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FOREWORD  

 

 

 

 

I would like to start by thanking the people who 

gave their time, shared their opinions, emotions, 

and often difficult journeys to make this research 

possible. Without you, this work would not exist, 

and our goal of removing barriers to education 

would be more difficult. Thank You. 

 

The research for this report was undertaken predominantly in 2020 and so many of 

the stories told relate to the situation as it was prior to that year. For context, from 

1999 to 2018 Protection Applicants were liable for international fees to attend Further 

Education one year level 5 PLC courses; that came with a fee of €3,600 compared to 

the local fee of approximately €250. This changed when Ireland signed up to the EU 

Reception Conditions Directive in June 2018 and as a result Protection Applicants 

with a work permit could access PLC courses under the VTOS scheme for free. This 

was useful for those who happened to live near colleges offering VTOS and if they 

could negotiate the difficult administrative process to get VTOS approved. However, 

in 2021 Minister Simon Harris removed the requirement to pay international fees for 

PLC courses and we commend him for removing this barrier. 

 

While we can say that the situation has much improved in the past couple of years, 

and while there are still more barriers that we need to remove, we must not forget or 

minimise the very real struggle that the participants of this study and the thousands 

of others they represent have had to face due to the lack of inclusiveness, kindness, 

and humanity they experienced in the years prior to 2018.   
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Ongoing barriers include: the lack of recognition of prior learning which has meant 

people have suffered a loss of identity as they have to begin again rather than build 

on their past life experience and learning; the inability to move close to a college to 

take up a CAO offer has meant deferring or losing that place; the lack of flexibility 

and kindness in some Direct Provision centres has resulted in people going to 

college hungry as they miss the set meal times; walking very long distances as the 

bus fare is beyond their means; being unable to attend class due to the lack of 

childcare; all the while sometimes dealing with racism and a lack of cultural 

awareness.  

 

Much has been achieved, but there is still much more to do. 

 

I would like to thank all the team, past and present, at College Connect who have 

been so supportive of this Community Needs Analysis including Emma Gilchreest, 

Grace Edge, Dr Rose Ryan, Ayoma Bowe, Declan Markey, Lillian Nwanze and all 

the Research Team who have shown such great solidarity and kindness throughout.  

I would particularly like to thank Dr Sarah Meaney Sartori who I can only describe as 

unwaveringly kind in her approach to this piece of work and every person she met 

along the way.  Thank You. 

 

Charlotte Byrne 

Education Officer, Irish Refugee Council 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This Community Needs Analysis (CNA) was carried out by College Connect, a Higher 

Education Authority initiative to widen access to higher education spanning DCU, Dundalk 

IT, Maynooth University and TUS – Athlone Campus, in partnership with the Irish Refugee 

Council. 

 

It sets out the findings from 40 in-depth interviews and 104 survey responses collected 

between October 2020 and March 2021 with refugees and people in the protection process 

in Ireland focusing on their experience of accessing or trying to access higher education. 

Using photovoice as a methodology and a peer-to-peer participatory approach, this study 

captures participants’ lived experience by putting their voice front and centre and by directly 

involving people with this lived experience in the research process. These combined 

approaches are primarily concerned with the human experience and are solution and action 

orientated.  

 

This research used creative methods from the outset, both to explore participants’ 

experience, as well as to represent findings from multiple perspectives with an ethic of 

solidarity, and a focus on the systemic factors effecting this community.  

 

You will find a terminology explainer towards the end of this document including terms like 

‘participatory action research (PAR)’, ‘Photovoice methodology’, and ‘transcript poetry’. 
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ANALYSIS 

 

 

A total of 10 peer-researchers were recruited to carry out this research process, all of whom 

were at some stage in the international protection process in Ireland. The peer-researchers 

carried out a total of 14 focus group sessions with 39 participants, and a total of 104 survey 

participants responded to a 15-question survey.  

 Survey Demographic 

 

▪ 54 Female | 50 Male  

▪ A majority (69) were aged 25-44 | 22 were aged 18-24 | 3 were aged 55-64 

▪ 52 living in Direct Provision | 52 not currently living in Direct Provision | 17 with no 

experience of Direct Provision.  

