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I. Introduction

The United Kingdom, and particularly London, is home to a diverse population of refugees,
asylum seekers, and migrants, each following different migration pathways. Some arrive
through the asylum process, others move for economic or family reasons, and many come from
multiple transit countries before settling in the UK.

This diversity in migration experiences influences not only individual educational needs but
also the policies and systems designed to support migrant children (Manzoni § Rolfe, 2019).
However, data differentiating between refugee, asylum seeking and migrant children,
particularly by gender, remains limited.

The UK has seen a steady increase in asylum applications over recent years. In 2022, the UK
received 89,398 asylum applications, marking a significant rise compared to previous years (EPI
& Paul Hamlyn Foundation, 2023). Among asylum seekers:

> Children accounted for 25% of all those seeking asylum in the UK in 2022 (EPI § Paul Hamlyn
Foundation, 2023)

> 43% of asylum seekers in the UK were women and children, with 8% being unaccompanied
minors (British Red Cross, 2023)

Despite common perceptions of London as a key destination for new arrivals, UK asylum
dispersal policies often relocate asylum seekers outside of London, with many being housed in
other regions due to high living costs and accommodation shortages. However, Inner London
still has one of the highest concentrations of migrant children in schools, reflecting broader
migration patterns. Official data shows that 56% of students in Inner London and 43% in Outer
London are recorded as having English as an Additional Language (EAL)—a broad category used
by the Department for Education (DfE) to refer to children who speak a language other than
English at home (Manzoni & Rolfe, 2019; Strand et al., 2015).

To understand the framework of migration policies in the UK, it is essential to distinguish
between key terms:




d// KEY TERMS:

= Refugee: according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), a
refugee is someone who has been forced to flee their country due to persecution, war, or
violence and has crossed an international border to seek safety. Refugees cannot return
home unless conditions improve in their country of origin (UNHCR, 2023).

» Asylum seeker: an individual who has applied for international protection but has not yet
received refugee status. This distinction is recognised by the International Organisation
for Migration (IOM) and by UK asylum policies, which determine whether a person
qualifies for protection (IOM, 2023).

= Migrant: the term “migrant” lacks a universal legal definition, but it generally refers to a
person who moves away from their habitual place of residence, either within a country or
across borders, for various reasons, including economic, educational or family-related
factors (United Nations, 2023). Unlike refugees, migrants are not necessarily fleeing
persecution or conflict but may still face vulnerabilities.

Unlike in some European countries, where policies explicitly categorise "newly arrived migrant
students"”, the UK system does not classify students by their migration status. Instead, the focus
is on language proficiency, with children categorised as EAL students if they speak a language
other than English at home (DfE, 2012; Ofsted, 2013). However, EAL is a loose label—it applies to
both fluent bilingual children and those who have recently arrived with no English proficiency
(Leung, 2016). As a result, it does not fully capture the specific challenges faced by newly arrived
migrant children, whose barriers extend beyond language to issues such as legal uncertainty,
school application complexities, and cultural adaptation (Manzoni § Rolfe, 2019).

At the same time, while EAL classification is not a perfect proxy for migration-related
educational barriers, its geographic distribution still offers insights into where newly arrived
students are most concentrated. In London, 56% of students in Inner London schools are
recorded as EAL, compared to just 6% in the South West and North East (Strand et al., 2015). This
suggests that London's schools serve a more significant proportion of students who may face
migration-related educational challenges, reinforcing the need to examine barriers to school
access in the city specifically, which is the focus of this research.

This research paper aims to explore the educational barriers that newly arrived refugee,
migrant, and asylum-seeking girls with limited or no English proficiency face in London. While
policy discussions often focus on EAL classification, limited research exists on how migration
status and gender-specific challenges shape access to education.

This study seeks to answer the following question:



What barriers do newly arrived girls, who are refugees,
migrants, or asylum seekers with limited or no English

proficiency, face in accessing education in London, and
what strategies can effectively support their integration?

Using secondary sources and a literature review, this research lays the foundation for
understanding the structural and social challenges that shape educational access for newly
arrived girls. It also examines how public institutions and charities interact to address these
challenges and how Baytree can strengthen its approach to better support refugee and migrant
girls in education.
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Svstemic Barriers

a) The Nationality and Borders Act

The Nationality and Borders Act (NABA), passed in 2022, introduced stricter asylum policies in
the UK, aiming to deter irregular migration. However, its provisions—particularly the two-tier
refugee system and changes to age assessments—have created significant barriers for refugee
and asylum-seeking children trying to access education (EPI § Paul Hamlyn Foundation, 2023).

