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Abstract

A combination of structural barriers, inadequate student welfare provision and the absence of
psycho-social and academic support make higher education access for forcibly displaced students
challenging. Many of these students will have experienced many stressful and potentially traumatic
events that may have or may continue to impact their mental health and wellbeing. This article
draws on reflections by educators and findings from eight interviews with students who
participated in a twelve-week preparatory course for access to higher education for refugees and
asylum seekers in the UK. The paper firstly problematises trauma as an organising concept and
challenges the dominant deficit approaches in forced migration studies when working with
displaced students. Then, based on qualitative data collected from students and educators, it
explores how creative skills were integrated and the importance of the student’s voice as a
culturally sustaining pedagogical approach to strengthening trauma-informed teaching
approaches. The programme was designed to strengthen individual agency and promote wellbeing
and mental health. Finally, this paper argues that working collaboratively with forcibly displaced
students from an asset-based stance appeared critical in creating and sustaining a welcoming higher
education environment which  could contribute to promoting mental health.

Keywords: Refugee Education; Trauma-informed teaching; culturally relevant pedagogy;
Forced Displacement; Education.

Introduction

Only twenty-four per cent of refugee students access secondary education, with less than three per
cent reaching tertiary education, compared to thirty-seven per cent of non-refugee students
globally (UNHCR, 2018). Education opportunities remain limited, and “encampment and
protracted refugee situations leave thousands of men, women, and children living in limbo,
resulting in wasted human capacity and deprivations of human dignity often having an adverse
impact on their psycho-social wellbeing” (Abdi, 2005: 7). Lounasmaa (2020) argues that this is
primarily due to the structural barriers displaced people face in applying for and remaining in
education.



In 2016 the University of East London started providing university courses for refugees and
asylum seekers as part of a European collaboration, the Open Learning Initiatives, OLIve (Open
Learning Initiative, 2021). UK universities were becoming sensitised to the ‘refugee crisis’ and
introducing scholarships for asylum seekers. Indeed, asylum seekers are treated in the UK as
international students and are faced with very high fees to enter universities. Scholarships are
usually the only option for asylum seekers and forced migrant students to enter universities.
Therefore, the Article 26 project began mapping scholarships available in the UK and assisting
universities in developing best practice solutions for universities providing scholarship schemes
(Hudson and Murray, 2018). These consider displaced people’s difficulties in providing
documentation of previous learning, accessing funds for language testing and certification, legal
implications of accepting students with varying immigration statuses, reaching refugee
communities, and more (Hudson and Murray, 2018). It became evident that despite the number of
opportunities across the UK, refugees and asylum seekers were not accessing these opportunities
equally. While some universities receive large applications annually, many scholarships are not
awarded (Murray, 2019).

The OLIve course, a twelve-week part-time preparatory course for access to higher education for
refugees and asylum seekers, was initially designed to bridge the gap between refugees wishing to
access universities and existing opportunities. The Central European University had already been
teaching the course based on their existing Roma-access programme. OLIve offers classes and
workshops on academic and transferable skills. These include English for Academic Purposes, IT
literacy, academic writing and presentation skills. Feedback from learners shows these skills are
valued, and the rate of students applying for university after completing is approximately twenty
per cent. An estimated fifteen per cent of those completing the course secure a university place
and funding annually1. However, having met over three hundred students in the five years of
teaching the course, we have seen that addressing a perceived skills gap is insufficient to prepare
refugee students for university. OLIve students have stated that:

“Experiences of trauma – escaping war, conflict and violence, and then being put in the asylum
process – cause post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, depression and other mental health
difficulties. This reduces our ability to engage in application processes and our studies. We need
additional support and information to navigate these processes without them causing us further
anxiety and exclusion.” (Lounasmaa & Esenowo with OLIve students. 2019:41).

