
 

Barriers and Pathways in Refugee Education  
 

I.​ Introduction: Barriers and 
Solutions in Refugee 
Education 

Refugee students worldwide face significant 
challenges in accessing quality education. 
Displacement due to conflict, persecution, 
or economic instability often results in 
prolonged disruptions in schooling, creating 
barriers to academic progress and social 
integration (UNHCR, 2023). Limited access 
to formal education, inadequate teacher 
training, and language barriers hinder 
refugee learners from fully participating in 
their host countries' educational systems 
(Dryden-Peterson, 2020). These challenges 
not only impact individual students but also 
have broader social and economic 
implications for their communities. 
This report examines the primary barriers 
preventing refugee students from receiving 
quality education and explores practical 
solutions to address these challenges. 
Specifically, it identifies common obstacles, 
analyzes the impact of inadequate teacher 
preparation, explores effective language 
support strategies, and recommends 
approaches to improve refugee education 
outcomes. The following questions guide 
this report: 

●​ What prevents refugee students from 
accessing formal education, and how 
can these barriers be addressed? 

●​ How does a lack of teacher training 
affect refugee students’ learning 
experiences? 

●​ What strategies can help refugee 
students overcome language 
barriers? 

●​ What are the most effective 
approaches to improving education 
outcomes for refugee learners? 

By highlighting these issues and proposing 
targeted solutions, this report aims to 
inform educators, policymakers, and 
organizations working to enhance 
educational opportunities for refugee 
students. 
 

II.​ Limited Access to Formal 
Education: Challenges and 
Solutions 

Education as a Fundamental Right and the 
Barriers Faced by Refugees 
Education is a fundamental right and a 
cornerstone of personal and societal 
development. However, for millions of 
refugees worldwide, this right remains 
elusive due to systemic and structural 
barriers. Access to formal education is 
crucial for refugee children and youth, 
providing them with opportunities for 
social integration, economic self-sufficiency, 
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and empowerment. Yet, they face numerous 
obstacles that hinder their ability to enroll 
in and complete their studies. The following 
explores the main causes of limited access 
to education for refugees and presents 
comprehensive solutions to bridge the 
education gap and foster inclusivity. 

Main Causes of Limited Access to Formal 
Education 
Legal Restrictions 
For many refugees, school enrollment is 
dictated by legal frameworks that often 
work against them. Many host countries 
require official documentation, such as 
residency permits or prior academic 
records, which refugees may not possess 
due to forced displacement. In some cases, 
these legal barriers result in an outright 
prohibition on refugee enrollment in public 
schools. A study by Dupuy and Østby (2019) 
found that 56% of host countries impose 
some form of legal restriction on refugee 
education, with countries like Bangladesh 
and Malaysia explicitly denying refugees 
access to public education. This exclusion 
exacerbates existing vulnerabilities and 
forces refugees to rely on informal or 
non-traditional education, which is often of 
lower quality and limited reach. The 
long-term consequences of these 
restrictions impede refugees' ability to 
integrate into society, gain employment, 
and contribute to their host communities. 
Financial Barriers 
Beyond legal constraints, financial hardship 
presents another significant obstacle to 
education for refugees. While some host 
nations provide free primary education, 
many require additional payments for 
school materials, transportation, and 
examination fees. These costs are 
prohibitive for refugee families who often 
live in extreme poverty, struggling to meet 
even their basic needs. Research by Demir 
et al. (2024) underscores that without 
financial aid, many refugee children are 
forced into child labor or remain at home 

due to the unaffordability of education. This 
financial strain is not limited to primary 
education but extends to secondary and 
higher education, where tuition costs 
further restrict access. Even when 
scholarships and subsidies exist, they often 
fail to reach all eligible students due to 
bureaucratic inefficiencies and limited 
funding. 
Social and Economic Challenges 
The hardships of displacement extend 
beyond financial constraints and legal 
barriers, affecting the social and economic 
well-being of refugee children. Poverty, 
displacement, and the need to contribute to 
household income often pull children away 
from school and into informal labor 
markets. The situation is particularly dire 
for Rohingya refugee children in 
Bangladesh, where only 16% of children 
aged 3–14 and 19% of adolescents aged 
15–24 are enrolled in any form of education 
(Hossain, 2023). The lack of access to quality 
schooling creates a cycle of disadvantage, 
preventing children from developing the 
skills necessary for long-term 
self-sufficiency. Furthermore, inadequate 
infrastructure in host countries results in 
overcrowded classrooms and a shortage of 
trained teachers, compounding the 
educational crisis for refugees. 
Discrimination and Exclusion from 
National Education Systems 
Discrimination against refugees remains 
one of the most persistent and damaging 
barriers to education. Refugee children 
often face hostility from local populations, 
school administrators, and even their peers, 
making integration into formal education 
systems difficult. Language barriers further 
alienate refugee students, as they are often 
required to learn in an unfamiliar language 
without adequate linguistic support. 
Lambrechts (2020) highlights that such 
exclusionary practices push refugee 
children into segregated learning 
environments, where they receive 
substandard education with little to no 

2 



 

opportunities for academic advancement. 
In many cases, gender disparities add 
another layer of exclusion, with refugee 
girls facing additional cultural and societal 
restrictions that limit their access to 
education. 

