrimination in 

their host country and would therefore benefit more from a ‘separation’ strategy 

(Weinreich, 2009). A ‘marginalisation’ strategy would perhaps be the best for people who 

face violence or discrimination in both their ethnic community and host country 

(Weinreich, 2009). Weinreich’s argument on this point, however, is weak: it sidesteps the 

need to address violence or discrimination in the first place. Berry’s framework, to my 

understanding, contends that the  ‘integration strategy’ can only be freely chosen by 
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immigrants if the host society values diversity and promotes the participation of all ethnic 

groups - if the host society is discriminatory, then an integration strategy cannot be 

chosen. Therefore Weinreich’s argument is not contradicting Berry. 

  

Weinreich (2009) also critiques  that “a close association between the culture of a group 

and the identity of individuals of the group is often assumed” in Berry’s work, which 

might not be the case in practice (p. 125). This critique of Berry’s conceptualisation of 

‘culture’ and ‘community’ and the risk of oversimplying the integration process is valid 

and will be discussed further below.  

 

The complex meaning of “mutual accommodation”  

 
A key condition for Berry’s (2005, 2011) integration strategy within a  multicultural 

environment is that of “mutual accommodation”. A more thorough investigation of the 

term is needed to understand its meaning. 

 

“This accommodation requires that the institutions of the dominant group/larger 

society should evolve, so that the needs of all (dominant and non-dominant) 

groups can be met. It also requires that the non- dominant groups adopt the basic 

(but evolving) values of the larger society, and to adapt to the existing (but 

evolving) social institutions and structures” (Berry, 2011, p. 2.16 ). 

 

The adaptation on the part of host society’s institutions, as conceptualised by Berry 

(2011), thus focuses mostly on meeting the “needs” of the groups within it. There is a 

vagueness that must be acknowledged, as he does not give examples or specifications 

about the nature of these needs. Nevertheless, since his integration strategy consists in 

valuing diversity and promoting participation for all (Berry, 2011), it could be assumed 

that the needs relate to these two dimensions: the need for their cultural background to be 

valued and their need for participation. What this might look like in the HE sector will be 

discussed in Chapter 3. 

 

 “Non-dominant groups”, on the other hand, have to “adapt” to the “evolving” values and 

institutions of the host society (p.2.16). Berry (2011) specifies what the adaptation 

process entails for newcomers: on a “cognitive” level, newcomers engage in “culture 
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learning”, where they absorb new knowledge which includes “the language, norms, 

values, skills important to their survival”. This knowledge translates into “competencies” 

needed to effectively navigate their new environment, and lastly into “performances”, 

which designates the actions people take when navigating their new environment (p.2.14 

– 2.15). In line with the ‘integration strategy’, they also engage in “culture memory”, 

which means that they keep the knowledge of their place of origin (p.2.14).  

 

It is striking that Berry (2011) is much more precise in explaining the adaptation process 

of newcomers, than explaining how the institutions of the host society should “evolve”. 

There is thus, arguably, a need to fill that gap, which I hope to contribute to by 

conceptualising how a university might evolve within a mutual accommodation process 

in Chapter 3, where I introduce the notion of a reflective university. 

 

Similarly, Berry (2011) does not specify what knowledge “non-dominant” groups are 

supposed to retain during the process of “culture memory”, while he is more detailed 

about what sort of knowledge these groups are supposed to acquire during the process of 

“culture learning”. This conceptual vagueness also points towards power inequalities: 

even at the conceptual level the non-dominant group’s cultural knowledge is left 

unspecified, while it is clearer what they need to learn. I suggest that Bourdieu’s (1986) 

understanding of cultural capital furthers the understanding of the power imbalances in 

the process of mutual accommodation and what culture memory might entail.   

 

Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of embodied cultural capital can include “mental schemes and 

action orientation, language, value, competences” (Nohl et al., 2006, p. 6), which 

individuals take a long time to absorb, are not easily taught and are often obtained 

intuitively (Bourdieu, 1986). Berry explains how newcomers have to learn new 

languages, values and competencies to thrive in their new environment. Berry’s “culture 

learning” can therefore be associated with the acquisition of new embodied cultural 

capital. However, Bourdieu’s work helps to point out the difficulties of doing so: cultural 

capital takes a long time to become embodied. 

 

Furthermore, Bourdieu (1986) explains that embodied cultural capital gets its value in 

part from the “structure of the field” (p. 19) in which it is used. This means that if a person 

enters a new field with different norms from a position of scant power, their existing 
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cultural capital is only useful if it is valued within that new field (Eggenhofer-Rehart et 

al., 2018).  In a migration context, “moving to a foreign country entails a change of fields” 

(Eggenhofer-Rehart et al., 2018, p. 33).  Migrants’ cultural capital might therefore not 

have the same value in their home country as in their country of resettlement (Nohl et al., 

2006). It is thus necessary for migrants to obtain new cultural capital and negotiate the 

value of their existing capital in order to be successful in the new field they are settling 

in, for example to find employment (Eggenhofer-Rehart et al., 2018). This is in line with 

Berry’s notion of culture learning. 

 

Bourdieu’s inter-relation between fields and cultural capital helps to critically reframe 

Berry’s idea of “culture memory”: how is the cultural capital of newcomers supposed to 

be kept and used, if its value and utility are changed by moving to a new country? The 

logical answer is: only if the field structure changes and allows for a different cultural 

capital to be valued. If the “rules, logic, and power dynamics” within a field (Eggenhofer-

Rehart et al., 2018, p. 32) stay the same, there is no reason for migrants’ cultural capital 

to grow in value.  

 

Bourdieu’s concept therefore helps to convey the power imbalances embedded in 

envisioned processes of mutual accommodation. Berry explains that non-dominant 

groups have to adapt to the norms of the larger society and its institutions. At the same 

time, his idea of culture memory implies a change of these norms. This implies a 

negotiation, but where newcomers are in a position of lesser power.  

 

These power imbalances are reflected in studies that have found that migrants are 

pressured to assimilate in concrete work and education contexts, even though a two-way 

integration process is seen as ideal in theory (Ertorer et al., 2020; Lewis, 2021). The 

immigrant participants in these studies revealed attitudes in keeping with Berry’s (2005) 

integration strategy. However, their actions in the work or education sector showed that 

they were not using an integration strategy in practice. Ertorer et al. (2020) find that 

immigrants felt the pressure from their colleagues and employers to adhere to the 

Canadian way of doing things in their place of employment. On the other hand, they did 

not witness any effort to engage with the immigrants’ different types of knowledge and 

backgrounds (Ertorer et al., 2020). This finding was analysed by the authors to show that, 

despite the Canadian pledge to multiculturalism, there was an assumption of assimilation 
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in the place of work (Ertorer et al., 2020). The study confirms therefore the 

conceptualisation of integration as a bidirectional process by immigrants in different 

settings, but adds a concrete example of how immigrants are pressured to ‘assimilate’, 

rather than ‘integrate’. It also stresses the tension between the policy ideal (Canada’s 

pledge to multiculturalism) and the practical reality (Canadian employers expecting their 

immigrant employees to adhere to their way of working). Ertorer et al. (2020) conclude 

that there were “structural forces of assimilation” (p.1) at play. 

 

Similarly, in Lewis’ (2021) research on immigrant students in New Zealand, most of her 

participants advocated for an integration strategy on an abstract level, but opted for an 

assimilation strategy in their universities. The participants acknowledged that they were 

expected to follow an assimilation strategy in their university courses, but also did not 

contest the expectation: “no participants showed any inclination towards social action for 

cultural inclusiveness in curriculum and pedagogy” (p.38). Lewis (2021) found the 

tension between ideal and practice so striking that she proposed new sub-categories to 

Berry’s (2005) typology that show the differences between the preferred and the actual 

strategy used by the immigrant: “integration-assimilation” or “integration-separation”, 

for example (p.38). Lewis (2021) uses the concept of ‘false consciousness’ to help explain 

why there is an assimilation assumption in HE in New Zealand. 

 

These two studies point towards systemic forces that pressure immigrants to pursue an 

assimilation strategy in a public place, such as an employment or education space. Berry’s 

concept of mutual accommodation will therefore have to be analysed with these systemic 

forces in mind. The nature of these systemic forces in HE will be discussed in Chapter 3.  

 

The power imbalances in postcolonial societies in the context of ‘integration’ 
 

Analysing Berry’s framework through Bourdieu’s concept of the symbolic value of 

cultural capital has shown an imbalance of power when migrants settle in a new country. 

To further problematise the questions around power relations in Berry’s typology, it is 

useful to turn to Frantz Fanon. Fanon (1967) describes how Black people are forced to 

assimilate into Western ‘white’ culture, which includes language and academic discourse, 

if they want to access opportunities. It is for example through schooling that a Black man 

“adopts a white man’s attitude” and equates Western knowledge with civilised society 
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(p.114). However, even if Black people speak and are educated like ‘white men’, they 

will still be treated differently once they live in a place where the majority is white: “the 

truth is he is made inferior” (p.115). Fanon shows the perversity of Black men trying to 

“prove to white men, at all costs, the richness of their thought, the equal value of their 

intellect” (p.3), when, at the same time, “white men consider themselves superior to black 

men” (p.3). 

 

The idea that, notwithstanding the effort newcomers can make to adapt to a new, majority 

white, country and a dominant, hegemonic culture, they are unlikely to ever be perceived 

in the same way as white citizens is also present in Schinkel’s (2018) critique of the notion 

of ‘integration’: 

 

“And there is no socio-economic status high enough, no cultural assimilation 

perfect enough, that members of ‘ethnic groups’ can achieve, that qualifies them 

or their ‘group’ as unproblematically part of ‘society’. They are still in the 

category of those who need to be monitored, as if they constitute a disease 

temporarily in retreat, which may resurface at any point – because that is how 

deep ‘cultural incompatibilities’ go.” (p.7) 

 

Based on this finding, Schinkel (2018) criticises the “fiction” of multiculturalism, which 

has enabled politicians of several European countries to blame immigrants for any 

problems occurring, even if they have been born on European soil (p.2).  

 

Decolonial perspectives can thus help explain some of the challenges of the ‘integration 

strategy’ as conceptualised by Berry (2005): there is an imbalance of power and a 

difference between how people are perceived and treated depending on their origins that 

have to be acknowledged within the integration process. To further conceptualise the role 

of host society institutions in the process of mutual accommodation, the discussion 

therefore must include an analysis of systemic forces and power imbalances that might 

influence this process. I hope to contribute to that discussion with this thesis. 
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A nascent framework for refugee integration 
 

Power imbalances and the role of institutions in the host country are not the focus of  Ager 

& Strang’s (2004)  framework on refugee integration in the UK. However, they build on 

Berry’s idea that integration is a two-way street and provide a framework to help identify 

indicators for refugee integration that has been used in various contexts (Kontowski & 

Leitsberger, 2018). Ager and Strang’s (2004) framework can be seen in Figure 2. 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Conceptual framework by Ager & Strang (2004, p. 13) 

The tentative definition for integration put forward by Ager and Strang (2004) is the 

following: 

 

“An individual or group is integrated within a society when they: 

● achieve public outcomes within employment, housing, education, health etc. 

which are equivalent to those achieved within the wider host communities;    

● are socially connected with members of a (national, ethnic, cultural, religious 

or other) community with which they identify, with members of other 

communities and with relevant services and functions of the state; and 
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● have sufficient linguistic competence and cultural knowledge, and a sufficient 

sense of security and stability, to confidently engage in that society in a manner 

consistent with shared notions of nationhood and citizenship” (p.5) 

 

In this definition, one recognises the influence of Berry’s idea about the importance of 

migrants’ cultural identity and their relationships with other communities. The basis of 

Ager and Strang’s work consists of extensive qualitative studies with refugees in the UK 

and with organisations that work with refugees. Based on their findings, they suggest ten 

areas relevant to integration.  

 

Contrary to what Figure 2 might suggest, these areas do not form a hierarchy – one 

domain is not more important than another (Ager & Strang, 2004). For Ager and Strang 

(2008), there are spaces (education, health, housing and employment) that are “markers” 

as well as “means” for integration.  For example, education is one area that is a ‘marker’ 

of integration, as data on educational achievement can show potential differences or 

similarities of academic success between immigrant and non-immigrant populations 

(Ager and Strang, 2008). However, they describe it also as a ‘means’ towards integration, 

since students acquire necessary skills to become part of the labour market later on and 

have the possibility to form connections within the educational institutions that are 

beneficial for their integration.  

 

The second category of domains crucial for integration, according to Ager and Strang 

(2008), are ‘social connections’. Drawing on Putnam’s (2000) ideas around ‘social 

capital’, they explain that there are three types of social connections that are important to 

consider when analysing integration: “social bonds (with family and co-ethnic, co-

national, co-religious or other forms of group), social bridges (with other communities) 

and social links (with the structures of the state)” (p. 178). Social bonds can improve a 

refugee’s life by being beneficial for mental health, offering a sense of safety and comfort 

and of feeling stronger when voicing their needs or opinions. Social bridges are essential 

to improve knowledge of customs, make connections that might be favourable for work 

prospects and foster a feeling of being welcomed. Finally, social links are crucial because 

they give refugees access to services, such as health, social or education services (Ager 

& Strang, 2008). 
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The third category of areas are ‘facilitators’, factors that are helpful when attempting to 

achieve integration. Ager and Strang (2008) identify two areas: one comprises language 

skills and “a broader cultural knowledge” (p.182), which is understood as “refugees’ 

knowledge of national and local procedures, customs and facilities” (p.182). The second 

‘facilitator’ is “safety and stability”, which involves for example refugees’ potential 

“experience of racial, cultural or religious harassment” (Ager & Strang, 2004, p. 22). 

 

In Ager and Strang’s (2004) framework, the foundation is “rights and citizenship”, which 

show “the extent to which refugees are provided with the basis for full and equal 

engagement within UK society” (p.23). In other words, the legal structure that allows 

RAS to access certain services, like education, is important to take into account when 

analysing integration (Ager and Strang, 2004). 

 

However, as Strang & Ager (2010) concede, further research is necessary to shed light 

on potential links between these domains, as “the nature of such dynamics is (…) poorly 

understood” (p. 603). Especially qualitative research on refugees’ experiences would 

further the understanding of how the domains in the framework interact with each other 

(Phillimore & Goodson, 2008). Because of the lack of research on the connections 

between domains, the framework is described by some as only the starting point in the 

understanding of integration (Phillimore & Goodson, 2008).  

 

A critical review of the use of social capital for understanding integration 
 

In the framework of Berry as well as that of Ager and Strang, an essential component are 

social connections. Ager and Strang explicitly mention social connections in their 

indicators, while they are implicit in Berry’s (1997, 2005) two dimensions of engaging 

with ‘other cultural groups’ and of keeping original cultural traits. In general, social 

connections are considered essential for immigrants’ adaptation to their new environment 

and when analysing their integration process (Beirens et al., 2007).  

 

Central to this discussion is the concept of social capital. The conceptualisation of social 

capital used in integration frameworks, such as Ager and Strang’s (2008) and used in 

studies to shed light on the processes related to immigration (Zetter et al., 2006) is that of 

Putnam (2000). For Putnam (2000), social capital “refers to connections among 
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individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise 

from them” (p.19). Putnam (2007) differentiates between different sorts of social capital: 

he brings up the notion of “bonding”, which are relationships between people who are 

similar “in an important way”, based on factors that might include ethnicity, religion or 

nationality (p.143). The other side is “bridging”, which are relationships between people 

who are not similar, again based on factors that can vary but may include ethnicity or 

religion (Putnam, 2007, p. 143). A third form of social capital is portrayed as “social 

links” which are the connections between people and institutions, for example with the 

institutions that support them with access to housing, education, employment or other 

necessities (Hawkins & Maurer, 2010).  

 

Putnam’s (2000) classification of social capital has been used in Ager and Strang’s (2004, 

2008) framework and research, as mentioned above. However, there has been criticism 

of its usage, for example in development studies, that is also relevant for the study of 

migrant integration. Firstly, Putnam’s idea that social capital is a solely positive tool – 

that it creates shared benefits and trust -  is problematic, as it can hide systemic issues 

(Cleaver, 2005). Cleaver (2005) critiques the notion, found in some academic writing, 

that social capital is a way for poor people to get out of poverty and that it can compensate 

for disadvantages compared to richer people.  In her research in Tanzania, she observed 

that social connections could be harmful to some (by being accused of witchcraft for 

example) and that it was difficult for her research participants to use social connections 

to their advantage. Researching the systemic problems that restrict poor peoples’ agency 

would therefore be more valuable (Cleaver, 2005). Her thinking is in line with Fine’s 

(2001) critique of the concept of social capital in itself – he argues that the word “capital” 

presupposes humans to take rational decisions, which is inappropriate in the context of 

social connections. He also vehemently contests the idea of social capital as a way for 

poor people to find their way out of poverty, arguing that it is instead used by development 

organisations to hide systemic issues that influence poverty: “it is the rich and powerful 

speculating on how to improve the lot of the poor through prompting their self-help and 

organisation without questioning the sources of their economic disadvantage” (p.199). 

 

This thesis does not delve into the issue of poverty alleviation. However, the arguments 

of Cleaver (2005) and Fine (2001) are important to keep in mind for my study: social 
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connections are not necessarily positive and the analysis of social connections should not 

ignore structural issues that can influence RAS’ integration process.  

 

Furthermore, and more specifically with a view to the migration context, several authors 

have pointed out that the concepts of ‘social bonds’ and ‘social bridges’ are too vague to 

be applied to different contexts and when identities are complex (Campbell, 2001; Zetter 

et al., 2006). Putnam’s (2000) focus on ethnicity or nationality as basis of analysis to 

classify social connections has been found not to be pertinent in all situations: in Ryan’s 

(2011) study on social connections of Polish migrants in the UK, she finds that nationality 

and ethnicity were not relevant categories to analyse her participants’ social connections. 

Instead of using ethnicity or nationality as the basis of analysis, she suggests focusing on 

how close the connections are: “bonding may involve close relationships based on 

emotional intimacy while bridging may result in flows of information, advice or 

knowledge, but without intimacy” (p.721).  

 

Using attributes such as ethnicity as basis for analysis of social connections also raises 

questions as to who is considered an insider or outsider in UK society: Spicer (2008) for 

example, during his fieldwork with RAS parents and children in three neighbourhoods in 

England, conceptualised social bonds as connections made within or with other minority 

ethnic groups. Social bridges on the other hand were conceptualised as connections that 

RAS develop “with white and majority-ethnic communities” (p.491). By doing so, I 

argue, he equated the British host society with white people, which is a problematic 

definition, since the UK has citizens and residents of diverse backgrounds (in the 2011 

census, 19.5% of respondents were not white or not British (Gov.uk, 2018)). In fact, 

Vertovec (2007) introduced the idea of “super-diversity” (p.1024) to describe how the 

UK’s population had become more complex in terms of “countries of origin, languages, 

religions, migration channels and immigration statuses, gender, age, space/place, and 

practices of transnationalism” (Meissner & Vertovec, 2015, p. 542). In such a ‘super-

diverse’ country, defining social relations through a single factor, ethnicity, as Spicer 

(2008) does, can be considered an over-simplification. 

 

Some authors also argue that the concepts of bonds and bridges hide the fact that the 

pressure is solely on newcomers to adapt: McPherson (2010) calls the “bonds versus 

bridges’ debate” an “unhelpful dialectic” (p.565), which is cemented in host 



 36 

governments’ belief that RAS are a problem to be solved. Even though underlining the 

importance of ‘bonds’ in the integration debate, which Ager and Strang (2008) do, seems 

to be more “progressive” (p.551), the advantages of both ‘bonds’ and ‘bridges’ are still 

mostly viewed as a tool to adapting to the dominant norms and culture (McPherson, 

2010): “the benefits of social bonds are argued in relation to facilitating adaptation” 

(p.551). 

 

There is thus a danger of oversimplifying social connections of RAS and the 

‘communities’ they should have connections with, as these might not be as clear cut as 

Putnam or Ager and Strang would have us believe. This complexity will be further 

discussed in this chapter, and acknowledged throughout this thesis, including in the 

methodology, the findings and the discussion chapters. 

 

Culture and the danger of essentialism 
 

Overall, Berry’s and Ager and Strang’s frameworks imply the existence of groups that 

can be clearly differentiated by origin, ethnicity or religion, among other factors. Even if 

Berry (1997) acknowledges the importance of individual characteristics of a person, such 

as gender or age, for how they will experience their acculturation process, he still 

conceptualises the individual primarily in relation to their membership of a cultural group: 

a non-dominant group interacts with a dominant group and a “heritage culture” is either 

kept or lost (Berry, 2005, p. 705). 

 

However, considering ‘cultural groups’ as uniform and monolithic ignores the variety of 

the individuals’ backgrounds and experiences within a so-called ‘cultural group’; 

similarly, considering the so-called host community to be a uniform group disregards its 

potential diversity in perspective as mediated by factors such as ethnicity, religion, 

country of origin /cultural background, age/generation, and so on. In consequence there 

might be a range of different attitudes towards immigrants in any immediate 

neighbourhood as well as in wider society (Horenczyk, 1997). Horenczyk (1997) also 

mentions the fluctuating identities of both immigrants and non-immigrants that might be 

the result of contact with other cultures – new identities might be construed. This makes 

the categorization of people depending on predetermined ‘cultural identities’ more 

difficult. 
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In contrast to the complexity and fluidity mentioned above, much of the thinking around 

integration builds – at least implicitly - on assumptions of homogeneity and stasis of 

‘culture’ (Wicker, 1997). Such assumptions can reinforce an essentialist point of view, 

which is “to impute a fundamental, basic, absolutely necessary constitutive quality to a 

person, social category, ethnic group, religious community, or nation” (Werbner, 1997, 

p. 228). Critics have highlighted the similarity of the use of this definition of culture and 

the use of “older concepts of race” (Wicker, 1997, p. 33), which can lead to problematic 

rankings of ‘cultures’. A striking example is Lawrence M. Mead (2016), a Professor of 

Politics at NYU, who argues that Western culture (ie. American and European) is more 

individualistic, thus more prone to a certain entrepreneurial spirit, whereas non-Western 

cultures are “collective-minded”, more “adaptive” and not as “assertive” (p.117).  He then 

goes on to insinuate, without any empirical proof, that these presupposed cultural traits 

make non-European immigrants in the United States less successful and essentially 

poorer (Mead, 2016). Mead’s hypotheses have been steeped in controversy: a 

commentary he published in 2020 in the journal Society was retracted, after a petition 

pointed out its “explicit racism”(Google Form, n.d., p. 1). 

 

While most research on integration do not make such explicit and sweeping assumptions, 

they do often insist on a homogeneous view of ‘cultural groups’, which risks 

oversimplifying a complex reality and of attributing certain characteristics to ‘cultural 

groups’ - which would entail falling into an essentialist trap. 

 

Problematising ‘community’ 
 

The concept of community brings with it similar issues as the notion of ‘cultural group’ 

examined above: in debates about immigration, immigrant groups are often simply 

termed ‘communities’. In policy papers, these communities are frequently characterized 

by the country of origin of its members and by their location in the host country (e.g. the 

Somali community in Manchester or the Syrian community in Birmingham) (Quevedo, 

2010). However, this represents an over-simplification of the reality of migrants’ 

experiences: individuals from the same country of origin can live their migratory 

experience in different ways, depending on their personal circumstances, as well as a 

combination of factors, including gender, class and age (Cohen, 2007).  
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The complexities around the notion of ‘community’ are indicated by Kepe (1999) who 

outlines three common definitions: the first one is geographical, i.e. community as 

constituted by people living in the same physical space, raising the obvious question as 

to who decides where the borders are drawn; the second one is economic, in the sense 

that people are part of a community that has economic and trade ties and do not 

necessarily live in the same space; and the third one is linked to social bonds or “people 

who share a history, knowledge, beliefs, morals and customs, and who have ties of kinship 

and marriage” (p. 421), but who also might not live in the same space, for example 

because of migration. Kepe’s (1999) question on who decides the boundaries of a 

community can be applied to the concept of ‘migrant community’. Cohen (2007), in his 

study on Latin American migrants in Australia, makes the point that the host country’s 

government can influence the boundaries of a migrant community, because of the way 

government support is approved for members of certain ethnic groups. This means 

migrants grapple with these predetermined boundaries along ethnic lines, while they also 

negotiate their own sense of where community starts and ends: because of this friction 

the community becomes “a site of struggle and reflection about identities and belonging” 

(Cohen, 2007, p. 140).  

 

In the UK, a country considered by Vertovec (2007) to experience “super-diversity”, there 

is a “dynamic interplay” of factors that determine migrants’ experiences (p. 1024). 

Migrant communities are defined by more than ethnicity, which on its own is a 

“misleading, one-dimensional appreciation of contemporary diversity” (p.1025). Factors 

that interact with each other include class, gender, legal status in the host country and 

sometimes a combination of origins (Vertovec, 2007). The idea of “super-diversity” has 

implications for research, in that it encourages to go beyond the concept of ethnic groups; 

and for policy, in that it incites a “shift from ‘ethno-focal’ (or ‘community’-based) 

policies and services, and a call for greater attention to matters like legal status” (Meissner 

& Vertovec, 2015, p. 543). In one so-called ethnic group there can be people with 

differing legal statuses which influence their life in the UK – it is not the same experience 

to be a British citizen or an asylum seeker, even if both have the same country of origin 

(Vertovec, 2007). The concept of “super-diversity” has been used in scholarly literature 

to show the difficulty of putting people into social categories, such as ethnic groups; and 

to create new ways of analysing migration that acknowledge that there are multiple factors 
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that affect migrants’ experiences, including their experience with social connections 

(Vertovec, 2019). The prism of intersectionality can therefore offer a more nuanced 

picture of so-called migrant communities and their acculturation strategies, as 

experiences and issues can differ depending on factors such as gender, age, family 

situation and legal status - not only country of origin (Levin, 2014). This will be discussed 

in the next section. 

 

The rise of intersectionality 
 

An intersectional perspective typically entails the contention that the social experiences 

of a person not only relate to being part of one specific category (like being a woman, a 

Syrian, a refugee) but relate to multiple intersecting factors that might include gender, 

race, sexuality or class (Anthias, 2013). The term ‘intersectionality’ was originally coined 

by Crenshaw (1994) to shine light on the specific discriminations that Black women in 

the United States would face. By now, it is frequently used in studies of migration and 

the experiences of migrants (Bürkner, 2012; Levin, 2014; Ressia et al., 2017). Bürkner 

(2012) for example points out that an intersectional approach can showcase the 

importance of gender and age in migrants’ experiences, but most importantly allows us 

to analytically go beyond the limited boundaries of a presupposed ethnic group and show 

the complex interactions that exist between migrants as well as between migrants and the 

larger context where they live. It can also challenge the idea that all communities fit the 

mould of a monolithic block and “will generate more precise and realistic evidence of 

changing modes of inequality among migrants, as well as between migrants and 

majorities – without losing important conceptual links to structural categories” (Bürkner, 

2012, p. 192).  

 

An intersectional approach may also help in discovering “social categories and power 

relations of the migrant group(s) at stake” (Levin, 2014, p. 423). For example, Lundström 

(2010) unpacks the power relationships related to race and gender within a group of white, 

Swedish, female migrants in the United States. The author found that the women could 

keep or strengthen their social class in the USA as they benefited from being white and 

straight in a society where these intersections mattered, but would lose some of their 

gender-related power as they became more economically reliant on their male partner. 

Hence, by pursuing an intersectional approach, the author was able to review the complex 
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flux in power relationships for migrants in their new home, based on the intersections of 

gender, sexual orientation, race and socio-economic class. 

 

Moreover, a variety of studies have applied an intersectional framework to explore 

migration issues: for example how migrants in Israel build their physical home (Levin, 

2014); the “lived experiences” of Russian-speaking migrant women in Belgium (Heyse, 

2010, p. 77); or how Senegalese men’s sense of authority as males within a family is 

challenged when they migrate to a different country, but whose experiences depend on 

intersections of factors such as age and the existence of children (Sinatti, 2014). 

 

In the analysis of RAS’ experience, age is an especially important factor to take into 

consideration, as “a child’s memories of being forced to leave a familiar home will focus 

on different issues from those of a 40-year-old mother of four” (Loizos, 2007, p. 194). 

Loizos (2007) unpacks the different meanings the term ‘generation’ can have and how to 

analyse it in the context of forced migration. One of the ways to explore this is by 

conducting a “situated life stage analysis” (p.206). “Life course stages are: infancy; 

childhood; biological, sexual maturation; unmarried adulthood; married adulthood; 

parenthood; grandparenthood; widow/widowerhood; geriatric dependency” (Loizos, 

2007, p.207). However, the actual age these stages start and finish depends on the social 

and cultural context – in some places, becoming an adult can start earlier than in others. 

Furthermore, the role and tasks people have to undertake within each life stage also varies 

depending on context – in some places, children get assigned more responsibilities than 

in others. When analysing forced migration and the importance of age or life stage, it is 

thus essential to take into account the social meaning given to a certain life stage (Loizos, 

2007).  

 

In general, the idea of intersectionality is thus crucial for a deeper analysis of the 

complexity of migrants’ experiences in their host country. Furthermore, the discussion on 

intersectionality connects to the discussion on ‘social bonds’ and ‘bridges’ earlier in this 

chapter. These concepts rely on the idea of clearly delineated groups (bonds are social 

connections within an ethnic group and bridges between different groups, according to 

Ager and Strang (2008)).  However, if one acknowledges that people’s experiences 

depend on intersecting factors (such as race, gender and sexuality among others) (Anthias, 

2013), then one might rather conclude that migrants can relate to separate, overlapping 
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communities that are not only associated with ethnicity, but also with gender, sexual 

orientation, age or other factors. Thus, for example, it might be possible for a young gay 

Somali refugee to experience ‘social bonds’ to other Somalis, but also to other young 

Black people in the UK, and to young LGBT people at the same time. Attending to 

intersectionality, in this case, helps to not oversimplify migrants’ social relations in a way 

that would distort their lived experience. 

 

The concept of hybridity in the context of ‘integration studies’  
 

Another theory that challenges the idea that cultures are static and predetermined is 

‘cultural hybridity’, originally coined by Homi Bhabha (2004) as a concept in the context 

of postcolonial societies. Cultural hybridity presupposes that cultures are constantly being 

formed through continuous negotiation, for example between ‘coloniser’ and ‘colonised’ 

(Bhabha, 2004). “Cultural hybridities”, or new cultures derived from differences, 

“emerge” within these processes of negotiation (Bhabha, 2004, p. 3). Therefore, no 

culture is unchangeable, including the colonisers’ (Bhabha, 2004), thus supposing a 

challenge to the idea of colonial power (Easthope, 1998). Most importantly, the idea of 

cultural hybridity “erases any essentialist claims for the inherent authenticity or purity of 

cultures” (p.83). Furthermore, Bhabha’s ideas challenge the conceptualisation of “organic 

ethnic communities as the grounds of cultural comparativism” (Bhabha, 2004, p.7). 

Applying Bhabha’s concept of cultural hybridity to Berry’s integration strategy, where 

mutual accommodation takes place, would mean that new cultures are formed from the 

interaction and negotiation of differences. This would mean that both newcomers and the 

host society, by mutually adapting, create new cultures. By doing so, following Bhabha’s 

ideas, the ‘dominant’ culture would be challenged. 

 

Critics have argued that the conception of hybridity presupposes the existence of distinct 

cultures in the first place and that it was unclear when cultural hybridity started and ended 

– does it start with multiple ethnicities, nationalities or classes (Easthope, 1998)? 

Nevertheless, the concept gained traction with increasing scholarly interest in migration 

within and between countries, and of increased communication around the world 

(Wicker, 1997). As Wicker stated in 1997 – in the heyday of academic discussions of 

globalisation, “the space once perceived to be occupied by timeless, traditional essence 

and uniqueness is lost for ever” (p.37). Hall (2003) adds to the concept by pointing out 
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that “cultural identity” is actually “always hybrid” (p.504) and also that it emerges from 

a particular historical context. Following Hall’s view on cultural hybridity, Sajed (2010) 

analyses the hybridities of North African migrants in France and argues that how people 

live hybridity may vary depending on their experiences, level of education, self-

identification and essentially their place in the power dynamics of French society. Hence 

Sajed (2010) warns that cultural hybridity is not a phenomenon that everyone experiences 

in the same way and it may even be experienced as something negative. The importance 

of power dynamics was also highlighted in a study on young Muslim migrants in Spain: 

Boland (2020) found that their hybridity was displayed by a combination of “one or 

several aspects of religious, cultural or ethnic identity alongside an identification with 

Spain or Madrid” (p.1), but also through the use of multiple languages that they would 

switch to depending on the context. However, her participants also felt that their “rights 

to express these plural identities” (p.1) was not always granted in Spanish society, for 

example in some of their schools, where the veil was not permitted. Investigating the 

experiences of migrant youth in Canada and Australia, Campbell (2000) also shows that 

some of her participants saw themselves as “cultural code switcher(s)”(p.33) that could 

change quickly from one cultural “self” (p.33) to the other, depending on the situation.  

 

The power imbalances revealed in Sajed’s (2010) and Boland’s (2020) studies, as well as 

Campbell’s (2000) finding of ‘code switching’, raise questions about Berry’s (1997) 

typology of acculturation strategies. Someone who code switches is engaging with the 

dominant culture and with the cultural background of their family. Is this sufficient to be 

labelled as an integration strategy? For Lewis (2021) it is clear that “retention of heritage 

culture in private assumes separation, while adoption of mainstream practices in public 

assumes assimilation (p.32).” These interrogations expose a vagueness in Berry’s 

framework: are cultural traits to be kept in the private space, or should they also be 

engaged with in the public space? And what does this mean in terms of power – who 

decides what is allowed in the public space? 

 

To conclude this discussion of conceptual frameworks of integration, it can be said that 

Berry’s and Ager and Strang’s frameworks have explanatory power and can guide a 

conceptualisation of integration as a ‘two-way street’. However, to further understand 

what the role of host society institutions within that process might entail, investigating 

the power imbalances involved is essential. Integrating Bourdieu’s concept of cultural 
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capital, as well as decolonial texts such as Fanon’s are helpful in that regard. Furthermore, 

the notion of intersectionality and hybridity are useful to avoid cultural essentialisms and 

over-simplifications.  

 

The evolution of integration policy in the United Kingdom 

 

While the previous section discussed theoretical integration frameworks, this section will 

outline the evolution of the conceptualisation of integration in the UK policy sector. If in 

the academic literature, integration is acknowledged as a two-way process by many 

authors, in the policy sphere it is often conceptualised as a unilateral process, in which 

the burden to adapt falls mainly on the immigrants (Phillimore, 2012). This tendency has 

been increasing in some countries, including the United Kingdom, especially after 

terrorist attacks in the early 2000s (Phillimore, 2012), as will be explained.  While there 

is a tradition of multiculturalism in the United Kingdom, the political discourse and the 

policies related to immigration and integration have shifted towards an increasing  

tendency of asking immigrants to adapt to ‘British customs’, thus putting more pressure 

and responsibility on immigrants, and less on the wider society (Brighton, 2007; Joppke, 

2004). 

 

‘Integration’ as a governing strategy 

 

Before I examine the immigration and integration policy in the UK, I will briefly 

problematise ‘integration’ as a governing strategy in general and explain the importance 

of studying the term within the UK historical and political context. Integration, after all, 

is not just an analytical category as discussed in the first section of this chapter, but is also 

an important discursive reference point in the policy and media sphere, as well as the 

general public (McPherson, 2010), and as such influences the ways in which migration is 

discussed and addressed by policymakers in specific contexts (Rytter, 2019).  

 

 In Western European nation-states, immigrants tend to be viewed as individuals who 

“can be integrated in various degrees” (Schinkel, 2018, p.3). This viewpoint 

conceptualises integration as a “state of being” of immigrants (ibid), which connects the 

‘level’ of integration of a person to their being, to who they are, including their ethnicity 

(Schinkel, 2018). It also puts the main responsibility on immigrants to become 



 44 

‘integrated’ (Schinkel, 2018). The result is that, even in countries which have publicly 

embraced ‘multiculturalism’, integration as a governing strategy can have racist and 

assimilationist assumptions (Rytter, 2019, McPherson, 2010, Schinkel, 2018). 

 

“The really decisive difference, after all, is not the difference between the ‘well 

integrated’ and the ‘less integrated’; it is the difference between those for whom 

integration is not an issue at all, and those for whom it is” (Schinkel, 2018, p.5). In the 

Netherlands, Schinkel (2018) talks about a “dispensation of integration” for the white 

citizens, while even children of immigrants born in the country are problematized and 

still seen as “on their way to society” (p.5). Immigrants are held individually responsible 

for problems that exist in the Netherlands (for example unemployment), while the 

“society” is viewed as unproblematic (Schinkel, 2018). 

 

Rytter (2019) finds that in Denmark, “the immigrant others should blend into the broad 

Danish middle class and become invisible in the statistics” (p.681). In this context, 

integration is therefore measured by how similar immigrants are statistically to the 

country’s average, which leads to non-sensical conclusions in popular discourses as to 

what constitutes “successful integration” (p.681): if immigrants have better results in 

education than their non-immigrant peers, it is explained in a negative way - their parents 

are probably too hard on them, too different from non-immigrant parents. If immigrant 

families increase their divorce rate, it is explained as a positive development, as they are 

becoming more similar to the average in the country (Rytter, 2019).  

 

For research to avoid becoming “part and parcel of the problematization of immigrants 

and their children” (Schinkel, 2018, p.2), it has to acknowledge the racist and 

assimilationist tendencies of ‘integration’ as a governing strategy. It is therefore of 

importance for the term to be “ meticulously studied, analysed and understood in relation 

to local history and the socio-economic and political contexts that have produced specific 

social imaginaries of the nation, the state and the relationship between majorities and 

minorities” (Rytter, 2019, p. 691). This is what I will endeavour to do in the next section 

in relation to UK government policy. 
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British approaches to managing difference 

 

Immigration and integration policy of the United Kingdom has been historically shaped 

by the country’s role as a colonial power (Green, 2007). Most early migrants after the 

Second World War were from Commonwealth countries and benefited from the British 

Nationality Act of 1948 – in fact, any person who was born in the UK and its colonies at 

the time was deemed a “citizen of the United Kingdom and Colonies by birth” (British 

Nationality Act, 1948, p. 3) –although restrictions to this citizenship were gradually 

applied over the second half of the 20th century3 (Green, 2007). This early uncomplicated 

access to citizenship prompted political concerns to be focused on how to manage the 

diverse population in the territory (Green, 2007). Such concerns resulted, for example, in 

the formulation of strong laws against racial discrimination (Green, 2007). 

 

Although the British government did not formulate an explicit and “joined-up” strategy 

on integration until 2000 (Green, 2007, p. 98), the attitude of successive governments to 

integration in the second half of the 20th Century was made explicit in a speech by Roy 

Jenkins, then Home Secretary, in 1966 :  

 

“Integration is perhaps a loose word. I do not regard it as meaning the loss, by 

immigrants, of their own characteristics and culture. I do not think that we need 

in this country a ‘melting pot’, which will turn everybody out in a common mould, 

as one of a series of carbon copies of someone’s misplaced version of the 

stereotyped Englishman. I define integration, therefore, not as a flattening process 

of assimilation but as equal opportunity, accompanied by cultural diversity, in an 

atmosphere of mutual tolerance.” (quoted in Brighton, 2007, p. 5) 

 

 
3 About half a million people who live in the UK were originally from Commonwealth 

countries and came to the UK before 1971, when immigration laws were tightened – 

people who are part of the ‘Windrush generation’ are included in this number (BBC, 

2018). The Immigration Act in 1971 granted “Commonwealth citizens already living in 

the UK” “indefinite leave to remain”, however the government did not give the people 

from the ‘Windrush generation’ documents proving their immigration status, which led 

to complications when they had to prove their status (BBC, 2018, p.1). 
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This attitude has been qualified as being a particularly British form of “laissez-faire” 

multiculturalism (Joppke, 2004, p. 249), without formal laws and definitions of 

multiculturalism as found in Canada, but with a clear repudiation of assimilationism 

(Meer & Modood, 2009). However, instances of violence and animosity against Black 

and Asian people in Britain in the 1950s and 1960s led the government to fight racial 

discrimination on a legal basis, with the objective of “regulating ‘race relations’” (Grillo, 

2010, p. 51).  Laws against discrimination have been further reinforced over the years 

(Meer & Modood, 2009). The UK government opted thus for a “compromise”: in the 

public space there would be “shared norms and values with equal opportunity”, while 

differences in “beliefs, values, practices, religion, language” would be safeguarded, but 

be largely kept in the private space (Grillo, 2010, p. 52). 

 

To understand the specificity of Britain’s initial approach to integration, it is useful to 

contrast it to the approach of another Western European country and another former 

colonial power, France. If in Britain the prime focus in the second half of the 20th century 

was on fighting discrimination based on race, in France there is a tradition of “’color-

blind’ public support and recognition only for individual merit and individual 

advancement” with no preference or help for specific ethnicities (Schain, 2010, p. 207). 

If in the UK, the focus of integration was on the relationship between different ethnicities, 

in France the focus was always on citizenship and its meaning (Lassalle, 2011). In 

contrast to the UK, there are no data collected on the ethnic composition of the population 

in France.  

 

The basis of France’s integration policy is clearly defined in its Civil Code: “since 1945, 

the French Civil Code (Articles 21-24) has stipulated that no one can be naturalized 

without demonstrating his or her "assimilation to the French community" through 

knowledge of the French language” (Schain, 2010, p. 210). Laws in the early 2000s put 

further pressure on immigrants to prove that they abide by French values and that they 

speak French (Schain, 2010). This assumption of assimilation contrasts with the words of 

British Home Secretary Jenkins in 1966 who explicitly mentioned the importance of 

diversity and rejected assimilation in the United Kingdom.  
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The UK’s government initial approach to integration after the Second World War was 

thus focused on conceptualising and upholding differences along ethnic lines, especially 

condemning racial discrimination and promoting similar opportunities for all. 

 

A shift in discourse: a new form of assimilation? 

 

‘British multiculturalism’ was the leading narrative amongst policy-makers during the 

latter decades of the 20th Century; nevertheless, in the early years of this century the 

political discourse began to shift and multiculturalist policies were increasingly criticised 

(Grillo, 2010). On the one hand, the realisation that the existing policies had not 

eradicated inequalities in terms of employment and education, gave way to the view that 

“multiculturalism often functions as an elite language game which can obscure systemic 

discrimination” (Brighton, 2007, p. 10).  On the other hand, racially inflected disturbances 

in northern British towns in 2001 prompted criticism of seemingly “parallel lives” of 

different communities in these towns (Cantle, 2001, p. 9, cited in Joppke, 2004).  

 

A 2001 independent report analysing the disturbances in the UK and commissioned by 

the Home Office, was clear about the fact that the United Kingdom could not return to “a 

dominant or monoculturalist view of nationality” (Cantle, 2001, p. 18). It was also 

adamant about the necessity of agreeing to “some common elements of ‘nationhood’” 

(p.19), which should include the English language. And while stressing that both majority 

and minority community should make changes in attitudes, it was especially “for the 

minority, largely non-white community, to develop a greater acceptance of, and 

engagement with, the principal national institutions” (p.19).  

 

Pressure on immigrants to prove their knowledge of British values started to increase. 

Analysing the 2002 Home Office White Paper Secure Borders, Safe Havens, Joppke 

(2004) asserts that there is a “significant reduction of multicultural rhetoric” (p. 252) as 

immigrants are asked in the document to “develop a sense of belonging” (Home Office, 

2002, quoted in Joppke, 2004). Policy actions comprise “the introduction of an oath to be 

sworn at American-style naturalization ceremonies, the toughening of the English 

language requirement when acquiring citizenship, and the introduction of mandatory 

‘citizenship and democracy’ education at English schools” (Joppke, 2004, p. 252). To this 

can be added the need for a citizenship test (the test about British traditions and customs 
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required to acquire citizenship, introduced in 2005) (Morrice, 2017). All these measures 

mean that more is asked from those who want to be accepted in British society or that 

“the inclusion of ethnic minorities is now increasingly premised upon greater degrees of 

qualification” (Meer & Modood, 2009, p. 475). 

 

This change in discourse and policy has been qualified by some as the “retreat of 

multiculturalism” (Joppke, 2004, p. 237), while others prefer to call it a “re-balancing of 

multiculturalism rather than its erasure” (Meer & Modood, 2009, p. 490). While Meer & 

Modood (2009) also acknowledge that the rhetoric in British media outlets and from 

leading politicians has been increasingly critical of ‘multiculturalism’, they argue that the 

effort to ask for greater ‘civic integration’ from immigrants – in other words, a sense of 

belonging, a common language, taking a test - does not necessarily go against 

multiculturalism, as different cultural customs are still respected. Instead, such measures 

contribute to the debate about “to what extent multiculturalism and citizenship can be 

mutually constitutive” (p. 490). Meer & Modood (2009) are optimistic that the shift in 

discourse and policies might mean a reconceptualisation of multiculturalism, rather than 

its death.  

 

Debates on the evolution of multiculturalism in the UK 

 

In the United Kingdom, debates on how multiculturalism could be reconceptualised have 

involved the notion of interculturalism, asking whether it is a complement or an 

alternative to multiculturalism (Antonsich, 2016). An argument against the concept of 

multiculturalism is that it presupposes that people are in static, well-defined ethnic groups 

and conceptualises integration as an action that assumes the existence of a majority group 

in some form of opposition to minority groups. This, Cantle (2016) contends, is too 

simplistic: British people experience similarities and dissimilarities not only along ethnic 

lines, but also gender, sexual orientation, religion, age or even their interests and the 

location where they live, to name a few examples. They can have multiple identities at 

the same time, and the importance of these identities can vary as their life progresses 

(Cantle, 2016). “As an example of this, I often cite a young woman who has described 

her many identities – as ‘a Glaswegian, Pakistani teenager of Muslim descent who 

supports Glasgow Rangers in a Catholic school’” (Cantle, 2016, p. 476). He also criticises 

the concept of ‘majority community’, as he explains that “there has been a failure to see 
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the majority identity itself as developmental and constantly changing as a result of a range 

of influences” (p.472). The changes to the traditional majority are not only due to more 

cultural diversity in a country, as some politicians underline, but to broader movements, 

such as the internet, globalisation and enhanced communication and travel (Cantle, 2016). 

Moreover, multiculturalism is seen as encouraging people to stay in the groups assigned 

to them and eschew communication with other groups. To address these issues, Cantle 

(2016) proposes what he calls interculturalism, which, put into practice, would encourage 

communication between people from different backgrounds by for example “creating 

shared spaces” (p. 477). Whereas multiculturalism focuses mainly on eliminating 

discrimination, interculturalism goes further as it tries to actively promote “diversity as 

positive” and attempts “to change attitudes as well as behaviours” (p.477).  

 

Responding to Cantle, Modood (2016) argues that multiculturalism in the UK should not 

be replaced, but can be improved by some elements of Cantle’s interculturalism. It is 

important to conserve multiculturalism, in Modood’s opinion, as it emphasizes the 

equality of all British citizens, not only by ensuring that no one is discriminated against, 

but that all “minority ethnic identities, religious identities, identities based on racial 

solidarity like Black identity” (p.482) are recognised as “shaping the public space” 

(p.482) and also shaping “national identity” (p. 482) or what it means to be British. An 

example of co-constructing the public space is that public entities actively include 

customs of different religions, such as “having access to halal meals in public institutions 

like schools and hospitals” (p. 482). That being said, Modood concedes that there could 

be more interaction between groups and there could be more acknowledgement that 

people identify with different aspects of their life in a complex, changing way. However, 

Modood does not think that ‘group’ identities based on race, ethnicity or religion should 

disappear from public policy, as many people are defined and self-define by these traits. 

By acknowledging these traits, there is a possibility of improving their status in British 

society and ensuring the equality of all citizens (Modood, 2016). 

 

“For some minorities, especially those who are beleaguered, who are being 

harassed all the time, having fingers pointed at them for being backward, alien, 

for not fitting in, for being terrorists and so on, their minority identities stick to 

them. To get beyond stigmatization and marginalization we need the public 

recognition that multiculturalism offers (…). Hence, we cannot require all 
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minorities to wear their identities lightly, flexibly and contextually – to do so 

becomes a kind of postmodern assimilationism.” (Modood, 2016, p. 487). 

 

Modood hence warns against a colour-blind policy in the UK, where those at a 

disadvantage, mostly minorities, and their issues are swept under the rug. 

 

Changes in policy decisions related to the integration of RAS 

 

How has the shift in discourse within the UK policy sector impacted policy decisions 

related to the integration of RAS?  Phillimore (2012) draws a parallel between a change 

to a more assimilationist stance in UK government and funding cuts to refugee integration 

initiatives - both in 2006, the year after the London bombings, when critics of 

multiculturalism argued that the policy had allowed terrorism to grow on British soil 

(Vertovec & Wessendorf, 2010) . While Phillimore (2012) does not include asylum 

seekers in her analysis, her work does provide an overview of policy tendencies towards 

RAS in general. Before 2006, specific support for refugees used to be provided by local 

organisations, Refugee Community Organisations (RCOs), that “helped to give collective 

‘voice’ to individuals” and to support them in maintaining their “cultural identity”, 

amongst other things (Zetter & Pearl, 2000, p. 682). The government consulted with these 

local organisations in a National Refugee Integration Forum (NRIF), which ran from 

2001 to 2006 (All Party Parliamentary Group on Refugees, 2017) and there was some 

government funding available for their activities. Phillimore argues that, although these 

policies were not perfect, this showed a more bi-directional “integrative” approach of the 

government at that time, because the protection of the “cultural identity” of the refugees 

was taken into account, while giving them help to access better services, such as housing 

or education (p.531). 