Living through traumatic events and their impact on learning is not specific to people who have
experienced forced displacement. However, prolonged adverse experiences, including war,
conflict and forced migration (which will have been experienced by the OLIve students), can

1 Obtaining a robust figure for the number of students who complete OLIve and go on to secure funded places at university is
difficult due to a myriad of reasons.  For example, a high percentage of students do not complete follow up graduation surveys
and there are difficulties in maintaining contact with people who are living with various degrees of ongoing displacement.



impact (at least in the short term) mental health and may lead to a fractured sense of wellbeing and
sense of social exclusion. Psycho-social wellbeing has been defined as the ‘processes and actions
that promote the holistic wellbeing of people in their social world’ (Inter-Agency Network for
Education in Emergencies, 2018). Psycho-social wellbeing and support are significant precursors
to learning and essential for academic achievement (Inter-Agency Network for Education in
Emergencies, 2018). In recent years, education services have increasingly mainstreamed social
and emotional learning curriculums and psycho-social support services to mitigate the impact of
adverse or traumatic experiences in adult life (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organisations, 2018).

However, due to the severity and prolonged nature of forced displacement, forcibly displaced
populations are likely to experience some adverse experiences (Sullivan & Simonson, 2016). It is
essential to consider that stress levels may vary at different points of migration, for example, pre-
flight exposure to violence and war, traumatic experiences of flight and adverse post-flight
stressors (Sullivan & Simonson, 2016). Evidence suggests that “during the post-migration phase,
immigration status can directly or indirectly affect forcibly displaced students’ mental health and
wellbeing”, and those who continued to experience an uncertainty about their legal status in the
UK described “feelings of demoralisation, anxiety, and distress” (Sullivan & Simonson, 2016:
506).

Considering trauma, wellbeing and potential intersection with education

There is a growing body of scholarship on higher education experiences of forcibly displaced
students in resettlement contexts (Gladwell, 2016). Access to higher education can facilitate
integration into host societies and promote economic self-reliance, in itself having a pivotal role
in an individual’s psycho-social wellbeing (Jack et al., 2019). Yet, regardless of context, one of
the critical challenges identified is the lack of information about available higher education
opportunities (Lounasmaa and Esenowo, 2019). Evidence suggests that even when displaced
students are fortunate enough to enter higher education, they often feel overwhelmed and alienated.
Academic faculty are largely unaware of the issues they face (Kendall et al., 2017). In addition,
displaced students may find themselves in contexts where they are racialised and ‘othered,’
contributing to acculturative stress (d’Abreu et al., 2019). These significant barriers challenge the
notion that participating in university is understood as a means to facilitate social and cultural
integration (Bowen, 2014). Furthermore, tailored, culturally informed support that addresses the
particular needs of displaced students is often lacking (Joyce et al., 2010).

Despite a growing body of evidence of stress-inducing education experiences of displaced learners,
there is a dearth of evidence on how higher education programmes can address their needs and
support psycho-social wellbeing (Jack et al., 2019). Whilst displaced students are likely to face
different or additional mental and psycho-social health stressors above those experienced by their



non-refugee peers; they are less likely to seek help due to a lack of information, cultural norms
and practices and the associated stigma surrounding mental health services (Bogic et al., 2015;
Morrice, 2013). Despite dominant discourses which position forcibly displaced people as victims,
apolitical, in need of protection and through the lenses of trauma, it is crucial to recognise that
many forcibly displaced people are not ‘trauma affected’ (Dona & Veale, 2011; Tribe & Jalonen,
2021). Papadopoulos (2007) argues that the word ‘trauma’ has been used indiscriminately in
forced migration studies to address a broad spectrum of phenomena and that psychological
reactions to adversity and the consequences of having to go into exile can vary enormously from
individual to individual. Therefore, it is vital to recontextualise ‘trauma’ “as medical, individual
and sociopolitical [...] creating an analytical framework that can incorporate the reality of the pain”
(Behrouzan, 2020).