Possible Solutions 
Policy Updates for Inclusive Education 
To address these barriers, host 
governments must reform existing policies 
to provide universal access to education for 
all refugees, regardless of documentation 
status. Progressive legal frameworks, such 
as Uganda's inclusive approach, 
demonstrate that integrating refugees into 
national education systems is possible 
without placing undue strain on resources 
(Dupuy & Østby, 2019). Aligning policies 
with UN Sustainable Development Goal 
4—which promotes inclusive and equitable 
quality education for all—is crucial in 
overcoming these challenges. Additionally, 
host countries should collaborate with 
international organizations to establish 
guidelines that protect refugee education 
rights and ensure effective policy 
implementation. 
Financial Assistance Programs 
One of the most effective ways to enhance 
refugee education access is through 
financial support initiatives. Scholarships, 
free school meals, and transportation 
subsidies can alleviate economic burdens 
and encourage school attendance. UNICEF’s 
"No Lost Generation" program in Lebanon 
has demonstrated that targeted financial 
aid increases school enrollment and 
retention rates (Demir et al., 2024). 
Furthermore, cash-transfer programs have 
been shown to reduce the incidence of child 
labor and improve attendance rates among 
refugee students. Expanding these financial 
assistance programs and ensuring their 
accessibility can help more refugee children 
remain in school and complete their 
education. 

Expanding Non-Traditional Education 
Options 
Given the structural limitations of 
traditional schooling, alternative education 
models play a crucial role in closing the 
education gap for refugees. Online learning 
platforms, community-based schools, and 
vocational training programs supplement 
formal education by offering flexible 
solutions for displaced populations. In 
Türkiye, Temporary Education Centers 
initially provided Arabic-language 
instruction for Syrian refugees, facilitating 
their transition into the national school 
system (Demir et al., 2024). Additionally, 
non-formal education programs have been 
successful in equipping older refugee youth 
with practical skills, improving their 
employability and self-sufficiency. 
Expanding these initiatives and tailoring 
them to local needs can create more 
inclusive and accessible learning 
environments for refugees. 
Raising Awareness and Advocacy 
Public perception and political will play a 
significant role in shaping refugee 
education policies. Raising awareness about 
the importance of refugee education and 
fostering advocacy efforts can influence 
policy changes and promote inclusive 
education practices. Governments, NGOs, 
and community leaders must collaborate to 
dismantle negative stereotypes and foster 
social cohesion. Additionally, training 
educators on culturally responsive teaching 
methods can create supportive learning 
environments, enabling refugee students to 
thrive academically and socially 
(Lambrechts, 2020). 

Conclusion 
The barriers to formal education for 
refugees are multifaceted, requiring a 
holistic and coordinated approach for 
effective resolution. Legal reforms, 
financial aid, alternative education models, 
and advocacy efforts must work in tandem 
to create a more inclusive education 
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system. Ensuring access to quality 
education is not only a moral obligation but 
also a critical factor in fostering long-term 
economic and social stability. By 
implementing these solutions, stakeholders 
can bridge the education gap, empower 
refugee communities, and build a more 
equitable future. 
 

III.​ Lack of Teacher Training: 
Challenges and Solutions 

Teachers play a critical role in the 
education and integration of refugee 
students. However, many educators are 
unprepared to address the unique 
challenges associated with teaching refugee 
populations. These struggles stem from 
insufficient training in trauma-sensitive 
teaching, limited access to culturally 
responsive resources, and inadequate 
professional development opportunities. As 
refugee students navigate unfamiliar 
education systems while coping with 
displacement-related trauma, their teachers 
must be equipped with the necessary skills 
and knowledge to support them. Addressing 
these challenges is crucial for fostering an 
inclusive and effective learning 
environment that meets the needs of all 
students. 