 

Phillimore argues that this changed and that there has been a parallel between shifts in 

discourse and immigration policy and a steady de-funding of initiatives related to refugee 

integration: 

 

“In 2006, there was a major shake-up of approaches to integration that saw the 

abolition of the NRIF and the majority of funds for RCOs withdrawn. At this 

point, the Home Office’s approach to refugee integration took more of an 
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assimilationist turn, which reflected the growing backlash against 

multiculturalism in the UK emerging from a variety of concerns such as fears that 

the approach fostered separateness, refused common values or provided a haven 

for terrorists” (p.528). 

 

She argues that the growing emphasis on refugees to prove their Britishness shows an 

increasingly “assimilationist approach” that “now dominates thinking in the UK as almost 

all financial support for integration initiatives has been ceased” (most funding, she said, 

came from the European Union at the time of her writing) (Ibid, p. 529). Furthermore, it 

means that integration is seen as a unilateral process, where the immigrants are expected 

to adapt and not the host country.  

 

This tendency occurs in spite of evaluations of local refugee integration initiatives in the 

UK that show the positive results of a two-way approach to integration, where refugees 

learn to adapt to the new community they live in, but where those who already live in the 

community also enter in active contact with the refugees and learn about their 

backgrounds (Phillimore, 2012). Phillimore thus argues that there is a disconnect between 

evidence in research about integration and the discourse in policy. 

 

Furthermore, some argue that the shift in discourse and the strengthening of policies that 

ask for more adaptation from immigrants might encourage a tendency to increase pressure 

on RAS and shape unwelcoming attitudes of British people towards RAS (Mulvey, 2010). 

Such a rhetoric increasingly placed the sole responsibility on all immigrants and ethnic 

minorities for any problems and not on the “difficulties they faced in attempting to 

integrate” (Mulvey, 2010, p. 452). Mulvey also argues that the negative portrayal in 

political spheres and the media of immigrants “created policy momentum in which further 

restriction and hostility became the default option” (p.453). That is especially the case 

“for asylum seekers and refugees as the most ‘unwanted’ migrant group” (p.453). A major 

restriction for refugees specifically was introduced in 2005 when the refugee status was 

made temporary instead of permanent – “a temporary period in which conditions in the 

applicants’ country of origin would be kept under review” (p. 454) : following this five-

year period, if the country is deemed safe the person with refugee status would have to 

go back. Further restrictions to asylum laws are being proposed recently, including the 

caveat that people should become asylum seekers in the first ‘safe’ country they enter, a 
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“principle” that “is not found in the Refugee Convention” (UNHCR, 2022c, p. 2). This 

would mean that only those who enter the UK directly or through “so-called safe and 

legal pathways” would be considered eligible for refugee status and “have access to the 

full benefits of the 1951 Refugee Convention” and that those deemed ineligible would be 

criminalised and forced into precarious positions (UNHCR, 2022b, p. 1). The UK already 

has fewer asylum applications than many EU countries (it is listed as the 14th country as 

regards to asylum applications per capita, compared to EU countries (House of Commons 

Library, 2021) and the roughly 30,000 asylum applications in 2020 were far from the over 

100,000 applications in Germany the same year (Eurostat, 2021)).  

 

In conclusion, the shift in discourse on immigration from emphasising diversity to 

enforced adaptation to British values and customs, as well as the more restrictive 

immigration policies all have to be taken into account when researching integration in the 

UK, especially the integration of RAS. Britain has a strong multicultural tradition and is 

unlikely to follow a wholesale assimilationist route, but there exists an increasing 

tendency to portray integration as dependent only on the immigrants’ ability to learn and 

adapt to British customs, which could arguably represent a new form of assimilation.  

 

The discourse around immigration and integration in the UK policy sector is important to 

take into account for my research, because HEIs are clearly affected by the political 

context in which they operate (Morrice, 2013): “the political responses to migration and 

globalisation are framed through policy and public discourses about citizenship and 

asylum which are driven by an imperative to restrict the movement of certain migrants 

and curtail entitlement to citizenship. Higher education is not shielded from or immune 

to these political imperatives.” (p.667). The compliance of HEIs with certain political 

rules can be observed when they encourage and support (paying) overseas students to 

study in the UK, but neglect “less desirable migrants: refugees” (Morrice, 2013, p. 667). 

However, initiatives such as offering scholarships to asylum seekers, can arguably be 

considered as going against the dominant political climate. There is thus a possibility that 

the universities in my study do not consider the support or integration of RAS as a priority, 

but there is also a possibility that they are aware of the needs of RAS and deliberately go 

against the dominant public discourse around the acceptance and the integration of RAS 

in the UK. In either case, it is essential to consider the political environment these HEIs 

are operating within in order to analyse their position and conceptualisation of integration. 
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Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I critically discussed analytical frameworks around the concept of 

integration. The questions raised about the way ‘cultural groups’ and social connections 

of immigrants are defined, as well as the lack of conceptual work on the role of institutions 

in the host country, influence my approach to analysing the integration process in this 

study. Using the theoretical discussion in this chapter as a basis, I will conceptualise what 

mutual accommodation might look like in Higher Education in Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, 

I will detail the conceptual frameworks used to analyse my findings. 

 

This chapter has also made evident that an analysis of systemic characteristics that 

influence the integration process is essential, as power imbalances between the dominant 

forces and the newcomers are apparent. Berry’s theoretical framework hints at these 

power imbalances, but an analysis of the integration policy discourse in the UK makes 

them explicit: building on the colonial legacy of the British Empire, initial policy 

discourse around ‘multiculturalism’ has morphed into more assimilationist expectations 

which have had an impact on asylum legislation and government support for refugee 

organisations (Phillimore, 2012). In Chapter 3, I will also discuss what systemic forces 

are at play when analysing integration in the context of HE. 
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Chapter 3: Higher Education and Integration 
 

In the previous chapter, I critically discussed conceptual frameworks related to 

integration. In this chapter, I will explore how integration can be conceptualised in the 

specific context of Higher Education. 

 

I will first show how the role of education in the integration process is often portrayed as 

a space where skills are acquired and social connections are made.  Subsequently, I 

propose to review the role of the university institution itself in the integration process and 

will introduce the concept of ‘reflective university’, which resonates with Berry’s (2005) 

concept of mutual accommodation and which I connect to the idea of a “decolonized 

learning space” (Sefa Dei, 2010, p. 9). I will then examine what a reflective academic 

environment and outreach work could look like, as well as the systemic barriers that can 

hinder universities’ endeavour to become reflective. 

 

Finally, I will critically review how RAS students’ experiences and university support to 

RAS students have been portrayed in the literature. 

 

The significance of education for integration 

 

When examining the role of education in integration, there is a larger body of literature 

available on primary and secondary schooling than on tertiary education. However, 

findings from schools can also be applied, to a certain degree, to universities, given that 

much of the literature focuses on relationships between different groups of people that 

occur in an educational space. 

 

Educational institutions have been acknowledged by international entities including the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2015) to be essential 

for the integration process of immigrant children or children with a migration background 

in their host country´s society. Schooling is where migrant children can learn the language 

of the host country and other necessary skills to join the labour market later; it is also 

where they can develop a network of acquaintances and friends, as well as a sense of 

belonging (OECD, 2015), both considered crucial for their integration. Schools are seen 

as “the main arena where different groups of young people in the community can meet, 
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establish friendships and acknowledge differences. Schools can thus play a vital role in 

developing harmonious intercultural relations.” (OECD, 2015, p. 40). Non-immigrants, 

in turn, are supposed to learn to live in a more diverse society (OECD, 2019). 

 

For Vedder, Horenczyk, Liebkind, & Nickmans (2006), the role of schools is not just that 

all students, regardless of their backgrounds, achieve academic success and learn the 

skills necessary to participate in the larger society, but it is also “to reduce the uncertainty 

and tensions that have evolved in interethnic relationships, to prevent racism and 

discrimination and to foster healthy intercultural relationships” (p. 157). This is mainly 

because schools are seen as the sphere where children are likely to get to know people 

from different backgrounds (Vedder et al, 2006).  

 

On the other hand, schools are also seen as a potential origin of divisions as they “often 

reproduce the same dynamics that are prevalent in societies at large” (OECD, 2015, p. 

40). Especially in societies where discrimination against migrants exists, educational 

institutions do not consider, for example, offering additional support to migrant children 

and therefore can “become a source of stress and frustration” for these young people 

(OECD, 2015, p.40).  

 

As mentioned before, there is relatively little literature that discusses the intersection of 

integration and education in a Higher Education context. Universities are, of course, 

larger settings than schools, in physical size and student population. However, 

universities are also seen as spaces where people from different backgrounds learn to 

interact with each other and, by the same token, may be spaces where divisions open up 

(Thornton et al., 2010). Thornton et al. (2010) assert that HE students acquire important 

skills through engagement with people from different nationalities that might be essential 

for their career, but that the role of HE institutions goes beyond this: “HE is also about 

enhancing social justice through greater knowledge, understanding and respect for 

similarities and differences between people with different backgrounds, experience and 

cultures, and treating them all as equally important. In other words, there is a moral as 

well as a practical purpose to education” (p. 161). This idea resonates with Cantle’s 

(2016) concept of interculturalism, which highlights the importance of communication 

between people of different backgrounds.  
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Thornton et al (2010) observed that university students in the UK tended to form groups 

along the lines of shared ethnicity or religion. These groupings could provide familiarity 

and comfort to their members, but also sometimes created exclusion and separation which 

could lead to discrimination. The university became a space where interaction between 

groups could take place, but many times did not, as people would gravitate towards those 

with whom they already shared common ground. The study of Thornton et al. (2010) does 

not connect these findings with a theoretical conceptualisation of integration. However, 

the findings are reminiscent of the framework of Ager and Strang in their focus upon 

social connections viewed through the lens of social categories such as ethnicity. The 

problematic conceptualisation of homogeneous groups based on such categories has been 

critically discussed in the preceding chapter. Although Thornton et al’s (2010) research 

seems to confirm the existence of such groups, the authors mention that there were more 

“subtle divisions” based on “class, religion, age and sex”, “less visible to non-participants, 

but are recognized by the students themselves” (p. 171). They do not investigate this 

finding further in their study, but their point contradicts the idea of clearly defined, 

homogeneous groups and confirms the importance of using an intersectional lens when 

analysing social connections, as I discussed in the previous chapter.  

 

In summary, this review of the literature shows that educational institutions are seen as 

significant spaces for the integration process of migrants, mainly because of the skills that 

can be acquired and the social connections that can be made. However, the analysis of 

students’ social connections and its relation to the concept of ‘integration’ are often based 

on taking the existence of broad social ‘groups’ such as ethnicity, culture or nationality 

as given, a problematic tendency from an intersectional perspective. 

 

The idea of a “reflective university” 

 

In the previous section, the importance of education in the integration process of migrants 

has been spelled out mainly based on the analysis of social connections migrants might 

make in an educational space, as well as the skills they might acquire. However, there is 

a lack of discussion around how the educational institution – a university in the case of 

my thesis - might adapt to newcomers. As has been described in the previous chapter, in 

Berry’s (2005) framework of acculturation strategies, integration is a strategy which 
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allows for the preservation of cultural traits of newcomers, as well as their full 

participation in the wider society. For this to occur, the strategy requires adaptations both 

from the newcomers and the society in which they settle, including a society’s educational 

institutions: a ‘mutual accommodation’ or a ‘two-way street’ (Berry, 2005). What might 

this look like in the HE sector?  

 

In their analysis of UK universities’ relationships with their local communities, Kagan & 

Diamond (2019) argue for the rise of a “reflective university”, “which self consciously 

and formally looks to work with and learn from its different communities” (p.207). It is 

an institution that not only seeks to change or improve the local community, but also 

allows itself to transform, based on what it learns from the local communities – which 

implies valuing the knowledge within communities as much as the knowledge within 

universities (Kagan & Diamond, 2019).  

 

The concept of reflective university is reminiscent of Berry’s (2005) idea of mutual 

accommodation: the university and the local community learn from each other and change 

based on what they both bring to the table, it is thus a ‘two-way street’. 

 

While Kagan & Diamond (2019) only apply this concept to universities’ relationships 

with their local communities, I argue it could also be applied to the institutions’ 

relationships with staff and students from all backgrounds – including RAS students. 

After all, “individuals do not passively ‘receive’ discourses of academic culture: they 

actively engage with them and sometimes challenge them” (Read et al, 2003, p.262). An 

institution that, on top of teaching and expecting certain behaviours from its constituents, 

actively allows itself to change, based on its constituents’ needs and the different types of 

knowledge that they bring with them, could be considered reflective.  Such a reflective 

university would also allow students to follow an integration strategy according to Berry’s 

(2005) concept of the term. 

 

To further construct the conceptualisation of a reflective university, it is useful to turn to 

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital, whose value depends on the field in which it is 

used. The inter-relation between ‘cultural capital’ and ‘field’ helped frame Berry’s 

concept of mutual accommodation critically and explain how migrants’ cultural capital 

might not be valued in their new country in the same way as in their home country (Nohl 
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et al., 2006), as a change of country equates to a “change of fields” (Eggenhofer-Rehart 

et al., 2018, p. 33). In HE, several levels of Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital are 

relevant: firstly, the ‘institutionalised’ cultural capital, often expressed through 

“educational qualifications” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 17). In the context of migration, it is 

often the case that “foreign-gained educational titles are not equal to national titles, or not 

at all recognized” (Nohl et al., 2006, p. 6). Secondly, Bourdieu’s notion of embodied 

cultural capital is relevant. It can include “mental schemes and action orientation, 

language, value, competences” (Nohl et al., 2006, p. 6). In HE, this can be defined as the 

understanding of academic expectations, rules and ways of expressing knowledge that 

students need tobe successful (McKay & Devlin, 2014). Thirdly, there is the “objectified 

state”, which can be expressed “in the form of cultural goods (pictures, books, 

dictionaries, instruments, machines, etc.)” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 17). These objects 

represent “the trace or realization of theories or critiques of these theories, problematics” 

(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 17). In the context of migration and HE, I define the ‘objectified’ 

cultural capital as the knowledge RAS students have absorbed prior to their entry into 

their host country’s university – the books they have read or the instruments they have 

used, for example.  

 

To be reflective, a university would support their students to acquire and navigate the 

cultural capital which has the most value in the field of HE, but also engage with and 

value the cultural capital that students bring with them. The students’ existing cultural 

capital might not have symbolic value in HE, which points towards power imbalances 

that a reflective university would have to tackle. 

 

What would a reflective university look like in practice and what are the systemic barriers 

to becoming one? These are essential questions to discuss.  As Kagan & Diamond (2019), 

who coined the concept explain: “despite the very many examples of highly imaginative 

and innovative projects and programmes the English higher education system has 

demonstrated it is resistant to change or challenge the essential power inequalities which 

maintain the system” (p.212). Building on this reservation, I will therefore further 

conceptualise the reflective university and its challenges below. 
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The university as an ‘institutionalised organisation’ 

 

Before conceptualising the reflective university further, it is necessary to define what I 

mean by ‘university’. For this thesis, I define ‘university’ as an ‘institutionalised 

organisation’, following Shields & Watermeyer (2020). It is a concept taken from Meyer 

& Rowan (1977): “those organizations that derive their durability and order through 

clearly articulated and often elaborate rationalizations of their necessity and legitimacy” 

(Shields & Watermeyer, 2020, p. 4). Research on ‘institutionalised organisations’ usually 

“analyse professional roles, normative codes of conduct, and certified knowledge as a 

way to understand the logics that underpin and define organizations” (p.4). These logics 

are defined as “the belief systems and associated practices that predominate in an 

organizational field” (Scott et al. (2000), p.170, quoted in Bastedo, 2009). They are 

expressed both by “rules, values and standards”, but also by “rituals, routines and strategic 

solutions, used by participants in the field” (Costa & Mello, 2017, p. 185). In the case of 

HE in the UK, the main stakeholders include the government, senior managers, 

administrative and academic staff, as well as students. 

 

Being reflective as a university can be defined as a potential underlying logic of the 

‘institutional organisation’. It could be expressed through explicit standards, laid down 

by senior management for example, but also through the practices of administrative and 

academic staff, as well as students.  

 

Towards a reflective academic environment? 

 

In this section I will discuss what mutual accommodation would look like in an academic 

environment. I will show that helping RAS students to navigate the university’s academic 

culture is necessary, but not sufficient to engage in a ‘two-way process’. It is also required 

of universities that they engage with and value the knowledge and skills that RAS students 

bring with them: how it is understood to happen in practice depends on the 

epistemological stance one takes. 

 

Firstly, all students need to understand the academic expectations, rules and ways of 

expressing knowledge in order to fully take part in academia, which in turn enables them 

“to succeed” (McKay & Devlin, 2014, p. 953). It is therefore essential to “explain the 
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rules and to make explicit the hidden curriculum, the implicit expectations as well as the 

expected (but not stated) behaviours intrinsic to achieving success in their discipline” 

(Lawrence, 2005, p.248). This is especially important when the student population is 

increasingly diverse (Lawrence, 2005). 

 

In terms of integration as a two-way street, explaining the academic rules, expectations 

and languages to new RAS students would be similarly important: in order for RAS to 

develop their academic behaviours and practices and succeed in their studies, they have 

to know the changes required. However, this is only one side of the two-way street. Even 

if it implies that universities make changes in the way that they explain the rules to new 

students - for example to make explicit the implicit (Lawrence, 2005), the goal of the 

explanation is still solely focused on changing the students’ academic behaviours and 

practices in order to fit into the dominant academic culture.  

 

The other side of the ‘two-way street’ is valuing the diversity of knowledge that new 

students (in my study, RAS students) bring with them. Integration, after all, can only 

occur, according to Berry (2005) when the host society embraces diversity. The UK, 

notably, has been described as “super-diverse”, where the population’s experiences, 

including their social connections and cultural capital, are influenced by a range of 

factors, including legal status, country of origin (sometimes multiple ones), gender and 

social class (Vertovec, 2007, 2019). This can be extrapolated to the student population in 

the UK: students’ lived experiences within and outside of the university might be 

influenced by many factors, which can include their ethnicity, but also their immigration 

status, among other things. A reflective university could therefore take into account these 

multiple factors when engaging with their students’ knowledge, lived experiences and 

needs. 

 

What might this look like in practice, in the academic sphere of universities? Many 

authors acknowledge that it is essential to stop considering students with forms of 

knowledge and capital that differ from the dominant practices as “lacking” (Clegg, 2011, 

(p.104); Lawrence, 2005; Read et al., 2003).  On the contrary, universities should value 

the strengths that students from different backgrounds bring with them (Clegg, 2011).  

How to achieve this in practice is a dilemma that many authors grapple with: for example, 
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how can universities value these strengths, but still uphold the production of valid 

academic knowledge (Clegg, 2011)?  

 

There are two epistemological stances that I identified in the literature. One stance 

considers knowledge to be “context independent” (Clegg, 2011, p. 102), while the other 

considers “epistemological equity, or the inclusion of a diversity of knowledge, knowing 

and knowers in the academy” (Crimmins, 2020, p. 387). The first stance is based on the 

rejection of a social constructivist view of knowledge (Clegg, 2011, p.102): 

 

“My key argument is that the curriculum should be one which both values 

community and other resources, and also one that cultivates the context independent 

nature of knowledge and the formation of intellectual identities as the most 

appropriate capitals to the higher education field.” 

(Clegg, 2011, p.102). 

 

Clegg’s (2011) insists that students from different backgrounds can “usefully challenge 

old dogma” (p.100) “without assuming in advance that newer knowledge claims will 

necessarily be valid” (Ibid). She gives the example of feminist academics who managed 

to produce “newer, better context-independent knowledge claims” (p.100). Clegg’s 

(2011) argument implies, according to my understanding, that students from different 

backgrounds first have to fully adapt to the academic culture, learn to navigate it, create 

an academic persona (an “intellectual identity” (p.102)) that will allow them to have a 

voice in academia and then challenge the status quo from within, with the academic tools 

that they have acquired. In other words, to be able to participate in academia and attempt 

to change the system, a level of assimilation is first required. If a mutual accommodation 

occurs, it is only at a later stage, if the newcomers are willing and able to change the 

system from within the dominant academic culture. In terms of ‘acculturation strategies’ 

(Berry, 2005), this situation implies a delayed integration strategy that is preceded by an 

expectation of assimilation. 

 

The second stance is that of “epistemological equity” (Crimmins, 2020, p.387). This 

stance considers that knowledge in universities has traditionally been constructed around 

the idea of the white, Western, middle class man, which excludes too many people 

(Crimmins, 2020). An example of what “epistemological equity” could look like in 
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practice can be found in Tazewell’s (2020) depiction of her pedagogical practice at 

University Centre Weston. She used a methodology based on Moll, Amanti, Neff, & 

Gonzalez’ (1992) concept of “Funds of Knowledge” (p.133), which describes the 

information and know-how amassed in families and professions unrelated to academia. 

Moll et al. (1992) argue that teachers can make use of these “funds of knowledge” to 

“connect homes and classrooms” (p.132). Tazewell (2020) puts this theory into practice 

in HE by following a five-stage framework: she starts by initiating discussion of a topic 

based on the students’ daily lives and lived experiences, then gradually links the students’ 

discussion to theories and methodologies found in the literature. Tazewell recognises that 

the lecturers have to adapt to situations they might not be prepared for: students can 

display opinions based on prejudices for example, in which case Tazewell allows for 

“discomfort in these discussions” (p.258). On the other hand, the discussions with the 

students also prompted her to find readings and theories that were not written only by 

“dead white men” (Ibid), enriching her curriculum. 

 

Another example of using “epistemological equity” in practice can be found in Aura 

Lounasmaa’s (2020) analysis of OLIve, a course at the University of East London that 

familiarizes refugees and asylum seekers with Higher Education. Lounasmaa, who runs 

the course, pushes for “students to become authors and experts in their knowledge” (p.91).  

The way the course attempts to do that is by encouraging the students to create knowledge 

together with their instructors. Lounasmaa herself co-published a Forced Migration 

Review article with about twenty students (Lounasmaa, Esenowo, & Students., 2019). 

They also give the students the opportunity to determine with their instructors what they 

wish to learn; and use a “Life Stories” methodology to connect the students’ lived 

experiences with academic theories, which also showcases the worth of the knowledge 

refugees already have accumulated through their experiences (Crimmins, 2020; 

Lounasmaa, 2020). 

 

The “epistemological equity” stance, compared to the “context independent knowledge” 

stance, implies the possibility of an immediate integration strategy (Berry, 2005), without 

any delay. The students, although learning the academic rules, language and theories, are 

not required to assimilate: they are given the opportunity to contribute to an academic 

conversation and create academic knowledge, based in part on their own experiences and 

knowledge. By comparison, the “context independent knowledge” stance requires the 
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students to assimilate to the academic system in the first instance, which begs the question 

whether the students, after so much adaptation, would be able and willing to challenge 

the status quo later on. It is a stance that seems to require many conditions before engaging 

with any possibility of change. 

 

There is evidence of both stances in the practices of UK universities, as seen above. 

However, the “epistemological equity” stance seem to be a newer way of viewing 

inclusion in HE, with some initiatives developing only recently (see (Crimmins, 2020; 

Lounasmaa, 2020; Tazewell, 2020). It is also more in line with the notion of a two-way 

integration process. The “context independent knowledge” stance seems to have a longer 

history in HE. It is also a stance that relates to some of my staff participants’ attitudes 

analysed in Chapter 5. 

 

Towards a reflective community engagement  

 

The initiatives of universities to specifically support local RAS have been documented 

by RAS organisations or by universities themselves, but their link to RAS’ integration 

process is only starting to be subject to analysis in the academic literature (Bacher et al., 

2020). Some universities focus on helping RAS to access HE (The Guardian, 2018), while 

others offer language programs, online courses, encourage students to volunteer or 

collaborate with NGOs on research projects (European Commission, 2016). 

 

In this section I will discuss how the concept of reflective university can offer a 

conceptual foundation for building analysis of university engagement with local (non-

student) RAS in the context of a two-way integration process. 

 

The argument in the literature on university community engagement is that universities 

have an obligation to contribute to the civic and economic development of the immediate 

area they are located in (Hudson, 2013). Boyer (1996), for example, talked about “the 

scholarship of engagement” and the universities’ responsibility to “search for answers to 

our most pressing social, civic, economic, and moral problem” (p.18). In terms of their 

responsibility to their location, universities can be considered “anchor institutions” in a 

locality, “dynamic and, at the same time, rooted in place” (Birch, Perry, & Louis Taylor, 
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2013, p. 8), “increasingly recognized as key contributors to urban and community 

development” (Axelroth & Dubb, 2010, p.1). 

 

Analytical models for university-community partnerships have focused on the 

classification of university initiatives. Axelroth & Dubb (2010) analysed the patterns in 

engagement programs of ten universities in the United States, coming up with three 

different functions a university can have in terms of its relationship with the nearby 

community: it can act as a “facilitator”, where the focus is on collaboration with other 

local organisations, rather than funding, as a “leader”, particularly if there is a specific, 

local problem to solve and where funding is available and a “convener”, where the 

university brings together stakeholders to discuss issues and enhance general support 

(p.5-6). 

 

Benneworth (2013), in his model of university-community relationships, cited in Kagan 

& Diamond (2019), focuses on the different types of activities undertaken by universities: 

research, knowledge exchange, teaching and learning, as well as service (which includes 

volunteering). Kagan & Diamond (2019), in their book, add several aspects, such as the 

use of university facilities, as well as employment and access to HE, to reflect the breadth 

of universities’ role in their local community.   

 

Both these models could be useful in classifying universities’ engagement with local 

RAS, Axelroth & Dubb’s (2010) by level of engagement and Benneworth’s (2013) by 

type of activity. However, to analyse the universities’ role in an integration process that 

is conceptualised as ‘two-way’, a different framework is needed. 

 

While analysing the evolution of university-community relationships in the UK, Kagan 

& Diamond (2019) come to the conclusion that university engagement with the local 

community would ideally be of value to both parties and be a “reciprocal partnership” 

(p.20). The authors theorise the idea of a “reflective university” (p. 205): universities not 

only have a responsibility to contribute to the development of their local community, they 

also have a responsibility to learn from their local community and remain open to change, 

based on that knowledge. 
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“We propose that rather than seeing universities as anchor institutions, they are 

viewed as reflective organisations that are responsive to external agendas and 

relationships. The current power imbalance that characterises nearly all 

university–community engagement could be redressed by emphasising, instead, 

community–university engagement, and supporting the moves towards scholar 

activism as a model for engagement that celebrates the bringing together of 

different forms of knowledge to address important social issues.” (p. 205) 

 

Kagan & Diamond (2019) make the argument that the concept of “anchors” presupposes 

being static and “a resistance to change”, while being “reflective” suggests “movement 

and change” (p.207).  

 

The idea of reflective university in university-community relationships is therefore a 

useful framework to analyse the role of the university within an integration process that 

is conceptualised as a two-way street requiring mutual accommodation. It provides the 

basis to rethink the role of universities in their locality, as a community actor that not only 

reaches out to the community, but also learns from it.  

 

The link between a reflective university and a decolonised education  

 

After having discussed what a reflective academic environment and community work 

could look like, I will discuss the nature of the power imbalances present in the 

educational system. In Chapter 2, a post-colonial lens has been useful to further explain 

the nature of the power imbalances in the concept of mutual accommodation. In this 

section, I show how it can serve to highlight the power dynamics in the educational 

system. 

 

In Fanon’s (1967) work, language and education play a central part: to access 

opportunities, Black people are forced to think and behave like white people. Fanon refers 

specifically to the schooling experience, where a Black man “adopts a white man’s 

attitude” and learns to associate Western knowledge with civilized society (p.114). He 

also explains that despite their best efforts, educated Black people are still considered 

“inferior”. In Fanon’s work, assimilation in education is therefore forced upon Black 
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people, since opportunities depend on it, but they will still be treated differently than those 

in power. 

 

Paulo Freire (1972) also tackles the imbalances of power inherent to and strengthened by 

colonisation in education. In his Pedagogy of the Oppressed, he argues that there are 

“oppressed” and “oppressors” within a system that takes away people’s humanity (p.18). 

This is often interpreted in the context of post-colonialism and the inequalities between 

social classes (Giroux, 1992).  Freire states that the only way for the “oppressed” to free 

themselves and create their own “pedagogy” would be if they stopped to “live in the 

duality in which to be is to be like, and to be like is to be like the oppressor” (p.22). The 

oppressor, in his turn, who might not think of himself as an oppressor initially and might 

be “discovering himself to be an oppressor” (p.23), has to take a “radical posture” to 

change the status quo (p.23). 

 

“Rationalizing his [the oppressor’s] guilt through paternalistic treatment of the 

oppressed, all the while holding them fast in a position of dependence, will not 

do.” (Freire, 1972, p. 23). 

 

Freire therefore criticises the educational system, in which, to have access to opportunities 

and be successful, people must assimilate or “be like the oppressor” (p.22). While the 

terms ‘oppressed’ and ‘oppressor’ may not be suited to describe universities and RAS 

students, Freire still gives a sense of how power relations within an educational system 

works. 

 

Freire’s ideas have been used by Lewis (2021) to contextualise her findings on 

acculturation strategies taken by immigrant HE students in New Zealand. Lewis uses the 

concept of “false consciousness”, taken from the work of Marxist scholars. She employs 

this concept in identifying the following phenomenon: a non-dominant social group 

accepts the systemic imbalance of power they are subjected to and that keeps them in a 

disadvantaged position (Eyerman, 1981), because they are also exposed to “powerful 

hegemonic discourses from the dominant majority” (Lewis, 2021, p. 30).  
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While Marxist scholarship mainly used the concept of ‘false consciousness’ to analyse 

the experiences and actions of the working class in a capitalist society (Eyerman, 1981), 

Lewis applies it to explain the assimilation assumption in educational spaces:  

 

“Thus, false consciousness is not a distorted belief nor a lack of critical 

discernment, but a genuine belief held by the host society and immigrant group 

that immigrants need to assimilate into the mainstream society and, by extension, 

into the education learning environment” (Lewis, 2021, p. 31). 

 

Lewis’ findings point towards deeply embedded belief systems within the academic 

culture, which a reflective university would have to acknowledge and tackle, together 

with the imbalances of power mentioned by Fanon and Freire. But how can this deeply 

rooted assumption of assimilation (Lewis, 2021) be dismantled? 

 

Sefa Dei (2010) discusses how Fanon’s thinking can apply to educational spaces and 

theorises what a “decolonized learning space” (p.9) could look like. For the author, it is a 

space where different types of knowledge are valued, where there is a link to the life of 

the learners and the communities in which they live and where the “asymmetrical power 

relations that structure schooling processes” (p.9) are discussed and tackled. 

 

“The decolonized space is one where learners from disadvantaged backgrounds 

are able to construct and privilege their own intellectual, cultural, and political 

knowledge and agency. The decolonized space allows learners to be organically 

connected with their communities so as to make their learning meaningful in terms 

of its impact on the daily lives of communities” (Sefa Dei, 2010, p. 9). 

 

This conceptualisation of the “decolonized learning space”, as Sefa Dei (2010, p. 9) puts 

it, has many similarities with the argument of reflective university that I am making in 

this thesis. A reflective university, which would not only teach but also value and engage 

with the cultural capital of their RAS students and local RAS, would be close to a 

decolonised one. 
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The UK academic ‘culture’: built for the white man 

 

To further delve into the nature of power imbalances at play in the integration process of 

RAS specifically in the UK academic environment, it is necessary to unravel the term 

‘academic culture’ in the UK context, which is the dominant culture that RAS students 

come in contact with.  

 

First of all, “the dominant discourses of knowledge, communication and practice in higher 

education” can be considered a “culture” that shapes the manner in which staff and 

students at universities “think, speak and write” (Read et al., 2003, p.261).  

 

Academic culture is comprised of a variety of rules, assumptions and practices, including 

a specific academic language (McKay & Devlin, 2014), the expectation of independent 

learning (Leathwood, 2006), a specific way of assessment (Leathwood, 2005) and a 

multitude of practices associated with different academic disciplines, such as 

methodologies or ways of interacting with lecturers (Lawrence, 2005). All students have 

to learn and interact with these academic expectations if they want to earn the grades 

needed to obtain their degree (Lawrence, 2005). 

 

However, these academic expectations do not exist in a vacuum: they stem from and are 

influenced by a political and sociological context (Leathwood, 2005). Furthermore, 

academic culture has been described as still mirroring and strengthening “the dominant 

discourse of the student learner as white, middle-class and male”, even though the 

university student population has become increasingly diverse (Read et al., 2003, p.261). 

I will show how some of the academic expectations are linked to the wider context and 

are originally constructed to exclude certain people by discussing two specific points that 

have been analysed in the literature: independent learning and academic language. 

 

Independent learning is widely expected in UK universities (Leathwood, 2006). 

Government policy promotes acquisition of this skill based on the conviction that it is 

vital for the country’s labour market and economy (Leathwood, 2006). Going back in 

history, the original concept of “independence” was constructed with the white, middle 

class man in mind, as this was the individual considered to be able to be autonomous, 

compared to women, children, slaves and people native to non-European countries 
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(Leathwood, 2006). This specific construction of autonomy ignored that most white, 

middle class men actually relied on women, people of colour, sometimes even children 

for housework, food, transportation, property maintenance (to name but a few activities), 

as well as their mental and physical comfort, showing that the idealised concept of 

independence concealed the complex relationships of inter-dependence at play 

(Leathwood, 2006). 

 

The “independent learner” is therefore a “myth” (p.630), who ideally should be a quick 

learner requiring little visible support (Leathwood, 2006). That “myth” does not reflect 

the experience of most students at university, according to Leathwoods’ (2006) empirical 

study of undergraduate students’ perceptions of independence in a UK university: 

“including women with children, working class students, those working long hours to 

survive financially, those from a different culture or country, students with an illness or 

disability, students new to the subject, and those who were shy or not very confident 

(p.622)”.  For most of her participants, adapting to independent learning was challenging, 

and most acknowledged they needed support. Some had difficulties asking for help, 

equating it with weakness, while others were frustrated by the reduction of help after their 

first year at university.  Having concluded this, Leathwood (2006) proposes a new way 

of looking at learners and pedagogy, that acknowledges “interdependence” and values 

connections as well as the need to receive and provide support (p.631). 

 

Secondly, being able to understand and use academic language is a central requirement 

for success in HE (Hutchings, 2007). But academic language itself is not only learning 

how to reference or write an argument, it is “a social and cultural practice, laden with the 

potential to exclude those who do not have the cultural knowledge or capital to understand 

the wider rules and conventions around academic language” (McKay & Devlin, 2014, p. 

953). Understanding these conventions is especially hard for those for whom English is 

not their first language and who do not come from a middle class background (Hutchings, 

2007). Leibowitz (2000) argues that the social conventions that surround academic 

language are easier attained intuitively and slowly through social connections and 

background rather than quickly through a formal writing course, for example. Leibowitz’ 

argument resonates with Bourdieu’s (1986) comment on ‘embodied cultural capital’: it 

usually takes a long time to be absorbed. 
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The analysis of two main components of UK academic culture (independent learning and 

academic language) has served to illustrate the ‘field’ which RAS students enter when 

starting their academic studies in the UK. Following Bourdieu (1986), the value of 

someone’s cultural capital depends on the field in which it is used. It is therefore possible 

that RAS students have to adapt their cultural capital to the expectations of their new 

field, for example independent learning and academic language. However, like 

Leathwood’s (2006) participants, they might find the concept of independent learning 

difficult to navigate. And, as Leibowitz (2000) suggests, they might find it challenging to 

learn the required academic language and conventions through a course, rather than 

through connections and background. 

 

On a conceptual level, three points about the academic environment that RAS students 

enter have been made. Firstly, they are in contact with a dominant academic culture with 

its own social codes and rules that they have to learn to navigate in order to receive good 

grades. Secondly, this academic culture originates in and is influenced by a social, cultural 

and political context that is specific to the UK and Western Europe. And thirdly, the 

academic culture has been shown to be more difficult to navigate for individuals who do 

not fit the mould of “white, middle class and male” (Read et al., 2003, p. 261). 

 

The marketisation of Higher Education 

 

Apart from the nature of UK academic culture, there are other structural forces at play in 

HE. In this section, I will focus on the neo-liberal system permeating HE at the macro 

level and how it affects the way universities are organised at a meso level. I will show 

how this situation is not conducive to the idea of a reflective university. 

 

In the past decades, the HE sector and “the culture of academic life” has increasingly been 

reshaped by the concept and practices of marketisation (Furedi, 2010, p.1). Some consider 

that universities have progressively become “cost centres” that mimic the management of 

“private and especially public sector corporations” (ibid, p.1). This is based on a neo-

liberal framework “rooted in liberalism which puts faith in individuals and the economy 

over the community and the state” (Nordensvärd, 2010, p. 158). 
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Nordensvärd (2010) explains that neo-liberalism applied to HE means giving students 

multiple roles: they are considered to be at the same time “consumers” of university 

services and degrees, “managers” of their own career and “commodities” used for the 

economy (p. 159). These roles are in conflict with each other: the idea of managing one’s 

own career implies responsibility for and control over one’s choices and actions, whereas 

the idea of being a commodity implies following the movements of the market 

(Nordensvärd, 2010). Following this model, therefore, students should be able to manage 

their careers by being well informed consumers of what HE has to offer and catering to 

the needs of the employment market: “students who are driven by individual economic 

self-interest are conceptualised as ‘good’ students” (Naidoo & Williams, 2015, p. 211) . 

In the UK, this neo-liberal shift in HE has meant an increase in league tables that rank 

universities to give prospective student-consumers informed options, a propensity to 

measure success through a university’s income (the number of paying students for 

example) and a focus on teaching students skills that make them employable in the labour 

market and therefore boost the national economy (Naidoo & Williams, 2015). It is an 

environment, where, theoretically, students have access to enough information to choose 

what is best for them and are therefore expected to manage themselves and their careers 

(Nordensvärd, 2010). At the same time, “responsibility is firmly placed upon individuals 

for their own employment prospects and economic circumstances” (Naidoo & Williams, 

2015, p. 213). 

 

This expectation that students are supposed to manage themselves, their studies and their 

career gives universities leeway to responsibilise individual students if they face 

academic difficulties (Stevenson & Baker, 2018). It also decreases the pressure on 

institutions to take care of their constituents, such as staff or students: 

 

“The encroaching dominance of the neoliberal ideology has promoted 

individualisation, pushing responsibility for payment, access, participation and 

success on to individuals, thus concealing the responsibility of institutions to enact 

their duty of care for students.” (Stevenson & Baker, 2018, p. 92) 

 

Another consequence of the application of neo-liberal concepts in HE is the casualisation 

of employment for university staff: a potential fear of losing their job, in turn, increases 

the difficulties for staff who might attempt to critique the dominant university culture and 
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to debate what it would mean for academia to embrace diversity (Stevenson & Baker, 

2018, p.45). Also, some authors point out that, even though many university staff 

members may be willing to support students more (including RAS), they are expected to 

work with increasing numbers of students, which leaves them with little capacity to 

support each student in accordance with their individual situation (Lounasmaa, 2020). 

This means that a decline of employment security and working conditions for staff 

members affects the university’s ability to become reflective. 

 

The composite effect of the expectation of students’ self-management, the decrease of 

pressure on the university system to take responsibility for its students and the diminution 

of employment security and working conditions for staff, makes for an environment 

which is particularly inhospitable to the rise of a reflective university. If the expectation 

is that students should be able to manage themselves, there is less pressure for the 

university to consider the potential support needs of its different students. Equally, a 

university that considers its students to be “consumers” is also less likely to reflect on the 

strengths that its students bring with them that might not be currently valued – students 

consume, don’t produce according to this viewpoint. A reflective university would also 

require safe spaces, time and capacity for staff and students to discuss needs and different 

types of knowledge, which insecure employment and poor working conditions do not 

encourage. 

 

Inhospitable does not mean impossible: multiple initiatives, courses and personal 

involvement of staff and students (see Lounasmaa (2020), Stevenson & Baker (2018)), 

are evidence that there exists a will to become reflective. However, it is important to 

acknowledge the assumptions of the system in which individuals operate and which 

makes such initiatives difficult to put into practice and increase in scale. 

 

University bureaucracy and metrics 

 

In this section, I will show how the neo-liberal environment influence the internal 

bureaucracy of a university and how this can also be seen as an obstacle to the realisation 

of a reflective university.  
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Firstly, the marketisation of universities forces those seeking to introduce initiatives, 

including those directed at RAS, to continually justify their expenses: Lounasmaa (2020) 

describes the bureaucracy she had to engage with to justify the legitimacy of OLive, the 

course to familiarise RAS with HE in the UK. One component of the ongoing justification 

of the course is “student success” (p.89). However, she found that the academic 

experience of RAS did not always fit the way that universities measured success, which 

became an issue for her ongoing management of the course. 

 

“Success is often measured in terms of an imagined, White, British student, 

whose grades are expected to follow a pattern of attendance and who, at 

completion of his degree will be able to compete for graduate jobs with equal 

chance with his peers. Refugee students’ experiences are difficult to place within 

these metrics.” (Lounasmaa, 2020, p. 89) 

 

Lounasmaa’s comments illustrates the pressure that the neo-liberal assumption of 

constant competition and assessment puts on initiatives like hers, but also echoes 

Leathwood’s (2006) analysis of the UK academic culture and its assumptions linked to 

the mythical independence of the white man. 

 

Secondly, the neo-liberal pressure on universities to have good performance metrics (for 

example, how many students graduate on time), coupled with the expectation of student 

self-management, makes for an inflexible environment, especially for RAS students : 

Stevenson & Baker (2018) find that universities are often too rigid in their expectations 

as to the time needed by RAS students to adapt to university life and finish their studies. 

Universities usually consider the first year of undergraduate studies sufficient to get used 

to HE studies and expect students to graduate within a set time, but the authors argue that 

these expectations are challenging for RAS students, as they might need more time or 

flexibility for various reasons (for example health, immigration status or family 

constraints). 

 

“Institutional conceptions of transition and navigation are built around 

assumptions and expectations about students ’ capacity to plot their own course 

through the system, which are evident in institutional policy and practice.” 

(Stevenson & Baker, 2018, p. 92) 
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The analysis of university bureaucracy reveals therefore how the neo-liberal macro level 

forces permeate institutional practices on a meso level.  It also shows how this can hinder 

the idea of a reflective university. If cost effectiveness is a driver of university 

management for example, justifying reflective initiatives (such as OLIve) is a challenge 

– and even if one initiative is approved, it does not mean the university is willing (or able) 

to pay the cost of attempting to transform all of their courses to make them more inclusive. 

If metrics and results based on student success are another driver of university 

management, it makes it more difficult to reflect on the needs of students, including that 

of more flexibility and time. 

 

One way of convincing universities to promote inclusive initiatives, is showing how they 

positively affect their image, finds Lounasmaa (2020). It is playing the marketisation 

game, as universities ultimately use their image to attract students and resources. 

However, this does not challenge the systemic problems: 

 

“For the institutions, and the individual actors within them, the goal of supporting 

these extraordinary students must be accompanied by the wider political goal of 

challenging the hostile environment and neoliberalisation in and out of 

classrooms, so that not only the extraordinary, but also the ordinary students get 

the chance to succeed.” (Lounasmaa, 2020, p. 96) 

 

Government policies: a ‘hostile environment’ vs a ‘reflective university’ 

 

The ‘hostile environment’ Lounasmaa (2020) refers to points towards another barrier for 

universities to becoming reflective: the UK’s immigration and border control policies. 

 

In the UK, universities have to continually make sure their non-British students have the 

appropriate right to stay and study in the country and must report to the Home Office any 

changes in the student’s presence, academic engagement and immigration status. 

Irregularities can have consequences for the institution, for example not being allowed to 

accept international students in the future (Home Office, 2021b). This threat became an 

unfortunate reality for London Metropolitan University in 2012, and its international 
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students had little time to find another place to study. The Home Office eventually gave 

the university its license to accept international students back in 2013, after having 

assessed the institution further ( Richardson, 2013).  

 

For the Home Office (2021b), “sponsorship is a privilege, not a right” and therefore, 

universities have to “support immigration control” (p.7). The position of the Home Office 

is part of what Yuval-Davis, Wemyss, & Cassidy (2018) call “everyday bordering” which 

“threatens to destabilise the conviviality” (p. 239) of UK society: it compels people and 

institutions in the UK to enforce the borders lest they get punished by the government. 

For this reason, Yuval-Davis et al. (2018) find that people sometimes err on the side of 

caution to avoid any potential problems, for example by denying a non-British person 

employment because they are unsure of their documents. In HE, Jenkins (2014) discusses 

the danger of turning staff members into “border agents” and teaching spaces into “a 

border site”: it transforms the university into a place of monitoring and gives non-British 

students an “outsider status” (p. 265).  

 

This monitoring responsibility thrust on universities is another obstacle to becoming  

reflective: the university would have to balance monitoring its RAS students and treating 

them as “outsiders” and attempting to value their presence and knowledge and include 

them fully in the academic community. Becoming a reflective university in a ‘hostile 

environment’ is a difficult balancing act which is of particular relevance for asylum 

seekers, as their right to study can be taken away from them by the Home Office, 

depending on their asylum application status (Baron, 2019). 

 

The experience of refugee and asylum seeker students in HE 

 

So far, I have discussed the concept of a reflective university and its challenges due to 

power imbalances and systemic barriers. In this section, I will use the conceptual 

framework of the reflective university to critically review how the experience of RAS 

students has been portrayed in the literature so far. I will show how there is a shift in the 

way RAS students’ experiences are framed that seems to be increasingly propitious to the 

idea of a reflective university.  
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The specific positionality of refugees and asylum seekers in HE 

 

The first issue that warrants attention is the specific positionality of RAS in HE. 

Understanding this positionality is at the heart of the discussion of their academic 

experience and how it relates to the integration process. Administratively, refugees in UK 

universities are usually considered ‘Home students’, while asylum seekers are classified 

as ‘international students’ (Refugee Council, 2013). However, the literature on RAS 

students’ experience shows that they don’t fit into a neat binary classification. 

 

In terms of their experiences at university, an analysis of the literature showed that the 

focus of research so far has been principally on refugees, with the specific situation of 

asylum seekers less considered (eg. (Baker, Ramsay, Irwin, & Miles, 2018; Morrice, 

2013; Stevenson & Baker, 2018; Stevenson & Willott, 2007). However, in terms of their 

positionality, the findings of these studies can generally be applied to RAS. RAS students 

seemed to have certain commonalities with international students, since international 

students are faced with the challenge to adapt to the UK academic system, including 

academic writing and language (Copland & Garton, 2011; Gbadamosi, 2018), a challenge 

that some RAS students face too (Morrice, 2013).  RAS students may also have similar 

experiences to those of non-migrant ethnic minority students, particularly in relation to 

prejudice and discrimination (Morrice, 2013). There are also common traits between RAS 

and “non-traditional” students, as RAS students tend to be older and have family and 

work obligations (Morrice, 2013, p.654).  

 

The main difference with other students is that RAS students navigate the specific 

experience of forced migration (Morrice, 2013), which includes dealing with an uncertain 

immigration status (Joyce et al., 2010), as well as with potential trauma and mental health 

issues (Morrice, 2013). They must also contend with negative portrayals of ‘refugees’ in 

local politics and the media (Morrice, 2013). A major difference with international 

students lies in the fact that, while international students often choose their UK university 

for the advantage it will give them in their home country (Gbadamosi, 2018), for example 

to be more employable back home (Huang & Turner, 2018), for RAS students “higher 

education in the UK is one of the key ways that they can re-establish their lives and begin 

to re-build their professional identities” (Morrice, 2013, p. 653). International students, 

in short, can envisage using their UK HE experience in their home country, whereas RAS 
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students use their HE experience to reconstruct their lives in the UK. An important point 

to keep in mind when analysing RAS students’ experiences is the diversity of their 

backgrounds: their lived experiences should therefore not be oversimplified (Morrice, 

2013).  

 

A critical analysis of the portrayal of refugee and asylum seeker students’ experiences 

 

There is a small but rapidly growing body of literature surrounding the topic of RAS and 

HE. Many studies have been conducted on the barriers RAS face when attempting to 

access higher education in their host countries: from issues of aspiration (Stevenson & 

Willott, 2007), to problems finding the right information on courses or financial support 

(Bajwa et al., 2017), to meeting the academic criteria to enter a HEI (Morrice, 2009). 

Lambrechts (2020) found that systemic barriers related to how universities are organised 

inter-relate and are exacerbated by barriers related to RAS’ life situation (p. 803): for 

example, the difficulty of finding accurate information on requirements and opportunities 

in HE for RAS is aggravated by the fact that RAS are often new to the UK (Lambrechts, 

2020).  

 

Fewer studies have been conducted on the experiences of RAS once studying in a 

university (Joyce et al., 2010; Morrice, 2013). A lack of data on RAS in HE, combined 

with the difficulty of identifying and reaching out to this population have complicated 

research endeavours (Morrice, 2013; Stevenson & Baker, 2018). Recently however, 

interest in the topic has burgeoned in research literature, both in the UK and in other 

countries, such as Australia (Baker et al., 2018, 2019; Stevenson & Baker, 2018). 

 

Literature on RAS in HE has mostly focused, until recently, on how well RAS are 

adapting to HE in their host country and on issues that they might face in their adaptation 

process, rather than analysing how HE could engage with the cultural capital of RAS 

students (Baker et al., 2018). Joyce et al (2010), in their qualitative study on refugee HE 

students’ experiences in Australia, discovered for example that the students’ adaptation 

to the academic requirements and style depended on how similar their previous academic 

experiences were to the Australian expectations. In her qualitative study of the 

experiences of four refugee students in UK universities, Morrice (2013) used Bourdieu’s 

concepts of habitus, social capital and cultural capital to analyse the refugees’ account of 
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their experiences as HE students. The closer the capital they had acquired in their home 

country was to the capital that was valued and expected in their host country, the easier it 

was for them to adapt academically to the study requirements (Morrice, 2013). Examples 

of capital could be language skills, but also knowledge of the UK academic style: one 

refugee’s school in her home country had adopted a very similar style to UK schools and 

she was thus familiar with the academic requirements and expectations in HE in the UK 

(Morrice, 2013). Others, whose home education system differed more from the UK, 

struggled to navigate academic requirements, including expectations as to how to learn, 

as well as the referencing and writing style (Morrice, 2013). Gender was also a factor that 

could influence a RAS student’s experience in HE – an Iranian female refugee in the UK 

had a disjointed education experience in her home country because certain subjects were 

deemed inappropriate for women (Morrice, 2013). This previous educational experience, 

in turn, affected her experience in a UK university (Morrice, 2013). 