NABA categorises asylum seekers into Group 1 and Group 2 based on their mode of arrival.
Group 1refugees, who arrive directly from a country of persecution, receive five years of leave to
remain, while Group 2 refugees, who pass through other countries first, receive only 30 months,
requiring frequent renewals. This legal instability creates anxiety and uncertainty, making it
harder for children to focus on education. Schools may also hesitate to invest in long-term
support for children whose future in the UK remains uncertain (EPI & Paul Hamlyn Foundation,
2023).

This system also reinforces "deserving" vs. "undeserving" refugee narratives, increasing stigma
and discrimination in schools. Additionally, the Act does not clarify what happens when a child's
parents lose legal status, leaving some children at risk of being removed from school, further
disrupting their education.

Furthermore, age assessments, previously handled by Local Authorities, are now under the
National Age Assessment Board (NAAB), increasing delays. Asylum-seeking children must wait
for their age to be verified before enroling in school, causing significant educational disruptions.
The Act also allows scientific methods such as bone scans and saliva sampling, which are
invasive, unreliable, and traumatising (EPI & Paul Hamlyn Foundation, 2023).

Additionally, the threshold for age disputes has been lowered (EPI & Paul Hamlyn Foundation,
2023). Before NABA, only those who appeared over 25 were questioned. Now, anyone suspected
of being over 18 can be classified as an adult, leading to wrongful exclusions from mainstream
education. Children placed in adult asylum accommodation lose access to appropriate schooling
and child protection services, further marginalising them.

Therefore, the Nationality and Borders Act introduces legal instability, delays, and restrictive

classifications, increasing dropout rates and educational disengagement for refugee children. If

education is to be a pathway for integration, policies must prioritise child welfare over

immigration enforcement and ensure all children have stable, continuous access to schooling
1 Hamlyn Foundation, 2023)



b) Financial

The system can also create financial burdens on newly arrived families, especially those that are
asylum-seeking. The British government provides a small bursary to newly arrived families -
4918 GBP per person in household (Right to Remain, 2025). Some families are afforded the
opportunity to work; asylum seeking families, however, cannot work, meaning this supplement
does not stretch equally far. The government also provides extra money for pregnant women
and mothers of a child under 3 (Right to Remain, 2025). This specification of mothers may also
disadvantage children accompanied by fathers.

Beyond the impact of this limited income on essential needs like food, shelter, and clothing,
educational expenses may take a backseat to more urgent financial priorities.

c¢) Unclear chain of command with responsibility

Local authorities have different policies for the disbursal of information to families on how to
apply for schools, as well as different policies for admittance. This causes problems for migrant
communities and their ability to share information on how to navigate the system. Further,
information is not translated into every language, making the knowledge further inaccessible.

Unaccompanied children face particularly burdensome challenges. The responsibility of their
care falls to social services, yet some children experience frequent changes in social workers,
adding to their difficulties (Transfer Responsibility Scheme, 2016; Shelter England, 2024).
Beyond the emotional distress of this, the lack of continuity delays the registration for children
into schools. Often the social workers, foster families, and municipalities are unclear on whose
responsibility it is to register a child for school, leading to increased unnecessary delay.




d) Administrative delays

The growing backlog of asylum applications has led to significant delays, with average waiting
times now extending to 2-3 years. During this period, asylum-seeking families are typically
prohibited from working, resulting in severe financial hardship. This lack of income makes it
difficult for families to afford essential school-related expenses, such as uniforms,
transportation, and supplies, creating barriers to school enrolment.

Delays in school placements are also common. Refugee children often wait 3 months or more
for secondary or further education placements, with some waiting up to a year. Refugee children
arriving mid-academic year face additional delays, as many schools only accept new students at
the start of term. (Hall, 2024).

Equally, schools are often reluctant to admit refugee students due to concerns about the
potential impact on academic performance metrics and the challenges of oversubscription.
Many teachers lack the specialised training or resources needed to support the integration and
educational needs of children who may have had limited or vastly different prior schooling.

The expansion of academies in London has diminished Local Authority control over school
placements, making the process even more complex. Local Authorities often lack the statutory
power to compel academies to accept refugee children, further limiting access to education.

e) Age

These problems appear to worsen as a child gets older because of the false notion that teenagers
are adults that are more capable of handling these administrative issues compared to small
children (Freedom from Torture, 2024). In some extreme cases, minors who are teenagers and
lack documentation are mistaken for adults and incorrectly placed in adult facilities (Freedom
from Torture, 2024).

Teenagers that arrive after the school year has begun are placed into what has been reported as
“no mans land” (Hall, 2024). Within the same families arriving at the same time, there have been
cases of younger siblings finding school placements quickly while older teenage siblings had to
wait. These students are seen as difficult to fit into current frameworks of secondary education,
yet also too young for higher education. Those over 16 years of age face particularly narrow
options and often end up in vocational school out of a lack of other viable options. (Hall, 2024)




Individual Barriers

\77

f) Language

The school application process is complex, often requiring high levels of English proficiency,
digital literacy, and an understanding of the UK education system. Despite this, reduced funding
for specialist support teams has left many families and children without sufficient guidance
thrOL;gh the enrolment process and their further educational journeys (The Bell Foundation,
2023).