Whilst trauma and stress should not be conflated, trauma-informed education settings can play a
role in mitigating, minimising and reversing acculturative stress and exclusion by creating spaces
of wellbeing, peer support and connections (Lemke & Nickerson, 2020). To achieve this, educators
require training on supporting multilingual instruction, pedagogical skills for differentiated
instruction (Hayward, 2017), particularly when learners have spent prolonged periods outside of
education (Morrice, 2013) or have had negative experiences, as well as training on ways to
reinforce and support social cohesion, for example, through an inclusive curriculum. Arguably,
pedagogies promoting a traditional relationship between teacher as subject and students as objects
(Freire, 1968) can exacerbate existing imbalances and inequalities and risk alienating students
from their own learning experience. Evidence points toward recruiting educators with lived
experience of marginality and exclusion (Greaves et al., 2021), including “diversity among
teachers, which is associated with immigrant student achievement, self-esteem and sense of safety”
(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisations, 2018:104).

Acknowledging student achievement is essential. As Papadopoulos (2007) underlines, responses
to adversity are not limited to being traumatised but include resilience and Adversity-Activated
Development (AAD). This concept examines how adverse experiences can result in positive
developments that directly result from being exposed to adversity. For example, many forcibly
displaced people have been able to transmute their negative experiences positively, finding new
strength and experiencing transformative renewal (Papadopoulos, 2007). However, when applied
to education programmes supporting displaced learners, an AAD framework does not label or
pathologise their experiences and ‘can assist them in recontextualising their skills, strengths,
knowledge and career plans’ (Abhazar, 2017). Relating this to higher education access, Naidoo,
Wilkinson, Adoniou & Langat, (2018) argue that successful transition and participation in new
educational contexts need to be reconceptualised by universities as a partnership process that
builds on community strength and that often, invisible learning spaces and networks afforded by
community organisations, networks and government and non-government can contribute



immensely. These factors were all taken into consideration when developing the OLIve
programme so that they might contribute to promoting good mental health for the participants.

Culturally-Sustaining and Asset-based Education approaches with forcibly displaced students

As defined by Paris & Alim (2017), culturally-sustaining educational approaches build upon
decades of asset-based pedagogical approaches that educators embed in their practice to affirm
and connect to students’ cultural backgrounds. Cultural-sustaining and asset-based (CSAB)
methodologies reject narratives of deficiency and instead seek to perpetuate and foster and sustain
linguistic and cultural pluralism as part of education for positive social transformation and
revitalisation (Paris & Alim, 2017). CSAB theories, such as Yosso’s cultural wealth model, are
highly relevant for education programmes with forcibly displaced populations as she highlights
six forms of cultural capital that, if drawn upon by educators, can help socially marginalised
students “experience college from an appreciative standpoint: aspirational, linguistic, familial,
social, navigational, and resistance.” (2005:83). Furthermore, reframing learning spaces to
recognise the talents, strengths, and experiences that forcibly displaced students bring to their
higher education environment resists normative epistemologies that may further marginalise (Paris
& Alim, 2017).

Acknowledging and incorporating cultural wealth in educational settings is essential because,
when exploring trauma-informed approaches, there is a tendency to overemphasise traumatic
stress and minimise the role of culture (Griner et al., 2006). Newer studies highlight the importance
of coupling “trauma-informed care with culturally informed systems of care” (Im, Rodriguez, &
Grumbine, 2021). By centring and validating marginalised students’ experiences, educational
institutions that apply culturally sustaining pedagogies and trauma-informed approaches are
inclusive and foster the wellbeing of all students (Alim & Paris, 2019). Furthermore, any trauma-
informed approach must go hand in hand with an understanding and recognition of cultural capital,
resilience and culturally relevant pedagogies. OLIve as a consortium takes an interdisciplinary
approach, developing materials that address both trauma-informed teaching and learning (Kroo,
2019), creating and promoting welcoming environments (Masserano et al., 2020) by recognising
that not all displaced learners are traumatised and highlighting that they all bring a wealth of
cultural capital to the learning environment.