 

Furthermore, the focus of studies on RAS in HEIs has also been on specific issues related 

to their immigration status that they face and how these issues can affect their HE 

experience: they are affected by the way ‘refugees’ are portrayed in the media and politics 

in their host country (Morrice, 2013); they experience anxiety related to their right to stay 

in their host country (Joyce et al., 2010); some have to manage mental health problems 

(Morrice, 2013) ; some experience issues with adapting to the practical aspects of living 

in their host country, including accommodation and transportation (Joyce et al., 2010). 

This array of issues raises the question of whether universities are aware of the problems 

RAS students face and whether they offer them support (for example practical help related 

to accommodation as needed) – this side has been very little researched in the current 

literature. I hope to contribute to filling this gap with my own study. 

 

Moreover, very few studies on RAS in HE have focused on their social connections. In 

Joyce et al’s (2010) study, refugee students had diverse experiences in terms of making 

social connections: within the university, some refugee students found it easier to make 

friends with other refugee or international students, while some explained that it was 

difficult to meet people, partly because of cultural differences that became explicit, for 

example around the consumption of alcohol at social events. In terms of social networks 

outside the university, Joyce et al (2010) show their importance for the students’ 
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motivation to study– while some received support from their community, others were 

questioned about their decision to study instead of earning money immediately. 

 

While the studies above focused on the experiences of RAS in HEIs, none made the direct 

connection to their integration experience and process. However, using the concept of 

reflective university discussed above, it becomes apparent that the focus of the research 

is one sided: the weight is put upon whether RAS adapt to the HE system and which 

factors in their background hinder or facilitate that adaptation on their side. Little critical 

attention is given to the HE system itself: what attributes of the system makes it easier or 

more difficult for RAS to adapt and how HE could value the diverse knowledge and 

experiences of RAS.  

 

Finally, it is important to remember that the studies above focus only on those who have 

received refugee status, hence excluding asylum seekers from their research. However, 

asylum seekers’ experiences in universities deserve to be studied in depth as well, as they 

may face even more complications during their time as university students, because of 

their uncertain immigration status.  

 

The HE system in relation to refugee and asylum seeker students 

 

If the studies mentioned above have focused on how RAS adapt to the HE system, there 

is a notable recent research interest in how universities adapt to RAS students, especially 

in their support system. Universities differ in the support they offer to RAS students – 

while some focus on financial support, others prepare initiatives to help RAS develop 

social networks (Kontowski & Leitsberger, 2018). 

 

In Poland, for example, universities had mostly thought about financial issues that might 

arise, offering grants, while Austria’s universities went further and focused on connecting 

RAS students with local students (Kontowski & Leitsberger, 2018). Interestingly, 

Kontowski & Leitsberger’s (2018) study links activities by universities to the wider 

integration of RAS. They observe whether the universities had covered all the factors that 

Ager & Strang (2008) had identified as important for integration, such as practical issues 

like accommodation or finances and other, more intangible, issues like the promotion of 
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social networks. However, the impact of these programs is unknown and engaging RAS 

students in discussion of their experiences would be useful. 

 

In Berlin, university officials interviewed in the study by Streitwieser, Brueck, Moody, 

& Taylor (2017) explained that they had prepared specific initiatives, sometimes 

propelled by students themselves. Examples include the possibility for RAS to attend 

classes without credits, the pairing up of a German student with a RAS student to help 

them find their way around, as well as seminars on how to use university infrastructure 

and on how German society works. However, the authors also sense a rift “between reality 

and expectation” (p.244) and “between political strategy and the implementation of 

programs and policies” (p.245). Indeed, while these universities seemed to have thought 

about potential ways to help RAS students in their institutions, we do not learn whether 

these ways are effective or not since the authors have not interviewed RAS students 

themselves.  

 

Some studies critically analyse the way support is offered at HE for RAS students, based 

on how RAS students make use of the support: Baker et al. (2018) find that the “cold 

(unfamiliar-formal)” type of support typically offered to all students at an Australian 

university, including lectures and workshops on academic writing, was not an effective 

support for their refugee student participants (p.1). Instead, their participants turned to 

their social networks for help, considered their “hot” support system, as well as to 

university staff whom they knew and who could be a “literacy/sociocultural broker” for 

them (idem). Baker et al (2018) critique the assumption of the HE system that all students 

will receive the necessary help from the existing support system and advocate for a more 

personalised support system, as well as for university staff who can help guide RAS 

students in their HE trajectory. 

 

In the same line of thought, Baker & Irwin (2019) critique the assumption in HE that 

every student will follow a similar “linear” path: how quickly they will adapt to the 

academic expectations, how long they will need to study, when they will start and finish 

their studies (p.89). This “linear” way of conceptualising student experience does not 

match with most RAS students’ life experience, as they navigate potential financial, 

material and family issues, Baker & Irwin (2019) find. Therefore, the authors advocate 
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for a more flexible approach to university studies, for example in terms of time given to 

complete a degree. 

 

Stevenson & Baker (2018) also find that universities make suppositions about their 

students’ background and experience that do not match the reality of RAS students’ lives, 

which results in ineffective or insufficient support and increased challenges for the RAS 

students. The authors identify three topics where universities make unwarranted 

assumptions about RAS students’ trajectory in HE: knowledge of the administrative 

system, knowledge of the academic language and expectations and the “transition” (p.95) 

of a student through the HE system within a specific timeline. In each of these topics, 

they find that universities make assumptions that do not acknowledge the life 

circumstances of RAS students, and that disregard the inequitable relations of power that 

impact RAS students. The authors find for example that there is a “symbolic violence” 

(p.101) suffered by RAS students in the expectation of hitting certain milestones in a set 

amount of time, since it is a dominant practice that puts them at a disadvantage. Symbolic 

violence, following Bourdieu’s concept, occurs when a dominant group forces a non-

dominant group to follow certain practices (Tomlinson et al., 2018).  

 

There is thus a shift to be observed in the literature surrounding RAS students’ 

experiences in HE: it moves away from a focus on how RAS students adapt to the system 

and what attributes the students have that facilitates or hinders their adaptation (Morrice, 

2013, Joyce et al, 2010). Instead, it increasingly foregrounds how the HE system itself 

presents structural challenges to RAS students and critically analyses how efficient the 

support system for RAS students is in HE (Baker et al., 2018; Baker & Irwin, 2019; 

Stevenson & Baker, 2018). 

 

In recent years, the discourse in the empirical literature on RAS in HE has thus, itself, 

become more attuned to the idea of a reflective university, as the notion is introduced that 

the HE system could or should change based on the needs of their RAS students. The 

literature also challenges the HE system to contemplate how its organisation puts certain 

students at a disadvantage and why. This could translate into a more efficient support 

system and would be a first step towards becoming a reflective university. A second step 

would include contemplation on how to value not only the needs of RAS students, but 

their knowledge and lived experiences, as argued in this chapter. My own research, based 
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on the conceptual framework outlined in this chapter, ties in with this new strand of 

research and will therefore contribute to enriching and challenging the scholarly 

discussion on RAS in HE further.  

 

Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I explored how a two-way integration process might be conceptualised in 

the HE context. A review of how integration was connected to education in the literature 

(a space where skills were acquired and social connections were made) showed the need 

for discussion on the role of the educational institution itself. The argument was made for 

a reflective university, which not only expects staff and students to adapt to its 

administrative and academic system and which imposes its expertise on local 

organisations, but also allows itself to change and learn from staff, students or local 

organisations’ needs and types of knowledge, even if they are not traditionally recognised 

in academia. A reflective university would be close to an educational space which has 

reflected on how it can ‘decolonise’ itself. The difficulties for universities in the UK to 

become reflective lie in the engrained power imbalances related to how the UK academic 

system was constructed for the middle class white male (Leathwood, 2006) in the context 

of a colonial history but also in systemic barriers related to the neo-liberal environment 

and UK immigration policies. 

 

Using the concept of reflective university also allowed for a critical review of the 

literature on RAS in HE. While earlier studies seemed to focus on how well RAS adapt 

to the HE system, there is a shift in more recent studies towards critically analysing how 

the HE system presents structural challenges for RAS and how it could adapt to RAS 

students’ needs. It can be therefore argued that the research discourse has become more 

propitious to the idea of a reflective university. 

 

In the next chapter, I will describe my methodology, including how I operationalised the 

concept of reflective university in my research. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology  
 

In this chapter, I present my research design and the methods employed in investigating 

how universities are supporting, if at all, the integration process of refugees and asylum 

seekers. I focused on three universities and conducted semi-structured interviews with 

university staff, RAS students, student organisations, as well as local and national 

charities. 

 

I describe my sampling and access process, as well as the background of my participants. 

Following this, I shed light on the interpretivist and constructivist stance I take in this 

study and how it is relevant to my fieldwork and analysis. In line with my stance, I reflect 

upon my own positionality and experiences in this research, how they influenced my 

interpretation of the data and my rapport with my participants. I also describe the 

conceptual frameworks used for my fieldwork and analysis, and finally the strategy that 

I took in analysing my data. I end the chapter with a discussion on reciprocity and how I 

organised myself to give back to my participants and the HE sector. 

 

Research questions and design 

 

The aim of this study was to explore how UK universities are enabling the integration 

process of RAS. In order to do this, the study investigates the experiences of RAS students 

and participants in university supported initiatives in the UK and what UK universities 

are doing to support RAS.  

 

The central question of my thesis is therefore the following:  

 

How, if at all, are UK universities enabling the integration process of refugees and asylum 

seekers?  

 

This question will be answered by addressing three sub-questions:  

 

1. How do RAS and university staff conceptualise integration?  

2. How are RAS students experiencing their integration process at university?  
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3. What are universities doing to support the integration process  

a. of RAS university students?  

b. of local RAS who are not university students?  

 

In order to answer my research questions, I decided to focus on three universities, located 

in England and Wales. Each university is considered a case study. For each case, I 

conducted semi-structured interviews with university staff, RAS students, members of 

student organisations and local charities and in one case, I also interviewed asylum 

seekers who were participating in a university supported initiative. Additionally, I used 

information on each university’s website, as well as news stories both to prepare my 

interviews and to complement any information given to me by my participants. This 

variety of sources allowed me to understand each case in depth and to analyse my 

participants’ responses in their local context. It also allowed me to conduct thorough 

cross-case analysis. 

 

By limiting myself to three cases, I could get an in-depth view of the nuanced experiences, 

issues and relationships that occur in these different contexts. The aim was to examine 

the complex dynamics that occur when RAS access HE and universities organise 

themselves to support RAS, both in university and outside of university. 

 

Sampling and access to participants 

 

Sampling of case universities 

 

I identified participant universities through a purposive sampling method, which is often 

used in qualitative research (Bryman, 2016). In short, “the researcher establishes criteria 

concerning the kinds of cases needed to address the research questions, identifies 

appropriate cases, and then samples from those cases that have been identified” (Bryman, 

2016, p. 413). Two strategies have been used to identify my case studies: one is the 

sampling strategy of finding cases based on the “intensity” of the necessary characteristics 

(Flick, 2007, p. 38), and the other is also to include a “maximal variation” (Flick, 2007, 

p. 38) of universities, so as to collect rich and varied data.  
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I first needed to identify universities that host RAS students. At the time of my sampling 

process, there was no publicly available data on the migration status of university 

students. I therefore decided to include universities that offer more than one scholarship 

to RAS to ensure the presence of RAS in the student population.  

 

Further to this, I looked for information on programmes and services that might be 

available for RAS, as well as information on the localities. With that information, I chose 

three universities in order to provide variety in terms of the size of the institution, location 

(cities differentiated sharply by size and by level of ethnic diversity) and non-financial 

support offered to RAS students (for example, a focal contact point for these students) 

and to RAS who are not students (for example, language classes). It was also important 

to include a so-called post-1992 university, to avoid concentrating only on universities 

that focus highly on research. These ‘post-1992’ universities were formerly known as 

‘polytechnics’ that emphasized vocational studies (Boliver, 2015). In 1992, 

‘polytechnics’ were simply renamed ‘universities’, in an effort to put an end to the 

differentiation between them and other universities (Boliver, 2015). However, they are 

still considered to be less research oriented than other, older universities (Boliver, 2015). 

A summary of the three case universities can be found in the Table 1 below. Names have 

been changed in an effort to strive for anonymity. 
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All three case universities offered financial support for RAS students, as that was my first 

prerequisite. The amount of the financial support varied, but all had enough support 

available to suppose that there were several RAS students within the student population. 

 

However, the universities varied in their non-financial support for RAS. I divided this 

support between what was available for RAS students and what was available for RAS 

who were not students, according to the services visible on the websites. As I expected, I 

discovered during my fieldwork specific support for RAS that was not visible on the 

website, but it was a useful tool to purposively sample the universities nonetheless, as it 

showed what the universities chose to showcase on their websites. I used this as a proxy 

for the importance given by the university as an institution to the topic of RAS. It does 

not necessarily reflect efforts by individuals within the university to support RAS. 

 

Univ. Financial 

support for 

RAS students 

(in 2018-2019) 

Non-

financial 

support 

for RAS 

students 

Non-

financial 

support 

for RAS 

outside 

of 

universit

y 

Student 

populati

on 

(HESA, 

2019) 

City 

population 

(estimates) 

% of White 

British 

population in 

the local 

authority 

(rounded up 

and 

down)(Roger

s, 2011) 

Post

- 

1992 

A Yes (2 

scholarships for 

postgraduate 

asylum seekers + 

bursaries for 

refugees and 

several partial 

fee waivers) 

Yes, focal 

point 

available 

Not 

visible 

Above 

15,000 

Under 

200,000 

88% No 

B Yes (Several 

scholarships for 

RAS. The 

amount varies 

case by case) 

Not visible Not 

visible 

Over 

20,000 

Over 

400,000 

81% No 

C Yes 

(Postgraduate 

fee waivers and 

financial support 

for 

transportation 

and food) 

Support 

available, 

although 

direct 

contact not 

available 

on website 

Yes Under 

15,000 

Over 

300,000 

 

84% 

 

Yes 

Table 1: Characteristics of sampled universities 
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As can be seen in the table above, university A showcased a specific contact person for 

RAS students, but did not appear to have any initiatives to support local RAS who were 

not students. University B did not offer a specific contact person that RAS students could 

turn to on their website, nor did it list any particular initiatives to support RAS in the local 

area. University C offered “personal support” for asylum seeker students, on top of 

financial support, and also showcased initiatives that engaged with local asylum seekers 

(such as several sports initiatives).  

 

These differences in terms of support for RAS gave me sufficient ground to anticipate 

three different cases. For example, I felt I could expect sufficient differences in terms of 

how the university was organised to support RAS students and in terms of what the 

university chose to prioritise in the support for RAS in general. My expectations were 

confirmed during my fieldwork: I found that the cases allowed me to gather rich data on 

three different dynamics in terms of the role of universities in relation to forced migration 

and integration. 

 

University Staff 

 

To sample the university staff, I mostly used a purposive sampling strategy, as well as a 

snowball sampling strategy. In each university, I first reached out to university staff 

whose job was related either to scholarships for RAS or support for RAS students. This 

was mainly done by e-mail, with follow ups by e-mail and phone when necessary. Some 

of the staff contact and work information was readily available on the university websites, 

others were given to me by acquaintances that I had made during conferences and events 

related to refugees and asylum seekers in Higher Education, and several people were 

approached by me directly during relevant conferences.  Once I had a positive response 

from one staff member and conducted the interview, I usually asked him or her to give 

me advice as to whom I should contact further. In case of a negative response, I usually 

also asked for alternate names. This increased the number of people I contacted and 

interviewed in a purposeful way, as the university staff knew which colleague worked on 

the topic of refugees and asylum seekers in some capacity. My first contact acted thus as 

a gatekeeper.   
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Refugee and asylum seeker students 

 

The inclusion criterion for RAS students was that they had to be current students at the 

chosen university. I expected their backgrounds, ages and gender to vary greatly. This 

variety would be useful in showing how their experience and integration process, 

especially in terms of their social connections, should be analysed with intersectionality 

in mind, rather than as homogeneous groups of RAS (see Chapter 2). It would also allow 

me to observe which factors would be important to include in an intersectional analysis 

(for example, whether gender, ethnicity or religion were relevant, or if other factors would 

be more, less or equally relevant, such as age, immigration status, accommodation or 

family situation and so on). 

 

Access to RAS students proved difficult, as the universities were legally and ethically 

forbidden to make contact information of students available. Furthermore, universities 

usually did not collect information on students’ exact immigration status and even if they 

had information, they were not allowed to disclose it.  

 

My strategy in this case was to use my primary staff contact in each university as a 

gatekeeper. After I had created rapport with that person, usually after the interview, I 

asked whether they could send a general email invitation to students that they knew were 

RAS. Once the email was sent, students started contacting me directly on my email or 

phone and could also sign up for an interview date and time through an online sign-up 

sheet I had created. A second follow-up email was sent with a few months’ interval 

between each one. These emails were sent between February and June 2019, to ensure 

that the students I talked to had at least one semester experience at university. 

 

Using the gatekeepers to access RAS students had the advantage that a significant 

proportion of the RAS students in each university was contacted. Also, it was very clear 

to students that contacting me was completely voluntary. The disadvantage was that I had 

no control over when the email was sent, or to how many people. In two universities, my 

contacts told me they sent it to all students that they knew were RAS. In these cases, they 

used their available email lists. In the case of university C, my contact only told me she 

would send it to some of the students she knew. 
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 Additionally, the fact that my email was sent by a third party made the approach 

relatively indirect and cold. Therefore, once I had interviewed a student, I asked them if 

they could transfer the invitation to their friends or people they knew, which, in some 

cases, increased the number of participants. 

 

Student organisations and local organisations 

 

I contacted local organisations that specifically worked with RAS, in order to explore any 

collaborations they might have with one of my participant universities. If there were no 

initiatives, I wanted to explore the reasons behind it and whether they saw any 

opportunities in a collaboration. These organisations were sampled in a purposeful way: 

they didn’t necessarily focus on access to or experiences in HE, but they had to focus on 

RAS in the local area. I usually contacted a general e-mail address to get access to one or 

several of its members.  

 

I also contacted student organisations that specifically worked on RAS issues to explore 

any student-lead initiatives towards RAS and to triangulate the information given to me 

by staff on student initiatives. I used their general email address, as university staff were 

understandably reticent in giving me individual students’ names and contact information.  

 

University supported program for local asylum seekers in university C 

 

In the case of university C, I was able to witness a sports programme for local asylum 

seekers, supported by the university. I got access to the programme through the university 

staff who helped organise it. She invited me to come and see some of the sports activities 

that local asylum seekers were participating in. That is when I met the member of the 

local charity that was involved in the organisation of some of the activities. I was able to 

interview him on the spot. I was then invited back for a second day of sports activities, 

and that is when I was able to approach several asylum seekers, explain to them my 

research, and interview them. 

 

Although this was a more informal way of getting access to participants, I took the time 

to make sure that the asylum seekers I interviewed were able to give informed consent to 

their participation in my study. I had simplified both my information sheet and my consent 
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form, which all participants signed after my explanations. I had translated my information 

sheet into Arabic, which was used for one participant. In one case, I explained my study 

and conducted the interview in Spanish. In another case, I established rapport and 

explained my study in French, although the actual interview was then conducted in 

English. I didn’t rush anything, as I stayed near the sports activities for most of the day. 

This, I believe, helped establish rapport with the participants, as they got used to my 

presence. I had several off the record conversations with my participants and with other 

asylum seekers, in which I could establish rapport, listen to their stories, look at their 

families’ pictures and explain a little about my background. I decided against interviewing 

those asylum seekers whose English was not good enough and who neither spoke French, 

Spanish or Arabic, as I couldn’t be sure that they could give their full, informed consent. 

 

Research ethics and informed consent  

 

An ethical approval form was submitted and approved by the Department of Social and 

Policy Sciences of the University of Bath.  

 

Firstly, I conducted my research with full transparency. All my participants were given 

information sheets tailored to their position (ie. whether they were university staff, 

students, charity staff or local asylum seekers) and enough time to consider the 

information and ask questions about my study before the interview. The information sheet 

included the purpose of my study, the reason why I was interested in interviewing them, 

the voluntary nature of the interview, my data management plan and my contact 

information. Most of the participants signed a written consent form. In some very few 

cases, the consent was done orally and audio-recorded – this happened when the interview 

was done by Skype, for example when one student had injured her foot and preferred to 

do the interview from her room. But even then, I had sent them the written consent form 

in advance for their consideration. 

 

Secondly, the privacy of my participants was treated with the utmost care. I used 

pseudonyms for my participants and my case universities. I was careful to anonymise the 

interview transcripts, for example when participants referred to specific places, 

universities, staff or students. I also used coded pseudonyms in the labelling of the 
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interview audio files and the transcriptions. The data was stored in an external, password 

protected hard drive. 

 

Thirdly, although I did not foresee that my questions would harm my participants, I was 

ready to suspend the interview if I noticed any distress. In the case of my RAS 

participants, I had prepared a list of professional contacts in the university or local area 

to refer them to, if I thought they needed support. None of my participants displayed 

distress signs during the interview, however. To minimise the impact in my participants’ 

schedule, I let them choose the place, date and time of the interview as much as possible. 

 

Participants 

 

In total, I conducted 35 semi-structured interviews. These interviews break down by 

university and source type as seen in the table below: I interviewed 14 staff members, 12 

RAS students, three asylum seekers who were participating in a university supported 

initiative, four members of local organisations working with RAS and two members of 

student organisations focusing on RAS.  

 

University Staff RAS students Participants 

in University 

supported 

initiative 

Local 

organisations 

Student 

organisations 

A 5 7 0 2 1 

B 4 4 0 1 1 

C 5 1 3 1 0 

Table 2: Type of participants per case university 

One main characteristic of my student participants is that their background varied, as my 

only inclusion criteria for the interviews were that they had to be current students and 

RAS. From the twelve students that I interviewed, six were from Syria, two from 

Afghanistan, one from Nigeria, one from Uganda, one from India and one from the 

Ukraine. Three of them were asylum seekers at the time of the interview, while the 

majority already had their refugee status or another type of immigration status that 

allowed them to remain in the UK. Two of them had been asylum seekers while studying, 

and could reflect on the differences of their experiences when their immigration status 
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changed. Four were women and eight were men. Their ages ranged from early twenties 

to their forties. Five of them were doing an undergraduate degree, four of them were in a 

Masters course and three of them were in the midst of their PhD. Most of them were either 

in the first or second year of their respective course, only one PhD student had just started 

his third year at the time of the interview. 

 

 

Table 3: Characteristics of refugee and asylum seeker students 

The university staff’s work area differed depending on how the university was organised 

in terms of supporting refugees and asylum seekers. In university A, which focused on 

providing scholarships and specific non-financial support for students, the staff positions 

were very varied, from working in student services, admissions, scholarships to senior 

management and widening participation. In university B, the staff who worked with 

refugees and asylum seekers were mostly from the Admissions team and academia (most 

of them were involved in supporting refugee and asylum seeker students on a voluntary 

basis, on top of their normal work obligations). In university C, which was the most 

involved in supporting local refugees and asylum seekers, the work areas were also very 

varied, going from student services to sports development, academia and accommodation. 

 

Pseudo-

nym 

Study 

level 

Study 

year 

Nationality Gender Age University Immigration 

Status 

Sameer PhD 2 Syrian Male X A Refugee 

Omar PhD 1 Syrian Male 31 A Refugee 

Ahmed UG 1 Syrian Male 22 A Refugee 

Asif Masters 1 Afghan Male X A Asylum seeker 

Aisha UG 2 Syrian Female 25 A Refugee 

Mohsin Masters 1 Indian Male 33 A Asylum seeker 

Bikram PhD 3 Afghan Male 30 A Refugee 

Daliah UG 1 Nigeria Female 21 B Leave to 

Remain  

Andrew Masters 1 Uganda Male 40s B Refugee 

Fatima UG 2 Syrian Female 27 B Refugee 

Maaz UG 2 Syrian Male 25 B Refugee 

Sofia Masters 1 Ukraine Female 42 C Asylum seeker 
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Staff pseudonym Work area University 

Thomas Senior management A 

Oliver Student services A 

John Admissions A 

Bridget Scholarships A 

William Widening Participation A 

Harry Admissions B 

Anna Admissions B 

Emily Academia  B 

Justin Academia B 

Stephanie Student services C 

Tom Student services 

(chaplaincy) 

C 

Bob Academia C 

Gracie Sports team C 

Boris Accommodation C 

Table 4: Characteristics of university staff participants 

 

Epistemology and Ontology 

 

My interviews with university staff, RAS and members of student and local organisations 

were conducted based on an interpretivist stance. Interpretivism presupposes that social 

actions have a specific meaning for those who carry them out: “it has a meaning for them 

and they act on the basis of the meanings that they attribute to their acts and to the acts of 

others” (Bryman, 2016, p. 27). The researcher, therefore, has not only to collect the 

participants’ thoughts but also interpret their actions, taking into account the viewpoints 

of the participants (Bryman, 2016). 

 

As Weber (1978) explained, analysing society “attempts the interpretative understanding 

of social action” (p.4). In other words, the researcher attempts to understand how people 

are interpreting the social action they are carrying out, so as to grasp its meaning (Hollis, 

1994). There are different elements that together produce meaning around specific 

actions.  According to Hollis (1994), these include “a conscious stock of meanings to 
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draw upon” (p.144), the intention of the one carrying out the action, the words that are 

used and their meaning, the rules and beliefs of the actors and their worldview. There is 

thus a “subjective meaning (what the actor meant by it)” (Hollis, 1994, p.148) to social 

actions and statements.  

 

As a person’s background and their experiences influence their actions and statements, 

people can have different interpretations of the same action, including the researcher 

analysing the social act (Anderson, 2012). The researcher’s analysis thus “requires an 

appreciation for gaps in understanding, ways in which to minimize these gaps, and an 

understanding of what existent gaps signify” (Anderson, 2012, p. 468). This was 

important for my research and data analysis, as I had to be aware of differences of 

interpretation between my different research participants, but also between them and 

myself. For example, for some of my university staff participants, a RAS student was 

considered more integrated if they decided to live with friends in their second year, like 

the general student population would do. However, when speaking to RAS students, it 

became clear that for some of them, changing accommodation every year was a source of 

great stress as they had lost a home before. It didn’t necessarily mean that they had no 

friends or no desire to live with other people, or that they didn’t feel integrated. Such 

differences in understanding of what ‘student accommodation’ means, including my own, 

were very important to be aware of in my research.  

 

Furthermore, I also take an intersubjective stance when analysing my data. 

Intersubjectivity “implies that knowing or understanding is not an individual endeavor 

but rather is socially situated; knowing cannot exist in a vacuum or a cognitive abstract 

system” (Anderson, 2012, p. 468). To interpret a social action also means comprehending 

how it is positioned within a social environment (Anderson, 2012). This requires the 

researcher to consider the larger social context in which individuals are acting (Anderson, 

2012).  Intersubjectivity “examines the way in which the social world, as a phenomenon 

that is meaningful to its own members, is produced through (…) interactions” (Crossley, 

1996, p. 75). It is through connections and exchanges with other people that we not only 

construct our view of the world and social reality, but also what we think of ourselves 

(Cunliffe, 2011). Consequently, all that is constructed through these exchanges can 

change over time, as people are constantly interacting and therefore potentially changing 

the way they view the world, others and themselves (Cunliffe, 2011). 
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Therefore, I consider the social reality that I am examining in my research as fluid: for 

example, it can change the more universities become aware of RAS’ viewpoints and 

experiences, or the more RAS interact with the people working within Higher Education 

Institutions. I include myself and my research within this argument since the awareness 

or information my research can bring to my participants or other audiences may change 

the way people see the world and themselves and therefore change the social reality of 

RAS in Higher Education. 

 

In line with the interpretivist position, I am also taking a constructivist stance. I assume 

that reality itself is constantly being constructed by the different meanings that people 

give social occurrences (Bryman, 2016). These meanings are themselves developed when 

people interact with each other and discuss their interpretations of social occurrences 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018).  The goal for the researcher is to thus observe “the complexity 

of views rather than narrow the meanings into a few categories or ideas” (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018, p. 24).  

 

This also means that I can, as a researcher, only convey my interpretation of the reality 

experienced by my participants. Moreover, I acknowledge that, if reality is constantly 

being constructed, my research might actually contribute to constructing a new social 

reality. Giddens (1984) indeed explains that there is a: 

 

“mutual interpretative interplay between social science and those whose activities 

compose its subject matter – a ‘double hermeneutic’. The theories and findings of 

the social sciences cannot be kept wholly separate from the universe of meaning 

and action which they are about” (p.xxxiii). 

 

Giddens (1984) thus acknowledges that when social scientists examine specific social 

themes and actions, they develop concepts and notions that shape the framework that 

people use to think about their social environment and to construct meaning. The fact that 

social actors know about these concepts affects, in turn, the social actions that social 

scientists then continue to examine. This, again, affects the concepts that social scientists 

develop. It is a constant iterative process between social scientists and society as a whole. 

To illustrate this point, Giddens (1984) offers the example of the notion of “sovereignty 
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of the state” (p.xxxiii) which has been developed in Europe after studying the political 

landscape, but which now strongly influences people’s views on the functioning of the 

state, at least in the Western world. 

 

If I not only convey my interpretations of my participants’ actions and words, but also 

confront them with the actions and words of other participants or with ideas that are 

derived from my research, I admit that I, too, am entering into an intersubjective exchange 

with them that might affect the way my participants interpret certain social actions. For 

example, asking university staff about RAS students might have prompted thoughts that 

my participants did not have before, and thus impacted their understanding and awareness 

of certain issues. This is, however, consistent with an interpretivist stance. Gadamer 

(2013) explains that “understanding is always the fusion of (…) horizons supposedly 

existing by themselves” (p.317). This means that understanding is produced through the 

interaction between different interpretations, perspectives and “fore-meanings” (p.306) - 

or “horizons”. This presupposes an awareness of your own horizon, the ability to 

“transpose ourselves into a situation” (p.315) and keep an open mind “to open up 

possibilities” (p.310) and allow potentially for your interpretation to change. It does not 

presuppose eliminating your “horizon”, since “we must always already have a horizon in 

order to be able to transpose ourselves into a situation” (p.315). With Gadamer (2013) in 

mind, I can therefore say that, by interacting with my research participants, their 

“horizon” might have changed, as has mine. As a researcher, the importance is being 

aware and transparent about my interpretations, but also to be open to learn from my 

research participants and potentially change my understanding. 

 

Position of the researcher 

 

In the constructivist worldview, it is acknowledged that “researchers’ past experience, 

personality and cultural orientations necessarily influence what they see and how they 

interpret it” (Buscatto, 2016, p. 138). It is thus essential to reflect on one’s own role as 

researcher and to clarify it for ourselves and for the consumers of our research through 

“critically reflecting on the knowledge we produce, and our role in producing that 

knowledge” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 37). One main question to consider is how our 

personal background can affect the way we interpret the data or conceptualise the research 
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problem (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The personal background of a researcher should explain 

their relationship to the research topic, “how it informs their interpretation of the 

information in a study, and what they have to gain from the study” (Creswell & Poth, 

2018, p. 44). 

 

In my case, I am exploring the role of universities in the integration of RAS in the UK. 

At first glance, I am an outsider in many ways. I am not a RAS, I am not British (I am 

French and German), and I am not a university staff member in the UK. However, I have 

been an international student in English universities (Birmingham, Oxford and Bath) for 

several years and have experience at the undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Although 

not a forced migrant, I have experienced the necessity (and difficulty) of adaptation to 

certain habits, rules and norms within the English HE system that were different from 

what I was used to in the French HE system. This gives me a sensitivity to certain 

academic and social issues some of the RAS students might be facing within the 

university, such as the relationship with “home” students or lecturers. I have also lived in 

many different countries, including the United States and Mexico, and have experienced 

the challenge of learning a new language, a new social code and trying to build a new 

social and economic life for myself in an unfamiliar environment. I acknowledge, of 

course, that this was done from a privileged position not comparable to that of most RAS. 

However, this experience makes me sensitive to certain issues they might be facing and 

has certainly led to my interest in the topic of integration. 

 

Not being British proved to be an advantage in some of my interviews. I found that some 

of the RAS students I spoke to were quite open in their views about the British system, 

more so perhaps than if they were speaking to someone from Britain. In one case, I 

established rapport with a student because of the French language I spoke, which the 

student wanted to learn because it was one of the languages of her father’s country of 

origin.  

 

Being a student myself gave me a chance to speak to RAS students at a peer level and in 

some cases facilitated the interview by circumventing some of the formalities of the 

relationship between researcher and interviewer. In several cases for example, I discussed 

academic issues with the student before or after the interview, like any student would: 

from feeling nervous about presentations, meeting with your supervisor or preparing your 



 98 

dissertation. They were interested in my experience as a student. In one case, a student 

asked if he could use my consent form as an example for his dissertation consent form. If 

the student was studying natural science or engineering, these kinds of discussions were 

understandably limited, as I have no knowledge of these subjects. Also, the fact that I 

asked them to sign a consent form gave the interview a necessary formality that our 

discussions did not have.  

 

Some RAS participants told me they agreed to the interview because they wanted to help 

me - a fellow student - out, especially those who would have to find participants for their 

own dissertations later on. In other cases, however, their motivation to talk to me was 

because they wanted to improve the awareness and understanding of RAS students’ 

experiences. One student asked what my thesis was going to improve, while another said 

he hoped that talking about his experience could improve support for RAS students. I was 

careful to be realistic about the impact my research could have, so as to not create undue 

expectations, but did explain that there was a lot of interest for RAS students’ experiences 

among universities, and that I planned on presenting the findings in conferences and 

meetings with universities. Explaining my aim did help getting some very rich answers, 

especially when I asked, at the end of the interview, if there was anything they would like 

to add, anything that they thought was important to understand about their experiences as 

a student. 

 

Likewise, interviewing university staff as fellow members of the academic world did 

contribute to a more relaxed interview atmosphere in some cases. They usually 

understood what a PhD study entailed, and some had a PhD degree themselves. Some 

were quite sympathetic to my struggle with accessing participants, and offered help 

swiftly and readily. Although I was an outsider in many ways, I was an insider in the 

sense that I was part of the university world and could establish a rapport quite easily, 

once I got access to participants. Some staff members were very keen on seeing my 

findings, especially those concerning their own university.  

 

When I interviewed the asylum seekers who were participating in the local sports classes 

supported by University C, I was very much an outsider and had to tread very carefully. 

As I explained above, I first made sure I had the consent and approval of the initiative’s 

organisers. I then took my time establishing rapport with participants, listening to their 
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stories first, watching their sports classes and staying near, before I even approached some 

of them about my study. The asylum seekers seemed to be eager to talk and showed me 

pictures of their families that they were missing, so I took the time and just listened. I did 

not use any of this for my study, as it was off the record, but it did give me some insight 

as to the personal backgrounds of some of the asylum seekers. Here again, I found that 

my international background was helpful – one participant was very happy to speak 

Spanish with me (his mother tongue), as he didn’t have much opportunity to do that in 

the UK. I had been to his country so he could talk about certain places that I recognised. 

After the interview, I was also able to translate some things for him (for example, how to 

get access to a local gym that my university contact had organised for them). The 

experience in general made me sad, because I was worried about the asylum seekers’ 

future prospects and I hoped that they would be alright. I saw that there were people 

determined to help them, but I also knew that these people could not control the asylum 

application process for example. However, seeing the asylum seekers having fun in their 

sports classes and making connections in the process did inspire me and left me quite 

hopeful at the same time. 

 

In addition to the reflections above, there is also an argument for the researcher to analyse 

how one’s own body might influence the interaction with interviewees and consequently 

the data. This was particularly of importance for Burns (2003) as she interviewed women 

about eating disorders and had to come to terms with her own relatively slender body, her 

own relationship with food, and how her body might affect her participants and the data 

she collected. In my case, I am a young white female and, although my research is not 

about body issues, I thought I might interview a RAS who is not used to or comfortable 

with talking to a young, white woman in a one-to-one interview. In my fieldwork, I did 

not get the impression that my gender affected the responses of my male participants. In 

one case, the participant avoided my outstretched hand when I greeted him (I assume for 

religious reasons), but had no problem sitting next to me on a bench in a park during the 

interview. He answered my questions openly. It is of course possible that my male 

participants omitted some part of their experience because they were embarrassed to 

discuss it with a woman.  

 

I was however conscious of my whiteness in some of the interviews, because, although 

not British, I was aware I could be considered as someone who is the ‘other’ and cannot 
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understand the struggles of RAS who are also people of colour. I tried to be aware of 

these issues and mitigate them as much as possible by, for example, letting my 

interlocutors choose the location of the interview and ask me questions about myself and 

my thesis before starting the interview. I tried to make it clear that this was about their 

experiences and I did not want to put words in their mouths that they did not say. 

 

Operationalisation of my conceptual framework 

 

Having described my ontological and epistemological stance, I now explain how I have 

analysed my data, starting with how I operationalised the conceptual frameworks that 

have guided my analysis. 

 

For this thesis, I took the position that integration is a two-way process, in which both 

newcomers and those already present (including local institutions, such as universities) 

engage in reciprocal accommodation (Berry, 2005). As Berry (2005) explains, integration 

is the acculturation strategy from his typology that generates the least amount of stress. 

This implies that immigrants adapt to local customs and rules, but does not imply the loss 

of immigrants’ home language and culture (Berry, 2005, Ager and Strang, 2008). The 

strategy also implies that local institutions change to “better meet the needs of all groups 

now living together in the plural society” (Berry, 2005, p. 706).  It is a complex process 

that has multiple components (Phillimore, 2012).  

 

To conceptualise mutual accommodation and how an integration strategy could be freely 

chosen by RAS students in HE, I used Kagan & Diamond’s (2019) term of ‘reflective 

university’. A reflective university would be an institution that, on top of teaching and 

expecting certain behaviours from its constituents, actively seeks to change and evolve, 

based on its constituents’ needs and the different types of knowledge that they bring with 

them.   

 

Since the integration process has multiple components and dimensions (Phillimore, 2012) 

which are interrelated (Ager and Strang, 2008), I used a modified version of Ager and 

Strang’s (2008) multidimensional framework to further guide my research. The 

framework was adapted to the HE sector and included the theoretical concept of 
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intersectionality. It helped me identify relevant topics to approach with my participants 

during my fieldwork. The topics were refined during the data analysis, based on my 

participants’ reactions and answers. 

 

 Ager and Strang’s model (2008) had already been applied to universities by Kontowski 

& Leitsberger (2018) and was used to analyse the activities that universities in Poland 

and Austria were planning to undertake should RAS students arrive in their institutions. 

Kontowski & Leitsberger (2018) focused only on facilitators and social connections in 

their study. However, since in the UK there can be legal barriers for asylum seekers 

especially to access HE, I included the right to HE as the foundation of the modified 

framework in my study. 

 

 

Figure 3 Conceptual framework adapted from Ager and Strang (2008) and Kontowski & 

Leitsberger (2018). 

 

For Ager and Strang (2008), education is one area that is a ‘marker’ of integration, as data 

on educational achievement can show potential differences or similarities of academic 
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success between immigrant and non-immigrant populations. However, they describe it 

also a ‘means’ towards integration, as students acquire necessary skills to become part of 

the labor market later on. HE access and outcomes can be similarly seen as means and 

markers of integration, through the analysis of access rates, grades and degrees granted. 

As my study focused on the experience of RAS students during their studies, grades were 

the most relevant factor. However, as will be explained in Chapter 5, I focused on 

students’ self-evaluation of their grades, rather than numbers. Furthermore, I focused on 

my participants’ academic experience with the idea of a reflective university in mind. 

 

The second domain considered crucial for integration by Ager and Strang (2008) are 

social connections. In this adapted conceptual framework, there are three types of social 

networks to consider: firstly, with people who a person  immediately relate to due to such 

factors as family, shared ethnicity or religion, gender, age or other characteristics; 

secondly, with people who are differently positioned than oneself, for example in terms 

of ethnicity, religion, nationality, gender, age or others;  thirdly, with institutions that are 

responsible for essential services, in this case, the university. 

 

In line with the theoretical discussion about intersectionality in Chapter 2, I started my 

fieldwork acknowledging that people might find affinity not only with people of the same 

nationality or ethnicity, but also on the basis of gender, sexual orientation, religion, age, 

disability, and so on. As such, I went beyond the common idea that integration is about 

separate homogeneous communities having to learn to live together, because it 

oversimplifies the experience of RAS and host country citizens alike. I therefore did not 

have a preconceived notion of who RAS should connect with – the idea was to ask about 

their social connections at university and outside of university and what they felt about 

these connections. As will be shown in Chapter 7, some of my participants’ social 

connections could not be easily categorised as ‘bonds’ or ‘bridges’, a finding that will be 

further discussed in Chapter 9. 

 

Furthermore, I analysed RAS’ relationship with the university as an institution - through 

the availability and use of certain services, such as courses, activities and support services, 

but also through relationships with academic staff. These findings were analysed through 

the prism of the reflective university in Chapter 5. 
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The third domain contains ‘facilitators’: factors that are helpful in the integration process. 

Ager and Strang (2008) identify two areas: one comprises language skills and “a broader 

cultural knowledge” (p.182), which is understood as “refugees’ knowledge of national 

and local procedures, customs and facilities” (p.182). In Chapter 5, where I detail my 

findings relating to the academic experience of RAS students in HE, I explore RAS 

students’ perception of their own skills and knowledge and what strategies they employ 

to adapt to academic language and culture. I also shine light onto how my participant 

universities were organised to support RAS students in navigating academic culture. 

 

In the “cultural knowledge” (p. 182) area, Ager and Strang (2008) also highlight the 

importance - (albeit to a lesser extent) – “of non-refugees’ knowledge of the 

circumstances and culture of refugees” (p.182). In line with the idea of reflective 

university, I explored how this occurred (if at all) at the three participant universities on 

an academic level in Chapter 5, on more practical levels in Chapter 6 and through 

outreach work in Chapter 8.  

 

The second ‘facilitator’ is safety and stability. In Chapter 6, I therefore explore whether 

RAS have the sense of safety and stability required to achieve their goals, physically and 

emotionally, as well as look at how my participant universities were organised to support 

them in this area. 

 

In Ager and Strang’s (2004) framework, the foundation is “rights and citizenship”, which 

show “the extent to which refugees are provided with the basis for full and equal 

engagement within UK society” (p.23). In other words, the legal structure that allows 

RAS to access certain services, like education, is important to take into account when 

analysing integration (Ager and Strang, 2004). In the case of my study, the foundation is 

the right to education, and particularly the legal structure around the pursuit of HE for 

RAS. As I included asylum seekers in my sample, some legal issues in the UK were 

especially relevant to consider: refugees are allowed to take out government loans for 

their HE studies for example, while asylum seekers are not. Refugees are considered 

‘home students’, while asylum seekers are considered ‘international students’, which has 

large implications for the tuition fee (Refugee Council, 2013). I therefore explore in 

Chapter 6 how this legal differentiation affected RAS student experiences and the support 

they receive by their university. 
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This framework worked as a starting point for my fieldwork and my interview questions, 

but I did not let myself or my participants be restricted by it. Through my analysis, I 

refined some topics related to safety and stability; identified connections between 

domains; and in the case of social connections, I suggested a new basis of analysis, all of 

which will be discussed in Chapter 9.  

 

Data analysis and coding 

 

Following Miles, Huberman, & Saldana’s (2014) explanation on how to develop coding 

strategies and concepts, I followed both a “deductive coding” and an “inductive coding” 

(p.81) approach. I used the Nvivo program to code my interview transcripts. 

 

The first ‘deductive’ codes that I created were related to my conceptual framework on 

integration, as well as my research questions. Indeed, Miles et al. (2014) refer to a“’start 

list’ of codes” that can be generated before the data collection or before starting the 

analysis and that originate “from the conceptual framework, list of research questions, 

hypotheses, problem areas and/or key variables that the researcher brings to the study” 

(p.81). In my case, this initial starting list of codes for example included concepts of my 

framework, such as ‘social relations’, ‘social links’, ‘financial situation’, 

‘accommodation’ and so on. Each of these codes have sub-codes, such as ‘relationship 

with lecturers’, ‘language classes’, ‘grades’, ‘family’, ‘tuition fees’, depending on the 

topic. This list of codes was continually revised during and after data collection. This first 

list of codes were slightly descriptive, so as to create an “inventory of topics for indexing 

and categorizing” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74). 

 

I acknowledge that, although having a conceptual framework is important, it is best to 

“avoid early hypotheses”, as the objective is to do in-depth analysis before jumping to 

conclusions (Silverman, 2014, p. 60). I thus also used an inductive coding strategy that 

arose from the data themselves. These codes are “better grounded empirically” and are 

useful to discover new topics or issues that were not thought of previously in the 

researcher’s work (Miles et al., 2014, p.81).  
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 In the second coding process, new themes arose, for example around the purpose of my 

RAS participants’ social relationships: codes such as ‘comfort’, ‘easy understanding’, or 

‘working together’ and ‘opportunities’ were found to describe what my participants were 

experiencing with their social connections. Furthermore, the significance of some themes 

increased in this process: for example, I had already identified the topic of 

‘accommodation’ before my fieldwork, but sub-themes related to accommodation such 

as ‘reluctance to change place’ or ‘feeling of home’ showed that the topic was more 

important and multi-faceted than I had first expected it to be. Lastly, this process allowed 

for connections between themes to be revealed, for example between ‘accommodation’ 

and ‘social connections’ with codes such as ‘distance of accommodation’ and ‘physical 

condition of accommodation’. 

 

Research impact, networking and funding  

 

Finally, I turn to the potential impact of my study. One aspect of my work became 

increasingly important for my research: my participation in the growing Universities for 

Sanctuary network, which is a network of universities in the UK seeking to support RAS. 

At first, I attended and presented at conferences focused on the topic of RAS in HE for 

several reasons: to meet people who were working on the same topic as I was; to get some 

experience and to receive early feedback on my research. However, attending these 

conferences (lead by different organisations, such as Article 26, Student Action for 

Refugees or Cities of Sanctuary) became more directly useful to my research than I had 

anticipated. I gleaned many participants from contacts I had made in these conferences, 

either directly or indirectly. I became a member of an email network that universities use 

to post information, ask questions and exchange experiences in terms of their support for 

RAS. This gave me a direct look into the current challenges and successes universities 

have when supporting RAS students and helped me to keep up to date in an ever changing 

policy context. I made key contacts in this community, that started quite small at the 

beginning of my PhD journey and has now rapidly grown. This opened doors to new 

opportunities: I went on to organise a workshop for university staff interested in 

supporting RAS in their local area and facilitated a discussion on universities’ potential 

role in that regard and what challenges and opportunities they could observe. As such, I 

have had the opportunity to use my research to generate impact or discussions throughout 

my PhD journey. And these discussions have, in turn, a certain influence on my research 
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in the sense that it has given me information, context and views from other universities 

than my participant universities.  

 

Another important aspect of my research journey doubles as a disclaimer: the funding for 

my PhD comes from a Widening Participation fund at the University of Bath. Seven 

students have received this studentship with the aim to strengthen the university’s 

research around widening participation issues. The overall topic of my PhD research was 

already decided upon when I applied for the studentship, although I had then free rein to 

shape the study as I thought best, and was encouraged to do so by my supervisor. As such, 

the university did not interfere in the details of my research question, design, fieldwork 

or results.  

 

However, I have been invited by the University of Bath to present my research progress 

on several occasions in the context of the studentship (as have the other six PhD students). 

These occasions have ranged from formal conference days where national policymakers 

were invited, to internal discussions aimed primarily at the staff of the University of Bath 

working in student services and widening participation, to individual meetings with senior 

university staff. Each time, the presentations gave me the opportunity to focus on the main 

points of my ongoing work, but also to respond and acknowledge questions that 

policymakers and university staff had, thus making me aware of the topics most useful or 

of interest to them. For example, some university staff asked me about financial issues 

RAS students might face and if the money they had was enough for them to integrate, 

while others asked me whether I knew more about the academic outcomes of RAS 

students, or whether many of my participants had qualifications that were not recognised 

in the UK. In this way, I have found that the studentship has given me access to more 

direct context information that has enriched my research. It has also given me tools to be 

able to raise awareness and lead discussions among university staff about RAS students 

throughout my PhD journey. 

 

Reciprocity 

 

An important aspect of accomplishing a PhD study is reciprocity, which, in the simplest 

terms, is the notion of giving something back to your participants or the community you 
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have studied, although how and to whom often depends on the case or the researcher (Von 

Vacano, 2019).  

 

It is a dilemma I faced during my fieldwork, especially when interviewing RAS. I debated 

being directly involved in university activism related to RAS, especially in my participant 

universities, but it seemed like a muddy path in terms of my positionality and the clarity 

of my research findings. Instead, I resolved to be active in the national Universities of 

Sanctuary network, rather than supporting local activities.  

 

In terms of my participants, I tried to make them comfortable and potentially offer any 

support on a case by case basis. Most of my interviews with students for example were 

in some sort of coffee shop, so I always offered to buy them a tea or coffee. Some refused 

(some because of religious reasons), some accepted. If anything came up that I could help 

them with as a student (sharing my consent form template with them, discussing their 

dissertation, talking about presentation training), I would do so, mostly in an informal 

way. In some cases, I met up with them for a coffee later on, just for a chat. In one case, 

I kept regularly in touch with the participant, and we supported each other virtually during 

lockdown – I listened to his experiences and shared my experiences (essentially, we 

became friends). I also connected him with other PhD students, as he was interested in 

pursuing his studies at a doctoral level, which he did in 2021. In this case, I also shared 

with him some thoughts about my findings: he seemed to agree with the general direction 

I was taking conceptually, especially as he was also interested in decolonisation himself. 

