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Introduction 

  

Recent estimates reveal there are 22.5 million 

refugees and 65.6 million forcibly displaced persons 

worldwide, and these numbers are growing (United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 2017). Over 

half of all refugees in the world have fled varied forms 

of conflict or persecution in Syria, Afghanistan, and 

South Sudan (United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees 2017). While these statistics of the global 

refugee crisis are seemingly ubiquitous, the implications 

in local contexts are of paramount concern. The divided 

burden and responsibility to establish processes and 

designate resources to accommodate, support, and 

integrate these individuals into local communities are 

challenging and exigent (Berti 2015, 44).  

According to the Center for Immigration Studies, the 

United States admitted 22,491 refugees during the 2018 

fiscal year, representing a historical low since the start of 

the US refugee resettlement program (Rush 2018). The 

politicized rhetoric around the issue of US immigration 

and recent immigration policy has exacerbated the 

problem of higher education for refugees in the country, 

yet the stakes remain high. The importance and urgency 

of providing equitable structures and educational 

pathways that support the access and participation of 

refugees in higher education and the workforce cannot be 

overstated (Loo and Ortiz 2016).  

 

Background 

  

Transitions to Work and Education 

Realistically, effective refugee integration into the 

labor market and higher education across the country 

remains an interdisciplinary problem (Disiderio 2016, 

8). Many refugees arrive with previous education and 

work experience that do not aptly translate into the 

strata of the workforce (Capps, Newland, Fratzke, 

Groves, Auclair, Fix, and McHugh 2015, 357). While 

adult refugees tend to find jobs quickly, their incomes 

are relatively modest compared to other immigrant 

populations (Disiderio 2016, 8). Herein lies the weighty 

discrepancy in the recognition and evaluation of 

professional credentials for refugee and asylum-seeking 

populations, which often prohibits, complicates, and 

lengthens the process of securing gainful employment 

(Capps et al. 2015, 357).  

Barriers to Higher Education 

Complex socioeconomic and structural 

disadvantages encumber and can even preclude the 

educational trajectories of adult refugees seeking to 

pursue a formal postsecondary degree. In addition to 

common factors, such as post-traumatic stress, financial 

hardship, and disrupted education, persons with refugee 

backgrounds in the United States often face numerous 

other challenges in their resettlement and adjustment 

processes, which complicate the pathways to 

educational attainment and subsequent occupational 

mobility (Bajwa et al. 2017; Lenette 2016; Earnest, 

Joyce, de Mori, and Silvagni 2010). Given the lack of 

financial aid through the US government and slim 

financial support through higher education institutions, 

simply affording the tuition cost of a college degree is 

daunting (Gittleson and Usher 2017). This is a 

microcosm of the global landscape of higher education 

for refugees and at-risk migrants. In fact, a mere “1% of 

refugees worldwide have access to postsecondary 

education as compared to global enrollment rates of 

34%” (Phan 2018, 1).  

In addition to a sense of moral obligation, Lenette 

(2016) argues tertiary institutions and stakeholders 

ought to capitalize on the socioeconomic impetus of 



50   JOURNAL OF COMPARATIVE AND INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION 10 (2018) 

 
higher education for refugees as a means to their greater 

livelihood and contribution to society (1312-13). This 

rationale calls first for an increased awareness of the 

unique needs and current experiences of refugee 

students and prospective students among educators and 

administrators. Secondly, it is imperative to re-evaluate 

pathways, systems, and structures of access and support 

for refugees in order to promote holistic student success 

and positive graduate outcomes (1312-13).  

 

Problem Statement 

 

My research project will address this critical gap 

through the exploration of first-hand narratives of 

persons with refugee status, or non-citizens who self-

identify as refugees or asylum seekers in the geographic 

context of the Washington, D.C. Metro area. The 

qualitative study will seek to address the following 

questions:  

1. What are the experiences of adult refugees 

regarding higher education and educational 

attainment? 

2. What are the perceptions held by adult refugees 

regarding access to and participation in higher 

education? 

3. What is the impact of existing policies and 

models of educational support for adult refugees, 

particularly in the D.C. Metro area? 

 

Literature Review 

 

While an increasingly significant issue in the fields 

of higher education and comparative international 

education, literature on adult refugees’ experiences in 

the United States is quite limited. To date, the majority 

of research and reporting on refugees in international 

education focuses on transitions and pathways for 

students from K-12 to advanced education. Yet these 

students’ narratives cannot be detached from their 

family units and their parents’ educational experiences. 