Challenges in Teacher Training 
Unpreparedness for Working with Refugee 
Students 
Many teachers enter the profession without 
prior training in working with culturally 
and linguistically diverse students, 
particularly refugees. This lack of 
preparation often results from gaps in 
pre-service education programs, which fail 
to provide adequate instruction on 
addressing the complex social and 
emotional needs of displaced learners 
(Kizil, 2024). A study on English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) teachers found that 
educators frequently feel unequipped to 
meet the academic and psychosocial needs 

of refugee students, leading to frustration 
and decreased confidence in their ability to 
support these learners (Kizil, 2024). The 
absence of specialized teacher preparation 
results in a reliance on trial-and-error 
teaching methods, which can lead to 
inconsistent support for refugee students 
and contribute to academic struggles. 
Limited Training on Trauma-Sensitive and 
Culturally Responsive Teaching 
Refugee students often carry the 
psychological burden of forced 
displacement, exposure to violence, and 
prolonged instability. However, many 
teachers lack training in trauma-sensitive 
pedagogical strategies, which could help 
mitigate the effects of such experiences. 
Casale and Linderkamp (2024) emphasize 
the importance of trauma-sensitive 
schooling, noting that teachers must be 
prepared to recognize signs of trauma and 
respond with empathy and informed 
interventions. Without adequate training, 
teachers may misinterpret trauma 
responses as behavioral issues, resulting in 
punitive disciplinary measures rather than 
supportive educational interventions. 
Additionally, culturally responsive 
teaching—an approach that acknowledges 
and integrates students' cultural 
backgrounds into the learning process—is 
often overlooked in teacher education 
programs (Dryden-Peterson, 2024). Without 
this training, educators may struggle to 
create inclusive classroom environments 
that validate the identities of refugee 
students, leading to disengagement and 
lower academic performance. 
Few Resources for Professional 
Development 
Even for educators who recognize the need 
for further training, professional 
development opportunities focused on 
refugee education remain scarce. Many 
schools lack the funding and institutional 
support necessary to provide ongoing 
training in trauma-informed teaching and 
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culturally responsive pedagogy (UN General 
Assembly, 2023). Additionally, teachers 
often experience heavy workloads, making 
it difficult for them to seek out additional 
training independently. The lack of 
accessible professional development limits 
the ability of teachers to implement best 
practices in their classrooms, leaving 
refugee students without the necessary 
academic and emotional support they 
require to succeed. 

Potential Solutions 
Training Teachers to Support Students from 
Diverse Backgrounds 
To address the unpreparedness of teachers 
working with refugee students, teacher 
education programs should incorporate 
comprehensive training on working with 
culturally and linguistically diverse 
populations. This training should include 
coursework on second-language 
acquisition, trauma-informed teaching 
strategies, and methods for fostering 
inclusive classroom environments (Chopra 
et al., 2024). Additionally, teachers should 
be trained to recognize signs of trauma and 
respond with appropriate interventions 
that support student well-being rather than 
reinforce punitive discipline measures. 
Providing Teaching Materials that Reflect 
Refugee Students’ Needs 
Educational institutions should ensure that 
teachers have access to culturally relevant 
teaching materials that reflect the 
experiences and histories of refugee 
students. A lack of representation in 
curricula can contribute to students feeling 
alienated and disconnected from their 
learning environment (Dryden-Peterson, 
2024). Schools should integrate literature, 
historical perspectives, and instructional 
methods that acknowledge and affirm 
refugee students’ backgrounds, fostering a 
greater sense of belonging in the classroom. 

Partnering with Universities and NGOs for 
Teacher Training Programs 
Collaboration between universities, 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
and educational institutions can provide 
teachers with specialized training 
opportunities tailored to refugee education. 
Universities can offer professional 
development courses that equip educators 
with research-based strategies for 
supporting refugee learners. NGOs can 
provide additional training workshops and 
resource materials, leveraging their 
expertise in working directly with displaced 
populations (Casale & Linderkamp, 2024). 
Establishing these partnerships can create 
sustainable support systems for teachers 
and ensure that refugee students receive 
high-quality education. 
Hiring and Training Refugee Educators for 
Better Classroom Support 
One of the most effective ways to support 
refugee students is by hiring and training 
refugee educators who share their linguistic 
and cultural backgrounds. Refugee teachers 
can act as cultural mediators, helping 
students navigate unfamiliar education 
systems while also providing crucial social 
and emotional support. Research has 
shown that the presence of refugee 
educators can enhance student engagement 
and academic achievement, as they offer 
relatable role models who understand the 
challenges of displacement (Chopra et al., 
2024). By incorporating refugee educators 
into schools, institutions can foster more 
inclusive and supportive learning 
environments. 