 

I felt the most helpless when I talked to asylum seekers who were not currently students, 

as I felt I could not offer them any support that they really needed. In one case, I acted as 

an interpreter for one person (from English to Spanish). My contribution seemed very 

small, however. On a personal level, I volunteered with an NGO in Mexico (where I was 

based during lockdown), helped RAS get access to jobs and education and liaised with 

universities and companies to raise awareness and help with access: this was not linked 

to my research, but I felt that I could use my experience from my fieldwork in the UK to 

be a better advocate for RAS. In one case, I talked to a Mexican university about RAS 

student experiences, based on my findings. 
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In terms of how to use my findings to benefit universities and RAS in the UK, I have 

different strategies to present relevant findings to targeted university staff, which might 

bring about change and improvement to the support they offer RAS, within their campus 

and in their local area.  

 

Firstly, I am planning on approaching each of my participant universities with a proposal 

to present my findings and potential recommendations to them, in an internal meeting. 

Two of the universities have suggested this themselves, so I expect there to be interest. In 

my own university, the University of Bath, my findings have already been included in an 

internal Widening Participation report, which was circulated by the Widening 

Participation team. Secondly, I plan on continuing to organise workshops and/or present 

my findings at University of Sanctuary related events, which usually target university 

staff interested in supporting RAS. Thirdly, my contacts in the Widening Participation 

team at the University of Bath have already proposed co-publishing a policy brief to reach 

policymakers – work on this has started. 

 

And finally, I hope to publish academic journal articles based on my research, which I 

can then send out to the University of Sanctuary email list, thus widening the targeted 

reach of my research. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have laid out my methodology, including my research aim and questions, 

my sampling process, the background of my participants, as well as my ontological and 

epistemological stance. In line with the interpretivist approach that I decided to take, I 

reflected on my position as a researcher, as well as my thoughts on reciprocity. I explained 

the conceptual frameworks I used for fieldwork and analysis purposes. In order to 

conceptualise integration as a two-way process in the HE context, I introduced the idea 

of reflective university. Since integration is also conceptualised as a multidimensional 

process, I used a modified version of Ager and Strang’s (2008) framework on refugee 

integration to identify topics for my fieldwork and analysis. These topics were refined 

and changed, based on themes that emerged from both deductive and inductive coding 

strategies. 
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In Chapter 5,6,7, and 8, I will detail my findings and explain how the conceptual 

frameworks and my findings interacted. In Chapter 9, I will critically discuss what my 

findings mean for the conceptual frameworks and integration theories. 
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Chapter 5: The Academic Experience 
 

In this chapter, I analyse the academic experiences of my twelve student participants, as 

well as the views of staff regarding the academic experience of RAS students at their 

university. 

 

To conceptualise a ‘two-way’ integration process in the HE sector, I have made the 

argument for a reflective university, as laid out in the previous chapters. A reflective 

university is an institution that, on top of teaching and expecting certain behaviours from 

its constituents, actively allows itself to change, in response to its constituents’ needs and 

the different types of knowledge that they bring with them.  This type of institution would 

allow students to pursue an integration strategy according to Berry’s (2005) typology, 

which has been found to be the strategy that produces the least stress. 

 

Two main points emerged from the discussion of literature in Chapter 3 regarding what 

could be expected in a reflective university about RAS students’ academic experience: 

firstly, the importance of engaging with RAS students’ diverse knowledge and skills and, 

secondly, the importance of the university supporting students in navigating its academic 

culture. In this context, it is important to be aware of different types of cultural capital. 

RAS students have an institutionalised, embodied, and objectified cultural capital that a 

university may or may not engage with; a university may or may or not help students 

acquire or understand the embodied cultural capital needed to navigate its academic 

system. 

 

In line with these observations, I analyse my student participants’ academic strengths, 

previous knowledge and skills that they brought with them, as well as the university’s 

awareness of and engagement with these strengths and skills. I also analyse my student 

participants’ academic challenges, how their university was organised to support them 

and how they experienced the academic support offered.  

 

Investigating the academic support allowed me to explore certain ‘social links’: in this 

case the relationship between the students and the academic services and staff of their 

universities. Finally, I analyse the staff participants’ expectations of RAS students, which 

were sometimes at odds with staff members’ general views on integration. 
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Students’ views on academic achievement 

 

Before I delve into the analysis of my participants’ perceived academic strengths and 

challenges, I will briefly give an overview of their perception of their academic 

achievement. Since the interviews were conducted during an academic year and my 

participants were studying different subjects at different university levels, specific grades 

were not relevant to document. Instead, I gathered the general view of my participants as 

to their academic achievements at the time of the interview. I considered the marker of 

achievement thus not their grades per se, but their own sense of satisfaction with their 

progress. A few students, however, expressed their sense of satisfaction in relation to 

specific grades, showing that they were aware of the university’s measure of academic 

achievement. 

 

Ten of my twelve student participants expressed satisfaction with their academic 

outcomes. They underlined that they had faced challenges, but that they thought they were 

generally doing fine academically at the time of the interview. A few students 

spontaneously told me their grades – one undergraduate student, Daliah, and one Masters 

student, Sofia, who had average grades over 70% at the time of the interview and were 

particularly happy and proud about their outcomes.  

 

Two of my twelve participants mentioned academic difficulties at the time of the 

interview. Ahmed mentioned that he had received lower grades than he expected. 

However, he appeared to be confident that he could improve them (it was his first 

semester as an undergraduate at University A): 

 

“I was doing really great in course work in first semester. But towards the end of 

the semester, I got a bit sick so I couldn’t do as well in the exams as I wanted, but 

hopefully I will make it up in the second semester. I am planning to work harder 

than the first semester. And get like better grades.”  

 

The other participant, Fatima, a 27-year-old refugee in her second year of undergraduate 

studies at University B, explained that she had decided to not complete all the exams that 

semester and was therefore going to have an exam later than the rest of the students. It 
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had been her decision, because “it was too much for me. So, I had four units, that’s 

because of my optional unit, my mistake to choose the hardest unit. When I realised that 

it’s optional for me, I don’t have to do it, it was too late to change.” However, the fact 

that she knew the university rules well enough to be able to make the decision to take one 

of her exams later, showed that she had a certain control over her academic outcomes. 

She showed agency and was pro-active in managing her situation. 

 

Academic strengths  

 

In line with my conceptual framework of a reflective university, I describe the academic 

strengths my participants felt they had. I chose to start with the strengths, rather than the 

challenges to avoid the pitfall of taking a ‘deficit approach’, which would equate 

differences to deficiencies (Lawrence, 2005).  

 

RAS students’ perception of their academic strengths  

 

My participants were all very self-reflective, aware and open about their strengths derived 

from their past experiences. They mentioned sources of strengths related to their previous 

studies and professional experience, their high motivation and their lived experience (and 

how that could enrich class or project discussions). Especially undergraduate and Master 

level participants mentioned the maturity they felt they had compared to their peers. It is 

important to remember that most of my undergraduate and Master level participants could 

be considered mature students (over 21 years old for the undergraduate level and over 25 

years old for the Master level).  

 

The first and main strength that seven of them mentioned: they were aware that they often 

had additional experience compared to other students, due to their previous studies and 

professional experience. Two of my participants, Fatima and Maaz, had studied for 

several years in their home country, Syria, and had to flee before graduating. Their studies 

had not been recognised in the UK and they had had to start their undergraduate degree 

from the beginning. They both acknowledged that it was a long process to go through, 

but Maaz underlined that some parts of the subjects were easier for him because of his 

previous studies. He was studying computer science and explained that even with the high 
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workload at his UK university, he was doing fine “because I have done previous three 

years, so it was helping me, these three years.”  

 

Not all of my participants had undertaken extensive previous studies, but even those who 

had finished the equivalent of A-levels in their country, found that they could rely on their 

previously acquired knowledge. Aisha, an undergraduate refugee student at University A, 

explained that, once she overcame the barrier of English academic language, she was able 

to connect with what she had learned in school in Syria:  

 

“I'm probably more experienced than {the other students}, it's just the fact that I 

learned the language here, I haven't been here for that long, I don't know what 

they learn in A-levels. They are obviously stronger, because they have a better 

foundation from their A-levels. But I still have that knowledge, from a different 

language. So sometimes I go to a lecture and they say it, they say the words, new 

academic words in English, when I google it, or when I translate it, ok, yeah, I 

know this. Like cardiovascular lecture, I know all of that, I've done cardiovascular 

when I was in A-levels. It’s just knowing the new words, academic words.” 

 

Only one of my participants had finished her A-levels in the UK. And although she had 

a few years’ gap between her A-levels and the start of her university studies, Daliah felt 

well prepared in her first year of undergraduate study at University B: “First term was 

interesting, because it was like revising for me, because we used to learn what you’ve 

been learning in sixth form and because I haven’t been in sixth form for such a long time, 

it was actually quite good, this is alright.”  

 

Previous professional experience, especially for those who were older, was seen as giving 

an advantage. Sofia, an asylum seeker from Ukraine, was studying a subject at University 

C in which she had many years of professional experience. She mentioned that she saw 

her teachers almost as colleagues. 

 

“I chose the course because I have university degree from my home country, in 

teaching English as a foreign language and I used to work as a teacher for fifteen 

years. When I started thinking about my future in the UK, I understood that I 

needed a British degree to be up to date”.   
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Bikram, a PhD student from Afghanistan with refugee status, who was part of a large 

research project conducted in several countries, including his country of origin, described 

how his previous professional experience and his contacts within an international 

organisation were very helpful in moving the project forward : “without my contacts, it 

would be almost impossible”, he said, to test the tools they were designing in the research 

project. 

 

The second source of strength that some of them mentioned was related to their 

motivation that mostly came from having had to overcome obstacles before starting their 

studies in the UK.  Ahmed, an undergraduate student at University A from Syria, who 

went through an access course before starting his university studies, explained that 

“because my qualifications were not accepted here, I had to work a lot more and that gave 

me more motivation. Because the more I was working, the more I was certain that this is 

what I want to do.”  

 

This feeling of motivation was shared by Daliah,:  

 

“I sort of had time out of studying, so when I came back I was super excited, I 

was just crazy excited. I think it was partly because I couldn’t believe I was here, 

I just wanted everything to go perfectly in my exam, my studying, my… tick tick 

tick, you know what I mean. So everything is going well.”  

 

The third source of strength mentioned by two of my participants, both of them in their 

forties and studying a Masters course at two different universities, was related to their 

lived experience and how this enriched in-class discussions as well as discussions with 

course mates outside of class. 

 

“I think the most relevant (topic) to me is gender, family and migration, which is another 

talk. That one has got so many things to offer to me, it has got a lot of lived experience 

that you can bring in,” said Andrew, a Ugandan refugee at University B. 

 

“The challenge would be…the lived experiences telling what has been written by 

academia. (…) In a course I think we had the Asians who are expelled from 
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Uganda, and I knew the story, I know the story only too well. Because my 

grandfather told me. My dad told me even when I was young. But looking at what 

was going on, the dates were wrong. So I had to tell them that it was wrong, but 

it was written. Yeah. So that is how it is.” 

 

Andrew’s comment is important because it shows he is aware of a different source of 

knowledge he can bring to academia: his lived experience and the oral historical 

knowledge passed to him by his family members.  

 

The fourth source of strength that about half my participants mentioned explicitly was 

their maturity, related to being older than the average university student in their course. 

Ahmed, 22 years old and in his first year of undergraduate studies, explained for example 

that “being older gave me a bit of self-confidence, because I wasn't worried as much 

during coursework or during exams.” Aisha, 25 years old and also in her first year of 

undergraduate studies, mentioned that “I am confident enough and I think mature enough, 

I am not as scared to put my hand up and say I need to change this, I am not happy with 

this.” 

 

University staff perceptions of students’ academic strengths  

 

The academic strengths of RAS students mentioned by university staff aligned with some 

of the strengths mentioned by the students themselves. Staff alluded to the students’ 

maturity, resilience, motivation and hard work. This shows that they do not perceive them 

only as potential ‘problem students’, but as students with agency. However, the students’ 

previous professional or educational experience, as well as their lived experience was not 

mentioned by staff directly in contact with students. This was only mentioned in general 

terms by a senior staff member working in admissions in University A, but who did not 

have contact with the students themselves. 

 

Emily at University B for example said “one thing that does shine out with these students 

is their resilience and determination to pursue education, the majority of them will work 

very hard, whether they are asylum seeking or refugee students.” She added that they 

were “real go-getters”. Bridget at University A underlined the students’ maturity: “they 
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seem to have a level of maturity that means they engage a bit more, they are more likely 

to come and ask for help or at least to ask questions.”  

 

Bridget did, however, concede that the students needed the appropriate help: “So it is 

interesting, given the right support, they are probably more likely to take up the 

opportunities.” This is an important point: she does not expect the students to simply 

thrive academically on their own. She acknowledges that they need support, but not any 

support –  the students need “the right support”. This is something I will explore further 

when I examine the academic challenges that the students face and what support is 

available to them. 

 

One strength that university staff who had direct contact with the students did not mention 

was RAS students’ previous professional and academic experience. Neither did they 

mention that the students’ experiences could enrich academic discussions or be an 

advantage in their academic work. This could be simply because staff were not aware of 

each student’s CV or history, but may also show that it is not a priority in their interactions 

with students.  

 

John, a senior admissions officer at University A acknowledged, however, that: “These 

are bright, intelligent people who contribute to the knowledge base of the wider academic 

community and I think we also recognise that they bring experiences that inform our 

student body more widely.” John did not have any interactions with RAS students, but 

did oversee their admission process. At a senior level of the university, the previous 

experience of the students was thus brought forward, but it is notable that in the interviews 

with the staff who had regular interactions with students, this was not formally 

acknowledged. 

 

It is relevant here to recall that some of my participants’ ‘institutionalised cultural capital’ 

(Bourdieu, 1986) was formally dismissed in the UK.  Two of my participants had almost 

finished their degree in Syria, but had to take an access course and start an undergraduate 

degree from the start in the UK. Another participant explained how his secondary school 

qualifications were not accepted and he had to pass his GCSEs. Sofia mentioned how she 

believed she needed a British degree for her future in the UK, although she had a degree 

from her home country, Ukraine, and had worked for fifteen years already. There is 
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therefore evidence of a systemic institutional dismissal of previous academic and 

professional experience of RAS students. 

 

Academic Challenges 
 

I now turn to my RAS student participants’ perception of their academic challenges and 

how the three universities were organised to help students tackle these and navigate the 

academic environment. While most staff were aware of challenges RAS students face, 

discrepancies between what some RAS students felt they needed and the support system 

offered became evident. 

 

A comment from my participant Aisha illustrates how important academic support can 

be to RAS students overall, especially when it is their first time in a UK academic 

setting: 

 

“Especially if you came, you know, I would say from nowhere. And you've been 

dropped in this big society. And you just need support, you just need, you want to 

do something, but you're not confident to do it by yourself, you need somebody 

to tell you you're doing this right, you're doing this wrong. You need to do this, 

you need to do that. I understand ... when you get to your further studies, it won't 

be the case, but to begin with, to build that nice foundation, you need people 

surrounding you, and if they are not there, I don't think you will go anywhere.” 

 

RAS students’ views of academic challenges  

 

All of the students described academic challenges that they were facing or had had to 

overcome. The challenges were mostly related to academic language, managing their time 

between work and leisure (many of them having started with a focus solely on work) and 

having to adapt to academic rules and expectations. Other challenges that some of them 

mentioned were related to sickness or previously undiagnosed disability. In one case, 

which I will describe in detail, a severe lack of confidence due to traumatic past 

experience was seen by the student as his main challenge. 
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Firstly, academic language barriers were mentioned by most of my student participants. 

It is important to acknowledge that all of them had acquired a very good level of English 

by the time they spoke to me, and that the difficulties that they mentioned were related to 

English in a specific academic context, and specific academic language and writing. They 

explained that they overcame these language related challenges by generally working 

long hours.  

 

For example, Fatima and Maaz, two second-year Syrian undergraduate students at the 

same university (B) listened to the recording of their lectures several times, so as to take 

sufficient notes. This was a very time-consuming process, they both acknowledged, but 

the only solution they had found that worked for them. No extra English class, Fatima 

said, was going to help her understand each lecturer better: “one of the lecturers is from 

Manchester, and the other one from Liverpool, and the other one speaks very quickly and 

the other one is not from the UK, she’s Spanish, so her accent is very different. It took 

me a long time to adapt to this. To different accents,” said Fatima. For her, understanding 

her lecturers improved with time, but the recordings of the lectures were essential for her 

in the first year. The discrepancy between my participants’ needs and the support offered 

will be further analysed later in this chapter. 

 

In University A, some of the students mentioned spending more time reading and 

understanding papers. Bikram, a PhD student from Afghanistan, for example explained: 

 

“Even when I speak to you English even now, I have to translate things and then 

say it to you. It’s similar to this paper, you will read it once, you will get it, but I 

have to read it two and three times and then highlight the words, connect the dots 

and then understand it. It’s very difficult and very different experience.”  

 

Others mentioned spending some time finding the right academic translation, like Aisha: 

“Sometimes I go to a lecture and they say the words, new academic words in English, 

when I google it, or when I translate it, ok, yeah, I know this.”  

 

And still others explained how they spend more time on preparing for an oral presentation, 

like Asif: “I need to work harder to be able to speak like someone who is a native speaker. 
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So the amount of time they spend on their project, I probably have to spend twice as much 

to be able to present same presentation, similar to their standards.”  

 

In University C, Sofia was studying to teach English as a foreign language. She explained 

that, although she found writing in academic English challenging at the beginning, she 

tried to work on it on her own, especially as she thought: “I am in language teaching and 

I told myself, it’s shame for you if you don’t know.”  

 

The common denominator between these testimonies, is that the RAS students spent a 

large amount of time working, mostly alone, on their academic language challenges. They 

also believed that they were spending more time on assignments and tasks than their 

peers.  

 

Only one of my participants, Daliah, was using her university’s extracurricular academic 

English courses at the time of the interview and she was also the only one who had 

completed her A-levels in the UK. She explained that “everyone is welcome to the writing 

support, which I do tend to attend every Wednesday”, but that you had to be proactive in 

participating: “yeah, so there is support for you but you have to actually to make, you 

know, you have to send emails and ask people that you want to come.” 

 

The issue of students having to be proactive in signing on to extra-curricular courses came 

up in discussion with some of my other participants. They mentioned that they were not 

used to the signing up system, or that it took too long.  

 

Sofia described for example how she realised she couldn’t get immediate help: 

 

“I contacted the person, then I found out that I needed to wait for some time for 

the appointment to talk to them and get advice. And I didn’t really have that time 

to wait, so I think by that time, I think I managed myself. It’s not that I didn’t have 

support, I had support but I think maybe…this system of making appointment in 

advance is still new for me. So maybe if I knew from the very beginning to book 

appointment in advance… but I didn’t do it.”  
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Another issue with academic language courses that was mentioned by a few students was 

that they were not solving their immediate English needs. Maaz had taken an English 

language course as part of his curriculum in the first year, and he thought it would have 

been more useful if it had been more hands on and he could have practiced “listening, 

writing, doing homework, something like that, or grammar for example. But it was not 

like this. But, yeah, I improved by myself, I’m still improving”. 

 

These findings indicate that the usual English courses at UK universities are not 

necessarily meeting the language needs of RAS students, which are related to their 

individual language challenges (some might need more listening practice, others public 

speaking practice and so on) and their individual academic subjects. They illustrate that 

there is a certain amount of ‘embodied cultural capital’ (Bourdieu, 1986) that is needed 

to benefit fully from these courses. The student has to know how to e-mail an unknown 

person so as to attend a course, sign up for an appointment in advance and that it is normal 

and perhaps even expected to take advantage of extracurricular support. It is telling that 

the only student participant who had no problem taking full advantage of the extra support 

was the student who had finished her A-levels in the UK. 

 

Another academic challenge that about half of my participants mentioned was time 

management between leisure and work. Usually, my student participants explained that 

they spent a very large amount of time studying, especially at the beginning of their 

studies, and left very little time for leisure or friends. 

 

The lengthy hours that they spent studying were due in part to them feeling that they 

needed more time to understand, read, write or prepare something because of the 

academic language required, as portrayed above. As Bikram described it:  

 

“If I tell you how many hours I spend, you will not believe. 8am to 10pm, 8am to 

12am, 9am to 12am, every day I’m here. Other students will do something within 

a day, I will take a week. Other students do it within an hour, I will take two days. 

Because I was not trained like students here. I find it very very difficult.”  

 

Some said that taking time to study was also due in part to believing that they had to put 

all their energy into studying, as this was their primary goal:  
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“I was studying nine hours per day. It was too much I know. But I know there is 

only one thing I have to do, the university, I need to focus. I have the money. I 

just want to focus on my study. That’s the only thing,” explained Maaz. 

 

Maaz and Fatima at University B recount how, after studying long hours in their first 

year, the university gave them free access to the gym and sports classes in their second 

year, which gave them the incentive to take breaks. They both said that this had improved 

their efficiency and general wellbeing. As Fatima explained: 

 

“That was really helpful, especially during exams, because my style in exams is 

awful, that is what my friends say. Awful style. I stay all day in the student centre, 

doing nothing, just study. It was useful for me to take breaks and go to play 

badminton or basketball. Because it’s next door.” 

 

At University A, Aisha also mentioned how her time management improved in the second 

year: 

“When I was in first year, I wasn't sure how long I should be studying for (…) 

This year, it was more like a balance, I do my volunteering this day, I do my work, 

I do my assignments, I meet friends for lunch, I cook dinners for others, it's more 

like, it gets filled out, and you don't feel it, you just feel life is going normally, 

while before I was feeling more like lonely, lost, like last year I was lonely, not 

sure what next.”  

 

This balance in her life helped her improve her general wellbeing and her efficiency in 

her studies. 

 

Knowing how to manage your time between your studies and leisure time is something 

that many students, not just RAS students, have to learn when they start. However, it 

seems to be a particular challenge for RAS students, because they often need more time 

for certain tasks and put more pressure on themselves.  

 

The third challenge that was mentioned by some of my participants was having to adapt 

to the UK academic style of writing, referencing and researching. This was mostly 

brought up by those for whom it was their first experience in the UK Higher Education 
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sector. Some of my participants had previous degrees in the UK and mentioned that it had 

been a challenge when they first started, but by the time of the interview, they had adapted 

and had no immediate challenge related to this. 

 

For example, Omar, a PhD student from Syria in Political Science in University A, 

remembered his Masters studies at a different UK university:  

 

“It was a problem in University X in the first year. And then you know, much 

better. So my second Masters was much better. But at first, it was a bit of an issue. 

You know, academic writing, referencing, language, English, I mean our English 

was very good, but you are still new to writing a document of 5000 words in 

English. So all these little barriers that kind of accumulate, but then you just take 

them on, one by one, with experience. Throughout the first, second and third essay 

and then it gets better.”  

 

All the students I interviewed were aware of these rules and criteria and actively strived 

to learn them. In some cases, the students were conscious of the differences between the 

academic rules and ways of learning in the universities of their home country, and the 

ones in their UK university.  

 

Being critical in her essays was challenging for Sofia for example, because of her 

upbringing in her home country.  

 

“It was difficult to be critical, because, when I studied, we can’t criticise 

somebody who has the power. If the person before me wrote about it, how, who 

am I to criticise, can I do the same? No, I can’t. I didn’t reach that stage, so I can’t 

criticise.” She decided to overcome these challenges on her own. 

 

Sameer compared the way he studied in Syria and in the UK: 

 

“(In Syria), they appreciate the knowledge a lot. So you get to read a lot. But they 

don't appreciate more about the research. (…) We don't have a good system of 

publications, we do lots of work, but we don't know how to publish it. Again, it is 

a different system. And here they teach you I mean from the start, how to do 
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critical writing, they focus a lot on critical writing, they are well connected with 

the industry.” 

 

In some cases, the UK ways of teaching or learning were considered by the students as 

better than in their home country. Ahmed appreciated the teamwork and practical projects 

he got to do in the UK:  

 

“In Syria it's more individual work, it's like you are always focused on yourself, 

you barely...never work with someone on a project or something. And it's all 

theory based, and it's all exams. Here it's more practical, which you need some 

time to get used to, but once you get used to it, it's a bit better than what we had.” 

 

The common denominator between all of my participants’ testimonies was that they were 

aware of the academic rules and style in UK universities and that they had to adapt to 

them. Some compared to how they were taught in their home countries and were open 

about the differences in terms of teaching and writing. Most of them needed some time at 

the beginning of their studies to get used to them, and mostly they improved their 

knowledge of the rules with time and with experience.  

 

A fourth challenge that three participants – two from University A and one University B 

- mentioned, was a medical condition that affected their exams. In most of these cases the 

RAS students sought help to mitigate the issues: Fatima turned to her tutor, Ahmed to the 

student union and Aisha to the lecturer, who pointed her towards student services. This 

shows that, compared to the issues of adapting to the language or academic rules, RAS 

students were proactive in seeking help when it came to medical conditions. 

 

Fatima, at University B, spoke to her tutor about her illness in the weeks prior to the exam 

and was able to delay the exam. She knew the university rules and regulations well 

enough to solve this particular problem. 

 

Ahmed, at University A, went through with the exam, feeling sick and “didn’t do as well 

as (he) wanted”. After the exam, he consulted the Student Union, who gave him the 

information on what to do “if something happened during exams”. At the time of the 
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interview, he was waiting to hear back from the university if he had been accepted for 

“mitigating circumstances”. 

 

In these two cases, it is striking how knowledge of the university rules and who to turn to 

at the right time, can make a difference in the experience and the outcome. Fatima 

preempted the issue, while Ahmed did not. 

 

In one case, a refugee student found out in her first year of undergraduate studies at 

University A that she was dyslexic. This had not been diagnosed before, whether in the 

UK or her home country. Because of this, Aisha had failed her first year. However, with 

the diagnosis made by the university and the support she was provided with, she had 

completed her first year at the second attempt, this time with very high grades.  

 

“The university is really good. I failed my first exam which is half-way in the first 

semester. I went to the teacher and I said, I studied, I worked hard, why did I fail. 

And she said, just think back at what happened. And I said I just couldn't read the 

questions as fast as the time you had given us. Like she gave less than one minute 

to read and answer, which are multiple choice questions. She suggested going to 

the student services. And talk to somebody from the disability team and say I 

couldn't do reading fast enough and I misread some of the words. So they did an 

assessment, and they said I can see that there is a little bit of dyslexia here but to 

make sure to diagnose it better, we need to send you to a specialist. And I 

remember him saying that the assessment would cost 400 something. I was like, I 

can't do that. And he said, no, don't worry we will do it for you. The university 

paid for it. So yeah, I have been to the assessment centre, did my assessment, and 

it was Dyslexia overlap with Dyspraxia. Dyspraxia has to do with organisation, 

the way you organise things.”  

 

This testimony shows several things: firstly, the university was equipped and ready to 

make the correct diagnosis of this student’s disability. Secondly, the student took the 

initiative to go and seek help from the lecturer. Thirdly, the university was then equipped 

to support her: she was given more time to read the questions in the exams, with the result 

that, in her second attempt of the first year, she had high grades. And fourthly, it shows 

that there is a possibility that RAS students have undiagnosed disabilities, especially if 
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they have had disrupted education or, like Aisha, had to wait several years between 

completing her A-levels in her home country and starting university in the UK. In this 

case, the university was ready to support, but it shows the importance of having a 

responsive system in place to help the student as soon as possible.  

 

The fifth challenge that only one of my participants mentioned, was a severe lack of 

confidence due to past traumatic experience. Even though it is just one case, it is important 

to mention because the student’s challenges were directly related to his immigration 

status. 

 

Bikram, a PhD student from Afghanistan, had spent one year as an asylum seeker in the 

UK, before being granted refugee status. He eventually applied to and was granted a fully 

funded PhD position. However, during his year as an asylum seeker, he had faced 

temporary homelessness and had felt deeply rejected. Bikram described the consequences 

of this experience as follows. 

 

“I think that that one year broke me. So much. Psychologically. And I lost all the 

confidence that I had. You know, I feel so so…I don’t want to say degraded, but 

constantly telling someone that no, you are not allowed to, no, you are not allowed 

to, no, you cannot do it, so you get a no, no, no from everywhere. (…) So whole 

year of rejection, it broke my confidence. Overall, in many, many aspects.” 

 

Moreover, he felt that this lack of confidence was one of the reasons he sometimes 

struggled with his work and his productivity. He explained that he would spend a large 

amount of time trying to understand papers. Partly, he said, this was because of the 

English academic language. But partly it was due to his lack of confidence in himself.  

 

He could directly compare his current experience to a previous experience in the UK HE 

sector, before he became an asylum seeker. A few years prior, he had completed a 

Master’s degree in the UK, with Distinction. After finishing, he had moved back to 

Afghanistan, from where he had had to eventually flee, travel to the UK again and claim 

asylum. 
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The experience as a student after having been an asylum seeker, was very different to 

being an international student in his Masters, he described:  

 

“Sometimes I think… I was the same student. I didn’t struggle {during my 

Masters}. Why am I struggling now? Because of this one year as an asylum 

seeker. Seeking life. Affected my brain, my capacities, my abilities, my 

confidence…Me as a whole.” 

 

Bikram’s story shows that some RAS students can have experienced trauma during their 

asylum seeking process that impacts the way they work and study. This is not the case for 

all RAS students – as I mentioned, only this student told me how he felt his work had 

been affected by his experiences. But it is a distinct possibility in the context of an 

increasingly hostile approach by the UK government towards asylum seekers. 

 

One commonality across the testimonies is that the students often preferred to work on 

their academic issues on their own, putting in large amounts of time. Especially the issues 

related to language, rules and time management tended to get better over time, as the 

students got used to them. Getting academic help, outside of their curriculum and assigned 

tutors, was often not an option they chose, either because they lacked the knowledge to 

access the help or because they decided that the offered help was not adapted to their 

needs. It is thus a possibility that the academic English support offered in universities 

requires previous knowledge that not all RAS students possess.  By contrast, three student 

participants did ask for guidance for issues related to medical conditions, suggesting that 

the barrier to access support might be less stark for these types of issues. 

 

It is, however, important to acknowledge that, despite these challenges, a majority of my 

participants felt that they were doing well in their courses. Hence, the challenges that they 

face do not necessarily mean that their academic outcomes will suffer. However, what 

may suffer is their wellbeing, their time spent with friends and their time spent doing 

activities other than studying.  
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Academic support system  

 

The academic support system in all three universities worked in similar ways: if students 

mentioned an academic skill issue to staff or if an academic issue was detected by staff, 

they would be signposted to skills sessions, writing courses or summer schools, 

depending on the case. The most common academic issues mentioned by students or 

detected by staff were issues with the English language or English academic skills, such 

as writing. However, some staff were aware that the offer available did not suit every 

student. 

 

At University A, for example, staff members mostly mentioned having seen academic 

issues related to “english language”, “writing skills” and “academic skills”. Two staff 

members who were in regular contact with RAS students seemed especially aware of 

these academic challenges. Either the staff members had seen academic work of the 

student and made their own judgement as to the language quality or students had come to 

them mentioning language as an issue they wanted to work on. 

 

“I would say academic skills and English language often comes up as something they 

want assistance with,” said Oliver, who worked in student services and was a contact 

person for RAS students. 

 

“From some of them, we have seen a weakness in their writing skills I would say. From 

when I have seen statements and things like that,” explained Bridget, who was responsible 

for an undergraduate scholarship that included refugee students. 

 

Both of them “signposted” the students to the university’s skills center that offered writing 

sessions. For those undergraduate refugee students who were holders of the university 

scholarship, they “have to do two training sessions a year, their own personal 

development from everything that is out there,” Bridget said.  

 

At university B, staff members also mentioned English language and writing skills as one 

of the main academic concerns that their RAS students brought up. Similarly to 

University A, staff would signpost students to services available around the university 

and also expect the students’ personal tutors to do so. 
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Emily, a University B staff member said for example:  

 

“There are some summer schools that offer some additional support, so I’ve had 

one student who has asked, she is actually doing amazingly well, better than the 

domestic cohort, but she said, she is worried about her written language and I said 

there are these summer schools available but I’m not sure whether you are actually 

too advanced. So there is no specific course.” 

 

This staff member brought up a key point: that the RAS students have very different 

backgrounds and thus English academic training and needs: 

 

“All of our scholarship students are so different, some of them might actually have 

come to the UK when they were five and have done their A levels here and you 

know are very much integrated into the UK, whereas some have only been in the 

country for a year or something. Or have just learned the language and are just 

adapting to the culture.”  

 

At University C, the staff members said that specific academic issues had not been 

mentioned by the students. The conversations they had with the students were mostly 

about non-academic concerns, such as their immigration status, accommodation or 

finances. There is a “little bit of anxiety about will I pass, they seem to be so committed 

to doing well but any difficult conversations are often about outside of university, rather 

than that I have problems here,” Stephanie, who was responsible for international students 

and asylum seeker students, said. 

 

Similarly to University A and B, University C expected the personal tutors to signpost 

any student to the services that were available to all international students:  

 

“On the academic side, so this is a free service for international students, so 

acknowledging that the way that you are taught in different countries differs, the 

expectations of you, the assessment methods, whether you use your own opinion 

or not, is very different in different countries, so we acknowledge that and provide 

seminars to help students realise that it’s very different and try and provide them 
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with the information that they need to fit in with the academic regulations and 

what the expectations of the universities in the UK and what can you do and how 

you can actually do well.” 

 

The staff member did not know the exact number of asylum seeker students who had used 

these services, but assumed that one or two (out of four asylum seeker students) had. She 

thought that one of the reasons for not using these services was a lack of time, especially 

if the student had a family. 

 

Signposting students to available skills sessions and writing support – while important - 

was apparently not enough to help all the RAS students I spoke to. The students 

mentioned that they were aware of the support available, but often did not use it, as 

mentioned above. Hence, thinking about the staff at University A who mentioned that 

“given the right support, they are probably more likely to take up the opportunities”, this 

‘one size fits all’ support system might not always be the “right” support. 

 

Personal tutors and supervisors  

 

To explore the academic support provided by my participant universities further, I will 

describe the students’ relationships with their personal tutor or supervisors, who are 

supposed to provide personalised, one-to-one academic and pastoral support for students.  

Three of my participants were PhD students, and had at least two supervisors each. Four 

of my participants were Masters students, who usually had access to a personal tutor and 

a supervisor for their dissertation. Five of my participants were undergraduate students 

and all had personal tutors.  

 

The universities’ websites gave definitions of the role of a personal tutor, which 

resembled each other in their broad definition, but differed in the minimum requirements. 

For University A, a personal tutor was a “personalised point of contact” for the student, 

whose role was to guide the students to available university services (academic or 

pastoral) and who had to meet with the student at least three times in their first semester 

and, after that, organise at least one tutorial per semester. At University B, the personal 

tutor was considered the principal contact for students in their department, was supposed 
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to guide the student’s “ academic and personal development” and give information and 

advice about the student’s course and any feedback the student had received on his or her 

assignments, amongst other things. As a minimum, six meetings in the first year was 

expected and four meetings per year after that. University C did not have a definition of 

a personal tutor on its website. 

 

Undergraduate students and their personal tutors 

 

Of the five undergraduate students whom I interviewed, only Aisha mentioned her 

personal tutor as the person she would contact if she had any worries or academic issues. 

I discuss her case later. 

 

Some students were very vocal in their criticism of their personal tutors – two students 

felt for example that the tutors were too busy and were not providing the guidance that 

they needed to understand assignments better. Other students simply acknowledged that 

they did not seek out their tutors often, as they thought they should only reach out if they 

had a problem and they did not feel the personal tutor’s support was directly useful to 

them. 

 

Fatima, at University B, explained that it was “very disappointing because they always 

say that our tutors are the main point … but whenever we go and ask for help, we don’t 

feel we have that support.” She described how the tutor would signpost them to the 

lecturer or to a reading list:  “And you might not be confident with that lecturer. And you 

ask another one. And they always refer to the reading list, email that lecturer, 

so…therefore for me, it’s been hard for me.” The student personally liked the tutor, but 

acknowledged that she felt the tutor did not have time for her: “she is very nice lady, but 

because she is very busy, like super busy, I am not very comfortable always asking her 

for help.” 

 

Aisha explained how she felt her tutor the previous year to the interview was not “clear” 

enough  and did not give her “guidance”. She also mentioned that she had seen him only 

“once or twice a year”. Ahmed and Maaz also mentioned that they did not approach their 

personal tutor often. Maaz, at University B, gave the reason that it was not always directly 

useful to him and that he felt that “I could go but I usually don’t. Because I’m always 
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doing my deadlines, I’m always doing my job, I don’t have a lot of difficulties, that’s why 

I guess.” With this comment, he also insinuated that approaching his personal tutor would 

mean that he necessarily had a problem. 

 

Ahmed, at University A, mentioned finding support in other places at the university, in 

group maths tutorial sessions or at the Student Union. He had been advised to see his 

personal tutor if he was worried, but “didn't really”. 

 

Some of the undergraduate students I spoke to said clearly that they felt that RAS students 

needed more individual, frequent support, especially from their tutors. Concretely, this 

would mean more time with their tutors, receiving more detailed and precise academic 

guidance and making the academic expectations explicit. 

 

Fatima explained how she felt that both home students and international students could 

get support elsewhere, but that RAS students, not being either, needed more support from 

their tutors:  

 

“I think people who are like immigrants, Syrians who are here, really need more 

support. I think tutors really should concentrate on them more than home students 

and international students. Because we are in between. We are not international, 

we are not home students, we are in between.”   

 

Aisha, at University A, explained what she felt she needed: “because I came from a 

different background, I need support, I need to ask questions, and I need my questions to 

be heard, to be answered.” Her case is particularly telling. She had asked to change 

personal tutor from one year to another, and attributed her improved grades partly to this 

change. It is important to mention that in her course at University A, the students were 

“assisted by some assignments that are being set by our tutors” – this is something specific 

to her course at that university. I have mentioned her case before: she had failed her first 

year, and at the time of the interview, had just completed her second time in first year 

with high grades. She had also been diagnosed with dyslexia the previous year and had 

improved her time management, she said, but changing her personal tutor was a major 

factor, in her opinion, for her improved performance.  
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She said she did not need a tutor “who, you know, treats me like the others”. She 

appreciated “having someone that I can go back to, if I'm not sure about something. 

Someone who helps me develop, helping me understand what do I need to do to get, you 

know, to be as equal as a British student at university.” 

 

I asked her if she could give examples as to what changed between her interactions with 

her previous and current tutor. The main differences that she noted was the clarity and 

precision of the guidance given to her, as well as the frequency of their meetings. She was 

meeting her current tutor “every week or every other week”, whereas she said she had 

met her previous tutor “once or twice a year”.  

 

Her previous tutor would say: 

 

“Go find anything interesting about the course and write me an essay, a one-page 

essay about it. Ok. You go home, so interested about what you are going to write, 

he didn't give you a criteria, he didn't give you a marking scheme, he didn't give 

you, he didn't even give you what you need to look for. It's not straight forward, 

it's just mysterious. (…) He didn’t tell me what he wants.” 

 

Her current tutor, by contrast, would give much more detailed guidance for an 

assignment. “If it's a presentation, he will say, I want you to do a presentation about this, 

this and this, I want you to do ten slides, I want this point, this point, this point, explained. 

Do you see what I mean? It's more like you know what you are doing.”  

 

She said she felt more excited about her assignments now and she is “actually 

understanding what (she) is doing”. She also felt more confident about her academic 

future, because she had the impression that she was getting the foundations she needed 

for her second and third year as an undergraduate. Moreover, her current tutor had told 

her that they would continue to meet as much as she needed to in the years to come, which 

also contributed to her feeling confident looking ahead. Her previous tutor, on the other 

hand, had told her that in her second year, he would not “be seeing me as much. If I was 

with him, this upcoming year I would not be able to see him at all.” 
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Another major difference between her two tutors was that she could meet with her current 

tutor to talk about things other than assignments. He would ask how the course was going, 

for example, in an informal setting:  

 

“We just go out for coffee and cake in the (university café) or...sit down, he buys 

us coffee, a little cake and just talks about current research, talk about what next, 

talk about course, lecturers. Simple as can be. It's just that friendship, that bridge 

you build between you and the students, I think that is the most important thing.” 

 

This connection and individual, ongoing support, was important for her to feel safe and 

confident in herself and her studies. She thrived under the individual, personalised and 

frequent contact and support from her personal tutor. She did not want to be treated “like 

the others” and she was clear about her strengths and the challenges that she faced were 

compared to her other classmates.  

 

Postgraduate students and their supervisors 

 

Compared to the undergraduate interviewees, my four interviewees who were studying a 

Masters at the time of the interview (three asylum seekers and one refugee) all considered 

that their personal tutors and supervisors were “supportive”. They all knew how to contact 

their tutors and had already done so at the time of their interview. The reasons for 

contacting their tutors were mainly to discuss academic ideas and research, as well as 

career advice in one case. Two of these interviewees mentioned that they were pleasantly 

surprised as to how quickly and in-depth their tutors would respond to their queries. For 

example, Andrew, at University B mentioned that he had emailed a tutor about accessing 

reading material at 10pm and received a response 30 minutes later. “That was very 

humbling,” he said. 

 

Sofia, at University C, explained how she had written to her tutor about her idea for her 

dissertation, because she wanted to discuss it with someone who was not her supervisor. 

“I emailed him 2 pm and 7pm I got an answer from a busy person, because I know what 

it means to be a teacher and I was not from his group. And he gives me a long reply, and 

he tells me, ‘Who if not you can do it?’”, she remembered. She also explained that she 
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recalled his encouragement when she doubted herself while working on her dissertation 

and that it helped her. 

 

In her case, she had a particularly cordial rapport with her tutor and supervisor. She had 

been an English teacher in her country for many years and as such, she felt she could talk 

to them almost as if they were colleagues:  

 

“My tutors are my friends! Of course, when they are assessing my work they are 

my tutors, but I can talk to them. I don’t have the barrier to talk to them. Even if 

they don’t ask me, I can still tell them, I think you are too soft in this area, or I can 

tell the teacher my mind. There is no barrier between me and them, they don’t 

treat me as a student. And I cannot say that they are my friends and that I can call 

them, but if I want to discuss something interesting for me, even if they didn’t 

teach me this course, I can email them: ‘this is the idea, what do you think about 

it’”. 

 

Similarly, my three PhD student interviewees all mentioned that their respective 

supervisors were “supportive”, “good”, “great” and “nice” and had no direct complaints 

as to the academic support provided. One of them, Sameer, was a part-time student and 

mentioned how his supervisors understood his circumstances: “They appreciate that I 

have a family, that I have a work, so I am getting full support from them,” he said. 

 

Bikram mentioned that he had to manage the expectations of his supervisors at the 

beginning of his PhD, especially relating to the speed of his work: 

 

“I did have a couple of discussions about it with my supervisor, and he is now 

super chill, but first it was difficult, because perhaps the expectations were high. 

Very high just like every normal student in UK doing the PhD. But slowly, slowly, 

we have reached to a level where the expectations are a bit normalised I would 

say.” 

 

I cannot provide a definitive reason for the postgraduate interviewees having fewer 

complaints than the undergraduates about the support from their supervisor and / or 

personal tutor. However, I can contextualise the comments. My postgraduate 
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interviewees were in their thirties and forties, whereas my undergraduate interviewees 

were generally in their early to mid-twenties. The postgraduates often had previous 

professional experience.  In the case of postgraduates, they had specific research related 

topics to discuss with their tutors or supervisors, while in the case of undergraduates they 

seemed to have questions about diverse academic topics, making it perhaps more difficult 

to broach the topic with their tutor, who might not be an expert in every topic. 

 

Talking about their immigration status 

 

A topic that many of my interviewees mentioned, regardless of their university level, was 

discussing their immigration status with their tutors or supervisors. Some had, some had 

not, some were debating whether they should, but most of them were reticent to tell their 

tutors or supervisors too much about their immigration circumstances. Some of the 

reasons brought up were that they did not want to “scare” their tutors or simply did not 

feel comfortable. 

 

Asif, at University A, for example explained that he did not feel comfortable enough to 

tell his personal tutor that he was an asylum seeker, even though it was relevant to the 

topic they were discussing: his career options and access to funding for a PhD.  

 

“I am not very open regarding my situation as an asylum seeker to her. I feel like 

maybe a bit embarrassed to tell her, yeah, I am an asylum seeker, I have been here 

for ten years. I just told her I am classed as an international student and then we 

took it from there.” 

 

This reluctance to mention their immigration status was especially strong amongst asylum 

seekers. Sameer, a refugee at the time of the interview, could reflect on his experience as 

a Masters student when he was still applying for asylum. At the time, he did not tell 

anybody, whether tutors or peers, about his immigration process, mainly because it felt 

too uncertain. Once he was granted refugee status, however, he had no problem 

mentioning his immigration status to his PhD supervisors: “I said I am qualified for UK 

tuition fees, I am not international, I have refugee settlement, so yeah,” he said. “I feel 

fine to say that, being a refugee because... I am forced to it. And I am fine to be settled in 

the UK.” 
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Daliah, at University B, had been debating with a friend (also a RAS) whether they should 

tell their personal tutors about their immigration status and were hesitant to go into details 

with them, because, in their case, they were worried they would be treated differently: “I 

suppose it would be a different relationship  to other students, so we might not tell 

them…we were sort of talking about it, weighing pros and cons. We didn’t actually get 

to a conclusion.” She was not sure if it would be easier to talk about it with someone who 

already knew about their status, so they did not have to explain: “Should you just tell 

them and like ‘oh hello, I’m this’ or would you rather tell someone who sort of knows 

who you are from the… do you know what I mean.”  

 

Andrew, at University B, had talked to his personal tutor about his refugee status, but he 

was concerned about telling him too much, so as not to discomfort the tutor or to take too 

much of his time.  

 

“I’ve told him a few things about me, but I empathise with him, how far can he 

go if he doesn’t have lived experience. I wouldn’t be able to offload everything 

because I know, you never know, it might scare him. He has got so many other 

students to handle, so I seek my coping mechanism elsewhere, in addition to that 

support I get from them.” 

 

These different testimonies show how sensitive the topic is for RAS students. They do 

not discuss their immigration status easily, especially with their tutors, who, in a sense, 

are authority figures in their academic life. This seems to be even stronger for asylum 

seekers, whose immigration process is still ongoing and thus the outcome is uncertain. 

RAS usually have thought about whether they should tell their tutors about their 

immigration status or not. There is also a sense that they do not know how appropriate it 

is to discuss these personal issues with an academic tutor. They hesitate to tell their tutor 

about their immigration status, even if that information could help the tutor to support 

them better (for example in advising an asylum seeker about career options or funding 

options for RAS for further studies). 

 

 



 137 

The personal tutor scheme  

 

In this section, I describe my staff participants’ expectations of the personal tutoring 

system. In the three universities, personal tutors were expected to be the first point of 

contact for students in terms of academic support, according to the staff I interviewed. 

Students were also supposed to contact them if they were worried or stressed, as personal 

tutors were supposed to signpost students to the appropriate services. 

 

However, the staff members I interviewed at University A acknowledged that the personal 

tutoring system was not always successful at engaging and supporting some refugee or 

asylum seeker students.  

 

“A lot of the time personal tutoring systems don't work, there are some personal tutors 

that are amazing, sometimes they don't,” said Bridget. She explained that she had also 

become a point of contact for those refugee students who received the scholarship she 

was managing: “a lot of the time they come to me, I know a huge amount about the 

university, and I can signpost them to the right people to get the right advice.”  

 

Personal tutors themselves were not the sole reason for a sometimes faulty personal 

tutoring system, Oliver explained. It was also related to how some RAS students 

approached their personal tutors:  

 

“Often they don't know what a personal tutor is. They don't really know what a 

personal tutor's role is, they are not really sure when and what they should go to 

them about. I would say, that is a bit of an issue. Because sometimes I ask ‘Have 

you been to your personal tutor?’ and they will be like ‘No, why would I’. But 

then if it's affecting your studies you have to make them aware that something is 

affecting your studies.”  

 

Oliver was specifically responsible for supporting RAS students and explained that in that 

capacity he asked the students regularly about their personal tutor and whether they “feel 

comfortable going to them to ask questions or any of the academic staff.” In some cases, 

after having a conversation with students, he had been able to act as a broker between a 
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department or a tutor, and a student: “there's been cases where I have sent the email and 

introduced that service or that director of studies or that tutor to that student.”  

 

In terms of the awareness of personal tutors and lecturers around the topic of RAS, Oliver 

recognised that many might not know much about it :“there is going to be a learning 

process for other staff around the university and maybe they have never interacted with 

an asylum seeker or a refugee before, so they would not necessarily know the different 

complexities that that brings.” He also acknowledged that many lecturers “would assume 

that students have done the traditional A-level, oh well, you have covered that in A-level,” 

hinting at a lack of awareness of academic staff. 

 

At University B, Emily said that “we try to ensure that the personal tutors are notified of 

the position of these students,” referring to their immigration status. Her colleague Justin 

explained: 

 

“We just contacted the senior tutor. Just to make you aware that you know you've 

got a {RAS student} coming and sitting on your course, so when you think about 

a personal tutor, could you try and make sure that they get a person who is aware 

and has the skill base to understand the situation they are in and to act 

appropriately when they might come, maybe not dismiss them, which I’m sure 

they would not do anyway, but just having that extra awareness.” 

 

This is an interesting comment, since for many of my student participants, including in 

University B, sharing their immigration status with their tutor seemed to be such a 

sensitive topic. Sharing this information with tutors may be problematic to some students, 

while perhaps a relief to others.  