Thus, the little attention specifically on older adults 

with refugee backgrounds who have been permanently 

resettled, with or without families present, underlies a 

cavity in the research. 

The academic literature on higher education for 

refugees is largely concentrated on educational support 

services in high admission countries, notably Canada, 

Australia, and the United Kingdom. These findings can 

be versatile for institutional contexts in the United 

States whose admissions systems might identify 

students with refugee backgrounds. However, while a 

few US higher education institutions serve as the 

vanguard for supporting refugee students, there is 

staggering fragmentation in information, access support, 

and infrastructure for refugee applicants across the 

landscape of higher education in the United States 

(Phan 2018). Few studies and reports have focused on 

higher education for adults with a refugee background, 

let alone in the scope of community college education 

(Tuliao, Hatch, and Torraco 2017, 17). In fact, “what 

little research there is relating to refugees in community 

college…has been largely tangential to other related 

immigrant groups” such as undocumented immigrants 

(Tuliao, Hatch, and Torraco 2017, 17). 

Lenette (2016) points clearly to these gaps in 

knowledge and practice for refugee support when she 

explains that “access to university alone then is 

nowhere near enough to achieve meaningful social, 

cultural and economic outcomes for refugee students” 

(1312). A growing number of domestic organizations, 

coalitions, and programs have risen to the occasion to 

address this issue, for example, information-sharing 

mechanisms through University Alliance for Refugees 

and At-Risk Migrants (UARRM). However, there is 

still a clear need for scholarship and advocacy for this 

underserved student population in higher education. 

 

Methods 

 

Participants in the study will include adults who 

self-identify as refugees, not excluding individuals who 

identify as asylum seekers or forcibly displaced.  Adult 

refugee students enrolled in postsecondary education at 

the community college level will be recruited, as well as 

non-students or prospective students in the D.C. Metro 

region. Given the focus on educational transitions, 

attitudes, and aspirations, the personal narratives of 

adult students and non-students alike will be valuable to 
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the study. Additionally, participants selected for the 

study will meet predetermined criteria, including age 

(25 years or older), location of residence (in the D.C. 

Metro region), and length of stay in the United States (5 

years or less).  

Individuals associated with a local nonprofit, with 

whom contact has already been established, will be 

recruited for interviews and interpretative focus groups, 

and referrals will be obtained through snowball sampling 

until saturation in the data is reached. Open-ended 

questions using semi-structured interview protocols will 

be designed to capture the breadth and depth of each 

participant’s experiences, and both participant responses 

and observations will be recorded and transcribed. Codes 

and the coding scheme for the data analysis will draw 

largely from the guiding theoretical model for the study, 

and themes that emerge through coding will be examined 

in depth.  Bronfenbrenner’s (1995) ecological systems 

model serves as the guiding conceptual framework for the 

proposed qualitative study and analysis (as cited in Evans, 

Forney, Guido, Patton, and Renn 2010, 160-167). Through 

a narrative inquiry rooted in an ethnographic approach, the 

study will also serve as a critical exercise for participants 

to reflexively engage with the topic, while 

(de)constructing their own sense-making processes in 

relation to contextual or societal norms (Cohen and 

Crabtree 2006; Crossman 2017; Garfinkel 1967, as cited 

in Wroe 2012). In order to frame these participant 

experiences, I will also investigate the anecdotal impact of 

existing policies and models of access and support at the 

community college level. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As a form of narrative inquiry, the qualitative 

findings are predicted to present a richer, more nuanced 

understanding of adult refugees and their attitudes 

towards higher education during significant stages of 

their transition and integration into US society. 

Relevant to the work and interests of college leaders, 

policymakers, international education administrators, 

student affairs personnel, and other stakeholders, I 

expect the experiential findings and implications to 

potentially benefit the wider scope of research on 

refugee education, higher education policies and 

practices for refugee-status persons, and community and 

collaborative endeavors, in order to effectively support 

the integration and livelihood of these individuals and 

their families.  

 

 

References 

 

Bajwa, Jaswant K., Sidonia Couto, Sean Kidd, Roula 

Markoulakis, Mulugeta Abai, and Kwame 

McKenzie. 2017. “Refugees, Higher Education, and 

Informational Barriers.” Refuge 33 (2): 56-65. 