Children arriving as asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants may not be literate in English, or
even their native language (The Bell Foundation, 2023). However, numerous studies emphasise a
strong correlation between English proficiency and educational achievement (Manzoni § Rolfe,
2019)- students with limited English skills tend to perform poorly initially, but their academic
performance improves as their proficiency develops (Manzoni & Rolfe, 2019).

Insufficient resources for language support and rigid curricula that fail to accommodate diverse
learning needs create significant barriers, limiting these students' ability to not only access
education but also reach their full academic potential (Manzoni & Rolfe, 2019).

g) Rnowledge systems

Newly arrived families may not yet be deeply embedded in local social networks. Organisations
that rely primarily on word-of-mouth to raise awareness about their services risk overlooking
these families, who are often among the most vulnerable (WONDER Foundation Report, 2023).

This sense of isolation and disconnection poses a significant barrier to migrant children's access
to education. It can make it challenging for families to secure essential support for practical
needs such as transportation, healthcare, and employment services (Lessard-Philips, Fajth &
Fernandez-Reino, 2020). Additionally, it hinders their ability to understand and navigate the
educational system, making it harder to advocate their children's academic needs and secure
~ the necessary resources for their success.
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h) Gender

Girls and women who migrate may remain subject to gender norms and expectations from their
native cultures. Domestic or family care responsibilities (such as assisting with household
chores, early marriages, or pregnancy) are often expected of girls in certain refugee
communities; boys typically do not face these same expectations (UNICEF Gender Action Plan,
2014-2017). Girls are notably more at risk of being trafficked into domestic servitude or undergo
some form of domestic exploitation (UNICEF Gender Action Plan, 2014-2017), which can
severely limit their access to education by forcing them into labour instead of attending school,
restricting their opportunities of learning and personal development.

Cultural norms and expectations- shaped by families, schools, and the wider community- may
act as a barrier to education for migrant girls by limiting their choices and opportunities.
Parental and community hesitation to invest in higher education for girls can lead to early
dropout rates or restricted academic aspirations (UNICEF Gender Action Plan, 2014-2017). The
expectation to attend single-sex faith-based schools, despite limited availability, may reduce
access to quality education or suitable learning environments (WONDER Foundation Report,
2023). Additionally, the pressure to pursue traditionally gendered fields like health and social
care can constrain their academic freedom, discouraging them from exploring a broader range
of career opportunities (WONDER Foundation Report, 2023). These factors collectively restrict
migrant girls' educational trajectories and long-term empowerment.




II1. Strategies
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Community sponsorship &
digital connectivity

One of the primary strategies employed by organizations such as UK Welcomes Refugees is
community sponsorship, where local groups take on the responsibility of welcoming and
supporting refugee families. This strategy, as discussed by Refugee Integration UK (2023),
creates a sustainable support system that includes housing, education, and emotional well-
being. While this model fosters local integration, the practical implementation depends heavily
on the availability of local resources and volunteer engagement. In areas with fewer resources
or communities with limited experience in refugee issues, the success of this model can be
undermined. Therefore, its effectiveness relies on the commitment of local sponsors and the
institutional support that ensures resources are sustained.

Refuweegee’s focus on digital connectivity is another important strategy that has proven
effective in ensuring refugee families, particularly those waiting for school placements, can stay
connected with essential services. By providing smartphones and Wi-Fi access, Refuweegee
helps bridge the digital divide for refugees, offering access to education and healthcare services
that they might otherwise struggle to access (Ideas Alliance, 2023). This initiative is crucial
because it allows families to engage with the educational system while they await placement.
However, the implementation of such programs assumes that families have the capacity to
utilise digital tools effectively. In cases where refugees are more focused on immediate survival
needs, such as housing and food, providing digital tools may be of secondary importance,
suggesting that digital connectivity must be integrated into a broader framework that addresses
immediate and long-term needs (Refuweegee, 2023).

School-based outreach &
integration

Organisations like Salusbury World and Refugee Council have developed significant models for
integrating refugee children into the UK education system. Salusbury World's model works by
closely collaborating with schools to ensure refugee children receive the necessary educational
support, including English as an Additional Language (EAL) classes and mentorship (Refugee
Council, 2023). This strategy effectively addresses language barriers and provides academic
support to children who may have missed significant portions of their education due to
displacement.