 

If one analyses the students’ and the staff’s perspectives on personal tutors and the scheme 

in general, it appears that there is a disconnect between the trust in the system shown by 

universities and the support some of my student participants openly yearned for. The 

scheme is supposed to be a way of offering personalised support and monitoring, 

however, in some cases, it appears to not be personalised or frequent enough. In other 

cases, there appears to be confusion as to what the personal tutor’s role is and sometimes 
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there is uncertainty, from the student’s perspective, as to what is appropriate to tell the 

tutor about sensitive or personal subjects.  

 

While staff members explanations for the limited success of the personal tutoring system 

focused on tutors’ and students’ attitudes, it seemed that the way the system was organised 

in the first place might not benefit every student, as mentioned in the previous section. 

The specific positionality of RAS students – not Home Students, but different from  

international students in important ways – makes this particularly visible. It reveals a 

systemic issue with the academic support offered at these three universities, especially 

for RAS students for whom it is the first experience of the UK HE system: the support 

that is considered to be personalised is not, in reality, that personalised. Signposting 

students with specific needs to general skills sessions or back to their general lecturers 

was not enough for some of my participants. 

 

Integration or the Expectation of Academic success? 

 

In the sections above, I have so far found little evidence of systemic engagement with 

RAS students’ cultural capital. The priority of staff was RAS students’ adaptation to the 

academic system in order to help them achieve academic success. In fact, when asked 

about what integration meant within the university, staff at all three universities 

mentioned academic success: they were of the viewpoint that the RAS students had to 

have acceptable grades – if they were failing, it was a marker of a failing integration 

process as well. If they were acceptable, it was a sign things were going well.  

 

Tom at University C said for example:  

 

“A successful student is a happy student…is an integrated student. When they 

succeed and they graduate and they are so happy their head wants to explode, you 

know you’ve done your job. That is the measure. And that is a crude measure but 

I think it’s a very good one. If at the end of the year, they are at 2.1 or above and 

they are scoring, or a third, if they are happy with getting a third, and they are 

loving what they are doing, and they are going through. That’s not scientific, but 

yeah if they are academically successful and they are happy, we’ve done our job. 
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Because that is the evidence that the job is working. If they are miserable and they 

are failing, we haven’t. It’s that simple.”  

 

Similarly, Harry at University B said: “they are here because they've been deemed to 

make the academic standard required by the course. For integration for me I think means 

just someone who is happy and is doing well on their course, does not feel at a loss, 

making friends.”  

 

At University A, Bridget discussed integration in these terms:  

 

“From my outlook, are you successfully integrated: are you taking part in stuff 

that you would wish to do. Some students don’t want to, but we would hope that 

they have that network, that connection, and also we would like to see good 

grades from them - at the level that is reasonable, not necessarily outstanding but 

that they are achieving at the level that is right for them and also that they also in 

the longer term find the support to get placements, internships, whatever they 

need to do to make sure they can progress.” 

 

Apart from academic success, staff mentioned how a student who uses the established 

means of academic and administrative support and knows how to navigate them would 

be considered more integrated. 

 

Oliver at University A reflected upon how he would know if a student is more or less 

integrated:  

 

“Probably by seeing how they are, what they say in terms of their relationships 

with students and staff and other people within the university community and how 

comfortable they feel hopefully talking to these people. Because ideally, I am 

there as a key contact, but in a way, what would be ideal, is they have got an issue 

with their accommodation, so they go and talk to accommodation. They've got an 

issue with their studies and they go to talk to their tutor. Whereas if they always 

come back to me and I am doing that, I mean obviously I am happy to do that, but 

ideally for them to be integrated, they could be doing that themselves.”  
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Bridget reflected upon similar lines:  

 

“If a student is struggling and has a problem, but enough of a social network 

around them where they can seek support from their social network, or if they 

have a great personal tutor that they can go to, then it may be that I am not needed. 

And therefore, in a way, they are succeeding in their integration. The more I have 

to see them, the more support I need to give them, probably the less well integrated 

they are in what they are doing.”  

 

In all three universities, staff mentioned that they wanted the RAS students to ideally have 

the same experiences as all the other students, and the same opportunities. This meant 

being viewed as students, rather than RAS. 

 

Oliver, at University A said for example “we want them to have a similar experience to 

all the other students.”  

 

Similarly, Justin at University B said:  

 

“I would say the university essentially wants the students to feel like they are 

typical students, and first and foremost they are students and that is how they 

should be treated and that they have all those opportunities available to that. Now 

of course there could be specific interventions that are required, that should be 

based on the needs of those individuals, but otherwise integration is seen by the 

university in the same way that I mentioned. And in that respect students, forced 

migrant students are very much left to their experience of university the same as 

anyone else would, without any active intervention unless that is necessary.”  

 

Stephanie at University C mentioned that ideally RAS students’ background should not 

have a negative impact on their experience at university:  “Integration for me means that, 

it means, it doesn’t matter what your background is, or where you come from, or even 

what route you take into the university, it’s about working together on things without 

seeing those differences.”  
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There are three main recurrent patterns in these staff comments: (1) academic success and 

(2) knowing how to navigate the academic and administrative system on their own are 

viewed as markers of integration and (3) ideally, RAS students should have a similar 

experience to “other students” as much as possible and therefore should not be treated 

differently as much as possible. All staff acknowledged that support should be offered to 

RAS students as needed to ensure these three goals. 

 

Seen from the perspective of the reflective university, the views of university staff on 

integration focused mainly on the expectation that students adapt to the academic and 

administrative system of the university. There was no sense of thinking how, on a 

practical level, the university might change or benefit from RAS students’ experiences or 

knowledge. My participants were concerned about how RAS students’ “difference” could 

affect their university experience negatively, possibly wary of RAS students being 

discriminated against, patronized or treated badly in any way. But in this context, 

“differences” were linked mainly to disadvantages, not potential knowledge and 

experience that could enrich and strengthen their academic experience. 

 

These staff views on students’ practical integration into their academic environment 

contrasted with their views on integration on a more abstract level: most of my staff 

participants explicitly rejected the idea of assimilation and explained that they thought 

everyone should  “celebrate different cultures” and that integration was not about 

“changing who they are”.  Many imagined integration to be about being “actively 

involved”, “being part of a community” where you have the same kind of “access to 

services”.  

 

Thomas, a senior manager at University A for example said:  

 

“It is without dictating what they should do, without prescribing what they should 

do. It’s about saying how can the university best support you so that you feel 

welcomed and part of the community or part of a community and that you feel the 

university is your home. I mean, in the broadest sense. It’s not to do with giving 

up individual identities, it's not to do with assimilation, it's to do with wellbeing.” 

 

Similarly, Justin at University B also mentioned being part of a community:  
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“Integration is the idea that someone is able to, someone feels part of a community 

and they are able to participate and enjoy the benefits that come with that 

community living. I would say for me integration is nothing like assimilation, 

integration is all about people being on an equal playing field with others and 

enjoy the benefits of community.”  

 

Bob at University C spoke resolutely against assimilation: “integration not assimilation: 

it means being able to operate within the system rather than being manipulated by the 

system and that's not an easy thing.”  

 

Some explicitly mentioned that integration was a two-way process, like Oliver at 

University A. For him, integration was to “learn how to live within that kind of 

environment. But also, it is also the other way as well, in that the community that you 

have integrated with has also accepted your differences and similarities.” 

 

John, a senior admissions officer at University A, similarly described a two-way 

process, as he was open about the university’s expectation that students change, but also 

about the value of diversity: 

 

“I think my view of integration is that every student that we admit will have some 

form of change forced upon them and we need to recognise that there isn't a type 

of student that the university should have. There is a genuine value in having a 

community where difference is celebrated and that we recognise that actually 

there is a value if we are turning students into hopefully global citizens, that they 

recognise the value of meeting people of different backgrounds, different cultures 

and embracing that in a very positive way, rather than assuming that everybody 

has to conform to their view of what being a British student in a British university 

involves.”  

 

Some staff mentioned how, in their view, integration (rather than assimilation) is 

difficult when there was little diversity in a university: 
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“Until we are more diverse, people are always going to struggle to integrate because 

they will be to some degree forced to become something that they are not,” said 

William, a Widening Participation Officer at University A. 

 

Similarly, Anna at University B mentioned a lack of diversity: “certainly in some of our 

subject areas, we have almost all white British students, and some areas we have almost 

as highly international students, and trying to get students from different backgrounds to 

mix, in some areas is very successful, in some of our programs, it is not.”  

 

It is striking that there is tension to be found between staff members’ views on RAS 

students’ integration at their university on a practical level and their views on integration 

on an abstract level. On a practical level , there is a sense that, ideally, these students 

should fit a certain mold of the successful student to be considered integrated: 

independently navigating the administrative and academic system, with acceptable grades 

and similar experiences to “other students”. On an abstract level, however, they advocated 

for the celebration of diversity, spurned assimilation and some explicitly conceptualised 

integration as a two-way street. There was a sense that barriers to integration came from 

students (“trying to get students from different backgrounds to mix”), rather than the 

institution. 

 

This tension between abstract values and practice will be further discussed in Chapter 9, 

along with the expectation of adaptation and academic success towards RAS students and 

its meaning for the role of the university in RAS’ integration process. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I used the conceptual framework of the reflective university to analyse my 

student participants’ academic experience and the university’s academic support system. 

 

Firstly, in terms of the university engaging with RAS students’ cultural capital, there are 

a few notable findings. My analysis revealed some overlaps but also notable discrepancies 

between RAS students’ perception of their cultural capital, along with its utility for the 

UK HE context, and its appreciation by the university and its staff.  
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RAS students were aware of the institutionalised, embodied and objectified cultural 

capital that they brought with them. They viewed some of their embodied capital as 

strengths (such as their maturity and motivation to work hard), but most also knew that 

their institutionalised capital had little value in the UK (such as their previous years of 

study and professional experience in their home country). They were also aware of the 

differences between some of their embodied academic capital and the one that was useful 

in their UK university, i.e. ways of learning, teaching, writing or arguing. They strived to 

acquire that new embodied academic capital, sometimes dismissing their previous 

embodied capital. A few mentioned, however, how their knowledge from lived 

experience could enrich academic discussions. 

 

From the vantage point of the institution, some of my RAS participants’ institutionalised 

capital, such as their previous qualifications, had not been recognised. Some of their 

embodied capital, such as their maturity, resilience and motivation, was recognised by 

university staff. However, it was widely expected from RAS students to acquire the 

embodied capital valued in HE (i.e. ways of learning, accessing services, writing, 

arguing). There was little university engagement with their existing embodied academic 

capital. In terms of the students’ objectified cultural capital, which I have defined as the 

knowledge and theories that RAS students have absorbed prior to their entry into their 

UK university, there was little evidence of systemic engagement. 

 

Secondly, I find that the focus of the universities’ support was mainly on making sure 

RAS students learn to navigate the universities’ academic culture. Some staff were aware 

of the differences between the embodied cultural capital useful in their university and the 

embodied cultural capital of their RAS students (for example, writing critically) and of 

the challenges RAS students were facing when attempting to acquire the needed cultural 

capital. Some flexibility was found in terms of allowing students more time to study. 

However, the offered support system often expected the students to have already acquired 

some embodied cultural capital, such as being used to signing up for courses or meetings 

in advance, which was a barrier for a few of my participants. Furthermore, there was a 

disconnect between the support offered and the support needed by some of the students: 

especially the undergraduate students yearned for more personalised support, a trusted 

person they could put questions to. The personal tutoring system in place was found to 

not always allow for such support, for example because of a lack of time. 
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Thirdly, I found a tension between staff’s views on indicators of a RAS student’s 

integration at their university (which leaned towards an assimilative stance), and their 

general view on integration on an abstract level (which explicitly rejected assimilation). 

These findings will be contextualised and further discussed in Chapter 9. 

 

Overall, my analysis shows that the three universities were not fully reflective in terms of 

their RAS students’ academic experience, since the focus was mostly on students’ 

adapting to the academic system. However, it also points to opportunities to strive towards 

reflectivity, by engaging more with RAS students’ previous academic, professional and 

lived experience, as well as offering more personalised support to navigate the academic 

system. 
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Chapter 6: Administrative support and the sense of safety and 

stability 
 

In this chapter, I explore the administrative support that universities provided their RAS 

students and how the RAS students experienced that support. I particularly examine this 

support in relation to the RAS students’ sense of safety and stability, an essential part of 

RAS’ integration process (Ager and Strang, 2008).  

 

Amongst my student participants, the topics of finance, accommodation and immigration 

status were especially linked to a sense of safety and stability. As will be shown in this 

chapter, these factors also had an impact on their academic studies and social connections. 

Moreover, I explored how the general organisation of the universities’ administrative 

support systems was linked to the students’ sense of safety and stability. The concept of 

reflective university will be employed to frame my account. I therefore examine whether 

university staff were aware of RAS students’ administrative needs and how the university 

accommodated for these needs. 

 

Firstly, I start with an explanation of the UK university financial policies that RAS 

students face in general, then describe how each of my three case universities organised 

their financial support for RAS, and finally delve into the worries and experiences related 

to finances my student participants faced. Secondly, I examine the topic of 

accommodation, where I analyse the universities’ support in terms of accommodation. I 

look at some of the students’ difficulties in accessing adequate accommodation, and how 

their housing situation related to a sense of safety. Thirdly, I explore the specific case of 

my asylum seeker participants, for whom their uncertain immigration status was a great 

source of stress. I describe how it affected their sense of stability and safety, as well as 

the university’s response to their situation. Finally, I analyse the connection between the 

way the three universities had organised their administrative support (having a named 

contact for RAS students for example) and RAS students’ feeling of safety. 
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Financial security 

 

Refugees and asylum seekers: study costs and fees 

 

Before describing my student participants’ financial situation and experience, I will give 

an overview of the financial context for both refugee and asylum seeker university 

students in England and Wales. 

 

Refugees who are “ordinarily resident” in England and Wales usually pay the Home fee 

of a Higher Education Institution: the same fee as citizens who are residents in these 

countries (UKCISA, 2020a). The fees depend on the university, the chosen courses and 

the degree level. They are usually also allowed to apply for all the student support offered 

by the UK government, which includes a loan to pay the university fees and a loan to pay 

for maintenance or, in certain circumstances, a maintenance grant (UKCISA, 2020b). The 

amount of the maintenance loan depends on the student’s household income, whether the 

student pays rent or not and whether the student lives in London or outside of the capital 

(Gov.uk, 2020). For example, in the academic year 2019/2020 a new undergraduate 

student in England who lived away from home and outside of London could receive a 

maintenance loan of up to £8944 (Gov.uk, 2020). 

 

Asylum seekers, on the other hand, are considered international students for fee purposes 

and usually face fees at the rate of international students, which is higher than the Home 

fees (UCAS, 2020). To give an example, in 2018 the Home fees at University A for a 

new student on a full-time undergraduate course were just above £9000, while the 

international fees were about £16,000. Asylum seekers are also not allowed to apply for 

the UK government student loans (UCAS, 2020). This means that they have to rely on 

self-funding (which is made harder by the fact that they are not usually allowed to work 

– they can only apply for the right to work under certain conditions and only in selected 

sectors if they have waited for 12 months for a decision (Home Office, 2021c)), or have 

to rely on fee waivers and grants offered by the universities. 
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Accommodation costs for students who do not live at home vary by city and by university. 

Student accommodation in University A for undergraduates varied depending on the 

building it was located in and how it was set up: it could range from around £70 a week 

(a shared room) to over £190 a week (a single room with ensuite shower). At University 

B, undergraduate accommodation ranged from about £100 to £200 per week. At 

University C, student accommodation could range from around £120 to £170 weekly, 

depending on the type of room and whether the accommodation included meals at the 

university restaurants or not. Private accommodation costs depended on a multitude of 

factors, such as the city, location within the city, if it was shared accommodation and the 

landlords. 

 

Universities’ financial support  

 

At University A, the policy regarding financial support for RAS at the time of the 

interviews was as follows: undergraduate refugees were considered to have access to UK 

government loans. Additionally, they were considered for a yearly scholarship (around 

£5000) open to a limited number of undergraduate students of disadvantaged 

backgrounds. On top of that, the university offered a small grant specifically for refugees. 

Asylum seekers were considered to face Home fees instead of international fees. At the 

Masters level, there were two scholarships for asylum seekers studying for a Master’s 

degree that included a fee waiver and a maintenance grant. This maintenance grant was 

increased from £10,000 in the academic year 2018/2019, to around £15,000 in the 

academic year 2019/2020. There were no specific provisions for RAS students at the PhD 

level.  

 

At University B, there were about a dozen scholarships for both refugees and asylum 

seekers at the Undergraduate and Masters level. The objective of the scholarships was to 

assure that RAS students had the equivalent of a UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) -

level maintenance grant, which was about £15,000 a year at the time of the interviews. If 

refugee students received a maintenance loan from the government, the university would 

top up that amount to reach the UKRI grant level. For asylum seekers, who did not have 

access to government funding, they would receive the full grant from the university. There 

were no specific financial provisions for RAS students at the PhD level. 
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At University C, the university only had specific financial provisions for asylum seekers 

at the Masters level. The institution did not provide their asylum seeker students with 

direct financial support, to avoid disrupting the financial aid they would be receiving from 

the government (which usually included a weekly stipend and accommodation). The 

students benefited from a fee waiver, a transportation ticket for the year and tickets to eat 

at the university restaurants and cafes. 

 

University staff were generally aware of the importance of funding for RAS students. 

However, the cost of the scholarships and the difficulty of raising money were topics that 

were particularly prominent in University A and B.  Thomas, from senior management at 

University A, described the difficulty of raising money for these scholarships, which 

came from alumni funds:  

 

“It is incredibly complex. If you are going to have a certain amount, well, where 

are you going to get the money from, especially as universities are beginning to 

face a period of austerity. Where do you get the money from, who do you direct 

it to, what kind of support do you direct it to. (…) So you want to protect them as 

vulnerable but at the same time you have limited costs.”  

 

Harry, from the admissions team at University B similarly explained how each year, the 

cost of the scheme had to be taken into account: 

 

“We had a project budget initially for the first year to run the scheme, but we 

were able to spend that, we were able to allocate that in our first year. (…) In the 

second year we wanted to make sure we had some additional money from the 

University (…) and we did get some extra resources from campaigns who have 

been fundraising for us. (…) This year we've got blended funding of the Office 

for Students funds, the main residual funds from the original budget, plus the 

fundraising. It meant that we were able to just go ahead and launch.” 

 

These comments show the complex economic environment that universities navigate 

when organising their financial support. 
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Students’ financial income 

 

Before discussing my student participants’ experiences in terms of their finances during 

their studies, I will describe each participants’ income in the following table.  

University Degree level Immigration status Income 

A PhD Refugee Fee waiver and small 

grants. Mainly self-

funded through 

savings. 

A PhD Refugee Fee waiver and small 

grants. Part-time 

student. Mainly self-

funded through work. 

A PhD Refugee Fully funded 

studentship (not related 

to immigration status) 

A Masters Asylum seeker Academic year 

2018/2019: £10,000 

scholarship a year. 

A Masters Asylum seeker Academic year 

2019/2020: around 

£15,000 scholarship a 

year. 

A Undergraduate Refugee UK government loans, 

additional small grants 

(£1000) and 

scholarships (£5000) 

A  Undergraduate Refugee UK government loans, 

additional small grants 

(£1000) and 

scholarships (£5000) 

B Masters Refugee UK government loan 

and top-up by the 

university to reach 

UKRI level 

B Undergraduate Leave to Remain University scholarship 

to reach UKRI level 

B Undergraduate Refugee UK government loan 

and top-up by the 

university to reach 

UKRI level. 

B Undergraduate Refugee UK government loan 

and top-up by the 

university to reach 

UKRI level. 

C Masters  Asylum Seeker UK assistance to 

asylum seekers (around 

£35 weekly), fee 

waiver, support for 

transportation and food 

tickets  

 

Table 5: Income sources of RAS student participants 
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As the table shows, the income sources for RAS students varied, depending on their 

immigration status, their university and degree level. 

 

RAS students’ financial worries  

 

Because the financial situation of the students differed so much depending on their 

university, their degree level and their immigration status, I will depict their experiences 

in terms of finances, by university, degree level and immigration status. 

 

Firstly, at University A, the two undergraduate refugee students, Ahmed and Aisha, both 

said that they struggled with finances sometimes, but it was not their main concern in 

their university life. Both paid for student accommodation at the university.  

 

Aisha said she was able to “manage”, but also “had some days where I really struggled, 

but not to the point where I need to borrow money. I can survive, I still have food in the 

cupboard, I have a little money that I can use.” The smallest amount she had in her bank 

account during her time as a student was £50, she told me. 

 

Ahmed explained that the money was not enough to cover all of his expenses and that the 

main part of his expenses went to his student accommodation: “Accommodation it's a bit 

expensive, because I have my own ensuite shower, so it's a bit more expensive, so it leaves 

me with very little money to eat and other stuff.” 

 

The two Masters students at University A, both asylum seekers, had very different 

experiences depending on the amount of their scholarship. Asif received a maintenance 

grant of £10,000 a year during the academic year of 2018/2019, whereas Mohsin received 

about £15,000 a year during the academic year of 2019/2020. Mohsin did not mention 

any financial struggles. By contrast, Asif faced serious financial difficulties. Private 

accommodation in the city was very expensive, he explained, especially as he needed 

space appropriate for a couple. Essentially, all his maintenance grant went on 

accommodation: 

 

“Now I am paying about £750 per month, and actually if I was getting like a shared 

accommodation, I would only pay around £500. So now I have to pay the bills 
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and also the rent as well, so what I did is I just pay the entire money I had from 

university for rent and we are just using my wife's universal credit to pay for bills 

and for example food and other things. We are short sometimes, but I mean we 

have to kind of spend our money wisely.”  

 

Asif’s wife had obtained refugee status, so she had access to universal credit. However, 

the government took into account Asif’s university maintenance grant as income, and 

“took out 30 percent of what she would normally get out of her universal credit”. He had 

been in touch with the appointed contact for RAS at his university about his financial 

problems. This person had referred him to another service, but, in the end, the university 

could not help him, he said: 

 

“He introduced me with someone at university at the money advice team. I went 

there and talked to them and they then referred me to citizen advice bureau, I went 

there and then well at the end, well we came to this conclusion that there isn't 

anything we can do about it. It is how it is, and we need to just find a way to deal 

with it.”  

 

At the time of the interview, Asif had applied for support from the hardship fund at his 

university, but had not heard back at the time of the interview. His money difficulties, he 

felt, prevented him to “enjoy university experience to the max”. He could not participate 

in all the extracurricular activities he wished to: “for example, when I do Taekwondo, we 

have Taekwondo competitions coming up and I can't participate in those competitions 

because the fees are a bit high for me. And also the last...university trips going around the 

UK for example, then I have to pay for those.” 

 

In terms of integration, Asif was effectively prevented from participating in activities that 

could have strengthened his sense of belonging and his social connections (for example, 

sports competitions and trips with his peers). By not being able to participate in extra-

curricular activities with his peers, he felt excluded.  

 

His university (A) increased the scholarship for asylum seekers to about £15,000 after 

Asif graduated. Mohsin, also an asylum-seeker studying there for a Masters, but in the 

academic year 2019/2020, received this full amount. Unlike Asif, he did not mention any 
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specific financial problems, nor any problems with accessing extracurricular activities 

because of money issues. “Everything is covered,” Mohsin said. 

 

Asylum seekers are not usually allowed to work in the UK, they can only apply for 

permission to work under strict conditions. Therefore, self-funding is extremely difficult. 

This is something that Asif was very much aware of: “sometimes I get in a really tight 

situation where I can't afford to do certain things. If I had the right to work for example, 

I could work and earn a little bit of money during weekends or even during the week.” 

 

The PhD students at University A were all refugees. Two of them, Sameer and Omar, 

benefited from a fee waiver and some small grants, but were mainly self-funded. The 

third, Bikram, had been awarded a full studentship, including fee waiver and maintenance 

grant. 

 

Sameer, who was married and had a small child, was a part-time student and worked at 

the same time: “they waived the tuition fees which is so important for me. And they give 

me £2,325 for materials and things for my research. It is not much, but it is still good, I 

can do something with it, if I manage.” 

 

At the time of the interview, Sameer was thinking of becoming a full-time PhD student, 

as his family abroad needed less help. However, he realised that he did not have the funds 

to do it:  

“At the time I had two options, PhD or work, I decided to do part-time PhD and 

full-time work. Right. And that was because I have to support my family. 

Specially my brother who was going to university in Turkey. So, now, for 

example, my brother managed to get a scholarship. And he got the citizenship in 

Turkey. Which is good. So, if I plan to balance my life again, and back to doing 

my PhD only, right, I have the fund only for waiving of the tuition fees, I don't 

have maintenance fees.” 

 

The pressure of a full-time job and being a part-time PhD researcher at the same time, 

weighed on his mind and affected his leisure time and time with his family: “sometimes 

I go back home at 10 pm and I feel guilty for my wife and my little one.” 
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Omar, who was single, used his savings from his previous work as a lawyer to self-fund: 

“I've got partial funding, so I don't pay for fees and I get paid 5K a year. The rest is 

basically my savings from work time in London.” The money was enough “in the 

meantime”, he said. He wished he “had full funding”, and had applied for the hardship 

fund, but had not been successful. He lived in a shared apartment and said “when you are 

thirty-one you want to live alone”, but the expensive rents would not allow him to do that. 

 

Bikram, with a full PhD studentship, did not mention any specific financial difficulties. 

He said that “you have to adjust”, but thought that he was “ok”. Compared to his time as 

an asylum seeker, he said, his financial situation was much improved: “I have seen worse! 

I have lived with £36 a week, which was not enough for food, forget about clothes. So 

when you are coming from such a background, you really appreciate what you have.” 

 

At University B, all students received a scholarship that was designed to guarantee them 

a maintenance income of about £15,000. None of them mentioned specific financial 

difficulties. However, one of them, Fatima, worked part-time in a dental clinic. She had 

studied dentistry in her home country, Syria, but had left before graduating. In the UK, it 

was impossible for her to study her preferred subject, and she settled for biomedical 

sciences instead. However, her goal was to study dentistry after graduating. This was one 

of the reasons for her to work: 

 

“When I apply to dentistry, the student finance will not support me (…) because 

as I mentioned to you, none of the scholarships accept dentistry students. So I 

won’t have a scholarship and I won’t have full support from student finance, so I 

have to save money now for my tuition fees. So this is one of the reasons why I 

work as well. And for work experience. And there’s another thing: I don’t like 

being jobless. Jobless! I just can’t! Getting used to have plenty of free time, no!” 

 

On top of her part-time job in the dental clinic, she was also a “student ambassador” and 

a “private tutor”. Because of all these extra income sources, she “never faced problems, 

finance wise”. However, she did mention that “at the end, even the scholarship won’t be 

that enough”. She chose to work on top of her studies, because she wanted to be 

comfortable financially, acquire work experience in the UK and compensate for the lack 

of recognition of her previous studies to achieve her actual academic goal. But it did not 
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seem that she was forced to work because of serious current financial difficulties or 

because she had to support her family. 

 

The other students at University B did not work on top of their studies and seemed to 

prefer to completely focus on their degree. Maaz said for example: “I have the money. I 

just want to focus on my study. That’s the only thing.” 

 

At University C, Sofia, who was an asylum seeker studying for a Masters, did not receive 

financial support in cash from the university. Instead, she benefited from a fee waiver and 

“they also provide me with the bus pass, so I don’t spend any coin for public transport 

and they provide me with vouchers for food, I think I got 65 (vouchers) for the whole 

year so it was enough for me.” Without an income, Sofia was dependent on the Home 

Office’s support of “£35 per week per person” for herself, her husband and her two 

children. She was also provided with accommodation by the government. To avoid any 

disruption of that support, the university did not give any direct cash grants.  

 

Sofia did not complain about her financial situation during the interview or mention any 

financial difficulties, even after some gentle prodding on my part. She said that “the fee 

waiver, food and transport, it’s just perfect for me. I spent my money only on pencils.” 

The only thing she mentioned was the printing cost, but she said: “knowing I don’t have 

extra money for printing, made me more organised”. 

 

She did not mention, as Asif had, financial difficulties that prevented her from 

participating in club activities or university societies, but she also said that her focus was 

on her studies and her family. Sofia’s description of money spent on pencils or printing 

costs shows, however, that she struggled to pay for basic necessities for her studies, 

although she adjusted to the situation and did not want to be seen as ungrateful. However, 

these details illustrate the extreme precarity of some students even to the extent of 

struggling to cover additional “in-house” support for printing services or utilities. 

 

Summary: the importance of adequate financial support 

 

There are two main takeaways from the analysis of the universities’ financial provisions 

for their RAS students and the RAS students’ experiences: the way RAS students were 
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financed varied greatly from university to university and depended on available resources, 

which meant a limit to the support; and adequate financial support was of great 

importance to my RAS students’ integration process, as it affected their sense of safety 

and stability, as well as their ability to make social connections. 

 

In general, those students who received a yearly maintenance income of about £15,000 

(whether fully from the university, or from a combination of government loans and 

university grants) did not mention pressing, serious financial difficulties. By contrast, 

those who had a yearly maintenance income of less than £15,000 all mentioned the need 

for more income or indicated that they could not afford basic necessities.  

 

In the modified Ager and Strang (2008) framework on RAS integration that I use for this 

thesis, one of the elements of ‘safety and stability’ is financial security. It is clear from 

my participants’ experiences, that without sufficient funds, RAS students do not feel 

secure and face stress, especially if they have a family, because they have to worry about 

how to afford basic necessities (such as utilities or food). In addition, they cannot access 

all the extra-curricular opportunities the university has to offer, which are also 

opportunities to deepen social connections. Since a lack of balance between studying and 

leisure time was identified as one of the issues that affected my participants’ academic 

experience in Chapter 5, one can argue that this imbalance can be intensified by 

insufficient funds. 

 

Accommodation 

 

In this section on accommodation, I first discuss the RAS students’ experiences with 

housing and then consider how the universities were equipped to support students in this 

regard. 

 

Difficulties of Access  

 

One of the unexpected findings concerning the practical aspects of RAS students’ lives 

was the importance of accommodation. First of all, there were practical barriers that some 

of them had to face when attempting to find private accommodation. The most common 

amongst these were cost, discrimination by landlords and the difficulty of paperwork. In 
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some cases, they had been assigned accommodation by the Home Office that they were 

not allowed to move out of.  

 

All participants who were living in private accommodation mentioned the high cost of 

rent, which meant that it took them a long time to find a suitable place, especially if they 

had dependents. Two of them explained that they had not found a place to stay until after 

the courses had started, which added greatly to the stress of starting the university year. 

And because of cost, some of them only found suitable accommodation far from the 

university.  

 

Asif, an asylum seeker student at University A said: “Accommodation, I feel is the major 

thing. It is expensive. I couldn't get an accommodation on campus or near campus, so I 

have to travel. If there was an accommodation closer to university, it would have been a 

lot better.”  

 

Racist attitudes by landlords was also an issue for some of my participants in private 

accommodation. Omar, for example, a refugee PhD student at University A, mentioned 

the difficulty of even being invited to see a house, and resorted to change his name on his 

application to at least pass the first filter: 

 

“I ended up changing my name on ‘spare room’, I changed it to George, so people 

would reply to me. Because if not, they wouldn't reply. So I changed it to George 

and the reply rate got slightly better. And then, I had one case of this lady who 

had a spare room and she asked me about my full name so then I had to tell her, 

George is just my correspondent name, my real name is Omar and then she 

suddenly changed her mind, ‘oh, I am looking for a professional.’”  

 

My asylum seeker participants faced even more barriers than my refugee participants 

because of their immigration status: Asif, for example, had only been able to find private 

accommodation after many struggles with his paperwork and the landlords. 

 

“I got a house, and it was at final stage, they had realised I don't have right to rent 

a house, because of my circumstances as an asylum seeker. The thing was, my 

application was in process, but because it was in court, the Home Office was not 
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updated with my application and they were thinking that I did not have any 

application and that is why, they just took the right of rent from me. I had to call 

my MP, my solicitor, basically everywhere, until Home Office was updated. I 

managed to get a house, but not that same house, I had to leave it, and then apply 

for somewhere else until I finally managed to have a house.”  

 

Sometimes RAS cannot decide where they live. Sofia, an asylum seeker student at 

University C, had been assigned accommodation by the Home Office for herself and her 

family and was thus unable to move nearer to university. This meant a two-hour commute 

from one town to another to get to her classes.  

 

Fatima, a refugee student from Syria at University B, was in a similar situation: the local 

council had assigned accommodation to her family. Due to the long commute she had to 

restrict her time with friends and for study at the university: 

 

“It is very annoying when I have to take two buses to come here. But sometimes 

I miss lots of things, because of the last bus. Sometimes they get late. So my 

friends stay up to 11, but I have to leave 9 o’clock because it’s going to be…very 

dark then. They just walk 15 minutes and they are in their accommodation. That’s 

the only annoying thing.”  

 

Essentially, the location of her accommodation acted as a barrier for Fatima to deepen her 

social connections with peers. It was something that weighed on her mind and excluded 

her from certain activities: “I miss lots of things”. 

 

Student Accommodation or a Home? How it relates to a sense of safety 

 

Apart from the practical barriers to accessing the accommodation that my participants 

wanted or needed, there were psychological aspects to their relationship with their 

accommodation that related to past and present experience as RAS. These were mostly 

related to the feeling of safety, the unwillingness to change places constantly and the fear 

of losing a home. 

 



 160 

Aisha, a refugee student from Syria living in student accommodation on campus, 

explained that it was important for her to live in the same place each year if it was 

possible, because of her experience of being forced to leave her home in Syria: 

 

“For me, it feels like safer, it's more like settlement. Once I settle into a place, I 

feel more comfortable returning to that place, than having to jump from one to 

another place. It's just part of me. I was born and lived in the same house. Until 

the point where I just left. So it's attachment for me. I just want to be attached to 

a place that I know it's mine, I know where to go. I'm not keen on changing. (…) 

So I am asking to go to the same room even. So I know this is my room, like I 

already have an association with what is around me. Even the signs on the door, 

you know, coming in and out.”  

 

The idea of feeling safe in their accommodation and the unwillingness to change 

accommodation is something that came up in several of my interviews with the students. 

For example, Andrew, a refugee student, explained that he wanted to stay in the apartment 

he had found, although this meant commuting from a different town every day and he 

acknowledged that he “could have done better if I had lived closer to university”.  

 

 

“I realised with my status as a refugee, the only place I have which I can call home 

is that little flat of mine. So if I moved into a university accommodation, and there 

comes a time when the university is closed, we had a holiday, everyone would 

leave to go home. Where would I go if I had given back accommodation? Securing 

accommodation is not easy, especially when you are a refugee. It’s very difficult.”  

 

This shows that the issue is not whether it is better for them to stay in university or private 

accommodation, as this varies according to circumstances. It is however about the 

importance of the feeling of safety and continuity that comes with a durable place to live. 

The statement: “Where would I go if I had given back accommodation?” also indicates 

the fear of losing a home and the uncertainty that comes with it. This was particularly 

strong with one my refugee participants, Bikram, a PhD student, who had been homeless 

for a period of time during his asylum-seeking process. In his first year at university, he 
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had chosen unsuitable accommodation (one of the first opportunities he came across) 

because of his fear of being homeless again.  

 

“I saw this ad on notice board, there was a room, I went to the guy and I told him 

that I was homeless, literally, please. He actually told me there is another person 

coming to see the room as well and I said this is the advance, I am ready to pay 

whatever you want, but I don’t have a place to sleep please help me. (…) the first 

house was a nightmare, it was dirty, … there were so many people in the house, 

no one was taking care of the washroom, I could never take a guest with me to my 

house.”  

 

Apart from his fear of being homeless, Bikram’s comments also shed also a little light on 

the link between accommodation and social connections. He said “I could never take a 

guest with me to my house” showed that an added barrier to deepen his social connections 

was his inadequate accommodation. 

 

University support to address barriers to accommodation 

 

Although university staff at all three universities were aware of housing issues for RAS 

students, university support was generally limited. At University A, accommodation is 

usually guaranteed only for the first year of study. However, the university offered 

guaranteed university accommodation to refugee students in undergraduate programs 

until they graduated. The university’s offer was taken up by the two refugee 

undergraduate students that I interviewed, including Aisha (mentioned above), because 

they felt safer or more comfortable in their university accommodation. For the Masters 

and PhD students (both asylum seekers and refugees), university accommodation was not 

guaranteed.  

 

The support in securing private accommodation was perceived as insufficient by some of 

the postgraduate students, even if they reached out to university staff. Bikram, for 

example said:  

 

“First, I was told to send an email to the estates or someone and they said they 

don’t have any room, so I had to find a house, I stayed in an Airbnb for a week. 
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(…) The university did not give me even 0.1 percent in terms of the support for 

housing, I had to do it myself”. 

 

Asif, the asylum seeker dealing with paperwork complications explained that he felt that 

university staff did not have the expertise to help him: 

 

“It was a complicated situation, I feel like not many people knew how to deal with 

it. (The designated contact person for RAS) tried to help. He was helpful but not 

to that extent that he resolved the situation, so I had to kind of do some more work 

and get someone else to help with the situation.”  

 

It is important to note that the staff at University A were very much aware of the housing 

issue for RAS and also aware of the limits of their own ability and the university’s 

capacity to help. 

 

Bridget, at University A, said:  

 

“Housing is one of the (issues) that one of my students came across last year, 

where she didn't have a guarantor for her house. She tried to use the university 

system where they provide a guarantor, but a lot of local landlords wouldn't accept 

it. So, there is this disconnect with the university's service which actually in reality 

doesn't work because local landlords won't accept it.”  

 

At University B, university accommodation was not specifically guaranteed for RAS. The 

students had access to university accommodation under the same terms as other students. 

However, if need be, there were staff who they could reach out to. From the way staff 

described the support, it seemed to be more focused on signposting the students to the 

correct office in the university.  

 

Emily, an academic staff member, and a volunteer with the team supporting RAS said: 

 

“We give support in terms of kind of helping with the administrative side of 

accommodation, helping them organise accommodation and put them in touch 

with the accommodation office.”  
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The students whom I talked to at University B had not reached out for this particular 

service yet – one of the students was in her first year and in university accommodation, 

another one was in council housing, and two were in private accommodation that they 

had found on their own.  

 

At University C, two rooms in student accommodation were put aside for RAS students 

if there was a need at the beginning of term. However, Boris, who worked in the 

accommodation department, said that no RAS students had used those rooms at the time 

of the interview and that the rooms were rented out to other students “once terms starts”. 

The student at University C was in accommodation provided by the Home Office, so she 

had also not contacted the university about this. However, Stephanie at University C had 

spoken to an asylum seeker student who was living in a very precarious housing situation:  

 

“One particular individual was telling me about her temporary accommodation. It 

was supposed to be temporary, and years later they’re still in this very small bedsit 

without proper cooking facilities, like camping facilities and…but it was just, you 

know, ‘that’s just how it is, but it broke and we were out, and we didn’t have 

electricity and we didn’t have this and we didn’t have that for a while. But we 

sorted it now.’” 

 

Stephanie explained that students, in her experience, did not come to her easily with these 

accommodation issues. She often found out about their living situations when she 

proactively asked them about it. However, she said that she was also wary to not be too 

intrusive: “But she (the student) didn’t come and ask me for any support or any help it 

was like, well, ‘this is my problem and it’s outside of the university’, so I don’t feel that 

I can push and I physically can’t have contact all the time.” 

 

University awareness of the psychological significance of housing for RAS students 

 

The university staff at all three universities were aware of the general difficulties for RAS 

to access private accommodation, even if they didn’t have knowledge of the specific 

paperwork needed. However, none of the university staff mentioned the specific 

psychological dimensions for RAS students of their housing situation. Oliver at 
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University A explained that for him, a sign of integration by an undergraduate refugee 

student would be that he or she lives with his or her friends after the first year of studies, 

like the rest of the student population: 

 

“I would be interested to see if the refugee students take up that option (of staying 

in university housing) or if they have integrated with their flatmates and 

coursemates and they go off and just live in a house, which hopefully that would 

be good, we want them to have a similar experience to all the other students.”  

 

This well-intentioned comment shows, firstly, that he is measuring integration by 

comparing the refugees’ and asylum seekers’ actions to ‘all the other students’ and to 

what he considers the norm – living in a house with friends after the first year of 

undergraduate studies. This idea of ‘having a similar experience to all the other students’ 

as a measure for integration came up frequently in conversations with university staff at 

all three universities and was already discussed with a view to the academic experience 

of RAS students in Chapter 5. I will discuss its broader significance in Chapter 9. 

 

Secondly, it suggests that he is unaware of the potential stress changing accommodation 

every year might entail for a refugee student. Thus there is a discrepancy between his 

view of measuring the integration of a student (the fact that they live with friends in 

private accommodation, showing that they have friends) and the reality of a student’s life 

(in the case of two of my participants, they had friends, but felt safer or more comfortable 

staying in university accommodation.) 

 

Summary: limited power to support RAS with their accommodation 

 

My central observation regarding my participant universities’ support for RAS students’ 

accommodation is that they seemed to have limited power: existing initiatives focused on 

university accommodation only, while non-university accommodation seemed beyond 

their administrative reach, especially when dealing with legal complexities, with the 

paperwork required by landlords or with government provided accommodation. 

 

At the same time, suitable accommodation was found to be significant for the students’ 

wellbeing, sense of safety and their social connections. For the students, the meaning of 
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having a secure place to live in went beyond that of a temporary student accommodation. 

University staff, while aware of the practical difficulties RAS students faced when 

searching for suitable accommodation, did not seem aware of the deeper meaning housing 

arrangements had for these students. 

 

Immigration status 

 

Comparing the experiences of RAS students, there is one factor that specifically affected 

asylum seekers: their ongoing asylum-adjudication process. I found that the uncertainty 

around immigration status took a deep mental toll on the asylum seeker students I 

interviewed and affected directly their sense of safety and stability. 

 

Three of my student participants were asylum seekers. They all expressed worry about 

their uncertain immigration status. They had to deal with legal proceedings and solicitors, 

keep up with the legal paperwork and find money to pay their solicitors. In one case, a 

student faced a so-called ‘ban to study’ from the Home Office until her case got resolved. 

In another case, the student was potentially facing a study ban at the time of the interview. 

These are situations that caused the students concerned significant stress, affected their 

wellbeing and the focus on their studies. 

 

Asif, for example, realised, in the middle of his Masters, that he had issues with his legal 

paperwork that might prevent him from continuing his studies. One day, the immigration 

office at the university asked him to come to talk about his paperwork: 

“They told me that when they asked the Home Office for an update on my 

situation, the Home Office told them that there is a change in my circumstances 

which might put a ban on right of study so I won't be able to study at university 

after that. So, I wasn't aware of that change of circumstances because of some 

issues I have with paperwork. (…) Then I called my solicitor. And I explained her 

the situation and then now she is trying to actually put my case back on track. (…) 

I am just waiting for her to make an out of date appeal.” 

 

Asif acknowledged that it was “stressful”:  

 



 166 

“I can't focus on my studies because of problems like this. The problem with that 

it is... quite, I mean, quite uncertain, you don't know the outcome. You don't know 

what is going to happen next. I can't plan anything. You have to be prepared for 

situations like that. And also it is a bit difficult in terms of financials. I had to pay 

for solicitor to make this application.” 

 

In the case of Sofia, she received an e-mail from the University in her second semester, 

explaining that she had to be suspended temporarily because of the Home Office’s study 

ban. Apart from the disruption to her studies, she elaborated on how it shook her mentally. 

 

“I thought it was the time to die, with the ban to study, I didn’t want to live anymore,” 

she said. She was suspended for three weeks only, she said, as the university hoped she 

could “settle this with Home Office”. Fortunately, she was able to get the study ban lifted. 

But the stress and mental toll on her was enormous. As she described it:  “I was like, no, 

I will not fight again. I am just tired of fighting.” Sofia also described the university’s 

continued support during her suspension, for which she was deeply grateful: “I don’t 

know what I can give back to that woman (Stephanie) and to the university”. 

 

Sofia’s main university contact, Stephanie, who was in part responsible for the asylum 

seeker students, gave her a support letter. Sofia said:  

 

“She wrote the letter of support to my solicitor to use for the Home Office, so I 

was not leaving the university empty handed, I was leaving with the letter of 

support, but still I couldn’t walk and I was just…and she was telling me, you have 

to fight this!”  

 

She also described how Stephanie would message and email her every day during her 

suspension, telling her “how are you, please don’t give up, don’t give up” and how 

Stephanie emailed her solicitor and other organisations in order to find help to speed up 

her legal procedure. 

 

Sofia also spoke to Tom, in the chaplaincy, for mental support who “was advising me to 

work on my dissertation, don’t give up, even if it doesn’t work, he told me believe me 

you will not go back again, keep writing and even if you can use it in a year time, you 
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will come and we will find a way to publish, even if you don’t get your Masters, you will 

still be in the area,” she said. This encouragement and support from Tom and Stephanie 

was invaluable for Sofia’s mental health and mitigated her sense of isolation at an 

extremely challenging time.  

 

University staff and their awareness of the legal asylum process 

 

University staff were very aware of the challenges of dealing with the legal process, and 

were also aware of the possible disruption in the studies of asylum seekers. Some had 

advanced legal or administrative knowledge on the topic and most of them had tried to 

support and advocate for the students, especially those facing ‘study bans’, as much as 

possible. But they were also aware of the limitation of their support, as they knew the 

legal situation was in the hands of the Home Office and the solicitors. At University C, 

for example, in line with what Sofia described, staff knew about the asylum-seeking legal 

process and offered support as much as they were able to. 

 

According to Stephanie at University C, some of her students had come to her and 

explained their asylum case and expressed worry about the ongoing process. In such cases 

she would point them “to the Welsh Refugee Council or ask them to go back to their 

solicitors. If they ever need anything from us to give to their solicitor about what’s 

happening to them at the university, if they are struggling at all, then we always say we 

are happy to do anything like that, any supporting documents that you might need, we’ll 

help you and Tom does that as well.” She was also very aware of the stress these situations 

can induce in students:  

 

“So, yeah, it’s…god… there’s one student at the moment that had an application 

refused, so she’s very anxious about focusing back on her studies. So, we had a 

conversation last week about: don’t let this beat you, you’ve got this opportunity 

to change your outlook and your possibilities, and traditionally asylum 

applications can take quite a long time, so don’t just continually worry about 

it…it’s easy for me to say!” 

 

This is very much in line with Sofia’s description of Stephanie’s behaviour. Stephanie’s 

words, however, also show how little legal power the university has.  
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Emily at University B was quite vocal about the limits of the university support if there 

was a problem with the asylum application of a student. She was part of the University’s 

working group for the scholarships for RAS. She was also a lawyer. She had the technical 

knowledge of the asylum seeking process for a university student, and was fully aware of 

the limitations of the university’s legal power : 

 

“Two of our asylum seeking students have, whilst they have been studying, had 

their claims refused and have had to launch a fresh claim. And unfortunately in 

between that time, the Home Office could, if they chose to, revoke their right to 

study. So we’ve had to tell the students that. Like meet with the students, inform 

them that that’s a possibility, that we’ll find you everything we can to support 

them if that happens, but we can’t control that. And that if it does happen, the 

university, the working group has no control over it. And if it does happen, the 

university’s position is that they would suspend the student. So obviously that is 

quite stressful for the students.” 

 

Emily and her colleagues seemed very aware of the stress for the students going through 

such an experience: 

 

“The asylum seeking students are faced with quite a heavy burden of wanting to 

be able to pursue their studies and enjoy university. We have students that are 

desperate to do so, that are weighed down by this constant threat of refusal and 

the consequences that might follow from that, which include also being suspended 

from study.” 

 

At University A, in comparison to Universities B and C, the knowledge about the legal 

situation of asylum seekers seemed, at the time of the interviews, to be more shallow. 

Thomas, a member of the senior management at University A, was aware of the general 

legal difficulties for asylum seeker student that could affect them, without going into any 

details. In his position, he also had no direct contact with students, which might explain 

the limits of his knowledge. The direct contact person for RAS students, Oliver, was 

aware of the differences between refugees and asylum seekers as to their fee status, but 

did not go deeper in the legal ramifications for their right to study. Bridget, another staff 
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member at University A, only worked with refugees, not asylum seekers, as part of the 

scholarship she was managing, and so said that she had little to no experience with that 

topic. 

 

Summary: legal constraints on university support 

 

Although university staff were aware of the legal difficulties asylum seeker students 

faced, they did not have much power to help their students if their legal status affected 

their right to study. Staff supported their affected students with information, supporting 

documents and in one case, calls to solicitors. The university’s policy, however, was to 

suspend the students who had their right to study revoked by the Home Office. This 

‘hostile environment’ created by the government, i.e. the constant threat of potential 

suspension was a great source of stress for my participants. 

 

Organisation of administrative support for RAS students 

 

In this section, I will explore how the three universities were organised in terms of general 

administrative support for RAS students and how it related to a sense of safety for the 

students. 

 

University A: the broker 

 

In University A, there was a specific contact person in the student services department 

for RAS students – Oliver. His approach to his role was a proactive one and he contacted 

them regularly:  

 

“For undergraduates I contact them before they start. Then normally I meet with 

them in the first couple of weeks when they are starting, just to see how they are 

settling in. Then I normally have a load of other check-in meetings with those 

students, I am still doing them… Normally in their first year, if they are 

undergraduates, I will see them at least three times. Quite often maybe a bit more 

than that, I offer them appointments if they need them. Then normally second year 

onwards on, I will meet them at least twice a year, because I do the meeting at the 

start of the academic year, but I also send them kind of regular comms, emails and 
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stuff, with information and relevant information, depending on the time of year 

and the cycle”. 