Berti, Benedetta. 2015. “The Syrian Refugee Crisis: 

Regional and Human Security Implications.” 

Strategic Assessment 17 (4) (January): 41-52. 

http://www.inss.org.il/he/wp-

content/uploads/sites/2/systemfiles/SystemFiles/adk

an17_4ENG_7_Berti.pdf 

Bronfenbrenner, Urie. 1995. “The Bioecological Model 

from a Life Course Perspective: Reflections of a 

Participant Observer.” In Examining Lives in 

Context: Perspectives on the Ecology of Human 

Development, 599-618. Washington, DC: American 

Psychological Association, 1995. 

Capps, Randy, Kathleen Newland, Susan Fratzke, 

Susannah Groves, Greg Auclair, Michael Fix, and 

Margie McHugh. 2015. “Integrating Refugees in 

the United States: The Successes and Challenges of 

Resettlement in a Global Context.” Statistical 

Journal of the IAOS 31 (3): 341-367. 

https://doi.org/10.3233/SJI-150918 

Cohen, Deborah, and Benjamin Crabtree. 2006. 

“Phenomenology and Ethnomethodology.” 

Qualitative Research Guidelines Project (2006). 

Retrieved at: http://www.qualres.org/HomePhen-

3590.html 

Crossman, Ashley. 2017. “What is Ethnomethodology 

in Sociology? Disrupting Social Norms to 

Understand Social Order.” Thought Co (March 

2017).  Retrieved at:  

 https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-

ethnomethodology-3026553 



52   JOURNAL OF COMPARATIVE AND INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION 10 (2018) 

 
Disiderio, Maria Vincenza. 2016. "Integrating Refugees 

into Host Country Labor Markets: Challenges and 

Policy Options”. Migration Policy Institute. 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/integratin

g-refugees-host-country-labor-markets-challenges-

and-policy-options 

Earnest, Jaya, Andrew Joyce, Gabriella de Mori, and 

Genevieve Silvagni. 2010. Are Universities 

Responding to the Needs of Students from Refugee 

Backgrounds?” Australian Journal of Education, 54 

(2): 155-174.  

Evans, Nancy J., Deanna S. Forney, Florence M. Guido, 

Lori D. Patton, and Kristen A. Renn. 2010. Student 

Development in College: Theory, Research, and 

Practice (2
nd

 ed.). San Francisco: CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Garfinkel, Harold. 1967. Studies in Ethnomethodology. 

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Gittleson, Kim, and Bruce Usher. 2017. “Higher 

Education for Refugees.” Stanford Social 

Innovation Review.  

 https://ssir.org/articles/entry/higher_education_for_re

fugees 

Lenette, Caroline. 2016. “University Students from 

Refugee Backgrounds: Why Should We Care?” 

Higher Education & Research Development, 35(6): 

1311-1315. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2016.1190524  

Loo, Bryce, and Alejandro Ortiz. 2016. “Providing 

Pathways for Refugees: Practical Tips for 

Credential Assessment.” World Education News 

and Reviews (April 2016).  

 https://wenr.wes.org/2016/04/providing-pathways-for-

refugees-practical-tips-for-credential-assessment  

Phan, Trang A. 2018. “When One Door Closes, Another 

Opens: Community Colleges as Gateways to Higher 

Education for Refugee Students.” Community 

College Journal of Research and Practice. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.1429966 

Rush, Nayla. 2018. “Refugee Resettlement Admissions 

in FY 2018.” Center for Immigration Studies. 

https://cis.org/Rush/Refugee-Resettlement-

Admissions-FY-2018 

Tuliao, Minerva, Deryl K. Hatch, and Richard J. Torraco. 

2017. “Refugee Students in Community Colleges: 

How Colleges Can Respond to an Emerging 

Demographic Challenge.” Journal of Applied 

Research in the Community College, 24 (1): 15-26. 

“United Nations High Commissioners for Refugees.” 

2017. Figures at a Glance (2017). 

http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-

glance.html 

Wroe, Lauren E. 2013. “A Study of Asylum 

Seeker/Refugee Advocacy: Paradoxes of Helping in 

a Climate of Hostility.” Master’s thesis, The 

University of Manchester.  

 

  