This paper discusses the importance of trauma-informed and culturally and individually sustaining
education and learning for forcibly displaced students. First, the concepts associated with trauma,
what these may mean for those who have experienced forced displacement and what effects this
may have on their learning are explored. The models of welcoming learning environments created
in the OLIve course through the multi-modal, creative approaches to learning that draw upon
culturally sustaining and asset-based pedagogies and trauma-informed teaching practices are then



discussed. In the concluding section, reflections on the implications of the findings and how higher
education may facilitate a welcoming educational environment for forcibly displaced students are
considered.

Context & Methods

The OLIve course at the University of East London

Based on learning from the OLIve course and other refugee programmes the University of East
London offers, the team developed the OMNI model, an approach to critical pedagogy that is:
Open and free (O); Multiple-modality and holistic(M); Narrative (N) and Inclusive (I) and gender-
sensitive. In the case of the OLIve course, this means: creating spaces for peer support and
learning, both digitally and in-person, liaising closely with diverse support organisations which
employ mental health practitioners and provide professional, psycho-social support to refugees.
Previous OLIve courses have also included yoga and meditation to offer more comprehensive
services to support wellbeing. While only a third of the students attended the yoga classes, those
who did said it helped them cope with the daily stresses of the asylum process. In addition, OLIve
offers creative, multi-modal life-story learning, such as public speaking, creative writing, podcast
making, poetry, photography and drama. The innovative learning spaces allow students to explore
their stories and experiences outside the rigid formats required in the asylum process.

Participants

Nineteen students completed the OLIve course in 20202. As evidence of inclusivity in the course,
fifty per cent of students in the last cohort were women, thirty-nine per cent men and six per cent
non-binary/third gender (the remainder chose not to say). The current paper draws on reflections
by educators and findings from eight interviews with students conducted in July 2020. The
interviewees were provided with questions about their experiences and any suggestions they might
have for future teaching, which they could respond to while recording themselves on camera or
audio. However, they were also encouraged to use the questions as guidelines and go off script if
they wished to discuss additional issues in ways the questions did not cover.3 The data was
transcribed, documented using excel and jointly analysed by the four authors of this paper.

2 The average number of students per cohort is 35. However, due to covid-19, we witnessed a reduced number of students
accessing and completing the OLIve course.
3 The students appear with their real names or are anonymised according to the preferences they expressed in the interviews.



                                                              Findings

Welcoming environments

Due to existing barriers, asylum-seeking OLIve students have likened progress in the educational
system to “a game of snakes and ladders”, thus diminishing their confidence and engendering
feelings of being hated by the society they sought refuge in. They also described institutional race
and gender bias that funnelled them towards educational paths below their capabilities or not what
they wished to pursue (Lounasmaa et al., 2020). If they finally manage to get into higher education,
they may find that the environment is not geared towards their needs. In response to this, OLIve
has been developing centres founded on creating and promoting welcoming environments.

In our interviews with OLIve students regarding welcoming environments, having their voices
heard and being listened to became a common thread. For alumna Pearlgin, “A welcoming
environment is a space […] whereby you are all recognised as human beings, and you have
dignity, you’re being honoured, your voices are being heard, and your interests are being
explored”. Consequently, to privilege their voices, OLIve students are regularly consulted on the
continuing process of developing a welcoming environment.

Explored further for OLIve alumna Landiswa, “A welcoming environment is an environment that
creates a sense of belonging and connectedness and as well as an environment that supports
individuals through offering them love and support in areas where they are weak. Furthermore,
it’s an environment that gives opportunity to all people, all walks of life, all races, all colours and
all sexualities.” Thus, embodying this OLIve framework is based on antiracism, decoloniality,
trauma-informed teaching and asset-based pedagogies. However, while creating a holistic,
inclusive environment is essential to several of the students interviewed, not all considered this a
priority. Some were more focused on individual academic progress. They wanted more resources,
such as personal tutors or physical textbooks, to achieve their goals more effectively.
Unfortunately, this is not something that OLIve and other programmes can always provide due to
funding constraints.