 

Oliver’s self-description of his role resembled that of a broker: he acted, when needed, as 

an intermediary between the student and the different administrative and academic 

services provided by the university. Bridget, who was responsible for an undergraduate 

scholarship that included refugee students, also mentioned taking on a ‘broker’ role. 

Depending on the case, both would signpost the students to the services, but sometimes 

would also take it upon themselves to introduce the student to the service by writing an 

email for example.  

 

“I think that is why there is my role, because I can do a little advocacy on their behalf and 

be that link that hopefully makes sure that they talk to the people they need to talk to,” 

Oliver explained. 

 

He did however see his role, ideally, as helping students transition to a position where 

they would navigate the university administration on their own: “I am there as a key 

contact, but in a way, what would be ideal, is they have got an issue with their 

accommodation, so they go and talk to accommodation.” 

 

On the RAS students’ side, all of my RAS student participants at University A knew 

Oliver and had all interacted with him to various degrees. One student, Aisha, had talked 

to Oliver about her need to change personal tutors – he had been her first point of contact 

to raise this issue. She had also contacted him about her wish to change student 

accommodation. In both cases, Oliver was able to raise the issue within the administration 

and helped her achieve those changes. Aisha made it clear she was more comfortable 

talking to Oliver than approaching a new administrative person: 

 

“I am more comfortable sending an email to him, just because I have been with 

him since I started and he kind of knows my whole progression, so I am more 

happy to send him an email, saying I'd like to speak to someone from 

accommodation, I'd like to discuss this with finance, so yeah”. 
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Ahmed, an undergraduate student like Aisha, also mentioned that if Oliver was not so 

proactive in his emails, he would probably not even ask for support:  

 

“The fact that he sends me an email and shows that there is someone there, 

encourages me to go and get that help, but probably if he didn't I wouldn't ask for 

it. But it does really make a difference when someone sends you an email and asks 

if you're doing alright, what's going on with you in your life and things like that. 

It really does make a huge difference.”  

 

Ahmed went on to explain that just knowing that Oliver was there gave him a sense of 

safety: “It gives me confidence. If something wrong happens or if I have a problem or 

anything, there is someone there that I can contact, that there is someone there that would 

support me, so that really gives me confidence.” 

 

These comments show that Oliver’s ‘broker’ role is crucial because it gives RAS students 

a sense of safety and stability: they feel there is a contact who is familiar with them and 

whose remit it is to support them administratively. The sense of comfort and confidence 

that Ahmed and Aisha mentioned made them more likely to ask for help if needed. 

 

Oliver’s role therefore seemed more important to the students than Oliver realised 

himself. He did acknowledge himself as an “advocate” and that it was part of his job to 

proactively ask the students how they were. However, he saw his role as, ideally, 

transitory to a situation where the students did not need his support anymore, whereas the 

students appreciated that the contact with him was precisely not one time only, but was 

long-term and constant. It gave them comfort and confidence to know that there was one 

person who knew about their situation, their progression and whose role it was to listen 

to them and support them. 

 

University B: community support 

 

At University B, there was a working group of university staff and students focusing on 

the scholarships for RAS students. Within this working group, there were two staff 

members, Emily and Harry, who were in more frequent contact with current RAS 

students. The extra administrative support Emily and Harry offered RAS students was not 
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part of their formal duties. This was very different to how University A was organised: 

Oliver supported RAS students as part of his job description. By contrast, Emily was an 

academic staff member at University B, and Harry was working in Admissions. Harry 

explained he felt personally committed to the scholarship scheme, since he had been there 

since its beginnings: “it's about how much you put in and I don't want anyone to not have 

a good experience.”   

 

With less time at their disposal, Emily and Harry had organised their support differently 

to Oliver: instead of frequent check-ins with the students, they focused more on group 

and community support. Firstly, they organised events for the recipients of the 

scholarships, and informal welcome events where the students could get to know Emily 

and Harry, as well as the other students and staff that could support them. 

 

Together with the student organisation focusing on RAS at the university, they organised 

a buddy program between RAS students and non-RAS members of the student 

organisation (more analysis on this program is found in Chapter 7). Secondly, they 

promoted a sense of community amongst the RAS students. As Emily explained: 

 

“I’d been inviting existing students to come and help me on the interview days or 

incoming scholars. And they’ve been speaking to them then (…) and they said to 

me that they really enjoyed facilitating the interviews for the new scholars because 

they got to speak to existing scholars and they really liked that. Which again made 

me think, ok, well we need to try and perhaps establish some kind of community 

amongst themselves, because they obviously enjoy spending time with each 

other”. 

 

Emily reflected on the commonalities between RAS students, which were mostly based 

on their immigration status: 

 

“I think ultimately, we had one or two students who have encountered issues with 

their status which is extremely stressful for them, and like, no one knows better 

than the other students that are also experiencing it. So, whilst our citizen students, 

they can make friends or whatever, like I think our (RAS) scholars can offer a 

different kind of level of understanding and support that domestic students could 
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probably never even imagine how it is to feel, that you could possibly be deported 

or chucked off your course because of your status.” 

 

The feelings of community were first nurtured through a welcome event, where the RAS 

seeker students could get to know each other. The rest – how they kept in touch and how 

often they met - was up to the students. But they also had two student representatives who 

would represent the other students within the working group related to their scholarship. 

In this way, the group was also formalized by the university. 

 

Apart from this community-focused support, Emily and Harry relied on the existing 

university services for students. Similar to Oliver, they would signpost the students to the 

different, existing services. However, due to the way that they were organised, they relied 

more on the students to come forward with their issues. Harry was adamant in making the 

students aware that, if they were facing any issues, they should contact him or his 

colleagues. He even put this expectation in writing, in a form that students were invited 

to sign at the welcome event. As he explained: 

 

 “For me it’s more about getting that message across, that there are 

expectations. (…) That there are expectations on the scholars to do certain things 

and behave in certain ways. (…) If they are struggling, that they do get in touch, is 

a basic one. We don’t want them to just struggle”. 

 

Harry outlined the content of the form he gave the students at the welcome event:  

 

“The highlights (of the document): outlining what they will get from us, the main 

contacts. We also have a representation for the scholars on our working group. 

Letting them know what pastoral support is around. Every year, minimum, we ask, 

are you still registered on the course, we will check in that they have progressed 

into year two or three, if it is an undergraduate course. But we may do it ad hoc, 

review if needs be. Should there be a change to their residency status, to be in 

touch.” 

 

None of my student interviewees at University B had contacted either Emily or Harry, 

although they knew they could if they needed to. Emily and Harry both told me of student 
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cases they were working on, so this does not mean that no students contacted them, but it 

shows that not all RAS scholarship students chose to contact them. However, all the 

students I interviewed had used the community driven support in some way. Maaz and 

Fatima were often in touch with other RAS students, supporting each other in their studies 

and talking about issues that they felt only other RAS would understand. Daliah was a 

student representative for the scholarship group and was in contact with the working 

group in that capacity. Daliah and Fatima both had a buddy from the student organisation. 

And Andrew had been present, as had the others, in the welcome event and had met staff 

and students he connected with.   

 

Maaz described the support RAS students gave each other: “we talk about difficulties in 

general. It helps a bit.” What Maaz describes can be interpreted as a safe space for RAS 

students to discuss issues and find support. 

 

In sum, University B opted for a more community driven approach and was more reliant 

on RAS students contacting university staff if they encountered issues than at University 

A. As a consequence of this, interviewed RAS students at University B had not contacted 

university staff and did not mention the same feelings of comfort (and safety and stability) 

when contacting university staff as in University A. However, RAS students did mention 

feelings of comfort when communicating with other RAS students in a safe space. A 

community driven support can also therefore, promote a sense of safety amongst RAS 

students. 

 

University C: creating relationships 

 

At University C, there were two main administrative contacts for RAS students, who also 

acted as broker for them. However, their role seemed to go beyond that, as they also 

created stronger bonds with the students. One contact, Stephanie, was responsible for 

international students and also, particularly, for asylum seeker students. The second 

contact, Tom, was working in the chaplaincy. 

 

Both Stephanie and Tom seemed to view their role similarly to Oliver in University A: 

listening to the students’ issues and trying to find solutions if needed. Like Oliver, they 

were also officially considered to be the contacts for RAS students. But on top of listening 
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and acting as brokers, if needed, they also saw their role as giving encouragement to the 

students. An example for this was Stephanie’s continuous encouragement for the student 

worried about her immigration status, which I described previously in this chapter.  

 

Tom was especially vocal about the value of creating “relationships”, that would make 

RAS students feel “valued and wanted”. In his opinion, that “relationship” was hard to 

find for these students in the traditional student service system, to which they would 

typically turn if they had a practical issue: 

 

“Student services…you have that sort of block…if you need a hardship fund, they 

will go to student services, but what they don’t get is a relationship. And that is 

what we do. And that is what forced migrants need. In order to relocate themselves, 

and their identity, they need to have a relationship. It mustn’t be too deep, and it 

mustn’t be dependent, but it must be somewhere they can go and feel valued and 

wanted.”  

 

He continued: “Some staff say, they should all go and see counsellors. I think that 

is rubbish, it’s relationships that help them. And CBT (cognitive behavioural 

therapy) does not even come close at crossing the cultural divide. The endorsement, 

‘you’re safe here and we want you here’, are the key things that they will need to 

hear. And they will need to hear it repeatedly. The danger, the real, the very real 

danger to migrants in the university system, are social isolation and social 

alienation.” 

 

My student participant in University C, Sofia, an asylum seeker from Ukraine, had 

contacted both Tom and Stephanie several times. She spoke very highly of them and she 

seemed to corroborate Tom’s idea of creating “relationships” to make students feel 

“valued and wanted”. She told me:  

 

 “I had two supporters, it was Stephanie, she was like my Mum and Tom, who I 

think is more psychological support. I was always in contact, more with Stephanie. 

What I appreciated, is when I emailed her, I would get reply within one hour (…). 

So she didn’t take me like a usual student, she replied to me as soon as she could.” 
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 Stephanie also played an important role in Sofia’s life when Sofia got temporarily 

suspended because of issues with her paperwork as an asylum seeker. Sofia explained 

that her meetings with Tom were more informal, but that she appreciated his 

encouragement and the time he took once to talk to her children: “he spoke to my kids, 

kind of like inspiring them, he is an inspirational person, so I appreciated it a lot.” In 

general, she called Stephanie and Tom her “academic parents”. 

 

Sofia added that, although she did not have much of a “social life”, as she was living too 

far from the university and had children she had to attend to, she was satisfied because 

she met “high quality people”. She said that “sometimes you can know one person, but 

that one person can replace hundreds”. Sofia’s comments resonate with those of Tom 

about how it is “relationships that help them” and shows that these relationships can be 

associated with a sense of safety.  

 

In contrast to University B, there was no community support in place at University C. 

However, there had been an attempt to get the RAS students together, according to Tom. 

This attempt had failed, he said:  

 

“We have a support group running, it doesn’t work well. (…) If you put that group 

together, they are not going to find commonalities, everybody says they will, but 

they don’t. When we tried it hasn’t worked. They are different people. Coming from 

different situations, different narratives, they have different stories, they have 

different understandings, they have different cultures, they have different emotional 

and socioemotional needs.” 

 

Tom’s comment contrasts with the positive experience at University B of creating a 

community of RAS students.  However, it is important to consider the different context 

of these two experiences: at University B, the students were brought together as common 

recipients of the same scholarship at a welcome event for them. The frequency and way 

of connecting among each other was the RAS students’ decision. The group at University 

C was set up as a “support group”, where students could talk as a group about issues that 

they were facing. This more formal setting, with the group of students Tom was working 

with at the time, did not work to attend to their different “emotional and socioemotional 

needs”. The students preferred to speak individually with Tom.  
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Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I explored the three universities’ support regarding the financial security, 

accommodation and immigration status of their RAS students. These three issues were 

found to be significant for my RAS student participants’ sense of safety and stability, as 

well as their social connections. 

 

Analysing the topics of finance, accommodation and asylum adjudication processes 

allowed me to find a link not only with my participants’ feeling of safety and stability, 

but also with their social connections. This finding fills some gaps in Ager and Strang’s 

(2008) work as the relationships between the areas of integration in their framework (such 

as safety/stability and social connections) were “poorly understood” (Strang & Ager, 

2010, p. 603). A better insight into the connections between the different domains of 

integration can enhance our comprehension of the integration process. 

 

In general, the universities were largely aware of the challenges RAS students faced in 

terms of finances, accommodation and immigration and offered support. However, their 

support was hampered by numerous complexities. From the Home Office’s policies 

related to asylum seekers, to the UK universities’ policies on fees, to the private 

accommodation market, universities were navigating a complex and sometimes hostile 

environment when attempting to support their RAS students. Universities can promote 

feelings of safety and stability through their administrative support, as shown in this 

chapter, but it is made more difficult because of the environment they work in. This 

environment therefore affects universities’ ability to be reflective and accommodate for 

their RAS students’ needs. This finding will be further discussed in Chapter 9. 
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Chapter 7: Social connections 
 

In this chapter, I explore the complexities of RAS students’ social connections. The social 

connections of migrants are often categorised as bonds and bridges in scholarly 

discussions (Ryan & D’Angelo, 2018). This is the case in Ager and Strang’s (2008) 

framework, in which these types of connections are considered crucial in the integration 

process of RAS. Bonds, or having ties within their own “co-ethnic, co-national, co-

religious group” can make refugees feel “settled”, it can support their mental health and 

it can be a space where they can speak their own language (p. 178). Bridges, or positive 

connections within their locality with other groups in the “settled community” make 

refugees feel more “secure”, “not resented” and might even aid in opening up 

opportunities, for example in the labour market (p.179). 

 

Following my critique in Chapter 2 of the presupposition of homogeneous groups in Ager 

and Strang’s model, I decided to use an intersectional lens to analyse my participants’ 

social connections, as explained in Chapter 4. I acknowledged that people might find 

affinity not only with people of the same nationality or ethnicity, but also on the basis of 

other factors, such as gender, sexual orientation, religion or age. They might also position 

themselves differently to their connections based on these factors. I therefore did not have 

preconceived notions as to whom my participants connected with. In line with this 

thought, I also sought to integrate in my analysis how my participants positioned 

themselves in relation to their social connections: either with a sense of commonality, or 

rather a sense of difference. 

 

As will transpire from this chapter, some of my participants did position themselves in 

terms of similarities and differences based on ethnicity or country/region of origin when 

talking about their social connections. In many cases, however, they positioned 

themselves in relation to their social connections in a more complex way. Ethnicity or 

nationality was not always relevant to understand how they related to people. Often, 

multiple, intersecting factors were at play: many of my participants had connections with 

people who had simultaneously relevant commonalities and differences. Furthermore, 

themes emerged throughout the analysis around the purpose of social connections – some 

connections elicited a sense of comfort, others of learning - that transcended any 

categorisation based on similarities or differences. 
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I show how these findings put into question the relevance of rigid, binary, categories 

based on similarities and differences, which underlie conceptualisations of social 

connections such as Ager and Strang’s (2008) bonds and bridges. My findings also reveal 

how a rigid dichotomy creates artificial categories of insiders and outsiders. I end the 

chapter suggesting that focusing on the purpose of social connections, rather than on 

attempting to categorise who RAS are connecting with, is an alternative way to analyse 

RAS’ social connections that acknowledges the complex ways RAS position themselves 

in relation to their social connections. 

 

The ambivalence of connections based on ethnicity or country/region of origin  

 

In some cases, my participants mentioned having social connections with people from 

their country/region of origin or a common ethnicity. My participants made these 

connections in university cultural societies, university networks, accommodation spaces 

or through family outside of university. These connections elicited feelings of comfort 

for some, and a sense of learning and getting access to relevant information for others.  

 

Two male Syrian students at University A explained why being a part of the university’s 

Arab society was important to them: it reminded them of home, it was comforting and 

they had a sense of being understood easily. 

 

For Ahmed, in his first year of undergraduate studies, it was a space where he found 

support and comfort: 

 

“You meet people who have similar backgrounds, from the same culture and that 

helps with feeling that you are not really alone here at the university. There are 

people here that... it's not really like someone points it out that you are here alone, 

but it's good that you have these people that you can share ideas with and you 

know they will understand you because they are from the same background, from 

the same culture. And it's good, it gives you some vibes of being home as well, 

like your family.” 
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Omar, a PhD student, explicitly pointed out that he didn’t “prefer” the Arab community, 

but that participating in some events of the Arab university society meant “a good break”:  

 

“You know I'll go there, they organise an event every month or so, you go there, 

you have fun with people, they have this same sense of humour so we laugh a lot. 

So it's a good break, it's good to socialise with them occasionally.” 

 

Daliah, at University B, did not want to engage with the African university society at the 

time of the interview, but she did know some Nigerian students who were older: 

 

“I have a couple of Black friends, from third year, who are also from Nigeria, so 

I know them, so I feel  like, now that I know them…the university actually got in 

touch with them so they are part of the people that I know as my mentors and 

stuff, because you have a lot of support network, and the university gives to you 

when …so you get to know people, because the third years would know better, 

know the city and the university better.”  

 

It can be inferred through her comment that these social connections (based on 

nationality) are encouraged by the university. Also, she positions herself slightly 

differently to the Nigerian students, based on their time at university: Daliah was in her 

first year, whereas her “mentors” were in their third year and could help guide her in the 

city and the university. 

 

Another space where my participants made connections with people from the same 

country of origin was private accommodation. Two of my student participants had 

housemates who had ties to their country of origin. Maaz lived with a fellow Syrian 

student. Bikram was living with two Afghan-British students. 

 

In the case of Bikram, the ties to his country of origin were the main factor that led him 

to connect with his housemates. Bikram described how he met the two Afghan-British 

students by chance in the university library:  

 

“I met them and they said, actually we need a new housemate, I said can I move 

with you, they said yes we need one person, this is the rent and you can come in. 
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And what’s the probability of such a thing happening? Someone from 

Afghanistan, needing a room, and me desperate to leave the current house and 

then it happens by chance.” 

 

Bikram was, “desperate” to leave his accommodation because it was in poor condition 

and he did not get along with the people he was living with. But the fact that the two 

undergraduate students also had ties to his home country was one of the reasons he trusted 

that this was a happy coincidence. 

 

Outside the university, most connections with people from the same country of origin 

were made through family: about half of my student participants had relatives in the UK. 

Daliah and Ahmed had at least one parent living in another UK city, while Fatima was 

living with her parents and siblings. Aisha had an uncle and an aunt in a different city in 

England. Sameer, Asif and Sofia were married and Sameer and Sofia also had children. 

 

While commonalities based on the country of origin provided feelings of comfort for a 

number of my participants, a few of them mentioned that connecting with people from 

the same country of origin was not necessarily easy.  

 

Andrew, a Masters student from Uganda, mentioned several times that he was homesick 

and missed speaking his language and eating the fruits and vegetables from his home 

country. But meeting other Ugandans did not necessarily ease his homesickness:  

 

“There are some friends from Uganda who I connect to, but each of them have 

their own baggage, so you cannot really be, people can’t tell you what…Ugandans 

are not as close as probably other communities are. Sometimes people hesitate to 

give in so much, because you don’t know the circumstances of your friends and 

so on. Yeah. So…that is it. But even when you have them, home is home. The 

home to me, home is just inside me. It lives within me. Whenever I meet these 

people, even if they are from Uganda, we can talk, we can chat, we can eat, but it 

doesn’t feel like home.” 
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Andrew’s comment shows that, although he and his Ugandan connections come from the 

same country, there are many complexities between people to navigate, which means 

there is no instant trust between them.  

 

Although Omar explained that connecting “occasionally” with students from the Arab 

society elicited a sense of comfort, he also pointed towards complexities and frictions. He 

was adamant in pointing out to me that his friends were mostly from Western Europe. He 

said: “I personally don't see myself as a typical Middle Eastern. I kind of disagree with 

them on most fundamental things, from god and religion to pork.”  

 

Omar’s and Andrew’s statements show how diverse RAS’ experiences and backgrounds 

can be – it should therefore not be assumed that every RAS will have strong connections 

to people from their country of origin. For Ahmed, connections with people from the 

same region of origin felt like “home”, whereas for Andrew, they did not “feel like home”. 

In the case of Omar, he explicitly distanced himself from the category of “Middle 

Eastern” which also points towards the problematic of rigidly categorising connections 

along ‘ethnic groups’ lines: it does not account for the diversity of religious views for 

example. 

 

Connections with people from different ethnicities and countries 

 

Some of my student participants also mentioned connecting with people who were 

differently positioned to them in terms of ethnicity or region of origin. Within their 

university experiences, these were usually housemates, coursemates or other students 

they met at extra-curricular activities.  

 

Connections in accommodation 

 

Five of my participants were living with people differently positioned to them in terms of 

region of origin, and all of them were having positive experiences at the time of the 

interview. Most described their connections as “easy”, some described sensations of 

comfort at being able to talk with their housemates, while others described situations of 

learning about the local context and growing their social networks through their 

housemates. 
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For example, Ahmed, a first-year undergraduate, was living in student accommodation at 

University A with an English student, a Welsh student and an Estonian student:  

 

“I always hang out with my flatmates. We go out, sometimes we go here, there is a club 

night on campus, every Wednesday and Saturday we go there. We cook together, we cook 

one huge dinner together, we eat dinner together. And yeah we go out a lot with my 

flatmates, we go watch football sometimes here at the student union as well.” 

 

For him, the connection was easy to make, because he had joined a group chat with his 

flatmates even before the university year had started: “When we finally came to 

university, it was easy, we knew a little bit about each other, so it was easy to talk straight 

away and open straight away with them.” 

 

Ahmed had previously told me that he was very active in the Arab university society. 

However, he was very conscious of the advantage of having British and European friends 

too:  

 

“Everyone brings a different experience when you are dealing with people so it's 

good, because if I was only spending my time in the Arab and Islamic society I 

would just be little closed on myself and I wouldn't have any contact with anyone 

from outside that environment. But at the same time, I don't want that to be my 

only social place, I want to have people from here, from the UK as well, that opens 

up more options for me as well, in terms of everything. It helps when you have 

people from the same background, to not let you feel alone, but if you have too 

much of that you would be closed on yourself so you need to balance it between 

the two sides. Having English friends will help you with life here as well. Because 

of learning how stuff is. Everyone from the Arab society is an international 

student. And they never lived here. They don't have an experience here. And 

meeting people with experience here who are from here, and who know how stuff 

are here, that gives you a different perspective about the whole situation as well.” 

 

In Ahmed’s case, he consciously took comfort in his connections with people who shared 

a common ethnicity in the Arab university society, so as to not “let you feel alone”. And 
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he was also very aware of the benefit of connecting with people who had lived in the UK 

and had more knowledge than him about life in the UK. It “opens up options” for him – 

which means he is aware that these connections can act as guides or to other opportunities, 

because of their local knowledge and connections. In his case, he made the distinction 

based on ethnicity/nationality himself. 

 

Daliah, a Nigerian first-year undergraduate at University B, had mostly connections with 

people from different countries than her: “I have lovely friends, you meet so many good 

people (laughs). My room is there and this person just lives opposite me, she’s from Brazil 

and she’s just lovely. She’s just so nice.” Whenever Daliah felt like she needs to talk to 

someone, if she was stressed for example, she talked to her Brazilian neighbour, “because 

she’s just next door”.  

 

Aisha, similarly to Ahmed, lived with mostly British flatmates and one international 

student. As a 25-year-old, she asked to be placed with mature students. She said they “get 

along”, but mentioned that they had to have conversations about cleaning: 

 

“They are fine, they are lovely people, it's just the fact that there is a lot of 

partying, lots of drinking, behaviour wise like cleaning, you know they are not as 

responsible.. They are nice people to live with, like mentality and you know 

morals wise, but not…when it comes to cleaning, when it comes to partying it is 

something that I wouldn't like to have that much of it.” 

 

Despite these issues, Aisha said that she found most of her social connections through her 

flatmates:  

“This year I found it easier to have a better social life. My flatmates were really 

nice, I have them as friends, I met other people as well. So, flatmates and I met 

some neighbours that I'm really good friends with and I met one Syrian guy at the 

university, and that was through a neighbour as well. So it is kind of knowing one 

person and that person knowing another person, just get in touch.” 

 

In her case, one can see how social connections with her flatmates opened up possibilities 

of social connections at the university, both with people from her country of origin and 

with people from different nationalities.  
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Connections within the academic cohort 

 

Another space where my participants were able to make connections with people 

differently positioned than them in terms of nationality was within their academic cohort. 

This was particularly the case for undergraduate and Master students, who had regular 

classes with the same people and worked on the same course assignments. For PhD 

students, I looked into their relationships with their officemates, since they did not have 

regular classes and each had their own focus of study. 

 

Most had positive experiences: some connections resulted in friendships that transcended 

the classroom, others in more casual acquaintances that stayed within the classroom 

experience. Factors such as age, language, time and housing situation were mentioned as 

barriers to deepen relationships. Despite the differences in the strength of ties made, most 

of my participants used these connections positively to work together on coursework, 

eliciting therefore mostly a sense of learning. A few, however, mentioned negative 

experiences within their academic cohort. 

 

Asif, a Masters student, explained that “the majority of his friends were from the course” 

and that it “wasn’t very difficult”. Omar said that two of his “best friends” were “office 

colleagues, so we meet all the time, one of them is my colleague here, I meet his wife and 

go to his place for dinner.” 

 

Ahmed, who already explained that he had found friends in the Arab society and in his 

accommodation, also said “I know a lot of people from computer science department. We 

do work together, we hang out in the computer lab together when we have work.” 

 

Andrew, a Masters student in his 40s, mentioned the age gap between himself and the 

cohort, but still saw them from time to time outside of the course. A barrier to deepening 

social connections was his housing situation, as he lived in a different city than the 

university and had a long commute:  

 

“I seem to be the most senior person there, but they liked me and I think the age 

is between 26 and, one 30 and me in my 40s, so…they would organise lunch, there 
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is only three men, so one of the men could say we are having lunch at a certain 

place, are you coming, so you get there, and everyone buys his own lunch but we 

are together. So we used to do that once a week, I think every Tuesday, that was 

last teaching block. (…) But I could do more, because, if I lived here, it would 

have been much easier, but because I live a distance away, so the social life lacks 

a bit. It lacks a bit yeah.” 

 

Another barrier was mentioned by Maaz, which he eventually overcame: language. “At 

first, it wasn’t easy because of my English. In second year, it was perfect. I have a lot of 

friends.” 

 

Two students, Aisha and Fatima, both Syrian undergraduates in their mid-twenties, 

specifically mentioned age as a barrier to making connections in their course. Aisha for 

example said: “I think the age difference is increasing now between me and the 

newcoming people. They are fine, like, my tutorial group they are really nice, we have a 

chat. But we never meet outside of the tutorial.” She went on to elaborate:  

 

“Age is definitely something that can make a barrier. I mean I made friends which 

are 18, but you get to the point where I don't have the same interests than they do. 

I'm more like, I have more serious things to talk about than I'm drunk, I have better 

things to talk about. I think age is a thing.” 

 

Fatima explained that “in my course, I don’t know what is the problem, but I didn’t make 

friends there.” She then reflected on it a little more and said: “You have to put in mind as 

well, I’m a mature student, so that’s hard as well for me to get friends from my own 

course.” 

 

Sofia said she did not have much time for a social life, since she had children. She only 

connected with one other person on the course, and she said she felt it was a “university 

time friend, not lifelong friend”. She said she felt comfortable in her course, but was 

astonished at the lack of togetherness in her cohort: 

“The relationship in the group was a little different from what I experienced back 

home. So everyone was like on their own. In our Slavic countries, we can kind of 

become closer, but I think it’s more culture. With the students, we lived like a 
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family. It was a bit strange for me that everyone was on their own, we just can’t 

walk together, everyone goes their way.” 

 

In the case of Sameer, time was also the main reason he was unable to make many 

connections in his cohort. He was a part-time student and was working full-time, so the 

time spent on campus was limited to working on his project. “Because of the full-time 

job, I am doing my experiment after 5pm. So, 9 to half past four, I do my full-time 

work, 5pm start my experiment, 10 pm finish my experiment, then back to home.”  

 

Two of my participants had negative experiences within their academic cohort. They 

mentioned, like Fatima, that they did not know why they did not make connections in 

their cohort. However, by contrast to Fatima, they mentioned specific occurrences that 

made them feel rejected. 

 

Bikram, an Afghan PhD student, mentioned that he felt rejected because he was a refugee: 

“I was talking to people, I am refugee, and the facial expressions ‘ oh refugee?’, ‘oh can 

a refugee do a PhD’? It does not tick their mind. Refugees are human as well! They will 

be so surprised, they will be shocked, like a refugee can do a PhD as well? In UK?”  

 

Then he described a comment by an international student that deeply affected him:  

 

“Once one of the international students kind of, she said something very annoying, 

or discriminative, I don’t know if I should put it that way. She was international 

and she was saying, because she was paying the fee for…not full fee, she was 

partially funded…and she was saying, ‘even you, you’re a refugee and you get 

funding and I don’t get it’ and I was so sad, I was sad for a week, ‘even you’? 

What do you mean? Do you think I am not human? What do I lack? Just because 

I was forced. I left my dream job. I lost my dream job. I lost my parents. I lost my 

brothers and sisters. I lost my house. I lost my life that I had dreamed for the whole 

of my life. And now you are blaming me for being a refugee. You don’t know 

what I’ve come across, what I’ve been through to be here.” 

 

Bikram explained that since then, he prefers to not say that he is a refugee, but he still 

does not “feel belonged”. 
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Mohsin, an asylum seeker and a Master student at University A, explained that he had 

felt excluded in his cohort:  

 

“I’m not saying there is a racist connotation involved, or because I am an asylum 

seeker, but there is some kind of mental blocks within the students. Which kind 

of made me feel I am not included in the educational platform. Which makes me 

extra pressure, that I do something well, so they start listening to me. Because I 

am thinking this is my platform to showcase what I know.” 

 

In his case, he felt that especially in class discussion, his viewpoints would not be heard 

or acknowledged: “you basically refusing my point of view in a class discussion just 

because you don’t want to accept it. So I feel that could be eliminated, then I would feel 

more welcome, which I have felt I am not.” 

 

He said that he told his classmates at the beginning of the year that he was an asylum 

seeker – the “first time” of his life that he said so in a public space. “I have seen since 

they know about it, there was kind of fraction, people don’t really know what to say. I 

mostly sit on my own. Then a few of the international students, they come and sit with 

me. If they didn’t sit with me, I would probably sit on my own.” 

 

Mohsin and Bikram’s experiences were not exactly similar. However, in both cases they 

felt that they were not accepted for who they were by their cohorts. In both cases, they 

said they felt they did not “belong” or “included”. In both cases, they felt rejected from 

an academic space.  

 

Connections during extra-curricular activities 

 

The third main space where my participants made connections with people from different 

nationalities was through university clubs or extra-curricular activities. About half my 

participants mentioned that they had met people through these types of activities. 

 

Four of them were participating in sports clubs: Asif was playing football and 

participating in Taekwondo activities, Daliah was playing softball and Omar was going 
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to the Salsa club at his university. Aisha was playing tennis and said that she got “to know 

some of the girls to play tennis. I met friends through this.” Andrew was a student 

representative but said “we don’t get to really mingle and understand each other very 

well.” This shows that connections in these spaces, like the connections within an 

academic cohort, can lead to both strong and casual ties, but can still elicit a sense of 

learning: for Aisha by increasing her social network and Andrew by working with other 

student representatives. 

 

A more organised way of intentionally creating connections between people from 

different nationalities could be found at University B. The student society that focused on 

refugee issues at the University had organised a buddy system between RAS student and 

non-refugee members of the society. Fanny, a British member of the student organisation 

explained she had become “friends” with her RAS buddy and that “it was great to have 

some kind of like cultural exchange. We’ve learnt a lot about each other’s cultures and 

each other’s worlds.” This shows a ‘two-way’ learning process on a social level, 

encouraged by the university. Two of my RAS interviewees participated in the system 

and had had positive experiences.  

 

Daliah especially was vocal about how her buddy was helping her:  

 

“I have a buddy, so someone who is like in third year that I can talk to whenever 

I want and she is just amazing. I mean she is not doing economics, which is fine. 

I just …she’s just amazing, she’s just a star, she’s just brilliant, I mean anything, 

literally, if it’s coursework, if it’s my timetable, you know, she’s like my personal 

tutor, my real personal tutor, but I suppose because she knows that about me, I 

can be myself with her, whereas…that’s why we were talking about our personal 

tutors, but then we don’t know how they will take it.” 

 

The other student, Fatima, also had a positive experience with her buddy, although she 

did not go into that much detail: “Oh, the one who is responsible for me, she’s amazing. 

She’s very lovely. (…) Last time I saw her, we went to a restaurant. (…) I see her quite 

regularly.” 
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In both these instances, the connection was organised and intentional, but seemed to be 

successful: especially Daliah expressed how she benefited from her buddy’s knowledge 

and local experience.  

 

Intersectionality: challenging a rigid categorisation based on similarities and 

differences 

 

Up to this point, the analysis showed that some of my participants mentioned similarities 

and differences based on ethnicity or region of origin when describing their social 

connections. However, an intersectional lens shows that attempting to distinguish social 

connections based on such rigid categories is not productive in all cases and does not 

allow to understand the complex positionality of RAS in relation to their connections. 

 

Multiple, intersecting factors appeared to be at play in my participants’ social 

connections. The intersectional lens showed that many of my participants had connections 

with people who had simultaneously commonalities and differences in relevant ways to 

them. Therefore, the analytical line drawn between binary categories of difference and 

similarity based on nationality, religion or ethnicity became blurred and lost its relevance.  

 

Rather than commonalities based on region of origin or ethnicity, my RAS student 

participants in University B connected with others based on two intersecting factors - 

being an RAS and a student. They mentioned finding comfort and support in each other. 

This finding raises the question as to the relevance of categorising social connections 

based on region of origin or ethnicity, since the RAS students came from different 

countries and were of different ethnicities, but had commonalities – their immigration 

status – that were relevant to them. 

 

These types of connections were only found in University B: In University A and C, none 

of the students I interviewed knew any of the other RAS students at their university. In 

University B, all of my student participants knew other RAS students.  

 

As I described in Chapter 6, RAS students who had received a scholarship at University 

B were invited to occasional events or meetings related to their scholarship and a 

WhatsApp group where they kept in touch. The connections my participants were able to 
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make with other RAS students were important to them: they could discuss issues they had 

in common, help each other and make close connections and friendships. 

 

Daliah explained, for example, that she could discuss specific problems related to their 

scholarship, immigration status or their courses : “we have people in the scholars that we 

get together now and then to talk about any issue that we are having, either with the 

scholarship or university in general.” 

 

Similarly, Maaz described how he enjoyed talking with people who he thought were 

going through a similar process as himself and how he felt supported by other RAS 

students:  

“It feels like, someone feeling same feel. I don’t know how to say it…They have 

some difficulties which are together, for example with the language, we practice 

together in first year. And like we speak how it is difficult, when we hear the 

recording for example, the recording of the lectures, four times or five times. 

Instead of one time. Yeah we talk about difficulties in general. It helps a bit.” 

 

Maaz recognised that he and the other students had similar experiences because of their 

immigration status. Because of those shared experiences, he felt comfortable to talk about 

any issues he was facing and, together with the other students, was even able to tackle 

these issues directly. The fact that the students practiced English together illustrates how 

the group functioned as an active support network.  

 

As mentioned in Chapter 6, the scholarship support network was organised by the 

university, as they also enlist current scholars to guide potential scholars after their 

scholarship interviews. Fatima explained: “two of them are my…like, my friends. I got 

to know them, because when they had their interview, I was the one who showed them 

around the university. And then, the year after, they were accepted, and so then we 

became friends.” 

 

Access to the different social support networks was voluntary, as was attendance at 

organised events. It is probable that not every scholar will have found or wanted the same 

level of support. However, the four students that I interviewed at University B had all 

used the scholarship social support network in some way. 
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Towards the end of my fieldwork, after my interviews at University B, I asked two of my 

participants at University A if they would like to meet other RAS students. They both 

showed interest. Bikram at University A said:  

 

“I think definitely, because they would have the same experience at least, if not 

very similar, something like the experience, and then it makes you feel, ok, it’s 

not only you. Someone else has also been through this and now they are doing 

what you are doing, so they are doing it, so you give the support to each other. 

But to someone who hasn’t been through the process, it’s…people will tell you, 

oh I can understand, oh I can appreciate, but deep down, both of you know that 

no, it’s just formality.” 

 

Bikram points towards the main reason why connections between RAS students could be 

beneficial: “they would have the same experience”. That experience includes going 

through the asylum process in the UK, through the application process for a UK university 

and being a RAS student in the UK. Even though RAS come from diverse backgrounds, 

countries, religions, ethnicities, those common experiences can lead to valuable 

connections for them. 

 

Some of my participants related to others based on common experiences of being 

‘international’ in the UK. Omar described his positive relationship with his flatmates from 

Latin America and explained that most of his friends were “European or International”. 

His best friends came from France and Germany. 

 

“I feel it's a bit difficult to mingle with the locals, and that is around the UK, not 

just here. I think it's the island mentality, it's their own distinct mentality here. 

Which is a bit difficult for foreigners to break the ice and get into. But all people 

here are quite nice. I've only, I can think of one or two British friends.” He added: 

“I do feel this barrier, you know the locals are the locals and I won't be one of 

them, regardless of how many years I spend here.”  

 

His connections with Latin American, European and British people were with people that 

were differently positioned in terms of ethnicity and region of origin. Following Ager and 
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Strang, these connections would all be in the same conceptual category. However, Omar 

drew a line between the British locals and himself, whereas he described himself as a 

‘foreigner’ who connected mainly with ‘European or internationals’. As such, he 

expressed feeling commonalities with non-British UK residents and differences with 

British people in a way that was meaningful to him. For Omar, these connections were 

not in the same category. Putting them artificially in the same conceptual category (based 

on ethnicity) therefore does not allow to understand his experience.  

 

Analytically, as I mentioned above, these findings put into question the meaningfulness 

of characterising certain commonalities – such as ethnicity or country of origin – as the 

basis to categorise social connections. In contrast, they illustrate that important 

commonalities are based on the shared experience which only emerged in the context of 

my participants’ experience of migration. Using an intersectional lens challenges 

therefore the distinction between what Ager and Strang call ‘bonds’ and ‘bridges’. 

 

Several other intersecting factors in my participants’ social connections further 

challenged the rigid dichotomy based on similarities and differences. Fatima, at 

University B, found many of her friends in the university’s Islamic society. She was an 

active member of the society: “they do have plenty of various events, some of them I go, 

some of them I don’t go. They have regular meetings, girls only, for boys…football 

(laughs). It is very big. I believe more than…in the WhatsApp group only, 170. That’s 

only the girls in the group.” 

 

In Fatima’s comments, there is a gender component that was not explicit in Omar’s and 

Ahmed’s interviews. She did not say that she preferred activities with women only, but it 

can be inferred from her interview, that, at least in regards to her activities within the 

Islamic society, they were mostly with women. A social connection in this instance, 

therefore, was made not only based on religion, but also gender, two intersecting factors. 

 

Furthermore, Fatima said that she had mostly British friends within the Islamic society of 

her university. Deeper connections with international students were difficult because 

“you know international students, they just come one year, for Master and go. It’s 

different.” As someone who was staying in the UK for the foreseeable future, she felt 

more drawn to British students. Analysing her social connections with British Muslims, 
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especially through an intersectional lens, makes it difficult to categorise her connections 

based on similarities or differences. Fatima expresses similarities based on religion, but 

differences based on citizenship. Ager and Strang’s bond/bridge divide is not helpful in 

this case, for example: one cannot distinguish between a ‘bond’ or a ‘bridge’.  

 

In Bikram’s case too, the question posed itself: his housemates were British citizens 

whose family had Afghan origins: “they have never been in Afghanistan, so sometimes 

they are keen to talk, like how the universities are over there, do you study these 

equations, and they ask me about equations which I have studied in my first year.” In this 

instance, while Bikram and his housemates have a commonality (their ties to 

Afghanistan), there are also relevant differences in age, citizenship, as well as knowledge 

and lived experience of Afghanistan. There is also the sense of a ‘two-way’ learning 

experience between Bikram and his housemates. 

 

In Sameer’s case, he explained that he and his family were making connections with 

people who spoke Arabic, but were more settled in the UK. This was especially the case 

for his wife, who was still learning English:  

 

“She is so social and she is trying to do her best. Now she is making more 

connections with the people who are settled.  Because as I mentioned before, she 

is able to understand whatever you are saying, but she is struggling with 

expressing her feelings and things in English. So what she did now, she is more 

integrating with people who are speaking Arabic, but they have been in the UK 

for twenty or thirty years. So they speak both languages. So I would say basically 

their first language is English and second language is Arabic, so they are able to 

communicate with each other. And they are helping my wife to improve. So she 

is making more connections with that kind of people.” 

 

He met the father of that family, a post doc at University A, on campus: “I invited his 

family and we shared food and things. His wife was here as well with the baby, and the 

family helped my wife to meet more people in the city and this is how the system works, 

yes.” 
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The commonality here is the language and the family situation (both had little children), 

again two intersecting factors. But Sameer is also clearly positioning himself differently 

to his connections, as he describes them as “people who are settled” and whose “first 

language is English and second language is Arabic”. Again, it is difficult to categorise 

these connections based on similarities and differences. In this case, the social connection 

brought comfort, as they were able to speak their native language, but also brought local 

connections and local knowledge about the UK and could potentially act as guides or a 

source of knowledge.  

 

The purpose of social connections – beyond similarities and differences 

 

An intersectional approach has shown that, while some RAS students expressed 

similarities and differences based on ethnicity or country of origin when describing their 

social connections, in many cases, the social connections of my participants were made 

based on multiple, intersecting factors that revealed relevant, simultaneous, differences 

and commonalities. This made it difficult to categorise social connections based on only 

similarities or differences, as the binary distinction of Ager and Strang’s bonds and 

bridges would dictate. Furthermore, categories that were based on a single factor such as 

co-ethnicity or co-religion over-simplified the reality of my participants’ connections and 

how my participants positioned themselves in comparison to their connections. These 

findings put into question categorisations of social connections that are based on single 

factors, which supposedly capture similarities and differences. 

 

These findings also raise questions as to how ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ are defined 

through the dichotomy of ‘bonds’ and ‘bridges’. ‘Bonds’ are with a co-ethnic group, while 

bridges are connections with other groups and the “settled community” (Ager and Strang, 

2008, p.180). Several of my participants mentioned having connections to people who 

were more settled than them, because of citizenship and time of residency in the UK. 

However, these were sometimes also people who had a similar religion, language or 

ethnicity. Are British Muslims (like Fatima’s friends) not considered part of the ‘settled 

community’ in this case? Are British Afghans, who are born in the UK (like Bikram’s 

housemates) not part of the ‘settled community’? This is where the concepts of ‘bonds’ 

and ‘bridges’ lead to a conceptual exclusion of ‘ethnic groups’ from the “settled 
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community”. The settled community in this case presumably is conceptualised as non-

ethnic, or white. This is a problematic conclusion that will be further discussed in Chapter 

9. 

 

The question arises as to how we might avoid the conceptual pitfall of equating ‘ethnic 

groups’ to ‘outsiders’ and to find a relevant basis of analysis for social connections in the 

context of integration which allows for complexities. One possibility is to focus on the 

purpose of social connections. My analysis has brought to light two main, distinct reasons 

that my participants mentioned to explain why their social connections were important 

for them: comfort and learning. These two purposes were mentioned irrespective of 

whether the social connection could be categorised based on similarities or differences. 

 

Some students pursued what I call a ‘social comfort strategy’: connections could elicit a 

sense of comfort, regardless of similarities or differences along ethnic lines. Ahmed found 

this in his Arab connections; Dahlia, who is Nigerian, found it in her connection with her 

Brazilian flatmate; and Omar found it both in his occasional Arab connections and his 

European friends. These connections were made mostly in shared housing spaces and 

university societies. Some of these connections were emotionally strong, while others 

were more casual.  

 

Many students pursued what I call a ‘social learning strategy’: connections elicited a sense 

of learning, especially about local information, local support or a local network 

possibility, irrespective of differences or similarities along ethnic lines. Aisha and Ahmed 

found this with their British flatmates. Dahlia benefited from the knowledge of older 

Nigerian students, but also of older British students. Most of my participants experienced 

learning in their connections with their academic cohort.  

 

In some cases, a comfort and learning strategy was employed simultaneously: the same 

social connection brought both comfort and learning. These types of connections seemed 

to be especially valued by my participants. Bikram felt an instant trust with his 

housemates, while learning about housing opportunities. Sameer and his wife were 

comfortable with people who spoke their language, but also learned about local 

networking opportunities and practiced English. In University B, the RAS students gave 
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one another a sense of comfort, but also essential information around their studies and 

paperwork.  

 

Most of my participants found both comfort and learning opportunities in their 

connections at university, across different spaces: shared housing, academic cohorts, as 

well as university societies. Shared housing especially provided strong connections that 

could elicit comfort, learning, or both. Connections in academic cohorts elicited mostly 

learning. Connections in university societies elicited both comfort and learning. In a few 

cases, participants mostly found learning opportunities in their connections at university, 

rather than comfort. And in two cases, participants did not find learning opportunities in 

their university connections, since they felt rejected by their peers in their academic 

cohort. 

 

Analysing social connections of RAS based on these two broad purposes, comfort and 

learning, avoids making assumptions about who is an insider or outsider in the UK. This 

has significant implications for how we understand the process of integration. The 

analysis is not based on what type of people RAS are connecting with, but on the benefit 

they experience from the connection.  It also is a less rigid way of classifying social 

connections: a connection can both elicit comfort and learning, whereas conceptually it 

could not be both a bond and a bridge. 

 

In Chapter 9, I discuss the use of ‘social comfort strategy’ and ‘social learning strategy’ 

to frame RAS’ social connections analytically. The relevance for the theoretical analysis 

of RAS’ social connections will be examined. 
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Chapter 8: Beyond Campus: University support for local 

refugees and asylum seekers  
 

In this chapter, I investigate the initiatives that my three case universities had in place to 

support local RAS, the rationale being that universities are “increasingly recognized as 

key contributors to urban and community development” (Axelroth & Dubb, 2010, p.1). 

I re-engage with the concept of reflective university to answer my research question: what 

are universities doing to support the integration process of local RAS? 

 

A reflective university, as discussed in Chapter 3, would not only expect change to happen 

in the community as a result of a university’s initiative, but would also be open to change 

within the university, as a result of its interaction with the community (Kagan & 

Diamond, 2019).  The community is supposed to benefit from the university’s expertise, 

but the university should also be open to acquire knowledge and benefit from expertise 

from the community and act upon it. I explore the university initiatives with local RAS 

by analysing not only the practices of university staff/students responsible for the 

initiatives in my three participant universities, but also the experiences of members of 

local organisations focusing on RAS issues in each participant university’s locality. 

 

In each university setting, I discuss (1) the impact of university initiatives from the 

viewpoint of the local RAS organisations and the local RAS, (2) how the universities 

benefited from their collaboration with RAS organisations and (3) any actions within 

universities, derived from the RAS organisations’ experiences and feedback. 

Furthermore, I analyse the factors that appeared to be relevant for a university to become 

reflective: the level of communication between universities and RAS organisations, the 

institutional support within universities, as well as the issue of funding.  

 

Overview of university initiatives 

 

First of all, however, I will provide an overview of the different activities my participant 

universities were undertaking at the time of my investigation and interviews. To do this, 

I used Benneworth’s (2013) model on university-community relationships, cited in Kagan 

& Diamond (2019), that focuses on the different types of activities undertaken by 

universities: research, knowledge exchange, teaching and learning, as well as service 
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(which includes volunteering). Kagan & Diamond (2019) add several aspects, such as the 

use of university facilities, as well as access to HE and employment, to reflect the breadth 

of universities’ role in their community. The overview of activities using this model can 

be viewed in the table below: 

 

 

 

Table 6: Overview of participant universities' initiatives with local RAS 

 

Univ. Research Knowledge 

Exchange 

Teaching 

and Learning 

Service University 

Facilities 

Access and 

Employment 

A Various 

research 

projects on 

local RAS 

(mostly PhD 

theses) 

  Student 

volunteering 

(homework 

club) 

  

B Various 

research 

projects on 

local RAS 

 Taster 

courses in 

local RAS 

organisations 

Student 

volunteering 

(homework 

club) 

 Open Days 

for RAS 

 

Presentations 

in local RAS 

organisations 

on 

scholarships  

C  Staff co-

organising 

sports 

training and 

classes for 

local asylum 

seekers 

Students 

teaching 

English to 

local 

community 

(including 

local RAS) 

 

Conferences 

on forced 

migration 

 Sports 

tournament 

for RAS on 

university 

grounds 

 

Childcare 

possibility on 

university 

grounds 

during 

English 

classes 
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From this descriptive overview, several points can be raised. (1) University B and C 

appeared to have more diverse initiatives for local RAS than University A at the time of 

the interview. (2) The universities had initiatives that corresponded to their broader profile 

and the courses they offered: University A and B, being more research-oriented 

universities compared to University C, also had more research projects about local RAS. 

University C, which offered courses such as Teaching English as a Foreign language, 

Early Childhood studies and Sports, had initiatives that related to these topics. Finally, in 

University B, which offered the most RAS scholarships compared to the other two 

universities, most initiatives were focused on promoting access to HE (including taster 

courses, open days and scholarship presentations). 

 

University A 
 

Impact of initiative 

 

In University A, the initiative identified at the time of the interviews was a homework 

club, led by student volunteers. The initiative had not yet started but was conceptualised 

as “a weekly event, held at a central location in town, for our teenage children to access”, 

as Brenda from the local RAS organisation explained. She hoped that “gaps in the 

education” would be addressed by the initiative. Analytically, the initiative would 

promote social connections between university students and young local RAS that elicited 

opportunities of learning. 