Conclusion 
The current gaps in teacher training for 
refugee education present significant 
challenges for both educators and students. 
Many teachers lack the preparation, 
resources, and professional development 
opportunities needed to support refugee 
learners effectively. Addressing these issues 
requires a multi-faceted approach that 
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includes improved teacher training 
programs, access to culturally relevant 
teaching materials, partnerships with 
educational organizations, and the 
inclusion of refugee educators in the 
workforce. By implementing these 
solutions, schools can create more inclusive 
and effective learning environments that 
empower refugee students to succeed 
academically and socially. 
 

IV.​ Language Barriers and 
Student Integration 

Adapting to a new education system 
presents significant linguistic challenges for 
refugee students. Many struggle to learn a 
new language while having limited access 
to bilingual programs or language support, 
leading to social isolation and 
communication difficulties. These 
challenges not only hinder academic 
progress but also impact their ability to 
integrate socially and emotionally into their 
new communities (Peguero, 2024; UNICEF, 
2023). 
This section provides actionable solutions 
for educators, policymakers, and 
practitioners, emphasizing the importance 
of collaboration within a global community 
of learners to create more inclusive and 
equitable educational opportunities for all 
refugees. 

Challenges 
Refugee students struggle with learning a 
new language. 
Refugee students face significant challenges 
when learning a new language, which often 
becomes a major barrier to their 
educational success. Many refugees arrive 
in host countries with limited or no 
proficiency in the local language, making it 
difficult for them to follow lessons, 
communicate with teachers and peers, and 
participate in classroom activities. This 
language barrier is further compounded by 

the trauma and stress of displacement, 
which can hinder their ability to adapt to a 
new educational environment 
(Alrawashdeh et al., 2022). 
When adjusting to a new school system, 
refugee students face linguistic challenges, 
particularly in countries where the 
language of instruction differs from their 
previous education. These differences often 
lead to misunderstandings in the classroom, 
difficulties relating to educational content, 
and challenges adapting to new teaching 
methods (Peguero, 2024; UNICEF, 2023). 
Limited access to bilingual programs or 
language support. 
Refugee students frequently experience 
limited access to bilingual programs or 
language support services. According to 
UNHCR (2024), the availability of formal 
language training depends on several 
factors, including the size and geographic 
distribution of resettlement programs and 
the presence of qualified staff, including 
teachers, interpreters, and bilingual 
support workers. Additionally, 
age-appropriate instruction tailored to 
different literacy levels and learning needs 
is crucial but often lacking. Many 
resettlement countries have education 
systems designed for nationals with 
continuous educational histories, leaving 
refugees with special learning needs 
underserved (Alrawashdeh et al., 2022). 
Social isolation due to communication 
difficulties. 
Language barriers significantly impact 
refugee students' social integration. A 
community-based research study 
conducted by Bridging Refugee Youth and 
Children's Services (BRYCS, 2016) found that 
refugee students reported feeling isolated 
due to language barriers, with many 
experiencing emotional distress, including 
feelings of hopelessness and depression. 
Communication challenges often make 
refugee students targets for bullying, 
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further exacerbating their isolation. The 
inability to communicate effectively not 
only affects their social relationships but 
also hinders academic progress and creates 
a sense of cultural disconnection. 

Solutions for Better Integration 
To address these issues effectively, it is 
crucial to consider international laws, 
standards, resources, and frameworks. The 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the 
Right to Education (2017) highlights the 
critical need for equitable and inclusive 
education systems that address the unique 
challenges faced by marginalized and 
vulnerable groups, including linguistic 
minorities, migrants, and refugees. The role 
of global educational policies in ensuring 
fair access to education cannot be 
overstated (UN SR, 2017). 
Implementing Bilingual and Native 
Language Instruction 

●​ Schools with significant numbers of 
refugee students should offer 
bilingual education, combining 
instruction in the student’s native 
language with the gradual integration 
of the host country’s language. This 
approach helps students maintain 
their cultural identity while 
acquiring new language skills (UN SR, 
2017). 

●​ Creating summer or after-school 
language programs, such as those 
implemented by the International 
Rescue Committee (IRC), can provide 
intensive language training, expose 
students to school culture, and build 
their confidence in using the new 
language (Rowbottom, 2025). 

●​ Dual-language immersion models 
have been proven effective in 
supporting language development 
while maintaining multilingualism, 
benefiting both refugee students and 

their native-speaking peers (UNICEF, 
2023). 

Using Peer Mentoring and Tutoring to 
Support Learning 

●​ Peer mentoring and tutoring 
programs create a supportive 
environment where students can 
learn from their peers, build 
confidence, and develop language 
skills in a less formal setting 
(Peguero, 2024). 

●​ "Buddy Systems," where refugee 
students are paired with local peers, 
help them navigate the new 
educational system, practice the local 
language, and build friendships 
(UNICEF, 2023). 