The majority of students interviewed deemed participating in OLIve as a positive experience;
however, recommendations were made on creating more welcoming environments. When asked
to share advice for future educators, Bee reflected that “so many of us have come from different
circumstances that are not the same like other people, so I think if they can consider that and try
to feel us, I think they can help us a bit more. I think it will be a bit of a different kind of approach
for them because it won’t be just teaching, it will be the same as helping them out with a lot of
things”. Bee’s thoughts underline a hope that educators take on a pastoral role. Thus, emphasising
the role they play in creating an enabling, psycho-socially aware educational experience. Bee
continues, “with the OLIve course, the environment was welcoming and [BUT] also you know
there wasn’t any you know processes that were put in place whereby all the students would have



their chance to relax it down and get to know each other, you know probably designate one day
whereby we all sit, and we just talk, we have a general discussion just to figure out who we are. If
they were able to put these systems in place, it would be beautiful”. This serves as a reminder that,
for some, education is a space to share and connect on both a personal and intellectual level.
Although students can mix during classes and breaks, additional group exercises could be
interwoven into the programme.

Having taken OLIve student voices into account, the Creative Skills module has been developed
and revised. Focusing on life writing in English, the class encourages pleasure-oriented rather than
goal-oriented writing. However, the course also aims to benefit students psycho-socially. Students
are offered life narrative tools such as different story structure formats they can use to frame their
experiences. They are also pointed to examples in literature underlining the connection between
autobiography and history. They can use their creative practice and reflections to situate
themselves and organise their sometimes fragmentary narratives of forced migration. In addition,
the students present life writing produced in this module at academic conferences. This supports
students’ further participation in the UK educational system as experts through experience, using
their own voices.

Discussion

Moving from theory into practice, from silence to voice

The trauma faced by asylum seekers is frequently accompanied by silence and silencing, with
those having experienced it often lacking the language to describe it (Akbari-Dibavar, 2016).
Becoming silent can also be a functional strategy for a forced migrant from a conflict-affected
area, where speaking openly about their experiences of persecution or political views may have
put them, their families or associates at risk. Having subsequently moved to a different or safe
country or place and being asked to speak about these experiences may prove something of an
enigma or challenge for some forced migrants, and they may be reluctant to speak about this (Tribe,
2007). Hence, to embody the tenets of a welcoming environment, the OLIve administration works
to promote the voice and agency of its students. Many students also experience other challenges
that support the diminishing of their voice, leading to the problematic image of the silenced
asylum-seeking survivor. This view within an educational setting often results in deficit-based
teaching, where students are considered inept, voiceless and unable to speak or do things for
themselves.  This  silence is not always due to trauma but can also relate to being marginalised
(Akbari-Dibavar, 2016). Therefore, “Moving from silence into voice is for the oppressed, the
colonised, the exploited and those who stand and struggle […] a gesture of defiance that heals, that
makes new life, and a new growth possible [...] that is the liberated voice.” (hooks 1990: 340). The
use of voice often promotes individual agency and supports the control of one’s environment. For
many refugees and asylum seekers, this may feel like the only thing within their control. Giving



voice to silence can create the progression from ‘victim’, ‘survivor’, to ‘self-advocate’ (Delker,
Salton, & McLean, 2020).

Recognising the challenges presented above, the public speaking module has been instituted as a
relatively new addition to the University of East London’s OLIve course. Initially a standalone
class, it evolved to complement other modules such as English speaking and creative writing.
Throughout twelve weeks, students engage in practical exercises to improve communication skills
whilst exploring their university applications, with the premise ‘if you can say it, you can write it’.
In a practical course, the question is not if the student will speak but when? Hence, students are
supported to explore different aspects of themselves and their experiences, each week’s learning
building on the previous one.