 

Benefits for the university 

 

For the students themselves, getting involved in a student organisation focusing on RAS 

had personal benefits – Samuel, the head of the student organisation was researching 

refugee education issues for his Masters and his upcoming PhD: “I started it up honestly 

partly because it seemed like it would work and be helpful and partly because I thought 

it be very useful to network and get to know everybody.” These comments show a 

receptivity to local knowledge and resources, albeit to fulfil research goals.  

 

Brenda explained the university’s student organisation benefited from her organisation’s 

resources: “we helped them with setting up the group, we put them in touch with people 
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who we knew were at the university.” This shows that at the student level, engaging with 

local knowledge took place. 

 

Evolvement within the university, based on local knowledge 

 

The students’ project idea was in the process of evolving: the students gathered feedback 

from potential RAS families on the homework club idea through the RAS organisation 

and were discussing changes to their project related to the location, but also the scope. 

 

Samuel wanted to avoid starting an initiative that was either not needed or wanted by the 

local RAS: 

 

“The way I have been approaching everything with the student organisation is that 

if the refugee population need help, then it is their right to say so, rather than this 

giant organisation coming in saying: here's things we can do and then setting up 

this scheme and then - you know what - no one actually needs this.” 

 

The feedback from the RAS was that a homework club would be useful, but that it was 

important that it was centrally located and that some of the teenagers wanted to be able 

to bring their non-RAS friends too. 

 

“One of the girls said that if we have a club, then she wants to bring her school 

friends and the committee were like OK, but this is a refugee club… but then you 

don't want to put … she obviously is uncomfortable with that label and why 

shouldn't she bring her friends?” Samuel described the ongoing conversation in 

the student organisation.  

 

Samuel’s comments show that the student organisation actively valued the RAS’ 

knowledge and did not want to impose their ideas. This can be considered a willingness 

to be reflective. The step to modifying the project based on that feedback was not yet 

implemented, however. The confrontation between the student organisations’ goals and 

the lived experience of the local RAS children shows that being reflective can mean 

having to renegotiate preconceptions. 
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Communication with the local RAS organisation 

 

As can be surmised from the sections above, communication was frequent between the 

student volunteers and the RAS organisation. As Brenda explained: 

 

“Samuel who is the chair there, he actually teaches in one of our families, another 

one who is one of the main people working there, has been a volunteer with us for 

several years. Another person also is a volunteer with us. So we are very familiar 

with them.”  

 

This frequent engagement and communication helped the students engage with local RAS 

in a reflective way, since they used their contacts to ask for feedback on their project idea. 

 

However, communication between the RAS organisation and university staff at an 

institutional level had been sporadic. Prior to my interview, the university had contacted 

the RAS organisation to offer support. The main outcome of that communication was the 

realisation that the university was not in a position to meet the needs of local RAS. The 

communication was therefore not continued, although the RAS organisation eventually 

identified other needs that they thought the university could help with. At the time of the 

interview, new strands of communication were just starting. 

 

Thomas, a senior manager at University A explained: “We have been in touch with the 

local refugee organisation and said: ‘anything we can do’. But they are normally things 

we can't do.” He gave the example of the level of English required for language courses 

at the university. 

 

Brenda confirmed that the university courses did not meet the language needs of most of 

the RAS they work with:  

 

“A lot of our people do not, they are never going to go to university, and they 

never will want to go to university, but their kids might want to go to university 

when they grow up. What is…living language, so they want to be able to pick up 

the phone and phone a doctor or a dentist, they want to be able to go into a shop 
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and buy what they need, they want to be able to ask for directions, they want to 

know about life in the UK, but it’s a far simpler form of language.” 

 

However, Brenda pointed out several other areas where she thought the university could 

be a useful partner to support local RAS: preparing RAS to find employment and allowing 

RAS children to use some of the university’s facilities. 

 

“I would also like to tap in into some of the other resources that they have got at 

the universities. Anything to do with which would help with employability (…) 

we would love somebody from the university to take on the actual sort of role of 

head of employability for the charity, someone who knows about it. But I don’t 

know if that will happen. But those are the things, things that universities work 

with all the time, because they are looking to get the students into work afterwards, 

so they have the ability to do that, they have CV workshops, they have interview 

techniques things. And also, potentially with some of our younger children, visits 

to the university, what can your university do for you. And even for example I 

mean, opening some of their sports facilities, more sports days, that we could get 

people, you know, free sports events that we could get people involved in, would 

be really good. Because if nothing else, they all love football.”  

 

On the topic of employability, Brenda was about to start a conversation with some staff 

members at the university when I interviewed her. New communication channels were 

therefore starting, but until that point communication with university staff had been very 

sporadic. Opportunities for the university to engage with local RAS (and be reflective) 

were therefore missed. 

 

In this case, one can see how sporadic communication between the organisation and 

university staff might have led to missed opportunities, whereas good contacts and 

communication between the organisation and students allowed for a reflective approach. 

 

Institutional support 

 

There seemed to be a tension between personal interest of university staff and institutional 

support. Thomas, a senior manager, said of the university supporting local RAS: “we are 
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always open, I think the university should be doing something and it is its role. But we 

haven't been able to do much, I think.”  

 

He conceded that the top leadership position at the university was not encouraging of 

specific initiatives:  

 

“It was a particularly difficult time when the Vice-Chancellor was saying 

absolutely, you know, our job isn't to be supporting them in the community 

particularly: we have other ways of supporting the local community which is by 

investment and students spending money and all the rest of it.”  

 

The focus of the university was also to support projects related to RAS in other countries, 

rather than on supporting RAS in the university’s locality. 

 

Thomas explained that “the university is a really clumsy thing. If I say, we're going to do 

this, it generally doesn't work. The best projects are when they come from below, and 

someone says I’ve got a really good idea and it works.” For him, in senior management, 

it seemed, at the time of the interview, that he would have needed a staff member or 

student to bring up an initiative and take the lead in organising and negotiating potential 

support by the university administration. 

 

Funding of initiatives 

 

Funding was not mentioned as an issue in the student-led initiative, but it was based on 

volunteering. Thomas, however, mentioned the difficulties of opening up the university 

gym to local RAS for free: “it would be very difficult to offer free gym membership, if 

we weren't offering it to other groups or to other students that were equally vulnerable. I 

have to keep an overview of parity and equality. I can't favour one vulnerable group over 

another one. So, generally, we don’t offer that support to children from poor backgrounds 

in the city. You know we do outreach things, but there is nothing comparable.”  

 

At University A, although staff were personally interested in the topic, there was therefore 

a sense of little institutional support for initiatives directed at local RAS: the top 

leadership did not see it as a priority, there was no institution-led funding and there was 
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only sporadic communication with the local organisation. This led to missed opportunities 

to be reflective. Only at the student level was a reflective approach observed. 

 

University B 
 

Impact of the initiatives and benefits for the university 

 

At University B, the initiatives for local RAS revolved around access to targeted 

information about university courses, scholarships and opportunities to potential RAS 

applicants. This was for example done by staff presentations about University B’s RAS 

scholarship program, held at the premises of the local RAS organisation. Another 

example of such initiatives were taster courses that gave local RAS insights into the 

experience of studying at a university. These taster courses were meant to encourage local 

RAS to apply to university in general, but also specifically to University B’s one year 

course (called a foundation year) that prepared international students to study at a UK 

university. University B also had RAS scholarships available for this foundation year.  

 

Holly, staff member of the local RAS organisation, explained that the taster courses had 

resulted in a “strong relationship” with the university:  

 

“They’ve got a really good outreach project with their arts and humanities 

department, so they come in, and run taster courses. They ran one last year for 

seven weeks. The idea is people come on that course and hopefully enjoy it, and 

then hopefully some of those students will go on to do the foundation part in 

humanities and carry on into the university.”   

 

The feedback had been positive, Holly said: “It was a social justice kind of theme. (…) It 

was kind of set at a level that our students would be able to participate in. So that was 

really good.” She added: “The course is very good, it gives students sort of an idea of 

what it is like to be at university level in class.” Her comments show that social links 

between RAS and the university were created. 

 

However, not many had applied to the course at University B: “The amount of actual take 

up for the foundation course, I think that’s generally always quite small compared to the 
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number of people that participate, but I think that’s ok for the university in terms of their 

targets.” Holly’s evaluation of the situation raises questions: why are the university’s 

targets considered the indicators for success, rather than the proportion of RAS 

participants accessing HE?  From Holly’s statement, it appears as if the main purpose of 

the initiative might have been to fulfil a specific Widening Participation4 target within a 

set budget, rather than getting as many RAS students to access HE as possible. These 

questions point towards a power imbalance, in which the predetermined targets of a 

university are considered more important than the actual impact for local RAS. 

 

Although stressing that “having that course is great”, Holly also pointed towards a 

disconnect between the taster course’s subject and the RAS’ interests:  

 

“I think the course has worked really well, very engaged. The only problem with 

it really is that arts and humanities is quite a specialist, niche subject, whereas the 

people that we meet, want to do all kinds of professions, some vocational, some 

more academic. So, people go to the course, they enjoy it, they get a lot out of it, 

but at the end they might say, well actually I don’t want to do arts and humanities, 

I want to do engineering or I want to do accountancy or work in social care. So 

it’s been really useful to have an academic course, but actually it’s not going to 

help me with my particular subject, or career path. So that’s a bit of a tricky one 

for a lot of people.” 

 

She suggested “individualised support” would help, but acknowledged “I realise that that 

is difficult, because that is obviously time and money, whereas running just a general 

course is a lot easier and cheaper.”  

 

Holly’s comments suggest that the university’s approach, in this particular case, is not 

reflective: the university did not engage with the actual knowledge and interests of the 

local RAS, focusing rather on their own internal targets.  This lack of engagement, which 

Holly connects to the cost that such an engagement would represent makes the initiative 

also less effective: while social links are created between the RAS and the university 

 
4 Widening Participation refers to the HE policy that promotes access to HE for 

underrepresented students (Office for Students, 2022), which includes ‘refugees’ since 

2016 (Lambrechts, 2020), as explained in Chapter 1. 
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through the course, these are not strong enough to help significantly with accessing HE. 

Her comment on time and money reminds of the neo-liberal context of HE, which appears 

here to be a barrier to being reflective. The benefits for the university in this case seemed 

to be thus mainly fulfilling their Widening Participation targets. 

 

Evolvement within the university, based on local knowledge 

 

While the taster course initiative showed little reflectivity at the time of the interviews, 

improvements to a different initiative - the information presentations on RAS 

scholarships - were being discussed with the local RAS organisation. 

 

“We do outreach as well, we’ve been to the local charity to talk about the scholarship 

scheme,” said Emily, who was part of the university working group responsible for RAS 

scholarships. “I recently had a meeting with the local refugee organisation about how we 

can really take that further.”  

 

The idea was to reach RAS from more diverse backgrounds, as the university was mostly 

“getting a particular type of student who is probably quite privileged in their home 

country, well educated, wealthy, which is why they are so determined and clever and on 

it in terms of accessing the scholarship scheme,” as Emily put it. “The local refugee 

organisation met with me and they said they think we could do more to actually get 

students who maybe haven’t come from that background.”  

 

Holly, who had met with Emily, corroborated the meeting. She had suggested that the 

university start their outreach much earlier in the year, to give potential applicants time 

to get the paperwork and documents together for their application. She also explained 

they might need more support: 

 

“First of all sort of careers advice, whether actually applying to that particular 

university, that particular course, is the right thing for them. Then they also need 

support for the UCAS. Then they also need support with applying to the actual 

scholarship scheme itself.” 
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Holly added that the organisation understood the university’s “limitations with their types 

of fundings, but we sort of suggested that maybe some sort of wrap around support 

scheme for students would be useful.” Emily seemed open to the suggestions as she said: 

“Helping them find…create pathways to the university, so that is what I would like to see 

the university do.”  

 

In this case, the university was receptive to the local RAS organisation’s expertise and 

knowledge about the local RAS’ needs, which shows a tendency to be reflective. 

However, the change had not been implemented yet, only discussed. Funding was again 

mentioned as a potential barrier to improvement. Being reflective and acting upon the 

RAS organisations’ expertise would mean improved support to access HE for local RAS. 

 

Communication with the local RAS organisation 

 

At University B, by contrast to University A, there seemed to be ongoing discussions 

between local RAS organisations and staff members at the University. Holly explained: 

“We got quite a lot of links with the university through different parts of our work that 

we do, so we got involved with them in different areas, really.”  

 

Holly felt that the university was “definitely” aware of the challenges faced by the RAS 

her organisation was working with “because we have had conversations with them.”  

 

This ongoing contact with the local RAS organisation made a more reflective approach 

to one of the initiatives possible: it opened up a dialogue about improving the outreach 

work focused on promoting the university’s scholarships to local RAS, as described in 

the previous section.  However, it was not enough to be reflective in all initiatives, as the 

analysis of the taster course shows. Cost and time were identified as additional barriers 

to being reflective. 

 

Institutional support 

 

It is notable in University B that the above-mentioned frequent communication with local 

organisations seemed to rely mostly on staff volunteering their time. Emily for example, 

took upon herself the leadership of several initiatives, including communicating with the 



 209 

local refugee charity. This was not part of her job description, as she was an academic 

staff. Another staff member, Harry, who was working in admissions, also led several side 

projects related to the RAS scholarships. 

 

Emily felt that most of the work related to RAS scholarships, including outreach, was 

being done by herself and Harry, although there was a working group dedicated to the 

issue at the university: “To be honest, I am hoping to change the way in which the working 

group is functioning at the minute because I actually don’t feel like it is functioning. I feel 

like Harry and I are doing everything.” 

 

Furthermore, Emily explained that she had not received a formal recognition of the time 

spent on the initiatives related to outreach: 

 

“I don’t have any additional sort of time out of my teaching schedule or any…it’s 

just a voluntary thing that I do, which is quite difficult for me in the context of my 

workload. And I’ve asked my department to accommodate that and maybe give 

me some teaching credit, so that I can teach less, but they said no, because it’s a 

university scheme, not a department scheme, the department can’t pay me out for 

doing it.”  

 

Therefore, it seemed that there was institutional support in theory, but not in practice. 

Senior management was aware of who was involved in the activities related to RAS and 

the university had established a working group. However, there seemed to be no practical 

support in terms of staffing or allocating official (paid) time for the work. Leadership 

could be described as “laissez-faire”: if staff wanted to invest extra time in the activities, 

they were welcome to do so, but they would not get remunerated specifically for doing 

so. This makes a reflective approach difficult: to have continued contact with local 

refugee organisations and engage with local RAS’ knowledge and lived experience, time 

is needed, which Emily and Harry lacked. 

 

Funding of initiatives 

 

Funding also appeared as a barrier to being reflective: Holly mentioned several times that 

she understood that more individualised support, both within the taster course and the 
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outreach presentations for RAS scholarships, would cost more. Furthermore, she 

considered the timing of the funding for RAS university scholarships to be an access 

barrier for many RAS: 

 

“The thing with the university is that they often get their funding for their 

scholarships schemes quite late, so often what happens is that the deadlines are 

quite tight. So, for example this time round, I think the deadline was quite tight 

and people could apply after the UCAS application, so we had people coming that 

wanted to apply for the scholarship scheme, but they had missed the UCAS 

deadline, which is a bit tricky.” 

 

 The university started advertising their scholarships once they were certain of funding, 

which meant that the time to apply until the deadline was relatively short and their 

outreach to local RAS thus limited. 

 

At University B, there was thus an interest in being reflective, as the conversations 

between Holly and Emily show. However, the implementation was made more difficult 

by funding and timing issues, which were linked, in Emily’s case, to the lack of practical 

institutional support. 

 

University C 

 

Impact of initiatives 

 

At University C, two main projects with local RAS were underway at the time of the 

interview. The first one was a series of free English lessons taught by teachers-in-training, 

combined with childcare support, led by students enrolled in a course to become childcare 

specialists. RAS parents had therefore the possibility to attend the English classes while 

leaving their child in childcare.  

 

Stephanie, responsible for asylum seeker students at University C, explained that the 

student teachers had “been teaching in the community or on campus to members of the 

community which always tend to include refugees and asylum seekers. What they noticed 

is that an issue for refugees and asylum seekers is childcare, ‘we can’t go to the classes 
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because we don’t have any child care’.” In this case, the university had engaged with the 

local RAS enough to understand their needs, which suggests a reflective approach taken 

by the university. The benefit for the RAS was access to a language course, which has 

been identified as a facilitator of the integration process, according to Ager and Strang 

(2008). It also created a social link between the RAS and the university, since the RAS 

came on campus and had contact with university students. 

 

The second project was related to sports and was led by Gracie: her role within the 

university was to work in certain parts of the city to encourage local people to engage in 

sports activities. In this capacity, and in collaboration with local RAS organisations, she 

had co-organised a sports tournament with RAS on university grounds and had helped 

organise sports classes for local RAS in the community. To make projects happen, she 

usually coordinated with the local government, the local charities, and the university, 

where she was employed. At the time of the interview, there were several ongoing sports 

classes for local RAS: swimming lessons, table tennis, volleyball, and football. Gracie 

and RAS participants in the sports project mentioned benefits related to improved mental 

health, increased social connections and increased involvement with the local community. 

 

Gracie described how the RAS gained in confidence thanks to the sports classes: 

 

“We’ve had a few of the guys have been complete non-swimmers or they had an 

absolute fear of water because they’ve come across here on boats and that kind of 

thing. So that’s been really inspiring, even them just getting in the water.” 

 

Some of the RAS had used the sports skills to participate in the local community:  

 

“Some of the guys have created their own volleyball team and they are going to 

enter the local volleyball league which is really cool. So they train on a Sunday, 

they do it all themselves, they don’t need any further support from us. The 

refugees, yeah, all of them are from Afghanistan, so they’re like the Afghan 

volleyball club now.” 
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From her description, it can be inferred that some of the participants, particularly in 

volleyball, made lasting connections amongst themselves. Through sports, they were also 

actively participating in local activities. 

 

I interviewed three asylum seekers who participated in a weekly football training, co-

organised by a local RAS organisation and Gracie. Making new social connections was 

the main topic they all alluded to. One of them, Mohammed, explained that “I love 

football, watching or playing. Also, we’re going to meet new people here. Definitely, I’m 

here every week. I meet new people and yeah, I love it.” 

 

For Juan, the football game was also a means to make connections. He had arrived in the 

UK a few months prior to this interview from El Salvador and did not know anyone in 

the country.  

 

“Yes, the good thing is that I have been able to share this with many people. I 

have been successful in making many friends and learn a little about other 

languages and share and make friends. The most important thing is getting to 

know new people.”  

 

He explained that he would not have made that many connections without the weekly 

football training:  

 

“If there had not been this football project, well, I wouldn’t have any friends and 

maybe I would spend the time ‘locked in’ at home. I would maybe feel more alone. 

This has helped me to adapt and get to know new people. I don’t feel that alone, 

and I feel that in coming here, participating, with all the comrades, this makes me 

feel a little better. It makes me feel like I’m in my country and all that, and so I 

feel a little better.” 

 

Reiterating the discussion on social connections from Chapter 7, Juan’s comments show 

that he finds both comfort (he feels like he is in his country) and learning (new languages) 

in his connections with other asylum seekers. There is a sense of commonality with his 

asylum seeker “comrades”, while also a sense of difference, as they all come from 
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different countries. This further reinforces my argument in Chapter 7 about the need for 

an intersectional approach to the analysis of RAS’ social connections.  

 

For Gabriel, playing football opened up new possibilities: he said that because he had 

been playing regularly with the local charity, a local football club signed him up to play 

with them:  

 

“More opportunities if you play football. Like me, I told you, I used to play with 

local team, adult team. They find me playing with the local charity, that is why 

they call me. Ah, we saw you are playing nicely, can you join our team. I’ve got 

all documents from there, the office, they call me, I sign everything, I used to play 

with them.” 

 

Another point that all three asylum seeker participants mentioned is that engaging in 

football helped lower their stress level. Gabriel explained:  

 

“You know sometimes there is stress. You can push stress out, if you are playing 

football. To me it was like that, sometimes, nothing to do at home, let me go and 

play football. Let me go and do my movement, my exercise, in football you do 

everything, you run, you make exercise, everything is inside the football. That is 

why for me I was interested in playing football.” 

 

Sports classes therefore served multiple functions: it created opportunities for social 

connections, participation in the local community and improved mental health for RAS. 

 

On top of co-organising sports classes, Gracie had co-organised a sports tournament with 

local RAS on University C’s grounds. As she explained: 

 

“It’s a partnership between the local government, the university and a local 

charity, we run it up here at the university, it’s basically a massive day where 

refugees from across the UK can come and represent their city. (…) And it was 

like a big competition, the aim was for them to represent their city so they felt a 

level of inclusion and they were proud of where they were living.”  
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One of the local football clubs also participated in one of the sports tournament and, as a 

result, started to take on players who were RAS.  According to Gracie: 

 

“So that means they engage with refugees and asylum seekers, they actually attend 

the club, and the guy who runs the club, cool story, he’s put their subs (payments) 

up, so he can take on refugee players and they don’t have to pay any subs and 

everyone in the team is really happy to pay extra just so that they can have these 

players play for their team. So that’s a really good success story that came out of 

these games.” 

 

As Stephanie observed: 

 

“They (the RAS) had an experience at the university, using university facilities, 

they stayed in the accommodation at the university as well, to get a feel of 

university life, and then competed in a tournament.”  

 

In this case, the university’s main role in RAS’ integration process was creating social 

connections, including social links to the university and to other sports clubs. The sports 

projects also resulted in social connections with other RAS and local sportsmen that 

brought them both comfort and learning, including access to new opportunities.  

 

Benefits for the university 

 

In terms of the language project, staff talked about a “win-win” situation, as they were 

able to offer free services to local RAS (language courses and childcare options) and offer 

their students practical experience in the context of their course. Bob, who was a lecturer 

for English as a second language, and responsible for the English lesson project, explained 

that the reasoning behind this project was also to “make our classes on this campus more 

attractive”, as they had trouble recruiting potential English learners because of the 

location of the campus.  

 

“We have a creche just down the corridor from here where the early childhood 

studies lecturers and students look after the children of people attending ESOL 

classes. It’s one of these really nice, serendipitous things that, you know, 
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everybody benefits from it. So, Thursday mornings they’ll come, they’ll drop their 

kids off, they will come study English with us for a couple of hours and the 

children will give our early childhood studies students the experience of real 

practical creche stuff.”  

 

In this case, the university engaged with RAS’ knowledge about their needs, which shows 

a tendency to be reflective. At the same time, this engagement coincided with the needs 

of the university to organise courses where their teachers-in-training could practice. 

 

In terms of the sports projects, the benefits to the university were also related to being 

able to offer volunteering opportunities and work placements to their students. Gracie, 

who was part of a team of 16 staff members whose role it was to encourage the local 

community to engage with sports explained that the university benefited from their “real 

life sports development experience”: 

 

“The university is a really good sports university. I think they have lots of student 

placements that come out of us (Gracie’s team) (…) we’re often featured in guest 

lectures, and it’s that real life experience that we can give to them, that lecturers 

possibly couldn’t give them any longer. And I think it’s just a good pathway for 

students really. So they can go for a sports development degree and then come 

straight into working in a real life environment.” 

 

In terms of reflective university-community relations, Gracie’s comments show a 

receptivity within the university for knowledge from the community, as “real life 

experience” was highlighted in an academic environment.  

 

Evolvement within the university, based on local knowledge 

 

At University C, the language teaching project had evolved based on the perceived need 

for childcare. The sports tournament project also evolved from year to year: initially it 

only involved local RAS organisations and sports clubs, whereas the plan for the 

subsequent tournament was to involve university students as well, particularly 

international students. 
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Stephanie confirmed this change in the project:  

 

“We’ve got local sanctuary groups who are going to bring their teams together 

and again integrate, meet other students and just play something that’s very 

natural to do, play sport and they’ll come and do that together and it’s just sports, 

you don’t have to be a particular type of person to play. So we’re trying to 

encourage more of that to happen.” 

 

In this case, the university not only decided to continue with the project, but expanded 

the scope as well. It is unclear from my interviews whether this change was made because 

of feedback from the local RAS organisations. From Stephanie’s interview, there was a 

sense that it was a university initiative (“we’re trying to encourage more of that to 

happen”), rather than based on feedback. However, there is also a sense that the university 

saw value in the presence of RAS on campus, and that the expansion of the project was 

based on positive results of the previous tournament.  In this case, the university is 

broadening its role as promoter of social connections, this time encouraging social 

connections between local RAS and university students, in addition to promoting social 

links to other local sports clubs and to the university itself. 

 

Communication with the local RAS organisation 

 

University C seemed to have the strongest institutional connections to the local 

community, compared to University B or A. Gracie explained that she had maintained 

the relationship with the RAS organisation over several years, which had led to new 

collaborations and projects :  

 

“It started about three years ago. We just started, we supported the local charity 

initially to get a grant from the local government to develop four sports (note: 

sports classes for local RAS) and then once that project ended, we just kind of 

maintained the relationship with the charity and that’s how it continued, and it’s 

probably more organic now than it was in the first instance, because it was like, 

we had to work with them, because we were supporting them to deliver x y and z 

and whereas now it’s more led by the people that are actually active at the charity.” 
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An important point from Gracie’s testimony is that the relationship with the local 

organisation changed over time: from mostly university-led to being community-led. The 

community had been empowered to take ownership of the initiative. However, the 

relationship had not waned after the funded project and Gracie was still visiting the 

organisation at least once a week and helping them with her contacts and expertise, since 

it was part of her job. Based on these relationships, she was able to successfully co-

organise new projects, such as the sports tournament. 

 

Marvin, a pro bono staff at the local RAS organisation agreed that he and Gracie had a 

strong professional relationship and were working on making the sports project 

sustainable. But he felt universities in general could engage more with the local 

community: 

 

“From my experience, the tendency is what from I see, because I don’t deal with 

education in universities per se. But the tendency I see is that they have this 

blanket approach, one size fits all. From my experience, their approach is not 

practical. There’s not much engagement with community, there’s so many assets 

within a community that universities could use, but it doesn’t seem as if they are 

thinking how to go about this. It doesn’t seem that they are making it ways to 

promote sustainability within communities. It’s almost like an afterthought.” 

 

Marvin’s comment is reminiscent of the idea of a reflective university, which endeavours 

to learn from the community and therefore values the knowledge and expertise in the 

community. Marvin also talks about the need for “sustainability”. Gracie, who was 

collaborating with Marvin, was attempting to make her projects sustainable, as she 

continued communication and engagement with the local organisation after the funded 

project to offer sports classes for RAS. She explained that she identified “leaders” within 

the local RAS who would take responsibility for a sports session. The original aim “was 

for the guys doing the sports for them to get trained up as leaders or coaches, and for them 

to come back and run the sessions in the center. Didn’t work as well as we hoped, just 

because people get moved on so quickly, so it’s been a bit off and on.” Gracie was 

referring to the fact that asylum seekers get dispersed by the government, depending on 

their asylum case. Despite this fact, she continued to check in on the sports classes and 

promote “leaders” even if it was a “work in progress”. 



 218 

 

Continued and regular contact in this case led to a reflective approach to community 

engagement, in the sense that Gracie actively attempted to engage with the skills of local 

RAS, for example their leadership skills. She was hampered in her efforts by the legal 

context which asylum seekers navigate: sustainability, which was her goal, was not 

attained because asylum seekers often got dispersed by the government. 

 

Institutional support 

 

At University C, by contrast to University B, many of the initiatives focused on working 

with local RAS were organised by staff who were paid to do so, which shows formal 

institutional support for these type of initiatives. Gracie’s role, for example, was to 

connect with local organisations and encourage people to do sports. Bob organised the 

free English lessons in his role as lecturer for student teachers of English as a second 

language, and the lessons acted as training for his students as well. It can thus be inferred 

that it was part of his formal role. Individual staff initiative, interest and commitment still 

played a role: Bob had written his PhD on refugee issues and was particularly interested 

in RAS, and Gracie knew many asylum seekers personally and was motivated to organise 

initiatives for them. 

 

However, the fact that it was part of their formal role, especially in the case of Gracie, 

meant that she had the time to keep an ongoing and close contact with the refugee 

organisation. This contact had led, as mentioned above, to a more reflective approach to 

university-community relationships. 

 

Funding of initiatives  

 

In the case of Gracie, getting access to funding through a local government grant was 

essential to start her sports initiative:  

 

“After doing a bit of consultation with the people in the charity, I suggested to 

them, why don’t we apply for a grant to support this, because it’s obviously costly 

to do something on quite a big scale (…) I can’t remember how much it was…but 
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that was to fund the project for over two years, which happened. So, it’s just really 

just gone from there.”  

 

Even though the funding was limited in time, it provided the starting point for the 

collaboration with the RAS organisation, which sparked more initiatives over the years. 

It is relevant to point out that, in this case, the money did not come from the university. 

However, the university staff were essential in applying for the government grant. 

 

The course to become a teacher for English as a second language was going to be 

discontinued: Bob told me they were not going to accept any more first-year students. 

This course was linked to the initiative towards local RAS that included free English 

lessons and childcare. Hence, the initiative was going to be discontinued as the remaining 

students graduated. The reasons for the discontinuation were multiple, but Bob saw also 

a cost issue: 

 

“What often happens with the commercialisation of Higher Education is that, if 

it's not immediately recruiting a target number of students year on year then, you 

know, it seemed to be costly… And running the centre of course is extremely 

costly: you have two tutors for every six students, so the ratios are very high. We 

occupy a lot of space and a premium time in the campus and so on and so forth. 

So basically, you know, it came down to market forces to some extent as well.” 

 

This comment shows how the marketisation of HE is not propitious to being a reflective 

university. Cost-effectiveness had to be proven in such ways that did not acknowledge 

the potential impact of this initiative for local RAS. Even though Bob had labelled the 

initiative a “win-win” situation for both local RAS and the university courses, the “market 

forces” were considered stronger. 

 

At University C, there seemed to be the strongest institutional support for the initiatives, 

given the formality of staff’s position. This formality meant more time for frequent 

communication with the local RAS organisation and seeking funding, all of which made 

the university’s approach more reflective: it is the only university of the three where local 

knowledge had been actively used in the academic sphere. University C seemed therefore 

to be the most reflective of the three participant universities. However, even in this 
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environment, funding was an issue to maintain an initiative that had had a reflective 

approach. 

 

Conclusion 
 

As explained in Chapter 3, university engagement with local RAS in a reflective way is 

an important aspect of a two-way integration process: by doing so, a university might 

enhance the participation of RAS in the local community, while learning from and 

engaging with their cultural capital. In this study, the three universities’ initiatives related 

to several aspects of RAS’ integration process that enhanced RAS’ ability to participate 

in their locality. The main outcome from most initiatives was an increase in social 

connections for local RAS: this included social links to the university, but also 

connections to other RAS and people in their locality which brought them both comfort 

and new opportunities. One initiative also supported language learning, one of the 

facilitators of integration, according to Ager and Strang.  

 

I observed different levels of reflective outreach between my three participant universities 

and their respective local RAS organisations. There were instances of engagement with 

local RAS’ experiences and local RAS organisations’ expertise in all three universities. 

However, the formality of this engagement varied, which showcases the difference in 

importance given to the initiatives in each university. Engagement was least formal in 

University A, since mostly student-led. It was semi-formal in University B, where staff 

volunteered their time. I observed the most formal engagement at University C, where it 

was part of staff’s job specification. 

 

Only in Universities A and C were there instances of benefiting from the knowledge 

found in the local community, which would be in line with being reflective. This was 

particularly strong in University C, as local knowledge was seen as an asset and was used 

in guest lectures to enrich the academic space. In University B, the benefit of one initiative 

was related to reaching internal targets, not engaging with local knowledge, which is not 

in line with being reflective.  
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Only in University C was there evidence of actual evolvement based on local RAS’ 

experiences, whereas in University A and B, improvements to some initiatives were being 

discussed with local RAS and the local RAS organisation. 

 

I identified three factors that appeared relevant for reflective university-community 

relationships with local RAS: communication with RAS organisations, institutional 

support and funding. The formality of the institutional support coincided with the time 

and funding opportunities that seemed to be available for reflective communication and 

engagement with RAS organisations. However, even with formal institutional support 

like in University C, funding was a major barrier to sustaining a reflective initiative. 

 

These findings will be further discussed and contextualised in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 9: Discussion 
 

In this chapter, I will discuss my findings and situate them in relation to the existing 

literature and theoretical models. To recall, my research question was: 

 

How, if at all, are UK universities enabling the integration process of refugees and asylum 

seekers (RAS)?  

 

I endeavoured to answer it by addressing three sub-questions:  

 

1. How do RAS and university staff conceptualise integration?  

2. How are RAS students experiencing their integration process at university?  

3. What are universities doing to support the integration process  

a. of university students who are RAS?  

b. of local RAS who are not university students?  

 

I begin by briefly reiterating how the concept of reflective university is being used to 

analyse and discuss the three participant universities’ role in the integration process of 

RAS. I also summarise the structural forces discussed in Chapter 3 that might influence 

a university’s ability to be reflective. Subsequently, I examine how structural forces are 

evidenced in my findings on the conceptualisation of integration by staff and RAS 

students and how they suggest systemic assumptions that might inhibit a reflective 

approach in HE. I then discuss the multiple, sometimes conflicting roles a university can 

play in the integration process of RAS that I identified, by embedding my findings into 

broader and conceptual discussions. These roles are (1) provider of education, (2) 

contributor to immigration control, (3) source of financial inclusion, (4) facilitator of 

accommodation, (5) creator of community links and (6) supplier of a social space. In each 

role, I appraise how structural forces influence university practices and its ability to be 

reflective. 
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Conceptual frameworks guiding the discussion 

 

To conceptualise the role of universities in the integration process of RAS, I built on, as 

well as substantially expanded and modified, two main theoretical frameworks: Berry’s 

(1997) concepts of integration strategy and mutual accommodation, and Ager and 

Strang’s (2008) framework on refugee integration. 

 

In Berry’s (1997) theorisation, integration is one of four strategies immigrants might take 

when settling in a new country.  The integration strategy entails retaining original cultural 

traits, while participating in and connecting with the wider society (Berry, 1997). It is the 

strategy, according to Berry, that generates the least stress. For newcomers to freely 

pursue the integration strategy, mutual accommodation is required: both newcomers and 

the larger society, including local institutions (such as universities), need to adapt to each 

other, thus constantly evolving (Berry, 2005). Other strategies, based on how newcomers 

maintain cultural traits and connect to the larger society, are assimilation, separation and 

marginalisation, as can be seen in the figure below (Berry, 1997). 

 

Fig. 1 “Acculturation strategies”, adapted from Berry (1997, p. 9) 

 

To conceptualise what mutual accommodation might look like in HE and what the role 

of the university could be in this process, I introduced the idea of the reflective university, 

a term coined by Kagan & Diamond (2019). To be reflective, a university would pursue 
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change, based on its constituents’ needs and the different types of knowledge they bring 

with them, on top of teaching and expecting certain behaviours from its constituents.   

 

To operationalise this concept for the case of RAS students, I drew upon Bourdieu’s 

(1986) concept of cultural capital and field (see Chapter 3). A reflective university would 

adapt to address any barriers RAS students face to their participation in the university 

community. This could either be practical barriers such as finances, or academic barriers, 

such as needing to acquire the embodied cultural capital necessary to navigate the 

academic culture: for example expected behaviours, language and understanding of rules. 

Simultaneously, being reflective would mean engaging with and giving public space to 

the RAS students’ cultural capital, which can be institutionalised (their qualifications), 

embodied (for example, their way of learning) and objectified (for example, their 

knowledge acquired outside UK HE). Such an environment would promote RAS 

students’ ability to participate in the university community, as well as their ability to use 

their cultural capital. Therefore, it would allow students to follow an integration strategy 

according to Berry’s (2005) concept of the term. 

 

Furthermore, acknowledging that the integration process is multidimensional (Phillimore, 

2012), I drew upon Ager and Strang’s (2008) conceptual framework on refugee 

integration to identify relevant areas for the integration process of RAS, such as the legal 

right to study, a knowledge of academic language and norms, a sense of safety and 

stability and social connections. I modified the framework to adapt it to the HE context, 

drawing from Kontowski & Leitsberger’s (2018) work. Moreover, I expanded the 

framework by including an intersectional lens in the conceptualisation of social 

connections. 
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Figure 4 Conceptual framework adapted from Ager and Strang (2008) and Kontowski & 

Leitsberger (2018). 

Through the analysis of my findings, I refined some of the areas highlighted in the 

framework: for example, I identified financial security, accommodation and immigration 

status as particularly relevant to my RAS participants’ sense of safety and stability. It also 

allowed me to find connections between areas: how finances and accommodation related 

to social connections, for example. Finally, my findings challenged the categorisation of 

social connections in rigid, binary categories, based on a single factor of similarities or 

differences, such as ethnicity.  

 

Conflicting structural forces influencing the ability of a university to be ‘reflective’ 

 

In Chapter 3, I discussed some of the structural forces at play that influence a university’s 

ability to be reflective, according to the literature.  Despite evidence of initiatives and 

staff and student willingness to go in the direction of being reflective (Kagan & Diamond, 
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2019.; Lounasmaa, 2020), “the English higher education system has demonstrated it is 

resistant to change or challenge the essential power inequalities which maintain the 

system” (Kagan & Diamond, 2019, p. 212), for example how academic success is 

typically “measured in terms of an imagined, White, British student” (Lounasmaa, 2020, 

p. 89).  I identified other relevant forces at the macro level: I argued that the neo-liberal 

environment that influences the management of universities and furthers their 

marketisation (Furedi, 2010; Nordensvärd, 2010) is inimical to the idea of a reflective 

university. This environment also influenced forces at the meso level that made becoming 

reflective more difficult, such as university bureaucracy and the pressure to prove cost-

effectiveness in a set timeframe (Lounasmaa, 2020). External forces, such as UK 

government policies on immigration, were also found to be relevant to the universities’ 

capability to be reflective, since it turns teaching spaces into “a border site” and forces 

universities to give non-British students an “outsider status” (Jenkins, 2014, p. 265). 

 

Moving from the literature to empirical inquiry, some of these structural forces were, in 

practice, seen to limit the three case universities’ efforts towards being more reflective. I 

discuss this further below. 

 

Views on integration by staff and students: a tension between ideal and practice 

 

My analysis brought out the relevance of these structural forces for staff and RAS 

students’ views on integration and points to deep-rooted, systemic assumptions that might 

inhibit a reflective approach in HE. My findings echo tendencies found in studies on 

immigrants’ perceptions of integration, as well as studies on how non-immigrant 

members of a host society perceive integration: there is a tension between ideal and 

practice. My findings showcase this tension. Even though university staff and RAS 

students show an inclination towards an integration strategy in general, it is assumed 

students should follow an assimilation strategy in an academic context (see Berry’s 

typology). This assumption is rarely questioned, neither by staff or students. 
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To the best of my knowledge, there are no extant studies on how RAS students or staff in 

HE perceive integration. However, there are studies on how representatives of public 

institutions of a host society perceive integration (Ertorer et al., 2020; Theodorou, 2011; 

Verdía Varela et al., 2020) and there is a small repository of literature that focuses on how 

RAS and immigrants in other settings view integration.   Studies reveal a discrepancy 

between what people believe integration should be like and how they act in practice: on 

an abstract level, people such as teachers in Greece (Theodorou, 2011), employers in 

Canada (Ertorer et al., 2020) or government staff in Spain (Verdía Varela et al., 2020) 

generally state that they embrace diversity and conceptualise integration close to the 

integration strategy proposed by Berry (2005). In practice however, their actions 

effectively assume newcomers will have to pursue an assimilation strategy and conform 

to the expectations of the system, for example in primary education (Theodorou, 2011) 

or in the workplace (Ertorer et al, 2020). 

 

In the case of RAS, studies in the UK have shown that they visualise integration close to 

the integration strategy, namely as a two-way process, in which they are able to celebrate 

their culture, or speak their native language while actively participating in society (Court, 

2017; Dwyer, 2008; Khan, 2013; Kortmann, 2015). However, recent studies have found 

an incongruity between what newcomers in a country prefer in terms of acculturation 

strategy and what strategy they actually adopt in specific contexts, such as in an 

employment setting (Ertorer et al., 2020) or in a university setting (Lewis, 2021). This 

was especially evidenced in Lewis’ (2021) research on immigrant students in New 

Zealand, in which the large majority of her participants advocated for an integration 

strategy in general, but accepted without criticism the fact that they were expected to 

follow an assimilation strategy in their university studies: “no participants showed any 

inclination towards social action for cultural inclusiveness in curriculum and pedagogy” 

(p.38). 

 

My research shows a similar tension. For RAS students, the contradiction became 

apparent through their behaviours within and outside the academic context.  For most of 

my RAS student participants it was important to engage with their religious and cultural 

background to some extent, while also highlighting the importance of participating in the 

local socio-cultural context – through their classes, through volunteering, through part-

time or full-time jobs and through extra-curricular activities. This is in line with an 
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integration strategy. However, most of them accepted that they were expected to follow 

an assimilation strategy in their academic courses. In my study, participants were aware 

of the academic expectations in their UK University and the differences between the way 

they were used to study and the way they had to study in the UK. They understood that 

they had to change their way of learning and presenting knowledge and they were 

proactive in their adaptation: they wanted to comply with these expectations, get good 

grades and, in the case of postgraduate students, get published.  

 

Most of my student participants, as in Lewis’ (2021) study, did not question their 

universities’ expectations. However, in contrast to Lewis’ (2021) study, some of my 

participants expressed how they thought they could contribute to academic discussions 

and projects with their lived experience: one through historical facts about his country of 

origin that he had been told by his family members, another through his professional 

contacts. Although these are only a few of my participants, this gives an example of how 

the university curriculum or classroom pedagogy could be enriched with types of 

knowledge that differ from the dominant discourse. 

 

My staff participants also demonstrated a tension between ideal and practice through their 

views on integration on an abstract level and in a practical, academic context. On one 

hand, they explicitly rejected the idea of assimilation and conceptualised integration on 

an abstract level closely in line with an integration strategy. They mentioned celebrating 

diversity, helping people to actively participate in society and mutual adaptation. The role 

of the university, similarly, was conceptualised along the integration strategy lines: 

diversity should be valued, students should be able to connect with whom they wanted 

and feel free to do what they wanted and be who they wanted to be.  

 

On the other hand, their interviews revealed assumptions that RAS students should be 

academically successful and able to navigate the university system independently to be 

considered integrated. Some expressed the view that RAS students could be considered 

integrated when they had acceptable grades and were able to graduate, or if RAS students 

did not need extra support to navigate the university system. Several mentioned that RAS 

students should ideally have similar experiences to what they considered the norm for HE 

students. In this sense, they equated RAS students’ integration in HE mainly to an 
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adaptation to the system and norms – their potential differences were mostly linked to 

disadvantages, rather than potential knowledge that could enrich (let alone change) HE. 

 

As the experiences of RAS students described above show, academic success for RAS 

students implied dismissing their former way of learning/presenting knowledge and 

adapting to the UK system. Therefore academic success and navigation of the university 

system, as described by my participants, assume an assimilation strategy. It is important 

to point out that academic failure is, of course, not a sign of two-way integration. Rather, 

my findings point out that, at the time of the interviews, academic success implied an 

assimilation strategy. Therefore, staff contradicted their own conceptualisation of an ideal 

integration by equating academic success to RAS students’ integration. 

 

Lewis (2021) uses the concept of false consciousness to help explain why there is an 

assimilation assumption in HE in New Zealand. Her work relates to Freire’s (1972) 

criticism of an education system where the “oppressed” are forced to “live in the duality 

in which to be is to be like, and to be like is to be like the oppressor” (p.22), in order to 

have access to opportunities. Lewis (2021) also argues that immigrants are “subsumed 

into a mainstream education context that is characterised largely by western European 

education approaches” (p. 30). While my RAS participants did not feel oppressed, nor 

saw the university as an oppressor, my findings echo Lewis’ (2021) conceptual 

framework, in that false consciousness seem to be at work in both my staff and student 

participants’ views: most did not question that newcomers had to adapt to the university’s 

pedagogy, culture and expectations in order to receive good grades, although this puts 

newcomers at an initial disadvantage and causes them stress. Freire (1972) also explains 

how the “oppressors” often do not see themselves as such. Again, the term oppressor does 

not apply to my staff participants nor the universities, but Freire’s work shows how 

pernicious a system with power imbalances can be, in the sense that the system makes it 

difficult for people operating within it to be aware of these power imbalances. Freire’s 

thoughts help contextualise my staff participants’ contradictory attitudes: even though my 

staff participants’ personal beliefs were in opposition to the idea of assimilation, they 

seemed unaware of the pressure upon RAS students to assimilate. Decolonial perspectives 

also help explain my findings: Fanon (1967) shows how Black people had internalised 

that Western knowledge was equated to civilised society and how they did not question 

the fact that they had to adopt “a white man’s attitude” (p.114). This can be seen in my 
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findings as well: the RAS students had internalised that they had to assimilate to the UK 

academic system.  

 

Furthermore, my findings also show a conceptual problem with Berry’s (2005) typology: 

it is unclear, in his work, whether the cultural traits kept by the newcomers and valued by 

the host society are supposed to be kept in the private or the public space and how. Lewis 

(2021) points out this issue as well: the integration strategy, as conceptualised by Berry, 

could allow for cultural traits to be kept in the private space (for example, at home), while 

full assimilation is expected in the public space (for example, the classroom). However, 

if one attempts, as Lewis (2021) does and I do in this study, to conceptualise how an 

integration strategy could be pursued within one public space – in this case the 

educational space – it reveals frictions, power imbalances and a tension between ideal 

and practice. 

 

My findings point toward deep-rooted, systemic assumptions about how students must 

adapt to the educational system. However, they also show that there is an opportunity for 

the university to engage with this problem: staff seemed open to the idea of diversity in 

general and a few RAS students seemed open to participate in the academic discussion 

with types of knowledge not usually valued in their UK university.  

 

The multiple, contradictory roles of universities in the RAS integration process 

 

In the next few sections, I will discuss the multiple, at times contradictory roles that 

universities can play in the integration process of RAS. The roles are: provider of 

education, contributor to immigration control, source of financial inclusion, facilitator of 

accommodation, creator of community links and supplier of a social space. 

 

I was able to identify most of these roles by following a modified version of Ager & 

Strang’s (2008) conceptual framework, described in Chapter 4, as well as following up 

on themes that emerged during my fieldwork. In each role, I show that there are efforts 

and initiatives that go towards being reflective, but that there are structural forces at play 

that prevent the university being reflective and therefore also prevent RAS from pursuing 
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an integration strategy. However, by identifying the forces, I also show that there is a 

possibility for the universities to consciously become reflective. 

 

The university’s role as provider of education 

 

According to my argument in Chapter 3, a reflective academic environment would allow 

for an integration strategy (Berry, 2005) in the public space of academia, in that it would 

favour a two-way approach. On the one side, it is an environment that helps newcomers, 

such as RAS, to acquire the necessary cultural capital to understand and navigate the 

academic culture. On the other side, it values, engages with and is willing to change based 

on the RAS students’ cultural capital, for example the skills and types of knowledge they 

bring with them. 

 

 

Figure 5: Conceptualisation of a reflective academic environment 

 

 

My findings show how the universities’ efforts in the first step to becoming reflective -

supporting their RAS students to navigate academic culture - are embedded in a system 

which is influenced by structural forces, including the increasingly neo-liberal HE 

environment.  

 

Critical observers of the neo-liberal character of the university system have pointed out 

how there is an assumption that students are responsible for managing their HE trajectory 
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(Nordensvärd, 2010), therefore also placing the responsibility for any success, problem 

or failure on the individual student, and lessening the responsibility of the university as 

an institution (Stevenson & Baker, 2018). This is a particularly difficult environment for 

RAS students to navigate, who face life challenges often beyond their control (Stevenson 

& Baker, 2018). Baker et al. (2018) argue for a “warm” support for RAS students, given 

by staff that can take up the role of “literacy/sociocultural broker” (p.1). Their suggestion 

is based on their discovery that RAS students preferred ‘warmer’ support, rather than the 

“cold (unfamiliar-formal)” type of support typically offered to all students, including 

lectures and workshops (p.1). However, the increasingly poor working conditions for staff 

within the neo-liberal system complicate the organisation of sustainable extra support for 

RAS students (Lounasmaa, 2020; Stevenson & Baker, 2018). 

 

While broadly confirming these arguments, my thesis offers a more nuanced picture of 

the situation: staff at my case universities were aware they had a responsibility to provide 

support to their RAS students, considering the challenges they knew their RAS students 

faced. However, the way in which the support was organised was still reminiscent of the 

expectations of a neo-liberal system of self-management. 

 

The three participant universities had systems in place that suggested personalised 

support for their RAS students: University A and C had appointed administrative staff to 

guide RAS students, while University B relied on the voluntary support of administrative 

staff working on the RAS scholarship’s organisation. Especially in University A and C, 

my RAS student participants had used that point of contact, and although not all of them 

received solutions to their specific issues, it had eased their navigation of the 

administrative system and enhanced their sense of safety and stability.  

 

Nevertheless, in the case of academic issues, ‘signposting’ RAS students to available 

services was often deemed sufficient. Students would be guided towards skills sessions 

(for example writing sessions) or to their personal tutor/supervisor/lecturer. In University 

A, staff occasionally acted as a ‘broker’ between the student and their personal tutor, thus 

providing ‘warmer’ support (see Baker et al, 2018), but this was not systematic and was 

presented by the staff as the exception. 
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Therefore, once pointed towards services, the RAS students were supposed to be able to 

handle their situation on their own, an expectation in line with the neo-liberal idea that 

the student should manage their own career (Nordensvärd, 2010). However, my findings 

confirm Baker et al’s (2018) arguments in that the ‘cold’ support, such as language or 

writing sessions did not serve my RAS students’ needs. Especially some of the 

undergraduate students yearned for ‘warmer’ support, for example more guidance by their 

personal tutors. My findings also confirm the influence of staff working conditions 

(Lounasmaa, 2020; Stevenson & Baker, 2018), which limited tutors’ possibilities to 

dedicate time to guide RAS students as the students felt they needed.  