Strengthening School-Community 
Partnerships 

●​ Schools should foster collaboration 
with community organizations to 
provide additional language support 
and cultural integration programs 
(UNHCR, 2024). 

●​ Encouraging multilingual 
engagement between parents and 
teachers fosters inclusivity in refugee 
education (UNICEF, 2023). 

Integrating Technology for Language 
Learning 

●​ Interactive apps can supplement 
classroom instruction, providing 
students with additional practice in 
vocabulary, grammar, and 
pronunciation. For students in 
remote or underserved areas, virtual 
classrooms can connect them with 
qualified language instructors and 
peers, ensuring they receive 
consistent support (Peguero, 2024; 
UNICEF, 2023). 
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Conclusion 
By implementing these strategies and 
adhering to international standards, 
educational institutions can work toward 
ensuring inclusive and equitable quality 
education for all refugee students. This 
approach not only supports the academic 
success of refugee learners but also 
contributes to their overall well-being and 
integration into their new communities. 
 

V.​ Recommendations to 
Improve Refugee Education 

Policy Changes 
To enhance refugee education, 
policymakers must prioritize integrating 
refugees into national education systems. 
Governments should expand legal 
protections for refugee students by 
recognizing their right to education and 
accrediting refugee teachers, thereby 
improving instruction quality and reducing 
barriers to learning (UNGA, 2023). 
Increased funding is also essential, 
particularly for secondary and higher 
education, where refugee enrollment rates 
remain critically low (UNESCO, 2023). 
Governments and international agencies 
must allocate additional resources to bridge 
these gaps and ensure sustainable 
education opportunities for refugees 
(Bashir & Munira, 2022). 

Better Teaching and School Support 
Beyond policy changes, improving the 
quality of education for refugees requires 
better support for teachers and schools. 
Teacher training should emphasize cultural 
awareness, language acquisition, and 
trauma-sensitive teaching methods to 
address the unique needs of refugee 
students. Schools must integrate 
trauma-informed care approaches by 
providing mental health and emotional 
support services to help refugee students 
cope with past experiences and succeed 

academically (CPI, 2023). Additionally, host 
countries should ensure that refugee 
students receive language support services 
and culturally responsive curricula that 
facilitate their integration and learning 
(UNGA, 2023). 

Community and NGO Efforts 
NGOs and community organizations play a 
crucial role in bridging educational gaps for 
refugees. Establishing local learning centers 
in underserved areas ensures that 
education remains accessible even for those 
unable to enroll in formal schools (UNICEF, 
2023). Public-private partnerships between 
schools, businesses, and NGOs should be 
encouraged to secure funding, resources, 
and mentorship programs, ensuring that 
refugee students receive comprehensive 
support (Schmidt et al., 2006). Finally, it is 
essential to involve refugees in designing 
education programs to ensure that 
curricula and teaching methods align with 
their specific needs and cultural 
backgrounds. Additionally, increasing 
investment in digital learning tools and 
infrastructure can help displaced students 
continue their education despite 
geographical and logistical barriers (UNGA, 
2023). 
By implementing these recommendations, 
policymakers, schools, and NGOs can work 
together to build inclusive education 
systems that empower refugee students to 
succeed academically and socially. 
 

VI.​ Conclusion 
Refugee students face numerous barriers in 
accessing quality education, including legal 
restrictions, financial hardships, 
inadequate teacher training, language 
barriers, and social exclusion. These 
challenges significantly hinder their 
academic success and integration into new 
communities. However, targeted solutions 
such as policy reforms, financial assistance 
programs, bilingual education initiatives, 
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teacher training improvements, and 
community engagement efforts can help 
bridge the education gap and provide 
equitable learning opportunities for 
displaced students. 
Effective policies that support refugee 
education are critical in ensuring 
sustainable and inclusive education 
systems. Governments must implement 
progressive legal frameworks, allocate 
adequate funding, and develop culturally 
responsive curricula that cater to the 
diverse needs of refugee students. Schools 
and NGOs must work collaboratively to 
establish trauma-informed support 
services, language programs, and 
professional development opportunities for 
educators, fostering more inclusive 
learning environments. 
Continued research, advocacy, and 
collaboration are essential in addressing 
the evolving needs of refugee learners. 
Policymakers, educators, and humanitarian 
organizations must work together to 
develop data-driven policies, expand global 
partnerships, and invest in technological 
innovations to enhance education access 
for displaced populations. By prioritizing 
education as a fundamental right, 
stakeholders can empower refugee students 
to overcome adversity and build brighter 
futures for themselves and their 
communities. 
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