This module naturally lends itself to a culturally sustaining and asset-based education model.
Hence, the initial sessions involve setting the foundation for the class, which revolves around
acknowledging and respecting each student’s individuality. In essence, it promotes the grounding
of a welcoming environment, involving the students in the process. Students are encouraged to see
value in their culture, experiences and, eventually, in who they are, thereby building confidence,
resilience and increased wellbeing.   Thus, it teases out the positives of their lives and existing
skills. The aim is to highlight an authentic position and voice specific to the individual whilst
supporting students in telling their narratives. This can be a reminder of who they are, peeling
away the layers of a refugee or asylum seeker’s identity and centring their humanity.

Initially, students are encouraged to explore who they are through speaking about their hobbies,
favourite songs and poetry, names, and culture. Exercises are created to be multifaceted; hence
while students are speaking, they are getting to know each other better and gaining an appreciation
for others’ cultures. This becomes the foundation for a group that grows together, supports each
other and thus, builds group cohesion. It also moves towards a more equitable classroom, with
individuals recognised as experts in their own lives. However, working within a culturally
sustaining and asset-based framework also means recognising the power imbalance existing within
the educator-student relationship. As students build confidence, they are subtly and gradually
guided to take over several aspects of facilitating the class. Thus, the educator’s role moves from
the position of power to one of anchor, there to stabilise the group if necessary.

Telling stories of experiences contributes to psychological health and wellbeing. While students
are not expected or forced to tell stories of their hardships or trauma, they often take the first steps
to do so by the end of the course. “It is acceptable if our memories of injustice mobilise us and
give us hope and a future to look forward to, but when they don’t, they become a burden…” (Al-
Qattan 2007: 192). This compounds the need for a trauma-based framework, supporting students
to move past the challenges they have experienced and focus on and build on existing positives.
Being able to construct, own and share their narrative through ethical and safe methods can help
students take stock of their situation. This can be a step towards developing coping strategies in



their society of arrival, where, according to our interviews, they might have gained in safety but
also face new barriers. Those who tell redemptive stories of past challenges are psychologically
healthier in comparison to those who tell stories from a negative perspective (McAdams, Diamond,
de St. Aubin, & Mansfield, 1997). Thus, adverse events from the past are transmuted towards
positivity through growth, emancipation and recovery (McAdams, 2006).

Concluding remarks

Academia and other stakeholders are crucial in supporting displaced peoples’ higher education
journeys. Yet, adverse experiences en route and once in higher education institutions indicate that
a deeper understanding and application of student welfare support programmes are critically
needed to ensure that forcibly displaced students can thrive. Despite the growing body of research
around displaced students’ higher education experiences, there is scant research on the steps and
support systems that enabled students, against the odds, to access and remain in higher education.
Furthermore, there is a moral imperative to engage with forcibly displaced students directly to
inform, shape and evaluate higher education preparation courses as far too often; services do not
engage with the people they serve, resulting in a lack of accountability, and sustainability and ill-
informed programme design. Some educational institutions or programmes fail to adequately
acknowledge the importance of promoting mental health and wellbeing and considering social
inclusion in their design, all factors which seemed to be important for participants.

Through the OMNI model, OLIve has sought to create a welcoming environment through trauma-
informed teaching practices, a holistic curriculum that incorporates creative skills and more
traditional academic studies, where students’ strengths and assets are brought to the fore and
emphasised throughout. Integrating culturally-sustaining, asset-based approaches alongside
trauma-informed teaching approaches is critical to addressing the low number of refugee students
accessing higher education. For OLIve, ongoing dialogical student feedback is vital as they
understand their problems and have ideas about solutions. A welcoming environment can only be
created through intentional and multifaceted practice. As discussed in the report, this involves
integrating culturally-sustaining pedagogy, trauma-informed teaching approaches and listening to
and working collaboratively with forcibly displaced learners, all of which will benefit individual
agency and promote good mental health, social inclusion and opportunities for learning.
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