 

Furthermore, the academic language is “a social and cultural practice” (McKay & Devlin, 

2014, p. 953) not only a practical skill to acquire. These practices are considered difficult 

to grasp through a skills session or a course (Leibowitz, 2000; Stevenson & Baker, 2018), 

in part because they often include a “hidden curriculum, the implicit expectations as well 

as the expected (but not stated) behaviours intrinsic to achieving success in their 

discipline” (Lawrence, 2005, p.248). This highlights the need for ‘embodied cultural 

capital’ which as Bourdieu (1986) points out, is typically absorbed over a long time. The 

fact that most of my RAS participants did not find the skills sessions useful for their needs 

confirms this point. Additionally, their difficulties in even approaching the services, 

because they had to book an appointment in advance or email someone suggest that there 

is already embodied cultural capital needed to simply access the support. The result of 

merely signposting my RAS participants to certain services was that most decided to work 

on their academic issues on their own, which sometimes resulted in academic success, 

but usually took extensive time that encroached on their leisure time and opportunities to 

meet people - important factors for their integration process. My findings thus strongly 

resonate with Baker et al’s (2018), in suggesting the need for ‘warmer’ support, and for 

assistance in rendering explicit the implicit. 

 

Another aspect of academic culture that is considered particularly challenging for RAS 

students is the academic timeline of the university: Stevenson & Baker (2018) mention 

that universities expected their students to reach certain milestones in a set time, which 

did not align with the life challenges RAS students often faced. Contrary to Stevenson 

and Baker, I found signs of flexibility in my participant universities in this aspect. This 
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shows the university’s awareness of the need for flexibility for students facing ongoing  

and / or additional challenges in their lives, including RAS students. 

 

In sum, considering the first step of becoming a reflective university – supporting new 

RAS students to navigate the academic environment – it becomes apparent that 

universities are aware of the need and are making efforts in terms of administrative staff 

guidance and timeline flexibility, but are still operating on the (neo-liberal) assumption 

that students should exercise autonomy and largely manage their own affairs. My research 

confirms that, despite the universities’ awareness and efforts, the system was not 

sufficient to effectively help all of my RAS participants to navigate the academic 

environment.  

 

The second step to creating a reflective academic environment would be to engage with 

different types of knowledge and skills, which might not be usually valued in the 

dominant academic environment. These could be institutionalised, embodied or 

objectified cultural capital, following Bourdieu’s (1986) concepts. Such an engagement 

would not only make an integration strategy possible, but would also be in line with a 

“decolonized learning space” (Sefa Dei, 2010, p. 9), where different types of knowledge 

are valued and where the “asymmetrical power relations that structure schooling 

processes” (p.9) are discussed and tackled. This would correspond to an “epistemological 

equity” stance (see Chapter 3), which acknowledges that the way knowledge is 

constructed traditionally in universities leads to the exclusion of many (Crimmins, 2020, 

p.387). Connecting students’ lived experience to theories and methodologies used in the 

classrooms (Tazewell, 2020), as well as co-creating knowledge with RAS students 

(Lournasmaa, 2020) are two examples of the epistemological equity stance.  

 

However, the focus of the universities in my study was mostly on supporting RAS 

students to navigate and adapt to the academic environment, with the issues mentioned 

above, not on engaging with their cultural capital. This shows an expectation of 

assimilation in the academic sphere, which points towards a context independent view of 

knowledge (see Chapter 3) and thus a delayed integration strategy: first it is expected of 

the students to navigate the academic system and create an academic persona before being 

given space to bring new types of knowledge (Clegg, 2011). A limitation of this study is 
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that I did not interview lecturers who had RAS students in their classrooms.  As such I 

cannot extrapolate on the curriculum or pedagogy.  

 

Nevertheless, from the testimonies of my RAS participants, it became clear that it was 

widely expected from RAS students to acquire the embodied capital valued in HE (ie 

ways of learning, accessing services, writing, arguing). In parallel, there was little 

engagement with their existing embodied capital, apart from what was viewed as useful 

to adapt to the HE ‘field’, such as their maturity, resilience and motivation. Some of my 

participants’ institutional cultural capital, such as previous academic studies and 

qualifications acquired outside of the UK had not been recognised by the universities, 

which is often the case in the context of migration (Nohl et al., 2006), but also showcases 

a systemic reluctance to be reflective. In terms of the students’ objectified cultural capital, 

which I have defined as the knowledge and theories that RAS students have absorbed 

prior to their entry into their UK university, there was little evidence of systemic 

engagement. 

 

Challenging the “asymmetrical power relations” (Sefa Dei, 2010, p. 9) in academia was 

not on my RAS participants’ mind. However, most were very aware of the strengths, 

knowledge and skills that they felt they had, and some talked about how they thought 

their lived experience could enrich academic discussions and projects. My findings 

therefore show, contrary to other studies (ie Lewis, 2021) that students from different 

backgrounds, in this case RAS students, are aware of what contribution they could bring 

to the academic discussion, which could be the start of conceiving a more reflective 

academic environment.   

 

Such an environment is difficult to achieve, as argued in Chapter 3, due to structural 

forces, such as the neo-liberal environment and deep-rooted beliefs of how, and by whom, 

authoritative knowledge is constructed. However, my research shows that there is the 

possibility of harnessing different types of knowledge and insight from RAS students, 

enriching the academic environment and allowing RAS students to follow an integration 

strategy in the public space of the learning environment. 
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The university’s role as contributor to immigration control  

 

The available research on RAS’ experiences in HE focuses on refugees, not asylum 

seekers (eg. Baker, Ramsay, Irwin, & Miles, 2018; Morrice, 2013; Stevenson & Baker, 

2018). Some refer to the immediate impact of refugees’ immigration status on their 

university experience: Morrice (2013) for example highlighted how the negative portrayal 

of refugees in the media and political sphere often led refugee students to be quiet about 

any issues they were facing. By including asylum seekers in my research, I was able to 

also investigate what it means to have an uncertain immigration status in UK universities, 

which allowed me to identify a university role rarely mentioned in the literature 

surrounding RAS students in HE: the university’s role as contributor to immigration 

control. I argue that this role not only hinders the integration process of asylum seeker 

students, but is also a major barrier to becoming a reflective university. Furthermore, it is 

a role that is at odds with other, more positive roles the university can play in RAS’ 

integration process. 

 

As outlined in Chapter 3, universities in the UK have to make sure their non-British 

students have the appropriate right to stay and study in the country and must report any 

changes to the Home Office– irregularities can have consequences for the institution, for 

example not being allowed to accept international students in future (Home Office, 

2021b). Jenkins (2014) discussed the danger of turning university staff members into 

“border agents” and teaching spaces into “a border site”: it transforms the university into 

a place of monitoring and treats non-British students as outsiders (p. 265). This is of 

particular relevance for asylum seekers, as their right to study can be revoked by the 

Home Office under certain circumstances (Baron, 2019). 

 

My research highlighted how the universities were forced to act as an extension of the 

border agency, effectively excluding asylum seekers who had their right to study revoked 

by the Home Office. The suspension from their HE studies, or the threat thereof, was a 

major source of stress for my asylum seeker participants, with negative effects on their 

mental health and their ability to focus on their education.  

 

The university’s role in this matter was that of immigration control and implementing of 

Home Office policies, thus following the “everyday bordering” tendency that the 
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government is enforcing in the UK (Yuval-Davis et al, 2018, p. 239). If a student’s right 

to study was revoked, the university suspended the student. Some university staff were 

aware of the stress this caused asylum seeker students, and in one case, personally tried 

to support a temporarily suspended student’s immigration case by writing a letter to her 

solicitor and staying in touch with the student, which was greatly appreciated by the 

student. However, the institutional role of the university did not change. This role hinders 

the integration process of asylum seeker students, as it effectively labels them as 

outsiders, whose student status is not stable and quite literally excludes them from the 

higher education experience.  

 

Contributing to immigration control clashes with the idea of a reflective university: 

combining the idea of celebrating diversity with the threat of exclusion is a difficult, if 

not impossible, balancing act. 

 

The university’s role as source of financial inclusion 

 

Conflicting with the contribution to immigration control discussed above, I identified an 

inclusion role through financial support that universities can assume as part of the 

integration process of RAS. Financial issues have indeed been widely acknowledged as 

one of the main barriers to HE for refugees and asylum seekers (Kontowski & Leitsberger, 

2018). They are also mentioned as a factor that affects the university experience of 

refugees, leading to dropping out of HE (Stevenson & Baker, 2018) or feeling like an 

outsider, because of an inability to afford leisure activities and social outings (Morrice, 

2013).  

 

My research  identifies the particular ways in which financial security, or its lack, affected 

RAS students, especially those with dependents and the asylum seekers, who were not 

allowed to work. Financial worries affected some of my participants’ time and focus on 

their studies, as well as their social connections. My findings confirmed Morrice’s (2013), 

as I found that financial struggles could lead to exclusion from social activities at 

university – either because of not being able to afford an activity or because of being 

forced to work to support dependents. 
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In the modified version of Ager and Strang’s model (2008) that I used as a starting point 

for my analysis, financial support was labelled a ‘facilitator’ of the integration process as 

it contributed to a sense of safety and stability. Parallel to this, social connections were 

one of the main factors to consider when analysing the integration process of RAS, 

according to the framework. My research showed the direct connection between the two 

domains: the financial situation had an impact on some of my participants’ social 

connections. This deepens the understanding of the complexities of the integration 

process of RAS, especially as further research was considered necessary to shed light on 

potential links between Ager and Strang’s (2008) domains, as “the nature of such 

dynamics is (…) poorly understood” (Strang & Ager, 2010, p. 603). 

 

My participants received different levels of financial support, as described in Chapter 6, 

and it became clear that those who received less financial support were the ones who 

suffered the highest impact on their social connections, wellbeing and focus on their 

studies, especially if they had dependents or were asylum seekers. 

 

University financial support for RAS indicates a step towards becoming a reflective 

university, which accommodates for the needs of their students. However, these financial 

initiatives are still embedded in a neo-liberal system, which places the financial 

responsibility of covering HE costs on the individual (Stevenson & Baker, 2018) – it 

pushes the responsibility of social welfare activities onto civil society, for example 

charitable organisations and individuals (Evans et al., 2005). Furthermore, in terms of 

initiatives for refugees in universities, there is often a pressure to show cost effectiveness 

and success metrics (Lounasmaa, 2020).  

 

In terms of financial support for RAS students, finding enough resources and budgeting 

the resources were indeed recurrent themes in my staff interviews, showing the impact of 

marketisation on financial support. Resources had an impact on the type of support 

provided, either on the length or the amount. They impacted the number of students 

supported but also influenced what type of students were supported (undergraduate vs 

postgraduate). The financial support for refugees in University A also reflected the 

struggle with finding resources, as their funding came from various sources, sometimes 

not linked to their status as a refugee. University B had the most comprehensive scheme, 

but here too, finding resources was an issue and limited the number of students they could 
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support at the beginning, gradually opening up the scholarship to more RAS students as 

they were able to fundraise and find more sources of funding. 

 

Additionally, the offered financial support was provided within a complicated system that 

universities had to navigate carefully. They were operating in a hostile environment 

created by the government, especially against asylum seekers. Examples of this 

environment are the fee regulations for asylum seekers (UCAS, 2020), and the way the 

government support for asylum seekers was organised. Support at University C was 

organised in such a way, for example, that avoided any conflicts with the Home Office 

support, which included accommodation. In terms of financial support, it can be argued 

therefore that universities are making efforts towards being reflective in the sense that 

they are striving to attend to the financial needs of RAS students. However, the 

environment in which they operate makes this difficult for them. 

 

The university’s role as facilitator of accommodation 

 

The fourth university role I identified in the integration process of RAS is the ‘facilitator’ 

role, in terms of accommodation. Efforts in some universities were made to support their 

RAS students with accommodation, a topic that my research revealed to be of central 

importance to RAS’s integration process. This ‘facilitator’ role, however, was limited by 

the practices of the UK private housing sector, and by university accommodation 

management.  

 

Several hurdles in the private housing sector have been identified for refugees in general, 

including rental costs, paperwork and the difficulty of getting landlords to accept their 

documentation  (All Party Parliamentary Group on Refugees, 2017). Precarious and 

short-lived housing situations are often the product of these hurdles, contributing to 

feelings of unsafety amongst refugees (Ager & Strang, 2008; Kontowski & Leitsberger, 

2018). Literature on refugee students’ experience with accommodation, however, is 

scarce: Joyce, Earnest, De Mori, & Silvagni (2010) only mention accommodation as an 

example of challenges refugee students face when having to adapt to living in their new 

location. 
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Research on RAS students’ experience in university accommodation is non-existent in 

the literature. Studies in Canada have shown that international students who lived in 

campus housing had slightly better grades and were more likely to stay enrolled than 

international students living off campus (Peters et al., 2018). A study showed that living 

in student accommodation was considered an integral part of the university experience 

by British students, and that those who lived with their family were considered different 

and excluded from certain social events (Holdsworth, 2006). The role of the university in 

the housing specifically of RAS students however is not explored. 

 

My research confirms a number of the issues raised in the above-mentioned reports. 

Firstly, my participants were concerned about the cost of rent and especially asylum 

seekers faced obstacles related to their paperwork, their immigration status and what 

documentation the landlord would accept. My research shows therefore that RAS 

students, despite their affiliation with a UK university, face similar issues as refugees in 

general in the private housing sector.  

 

Yuval-Davis et al. (2018) concept of “every day bordering” (p. 239), in which people and 

institutions become untrained border agents lest they get punished by the government, 

also applies to the private housing sector in the UK: the right to rent has to be proven and 

landlords are skeptical of unknown paperwork. While Yuval-Davis et al.’s (2018) 

research focuses on immigration in general, my findings show that the phenomenon of 

“every day bordering” is especially relevant for RAS when they try to find a place to rent. 

They are liable to experience suspicion and racist behaviours from landlords. 

 

Secondly, my research confirms the significance of accommodation for RAS’ integration 

process, as outlined in Ager and Strang’s (2008) work. It also shines light onto why 

unsuitable and inconvenient accommodation was a barrier to deepening social 

connections for some of my participants, either because they were living too far from the 

university, or they felt they could not invite anyone to their place.  

 

Ager and Strang’s (2008) framework links housing to a feeling of safety for RAS: my 

research confirms this, but deepens the understanding as to the extent of the significance 

of housing. Some of my participants were reluctant to change their accommodation as is 

commonplace between academic years, because they drew comfort from an unchanged 
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environment and because of a yearning for stability and a sense of ‘home’. Some also 

displayed fear of losing their housing. 

 

Thirdly, after having identified housing as a significant factor in RAS students’ 

integration and university experience my findings fill an empirical gap as to the 

university’s role in housing issues for RAS students. My findings show that universities 

can facilitate access to adequate housing for refugees and asylum seekers by offering 

them guaranteed student accommodation for the length of their studies. This gave my 

participants a feeling of safety and stability and meant that they were conveniently close 

to campus. Additionally, they did not have to worry about paperwork.  

 

The facilitator role was limited by the local private housing procedures and were unable 

to lessen the “every day bordering” RAS students faced (Yuval-Davis et al., 2018, p. 239). 

The university could not help with issues surrounding private housing, both university 

staff and RAS students acknowledged, even when there were major problems, such as a 

student not having accommodation when the university term started. University staff were 

aware of some of the problems students were facing,but were unable to support them.  

 

Another point to consider here is the expectations of university administration: Stevenson 

& Baker (2018) find that universities are often rigid in their expectations as to when 

students should adapt to university life (usually by the end of the first year of 

undergraduate studies). My research shows that there is a similar expectation when it 

comes to accommodation: in University B, the accommodation was provided for one 

year, by which time students were expected to find private accommodation. Even in 

University A, which guaranteed accommodation, the expectation was that, ideally, RAS 

students would find private accommodation after their first year, equating it to being 

better integrated. However, this expectation did not correspond with my participants’ 

needs, nor their notion of how integrated they were. Echoing Stevenson & Baker (2018), 

it shows that the system might be too rigid to cover the needs of all RAS students, for 

whom accommodation is more than a place to live during term time, but may also nurture 

a much-needed sense of continuity and stability. 
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The university’s role as creator of community links 

 

A fifth role that universities can play in the integration process of RAS is that of creator 

of community links.  In this role, a university can support local RAS’ integration process 

by collaborating with RAS organisations. According to my argument, a reflective 

community-university relationship would not only expect the community to acquire 

knowledge from the university, but  also expect the university to acquire knowledge from 

the community and act upon it. This would also be in line with a decolonisation of 

education, which “allows learners to be organically connected with their communities” 

and for which it is therefore important to engage with the knowledge of local communities 

(Sefa Dei, 2010, p. 9). 

 

 

Figure 6: Conceptualisation of a reflective university outreach 

 

Universities’ specific initiatives to support local RAS have been documented by RAS 

organisations or by universities themselves, but their link to RAS’ integration process is 

only starting to be subject to analysis in the academic literature (Bacher et al., 2020). 

Some  universities focus on helping RAS accessing HE (The Guardian, 2018), while 

others offer language programs, online courses, encourage students to volunteer or 

collaborate with NGOs on research projects (The European Commission, 2016). Bacher 

et al (2020) find that an Austrian initiative in which universities offer language and 

specific subject courses to RAS, had increased participants’ social connections, 

particularly with Austrians, and their language skills, although only few transitioned into 
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HE.  Recent publications have also described the challenges university initiatives towards 

RAS face: operating in a neo-liberal system, which comes with a constant need to justify 

costs, as well as a hostile environment in the UK (Lounasmaa, 2020). 

 

My findings echo and extend beyond those of Bacher et al’s (2020): some initiatives of 

my case universities generated social connections for RAS, both with other RAS and 

locals. I also found that these social connections also brought RAS both comfort and new 

opportunities of participation in local activities (mainly related to sports). In several cases, 

the initiatives fomented social links to the university by bringing local RAS in contact 

with the university, although the social links did not result in many local RAS accessing 

HE. 

 

Using the reflective university framework, I observed different levels of reflective 

university outreach between my three participant universities and their respective local 

RAS organisations. In university A and B there was a receptivity to knowledge from their 

local RAS organisation to decrease any discrepancy between the support they offered and 

the local RAS’ needs. No change based on that knowledge, however, had yet been 

implemented at the time of the interview. Only in University C was there some evidence 

of change and evolvement based on local RAS’ experiences. 

 

Kagan & Diamond (2019) mention three points that affect a reflective university 

outreach: (1) it is essential to have good relationships with the community (2) it is 

important to give credit and acknowledgement to the staff involved in outreach activities 

and (3) outreach activities exist in the larger context of the marketisation of universities, 

as “it is harder and harder to develop and maintain community links and relationships, 

unless the activity attracts external income” (p.212). 

 

I identified three factors that appeared relevant for reflective university-community 

relationships with local RAS: communication with RAS organisations, institutional 

support and funding. These factors are close to Kagan and Diamond’s above-mentioned 

points. My findings specify the importance of formalising the credit given to staff, either 

by allocating time or budget. They also clarify the importance of ongoing communication: 

RAS’ needs and interests might evolve, leading to potential new collaboration 

opportunities or needed adjustments. Furthermore, I found that the three identified factors 
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interacted with each other: the formality of the institutional support – showcased by the 

formality of staff positions involved in community engagement - coincided with the time 

and funding opportunities there seemed to be available for reflective communication and 

therefore engagement.  

 

Finally, my findings align with Lounasmaa’s (2020) comments of having to operate in a 

neo-liberal and hostile environment. Finding and justifying funding for initiatives was a 

constant theme in my interviews and often limited the possibility to be reflective or to 

continue being reflective. The complicated environment for asylum seekers in the UK, 

for example their dispersal, was also identified as a barrier to long-term involvement with 

university initiatives. 

 

The university’s role as supplier of a social space 

 

The sixth role I identified for the university in the integration process of RAS is that of 

social space. An analysis of my RAS student participants’ social connections showed that 

they made connections within their university experience that were relevant for their 

integration process. Furthermore, this analysis led me to put in question, through 

empirical findings, the way RAS’ social connections are often conceptualised, both in 

research (Ager and Strang, 2008) and policy (Cantle, 2001). 

 

Migration researchers often analyse social connections based on Putnam’s concepts 

(Ryan & D’Angelo, 2018), as Ager and Strang (2008) do. In their framework, Ager and 

Strang (2008) categorise RAS’ social connections into “social bonds”, defined as 

connections with groups of people from a similar ethnic, religious or racial group and 

“social bridges”, or connections with groups of people from a different group, pertaining 

to the host society.  

 

Following my critique of the presupposition of homogeneous groups in Ager and Strang’s 

model, I used an intersectional lens to analyse my participants’ social connections. I 

acknowledged that people might find affinity not only with people of the same nationality 

or ethnicity, but also on the basis of other factors, such as gender, sexual orientation, 

religion or age. They might also position themselves differently to their connections based 

on these factors.  
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My findings challenged the typology suggested by Ager and Strang further: I found that 

attempting to categorise the people RAS connect with based solely on ethnicity, 

nationality or religion oversimplified the complex relationships my participants 

experienced and how they positioned themselves in relation to their connections. Instead, 

I propose to analyse RAS’ social connections based on their purpose. 

 

The purpose of social bonds and bridges is mentioned in Ager and Strang’s 2008 study: 

having ties within their own ethnic group can make RAS feel “settled”, it can support 

their mental health and it can be a space where they can speak their own language (p. 

178). Positive connections within their locality with other groups make RAS feel more 

“secure”, “not resented” and might even aid in opening up opportunities, for example in 

the labour market (p.179). Despite mentioning the purpose of these connections, the main 

way to categorise social connections, in Ager and Strang’s work, is still based on 

ethnicity, religion or the belonging to a certain group. 

 

 Other authors have already pointed out the problem with analysing migrants’ social 

connections based on categories such as ethnicity: since migrants’ social connections 

appeared to be more complex, Ryan (2011) proposes instead to analyse social connections 

based on intimacy or closeness. She redefines ‘bonds’ as “close relationships based on 

emotional intimacy” and ‘bridges’ as connections that can involve “flows of information, 

advice or knowledge but without intimacy” (p.271). However, my findings do not fit her 

redefinition completely. Some of my participants had connections that were casual and 

sporadic, but that gave them comfort, rather than access to information. On the other hand, 

some participants had close relationships with people who also gave them information 

about the local context. Therefore, focusing on the purpose of my participants’ 

connections made the most sense. 

 

As an alternative to Ager and Strang’s concepts, I suggest therefore the terms ‘social 

comfort strategy’ and ‘social learning strategy’ to analyse RAS’ social connections. These 

terms highlight the function of social connections, rather than categorising social 

connections based on supposedly static social groupings. I came to this conclusion by 

using the lens of intersectionality in the analysis of my participants’ social connections. 
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Firstly, I found that connections were often made based on multiple, intersecting factors 

that people had in common (for example, language and family situation). Focusing solely 

on one factor, such as co-ethnicity, to analyse these connections was therefore insufficient 

and oversimplified the reality of my participants’ connections. 

 

Secondly, I found that my participants sometimes had connections with people who they 

had commonalities with, but were at the same time differently positioned than them in 

relevant ways. A Syrian refugee student had for example female Muslim friends, with 

whom she felt comfortable with, but who were at the same time British. The rigid 

distinction between the categories of “social bonds” and “social bridges”, as explained in 

Ager and Strang’s work, did not work in these cases, which may be common. 

 

Based on these findings, I endeavoured to find other ways to analyse my participants’ 

social connections that turned away from trying to find commonalities and differences. 

Themes emerged around the purpose of these connections. My participants had 

connections with people that gave them a feeling of comfort, of easy understanding, of 

not feeling alone: this is what I name ‘social comfort strategy’. They also had connections 

with people that gave them the experience of working with others, expanding their social 

networks, opening up new opportunities and gaining knowledge about the local context: 

this is what I name ‘social learning strategy’. 

 

For some of my participants, connections that gave them comfort were with people from 

the same region of origin. But for others, they gained comfort from connections with 

people from outside their region of origin or based on multiple, intersecting factors. 

Taking the purpose of these connections as the basis of analysis avoids excluding 

connections that bring RAS comfort, but do not fit a category based on similarities or 

differences. 

 

My suggestion to focus on ‘social strategies’ also allows for more analytical flexibility. 

Adopting a ‘social strategies’ perspective, a RAS can simultaneously use a ‘social 

comfort strategy’ and ‘social learning strategy’ when connecting with one person: i.e. an 

RAS can feel comfort from connecting with someone who speaks the same language or 

has a similar immigration experience and can learn about the local context from the same 
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person. The basis of analysis is not what supposed category of people they connect with, 

but what they get out of the connections, with both comfort and learning as vital needs. 

 

Using ‘social strategies’ as the basis for analysis of social connections also allows to step 

away from predetermined and problematic conceptions of who is an insider or an outsider 

in the UK. In former studies, it becomes apparent that using the concepts of ‘bonds’ and 

‘bridges’ can lead to simplified and problematic assumptions about insiders being white 

and outsiders being non-white. In a study in England, Spicer (2008) conceptualised 

‘social bonds’ as connections between members of minority ethnic groups (whether 

within a group or between two groups) and ‘social bridges’ as connections that members 

of minority ethnic groups develop “with white and majority-ethnic communities” (p.491). 

By doing so, I argue, he extrapolated the British host society to white and white British 

people – a highly problematic definition, given the “super-diversity” of the UK, as 

Vertovec (2007, p. 1024) described it. 

 

My analysis using an intersectional lens clearly shows that such simplified categories do 

not portray the reality of my participants’ experiences. According to my findings, people 

who can give RAS essential information on the local context can be other RAS, people 

who have resided in the UK for several years, or British citizens from all ethnicities. Using 

the concepts of ‘social strategies’ allows us to avoid the conceptual pitfall of assuming 

that white British people are the only ‘insiders’ that can aid RAS in their integration 

process. 

 

Thinking about ‘social strategies’ also helps to understand the negative experiences of 

RAS with their social connections. Previous studies have mentioned that social 

connections can have a negative connotation for refugees: for example, refugees and 

asylum seekers can face hostility from and be wary of making connections with locals 

(Spicer, 2008), and they can also be reticent to form connections with people from their 

country of origin, for example for political reasons (Strang & Ager, 2010). My findings 

confirm that some RAS can experience negative connections, and that these negative 

experiences can exacerbate their feelings of exclusion and loneliness. Thinking of 

forming social connections as a strategy can help understand reasons for this: strategies 

can fail, and in effect create feeling of exclusion, Whether my RAS participant attempted 
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a ‘social comfort strategy’ or a ‘social learning strategy’, if it failed (sometimes because 

of hostility from others), it left them feeling alienated or excluded. 

 

In sum, the majority of my student participants formed connections through their 

university experience using both the ‘social learning strategy’ and the ‘social comfort 

strategy’. Some of my participants used mostly the ‘social learning strategy’ at university 

or at their workplace. A few had had negative experiences when attempting the ‘social 

learning strategy’, mainly because of perceived hostility from their university peers.  

 

Most of my participants used the university structure to find connections (through 

university clubs, extra-curricular activities, accommodation, classmates). Some, 

especially those who had dependents, formed fewer connections at university (mainly 

because of time and finances), but enough to make them feel they had some connections. 

However, it is important to add that this is not necessarily the case for all refugees and 

asylum seekers, since some had experienced hostility from their peers. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, my research shows that my case universities are not reflective yet, partly 

due to structural forces that hinder their ability to be reflective. However, there are signs 

that efforts are made to support the needs of RAS. 

 

In order to be reflective, universities have to be aware of and tackle the structural forces 

and systemic power imbalances between for example the dominant academic culture and 

new types of knowledge coming from RAS and community organisations that work with 

RAS. As shown in this discussion, such awareness can go hand in hand with an effort to 

face the legacy of colonialism in education (Fanon, 1967; Sefa Dei, 2010), the neo-liberal 

environment in HE (Stevenson & Baker, 2018) and the UK government’s asylum 

policies. 

 

On a theoretical level, my research shows how the concept of mutual accommodation, 

originally coined by Berry (1997) can be used as a framework to analyse universities’ 

role in RAS’ integration process through the idea of reflective university. However, my 
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study also shines light on the difficulties of putting Berry’s (2005) integration strategy 

into practice, due to the power imbalances and structural forces in place. My findings 

confirmed a tension between ideal and practice in the HE academic environment. 

Furthermore, my research revealed, as in Lewis’ (2021) study, a vagueness in Berry’s 

(2005) framework as to whether the engagement with the dominant culture and the 

maintenance of cultural traits should happen in the same public space or different public 

and private spaces. I took the premise that the integration strategy should take place in 

every space, including the academic environment.  

 

In terms of Ager and Strang’s (2008) framework, it proved useful to identify the multiple, 

complex and sometimes conflicting roles the universities could play in the integration 

process of RAS. At the same time, my analysis highlights how Ager and Strang’s 

framework should be understood as embedded in a broader system of governing RAS and 

a neo-liberal context. My study also allowed a rethinking of how to analyse RAS’ social 

connections: instead of using categories based on ethnicity or religion to classify social 

connections, my findings showed the possibility to analyse them based on the purpose of 

the connections. My research also revealed several direct connections between the factors 

in the framework shown at the beginning of the chapter. Students’ financial, 

accommodation and immigration situation were found to impact social connections for 

example. Furthermore, the less effective academic support students received, the less time 

they had available to hone their social connections. The right to study in HE for asylum 

seekers was also found to have a direct impact on asylum seekers’ students focus on their 

studies.  

 

In sum, my research conceptualised the role of  the university as an institution in the 

context of a two-way integration process with RAS, to fill both a conceptual and an 

empirical gap in the literature. Further research to add to or deepen the roles outlined in 

this chapter could shed light on further dynamics that affect a two-way integration process 

between an institution and RAS. Ideas for further research are laid out in the next chapter. 
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Conclusion 

 

Summary 

 

This thesis explored how, if at all, universities were enabling the integration process of 

RAS. To do this, I analysed how three case universities were organising their support of 

RAS students and the experiences of RAS students in these universities, as well as how 

universities were supporting local RAS and collaborating with local RAS organisations. 

 

At the heart of this thesis lay the challenge of defining integration in practice and critically 

discussing the assumptions behind influential theorisations of integration. While many 

authors have conceptualised integration as a two-way street (Ager & Strang, 2008; Berry, 

1997), there had been few scholarly insights into how this might work in practice across 

different daily life domains, including that of HE. 

 

To conceptualise integration as a two-way street in the HE context, I utilised the concept 

of the reflective university. This concept, based on the work of Kagan & Diamond (2019) 

and Berry (2005), depicts an institution that, in parallel with teaching and expecting its 

constituents (including RAS students) to adapt, also actively seeks its own change, based 

on the needs of its constituents and the different types of knowledge that they bring with 

them.  

 

I argue that there are multiple ways in which universities can be reflective and enable the 

integration process of RAS, but that there are structural forces and systemic power 

imbalances that hinder the process from becoming fully reflective. I identified six 

different, sometimes conflicting roles that universities can play in the integration of RAS: 

provider of education, contributor to immigration control, source of financial inclusion, 

facilitator of accommodation, creator of community links and supplier of a social space. 

In each role, I discussed how reflective the participant universities were in practice, which 

brought to light structural forces related to the neo-liberal environment taking root and 

expanding in HE (Stevenson & Baker, 2018; Furedi, 2010; Nordensvärd, 2010). 

Government pressure on the HE system, for example through immigration rules, was also 

identified as a hindrance to becoming reflective. My research thus shows that, while my 



 251 

case universities were making many efforts to support RAS, they were not reflective yet, 

in large part due to these structural forces.  

 

Theoretical implications of my research 

 

My thesis contributes to theorisation in the analysis of integration. I operationalise a 

framework often mentioned, but rarely explained – the two-way integration process – , as 

well as the relevance of the structural forces in which this process is embedded in. In 

studies focusing on integration, often only one of these aspects is considered. On the one 

hand, authors such as Berry and Ager & Strang focus on the normative aspects of 

integration, without indepth research on the structural forces that imply limitations. On 

the other hand, those authors that focus on the critique and limitations of integration, such 

as Schinkel (2018), rarely conceptualise what integration might entail. By bringing both 

aspects together, I enrich the theoretical discussion around integration, going beyond  

critique. 

 

Firstly, my research has shown how the concept of mutual accommodation could be used 

as a framework to analyse an institution’s role in an integration process. Although in 

Berry’s work the foundation of an integration strategy is mutual accommodation, his 

work does not sufficiently engage with the role of local institutions within the process of 

mutual accommodation. My research has filled this gap by critically analysing 

universities’ roles in the process of mutual accommodation.  

 

Secondly, I explicitly apply Berry’s (2005) acculturation taxonomy to a single public 

space – the academic experience in a UK university. Berry’s work does not specify 

whether the engagement with the host country culture and the retainment of cultural traits 

should happen in the same, public domain, or could happen in separate domains, ie keep 

cultural traits private and engage solely with the host country culture publicly (Lewis, 

2021). In the context of HE for example, RAS students could thus be expected to adapt 

to the UK academic culture in the public domain and maintain their cultural traits in their 

private lives. With this type of analysis, no change to the academic culture would be 

needed, apart from potentially helping newcomers to adapt better to the existing, 

dominant culture. This would leave unchallenged the imbalances in power relations in 
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academia (Sefa Dei, 2010). My research, however, allows reflection on what a more 

encompassing integration strategy could look like when applied to UK academic culture, 

and contributes a new way of analysing RAS students’ academic experience and the 

universities’ engagement with them.  

 

Thirdly, my study also shines light on the limits of Berry’s (2005) conceptualisation of 

the integration strategy. By building on his conceptual framework, I brought out more 

strongly to what degree power imbalances and structural forces influence whether an 

integration strategy can be freely chosen. These systemic power imbalances were 

evidenced for example in the discrepancy between the fact that both university staff and 

RAS students showed an inclination towards an integration strategy in theory, but that in 

the practices of the academic environment a type of assimilation strategy was expected. 

My findings confirm similar discrepancies between ideal strategy and that expected in 

practice discovered in recent studies in the employment and HE sector (Ertorer et al, 2020; 

Lewis, 2021). My thesis shows therefore that mutual accommodation, which is required 

for an integration strategy to be freely chosen (Berry, 2005) has to be understood as 

embedded in systemic power imbalances and structural forces. Building on the work of 

Bourdieu, Fanon and Freire, my research shows that for mutual accommodation to be 

achieved, these power imbalances have to be acknowledged and tackled.  

 

In terms of Ager and Strang’s (2008) multidimensional framework, my research showed 

that it was useful to identify the multiple, sometimes conflicting roles an institution, in 

this case a university, can play in the integration process of RAS. However, my study 

refined the framework, as I added the concept of reflective university to analyse each role 

and highlighted how embedded each role was in a neo-liberal context and the broader 

governance system towards RAS. Furthermore, my research revealed several direct 

connections between the domains in Ager and Strang’s (2008) framework, which have 

not been subject to closer analysis yet. In particular, I found that RAS students’ financial 

and accommodation situation impacted their ability to build and maintain social 

connections. Similarly, the less effective the academic support that students received was, 

the less time they had available to hone their social connections. Finally, my study also 

encouraged a rethinking of how to analyse RAS’ social connections: instead of using 

categories based on ethnicity or religion, my findings showed the possibility to analyse 

them based on the purpose of the connections. This avoids artificial and problematic 
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presuppositions of who is considered an insider vs an outsider in the UK. It also avoids 

the rigid dichotomy of ‘bonds’ and ‘bridges’ that does not do not adequately capture the 

complexities of RAS’ social connections.  In this way, my thesis introduced and 

operationalised an intersectional approach to analysing RAS’ social connections within 

their integration process.  

 

Practical implications of my research 

 

A first, general, contribution of my research is to offer a new lens through which to view 

both the embeddedeness of universities in a neo-liberal system and the constraints created 

by increasingly hostile immigration policies. These two factors affect universities’ ability 

to be reflective and contribute to RAS’ integration process, despite the willingness of 

individual staff and university management to do so. My research therefore shows the 

need to become aware of these constraints in order for universities to be better able to 

navigate them and potentially challenge them. 

 

The immigration control role that is forced upon universities by the UK government has 

been shown in my findings to be particularly detrimental to the integration process of 

asylum seeker students, their mental health and their ability to focus on their education. 

It also goes against the idea of being reflective. Since it appeared from my findings that 

individual staff members and universities were unable to challenge this role on their own, 

my research identifies the need for a collective push back on the Home Office policies 

related to HE studies and asylum seekers. Individual legal action has already had some 

effect: the Home Office for example accepted to revise their guidance to staff at the end 

of 2019, to specify that not all asylum seekers who had exhausted their right to appeal 

appeals should be restricted from studying, but that the individual circumstances should 

be taken into account, following a lawsuit on behalf of two students (Duncan Lewis 

solicitors, 2019). However, the possibility of a study restriction remains. Collective action 

and campaigns supported by senior management from a group of universities (such as, 

perhaps, Universities of Sanctuary), as well as discussions with the Office for Students 

could be a start. 
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Financial security was essential to RAS student participants’ focus on their studies, social 

connections and wellbeing, especially if they had dependents or were asylum seekers. 

While it is important to acknowledge the complex legal and economic environment that 

universities are obligated to navigate, this finding invites universities to offer sufficient 

financial support to their RAS students. Drawing upon the varying approaches adopted 

by the three universities, my thesis indicates different ways of doing so. One approach 

was to top up the amount students received from student finance for them to have 

maintenance income at UKRI level (asylum seekers would receive the full maintenance 

grant). Another approach was to only offer in-house support, such as fee waivers, meal 

and transportation tickets, in order to not disrupt the Home Office support to asylum 

seekers. 

 

Suitable accommodation was shown to be significant for RAS students’ integration 

process because it gave them a deep feeling of safety. Unsuitable and inconvenient 

accommodation was a barrier to deepening social connections for some of my 

participants. RAS students faced obstacles to accommodation including the high cost of 

rent, and racial prejudice on the part of landlords. Asylum seekers experienced particular 

issues related to paperwork. Universities could facilitate access to housing for RAS by 

offering them guaranteed student accommodation for the length of their studies. In terms 

of private accommodation, universities might think of ways to help RAS students in their 

search for suitable accommodation, perhaps through an agreement with selected private 

landlords, to circumvent the potential rejection of RAS students because of their 

paperwork or origins. Although universities’ role was limited to university housing in my 

study, the research invites universities to be more aware of the meaning of 

accommodation for RAS students. 

 

Regarding the educational role of universities: a reflective academic environment would, 

according to my framework, involve (1) support to navigate the academic culture and (2) 

engaging with new types of knowledge. On the first point, my findings showed a 

disconnect, in some cases, between the organisation of the academic support and the 

needs of the RAS students. The academic support system relied on signposting students 

to different services, whereas some students yearned for more personalised academic 

guidance provided by a single source rather than a collection of individuals spread across 

departments. My findings invite universities to think about the need for an academic 
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mentor who has the time and capacity to guide RAS students and work with them to 

answer questions not directly in their own domain of expertise, especially if it is their first 

experience in a UK university. On the second point, my findings show the potential in 

actively engaging with different types of knowledge. Although my RAS participants were 

proactive in adapting to the UK learning environment, they were also aware of the 

knowledge and skills they had acquired prior to their HE experience in the UK. Some 

shared ideas about how they could enrich the academic discussion with their lived 

experience. Therefore, my findings invite universities also to reflect on how to harness 

the knowledge of RAS students and enrich UK academic culture. This could lead to a 

broader reflection on how to engage with the knowledge of other students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds, in the spirit of a decolonised university and of promoting 

students’ active participation, rather than mere adaptation. 

 

In terms of the role of community links’ creator, my findings show the importance of 

institutional support for staff collaborations with refugee organisations, through formal 

time or budget allocation, in order to maintain relationships that will increase the ability 

to be reflective. 

 

Limitations 

 

A first limitation of my research, which is due to the possible scope of a PhD thesis, lies 

in its sample size for universities as well as RAS. While my research only focuses on 

three universities, my findings can offer reflections and experiences that can serve to 

stimulate and inform discussion within and between many universities in the UK. The 

same goes for RAS. While my findings are not generalisable to all RAS students at their 

university, nor in the UK, they give insight into RAS’ experiences in HE and contribute 

to the (still relatively) small repository of empirical literature on RAS in HE. 

 

A further limitation of my research lies in the fact that I did not interview the lecturers, 

tutors and supervisors of my student participants. Interviewing both RAS students and 

their tutors/supervisors would have made confidentiality difficult to maintain. 

Furthermore, some lecturers might not have known the immigration status of their 

students and RAS students might have been uncomfortable sharing that information with 
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the lecturer.  However, this would have given more context to my student participants’ 

testimonies about class dynamics and their relationship with tutors and supervisors. It 

would also have enriched my analysis of a reflective academic environment. As I did not 

include them, my study cannot be extrapolated to pedagogy in the classroom. 

 

Finally, I did not interview the classmates or flatmates of my student participants. This 

would have been difficult to achieve, considering the necessity of anonymity of my 

participants. However, it would have given an additional dimension to the analysis of my 

participants’ social connections.  

 

Further research 

 

The limitations of my study indicate lines of enquiry for further research. Exploration of 

university curricula and lecturers who have RAS students in their class would be 

beneficial for our understanding of how lecturers approach these students (if they do so 

in any special way or not) and could be analysed with a reflective university/integration 

framework. A study on attitudes of non-refugee students towards refugees might 

enlighten what RAS students face when connecting with others at university. 

 

Since my findings showed that some undergraduate RAS students did not receive the 

academic support they needed from the personal tutor system (which meant they spent so 

much time on studying that it affected several dimensions of their integration process), 

further research focusing solely on undergraduate RAS students and their relationship 

with their personal tutors would be beneficial. It would also be valuable to explore the 

outlook and experiences of Senior Tutors – those that hold responsibility for personal 

tutoring across a programme or department. Including the tutors’ perspectives would be 

helpful, if confidentiality permits it, to analyse their practices and the challenges they 

might face. This could also be done through the conceptual framework of the reflective 

academic environment. 

 

Moreover, to further the exploration of the role of universities in the integration process 

of RAS, more research on RAS’ experiences after graduating from university is needed. 

Asylum seekers are generally not allowed to work in the UK, for example. How does 
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their university experience help them after graduation? On an anecdotal level, I know that 

some of my asylum seeker participants have gone on to further studies, including starting 

doctoral study. However, wider research is needed. 

 

Finally, current events raise new important research questions, for example whether the 

global pandemic affected RAS students’ HE experiences and their social connections, 

and whether it has affected university initiatives towards RAS students and local RAS. 

Furthermore, the new influx of Ukrainian refugees has already prompted questions in the 

HE sector as to their fee status and access to student finance. Since UK universities have 

now a few years’ experience with supporting RAS students, what lessons have 

universities learned that they might apply to new incoming RAS? 

 

In conclusion, my research has laid the groundwork for additional research on the role of 

universities in a two-way integration process, by suggesting the concept of reflective 

university to identify and analyse the multiple roles of universities, and by 

operationalising the relevance of broader structural forces for how integration in HE 

works in practice. I hope future studies can build on my outline of the structural forces at 

play, as well as the identified roles, by either expanding it or deepening certain points.  
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Appendix 2: Participant information sheet (RAS students) 

 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

 

1. Study Title 

The role of Higher Education Institutions in the Integration of Forced Migrants in the UK 
 

2. Background and aims of the study  

 
My name is Isabelle Schäfer and I am a PhD candidate at the University of Bath. For my PhD thesis, I 
am focusing on the role of universities in the integration of forced migrants (asylum seekers and 
refugees) in the UK. More specifically, I am exploring forced migrants’ experiences within 
universities, either as enrolled students or as participants in potential public outreach activities, such 
as language classes or summer schools. I am also exploring what universities are doing to support 
forced migrants and the experience of university staff around this support.  
 
My research will entail a focus on three universities, each of which will be treated as a case study. 
Within these universities, I am interviewing current students who are either asylum seekers or 
refugees, as well as forced migrants who have participated in a public outreach activity. I am also 
interviewing university staff, particularly those responsible for student services, widening 
participation activities and international students. 
 
 

3. Why have I been invited to take part?  

You have been invited to participate in this study because you are an enrolled student at your 
university and you either have a refugee or asylum seeker status. The goal of the interview is to 
explore how you are experiencing your time at your university. I would for example be interested in 
how you are experiencing your academic courses, but also your social life at university. I would also 
be interested in any practical concerns you might have (finances, accommodation and so on) and 
your thoughts on the university.   
 

4. Do I have to take part? 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You can ask questions about the study before 
deciding whether or not to participate. If you do agree to participate, you can still decide at any time 
- before, during or after the interview -  to leave the study and ask for your interview information to 
not be used, without giving a reason and without penalty. You can do so by contacting me by phone, 
email or in person. 
 

5. What will happen in the study? 

If you are willing to take part in my study, you will be asked to sign a form confirming that you want 
to talk to me, that you understand what the study is about and also to confirm that you can stop 
taking part whenever you want. The interview should take about 45 minutes, and it can take place 
in any location that is convenient to you, at the time most convenient to you. This will be a one-time 
interview. 
 

6. Are there any potential risks in taking part? 

 

You will receive a pseudonym in the study, as your privacy and confidentiality are of the utmost 
importance to the researcher. Your university will also receive a pseudonym in the published study, 
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and context information (such as location) about the university will be generalized in an effort to 
strive for anonymity.  
 
You are welcome to ask any questions during the research process; interviews may be abandoned or 
rescheduled at your convenience.  
 
 

7. Are there any benefits in taking part? 

 
There will be no financial benefit from taking part in this research. However, I will share my 
completed thesis with you, if you are interested. Hopefully this will offer you valuable insight into 
the experiences of other forced migrants in universities and into what universities are doing to 
support forced migrants. 
 

8. What happens to the data provided?  

The research data (the audio recordings and interview transcriptions) will be stored securely in a 
password protected external hard drive and made only available to myself and my academic 
supervisors, Dr Jason Hart and Dr Robin Shields. The University of Bath requires researchers to keep 
the data for a timespan of ten years. 
 
 

9. Will the research be published? 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, the research will be written up as a PhD thesis. On successful 
submission of the thesis, it will be deposited both in print and online in the archives of the University 
of Bath, to facilitate its use in future research. It is also possible that the data of the thesis will be 
used to publish academic journal articles. The names of all participants will be changed in all 
published work derived from the data. 
 

10. Who has reviewed this study? 

This study has been reviewed by, and received ethics clearance through, the Social and Policy 
Sciences Department Research Ethics Officer at the University of Bath. Furthermore, the study is 
being supervised and reviewed by Dr Jason Hart, Senior Lecturer in the Department of Social and 
Policy Sciences and Dr Robin Shields, Senior Lecturer in the Department of Management (Higher 
Education Management), both at the University of Bath. 
 

11. Who do I contact if I have a concern about the study or I wish to complain? 

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, please contact me (+44 7392978673) and I will 
do my best to answer your query. I am to acknowledge your concern within 10 working days and give 
you an indication of how I intend to deal with it.  
 

12. Contact Details 

If you would like to discuss the research with someone beforehand (or if you have questions 

afterwards), please contact:  

Isabelle Schäfer, PhD Candidate 
Department of Social and Policy Sciences 
3 East 
University of Bath 
Claverton Down 
Bath BA2 7AY 
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United Kingdom 
imms20@bath.ac.uk 
Tel: +44 7392978673 
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Appendix 3: Participant consent form 
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Appendix 4: Sample interview guide (RAS students and university staff) 

 

Interview guide for RAS students 

 

Context questions 

 

1. What are you studying? What year? When did you start? 

2. Why did you choose your topic?  

3. What would you aspire to do after eventually graduating? 

4. Do you live in university accommodation? If no, what is your accommodation 

arrangement like? 

5. How do you get to university every day?  

6. May I ask about study costs? Do you receive financial support from the 

university? From another organisation? From your family? 

7. Are your financial arrangements enough to cover all your expenses? 

 

Social links 

 

8. How have your courses been going? 

9. Do you know who to turn to, in case you need academic guidance?  

10. Have you turned to this person before? Why? 

11. If service was accessed, What has been your experience of this guidance?  

12. Do you know who to turn to, in case you need support in terms of finances, 

accommodation, immigration papers or any other issue? 

13. Have you accessed that service before? Why? 

14. What has been your experience of this support?  

 

Social connections 

 

15. Do you have social connections here at university?  

16. If yes, where did you make these connections?  

17. Were these connections quick to make? Why? 

18. What is it that connects you with these friends and acquaintances?  

19. If no, why?  

20. Do you have social connections outside of university? 

 

General 

 

21. Do you feel comfortable at university? Why? 

22. What would make your life at university more comfortable for you? What could 

improve it? 

23. Do you feel you have the tools necessary to reach your goals? Why? 

24. What does it mean to you to be a university student?  
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Interview guide for university staff 

 

 

1. Can you describe what your position entails? 

 

2. Do you have contact with refugee or asylum seeker students? If so, in what situation 

would you have contact with them?  

 

3. What does the university’s support for forced migrant students entail? (Prompts if 

needed: financial, academic, accommodation, transportation…) How is it organised? 

 

4. From what you see during your work, could you describe some experiences the 

refugee students in your university have? Asylum seeker students?  

 

5. What is your role in addressing any issues they might have? Any 

experiences/examples? Do you experience any problems/barriers that complicates 

addressing certain issues? 

 

6. Does the university support forced migrant students in forming connections? 

(Prompts: societies, events, buddy programs…) 

 

7. What does integration mean for you? 

 

8. Should integration be a goal for your institution, and if so, what should your 

institution focus on? 

 

9. How do you know that a student is well integrated? 

 

10. In terms of supporting forced migrant outside of university, what do you consider 

the role of the university to be? 

 

11. Are there any support initiatives for forced migrants who are not students? 

 

12. Do you have any feedback from the participants? 

 

13. Did you experience any challenges? Any success moments? 
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