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On March 6th, 2017, the 45th president of  the United States 
signed Executive Order 13780, Protecting the Nation from Foreign 
Terrorist Entry into the United States, effectively halting the 
admission of  refugees into the United States for a 120-day period. 
The order also upheld a dramatic cut in the number of  proposed 
refugee admissions into the United States to 50,000 in 2017 
(Executive Order No. 13780, 2017). 

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), the tracking agency for refugees and displaced 
persons around the world, the number of  refugees in the world is 
over 17 million and rising, a population that since 2013 has expanded 
almost 50% (UNHCR, 2018). Despite the rise in the number of  
refugees worldwide, due to the executive orders of  the Trump 
administration, the number of  recommended refugee admissions for 
the fiscal year of  2018 is 45,000, which is 5,000 fewer than that of  the 
2017 fiscal year (Bureau of  Population, Refugees, and Migration, 
2017). 

The UNHCR, in its Strategic Directions 2017-2021 report, 
stressed the importance of  the inclusion of  refugees and displaced 
people in national communities. This reason for this call of  inclusion, 
the report notes, is “to connect refugees…to local systems and 
communities, reducing their dependency on aid, enabling the 
progressive realization of  their rights and better preparing them for 
eventual solutions” (UNHCR, 2017, p. 23.) The report specifically 
calls for more research to generate an “evidence-based case” for 
supporting refugees in their contributions to their communities, 
including helping refugees to “secure their own futures…through 
education, including tertiary education” (p. 23). 

In the United States, there is little research regarding 
populations of  refugees who enroll in higher education, here defined 
as university or college programs (Hirano, 2015). This underserved 
population, which has already experienced the trauma of  forced 
displacement, must be understood in order to remediate the systems 
of  oppression and privilege that place barriers to both refugees’ 
access to higher education and their academic success in universities.

Social justice in education is achieved not just 
by recognition of  historically marginalized 
groups, but when those groups have a voice 

and participate in “negotiating what 
educational opportunities have worth” 

(Howe, 1997, as cited in Cochran-Smith, 2010). 

Introduction/Background

Research Questions
1. What is the historical context of  refugee policy in the United 

States?
2. What are the norms of  higher education and how do they create 

barriers to refugee students?
3. What are the gaps in the research literature and how can these be 

addressed through future research collaboration with universities 
in other countries? 
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A systematic review of  the literature was conducted using a social 
justice framework. A qualitative content analysis revealed key factors 
that result in systemic injustices to refugee students in higher 
education.

Methodology

Suggestions for Collaboration & Future Research

Barriers to Refugees Seeking Tertiary Education 

University-Level Individual
Admissions policies (GPA, test scores) can be restrictive for 
students who did not go to school in the United States (or 
arrived as a teenager) and may lack official records (Anselme
& Hands, 2010).

Students who are non-native speakers of  English may 
struggle with university policies of  “English monolingualism 
(Kanno & Varghese, 2010, p. 312). 

Some universities “cool out” students by steering them to 
alternative programs or putting them through multiple 
courses to eventually discourage them (Clark, 1980). 

Students contributing to the family economy may face 
difficulty with work-life balance and assigning priority to 
school work (Finsterwalder, 2017). 

Universities may steer students into less academically 
rigorous programs because there is little to no academic 
support for refugee students (Fregeau & Leier, 2001). 

Refugee students experience acculturative and physical 
stresses, including facing trauma from their life experience. 
They may have difficulty accessing mental health 
professionals. (Finsterwalder, 2017). 

Universities may require remedial coursework. This is 
punitive when a higher tuition rate is charged or when 
coursework from other countries is not recognized by the 
university (Dryden-Peterson & Giles, 2010). 

Lack of  cultural capital may causes additional losses in terms 
of  economic capital, symbolic capital, and social capital 
(Kanno & Varghese, 2010). 

Data

• How do other countries collect data on refugee college students?
• How can we engage in qualitative research to give refugee students a voice regarding 

higher education?

Programs

• What programs exist in other countries to help refugee students?
• How could these programs be implemented in the United States?

Future 
Focus

• What are the potentially healing and/or acculturating effects of  college education on 
refugees?

• How can college education for refugees impact their home countries? Their country 
of  refuge?
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