However, as highlighted in the literature, the success of school-based strategies is often limited
by schools’ capacity to accommodate a growing number of refugee students. Overcrowded
classrooms, limited EAL provisions, and a lack of trained staff can prevent effective integration.
Moreover, the issue of mid-year school placements remains problematic. Schools, especially in
areas with high refugee populations, may not always have the flexibility or resources to
accommodate refugee children immediately, contributing to delays in enrolment and
disruptions to their education (Education Transitions-UK Refugee Report). Thus, while
Salusbury World's approach is practical, it requires institutional support to address these
barriers and ensure that all refugee children, including girls, can be enrolled quickly and
supported adequately. 14



The Refugee Council provides additional support through specialised language training,
healthcare, and welfare services, which help refugee children bridge the gaps caused by
displacement (Refugee Council, 2023). However, the bureaucratic delays in the asylum process—
highlighted in academic studies—are a persistent challenge that impedes the timely enrolment

of refugee children in schools. Asylum seekers often face months-long delays in securing school
placements, which can hinder their academic progress and emotional well-being. This suggests

that while school-based outreach is necessary, systemic reforms are needed to streamline the
asylum and education placement processes.

Mentorship & emotional
support programmes

Charities such as The Children's Society and Refugee Action have implemented mentorship
programmes that pair refugee youth with adult mentors to guide them through the educational
system and provide emotional support. These programs have shown to be particularly effective
for refugee girls, who may face additional gendered barriers in education, including caregiving
responsibilities and cultural expectations (Refugee Council, 2023). Mentorship programmes
offer not only academic guidance but also a safe space for refugees to process their experiences
and cope with the emotional trauma often associated with displacement (McBrien, 2005).

However, the success of mentorship programmes depends on mentor training and ensuring
that mentors are equipped to address the unique needs of refugee girls, including dealing with
trauma and cultural integration. Without appropriate training, mentors may inadvertently
perpetuate cultural misunderstandings, highlighting the need for culturally competent
mentoring (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Furthermore, while mentorship is crucial for emotional
well-being, it must be integrated into a broader educational and social support system that
addresses the academic gaps that refugee girls experience.

15



Immediate practical support

Organisations such as Care4Calais and Migrant Help provide immediate practical support to
refugee families, including welcome packs, clothing, and hygiene products (Care4Calais, 2023).
This approach helps alleviate the immediate stress of resettlement, allowing refugees to focus
on longer-term integration needs, including education. However, while immediate support is
crucial, it should not overshadow the need for long-term sustainability. Refugees, particularly
young girls, also require mental health services, language support, and career development to
succeed in the long term.

Migrant Help offers legal support, including assistance with school enrollment, and focuses on
addressing the psychological needs of refugee children. This holistic support is essential, as
refugees often face emotional trauma that affects their educational outcomes. However,
providing mental health support remains a significant challenge, as many organisations lack
the resources and trained professionals needed to offer specialised care. This suggests that
while practical, financial and emotional support is essential for refugees, it needs to be paired
with mental health services and educational initiatives that empower young refugees to
succeed academically and socially.

Conclusions

The strategies employed by various organisations supporting refugee and migrant students
offer valuable insights into effective educational integration. While these approaches have
yielded positive outcomes, they also highlight persistent challenges, including resource
constraints, bureaucratic delays, and the need for coordinated policy efforts. Addressing these
barriers requires a multi-layered support system encompassing school integration, digital
accessibility, mental health services, and mentorship programs. Such comprehensive strategies
are essential to ensuring that refugee girls and young women are not only integrated into
education systems but also empowered to succeed both academically and emotionally.
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IV. Limitations

This paper relies solely on secondary source data, which has several limitations. It often
generalises experiences, combining diverse perspectives into broader trends, and may
emphasise theoretical approaches over practical solutions. Aggregate quantitative data
struggles to capture less tangible factors such as cultural barriers and individual struggles.

Further, much of the literature reviewed in this paper covers a broad geographic scope, making
it challenging to focus specifically on London. As a result, certain related topics- such as
differences in struggles between girls and boys, cultural barriers, and IT literacy- lack detailed
analysis.

Thus, we recommend a qualitative study using interviews and surveys to gain deeper insights
into individual barriers and needs. We believe this approach would provide a more precise and
comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced. Interviews should be conducted with
four parties: (a) refugee, asylum seeking, and migrant girls, (b) refugee, asylum seeking, or
migrant families with children (both girls and boys), (c) UKVI system professionals and local
school administrators, (d) school teachers who have refugee, asylum seeking, and migrant girls
as students. In these questions, it is important to pay close attention to answers from different
groups on the same question. For example, it is possible for families to believe themselves to be
supportive of their daughters' education, while daughters do not feel supported by their
families. If such an information asymmetry exists, it would have important policy implications.
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