▪ 42 people stated that they have a prior university qualification from their country origin; 

only 13 of whom were successful in getting their qualification recognised in Ireland.  

▪ 55 were studying in Ireland at the time of this research, with the majority (40) studying 

at higher education level.  

▪ A majority (37) were still in the asylum process 

Focus Group Demographic 

 

▪ 21 Female | 18 Male  

▪ 8 people were Programme Refugees 

▪ 12 people were in the asylum process 

▪ 14 people had been granted refugee status 

▪ 3 people had been granted Subsidiary Protection 

▪ 2 Unknown 

Average length of time in DP (survey) 

 

▪ 10 percent (12) of respondents were in Direct Provision for six months to one year 

▪ A vast majority (58) had spent between one and five years  

▪ 20 people had spent between five years and 10 years in DP 
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Nearly all participants expressed how central they view the role of education in rebuilding 

their lives, yet they also spoke of how the ‘protection process’, and the system of Direct 

Provision in particular, affects one’s skill set, sense of self-worth, and identity – in essence, 

how they become ‘deconstructed’.  

 

Participants unanimously described the extreme difficulties that they encountered in their bid 

to progress their education and rebuild their lives, with people quite often becoming visibly 

upset while speaking of the toll this effort took on their physical and mental health.  
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DIFFICULTIES AND BARRIERS RAISED 

 

➢ Financial barriers and international college fees: In the survey, 66 percent of all 

respondents listed finances as a barrier, with almost a third of those specifically referring 

to international fees as the most hindersome barrier to their accessing education. There 

was no focus group session where finance was not raised as a major barrier.  

 

Issues raised by respondents ranged from not having enough money to purchase books 

and academic materials to not being able to buy food or pay for transportation to school. 

The decision taken this year that will see people in Direct Provision no longer having to 

pay international fees for two-year Level 5 and Level 6 programmes (PLC courses) is 

welcome and will hopefully see the frustration regarding international fees abate in future 

research. Nonetheless, it is important not to discount those who partook in this study and 

have been directly impacted by historical policies.  

 

 

“I wanted to do Business and Accounting and to take this lecture 

course the fees were about 12,000 euro and there was no way I 

could take that option because you can only get 20 euro ….”  

 - Survey Participant  

 

“I always go with my certificate wherever I go with it and show 

people how I did pass. So, some will offer me maybe 100 euros, 

some maybe they gave me 50 euros. They said that you if you can 

just bring a deposit. Then I brought €550 within two weeks. 

That's the worst thing. they strip out all your dignity, all your 

human being” 

  - Focus Group Participant 
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➢ Direct Provision: Direct Provision is the system set up by the Irish Government in 2000 

to cater for the basic needs of people awaiting decision on their protection application. 

However, the living conditions in the Direct Provision centres were highlighted by 

participants in this study as an extreme barrier to education in and of themselves.  

 

o Institutionalised living: Participants spoke emotively about the harsh difficulties 

they face living under the conditions provided in the centres, and how this affected 

their mental health and their drive to study. Participants often cited hostile centre 

staff, bullying by hostel managers, absence of Internet facilities, absence of 

conducive study spaces, being deprived food, and threats by Direct Provision centre 

management to report parents who tried to access education to the authorities, as 

some of the barriers they encountered.  

 

  

 “To have shared a single room with strangers that you've never met. 

And people have their traumas from whatever they're coming from. I 

feel that nobody should go through that kind of system”  

- Focus group participant 

 

“And when we moved out, I was not realising mentally, how deeply 

traumatised and affected I was by my life in Direct Provision. And 

so, at the time I was doing X studies and I could not complete the 

course because my mental health was not good enough for that. And 

only years later, I realised that I was overcoming institutionalisation. 

So, it's really deeply affected me that I left the course because I 

really loved the course”  

- Focus Group Participant 
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o Food access and poverty: Many participants spoke about not being able to access 

the Direct Provision centre canteen when they started college, and how it was 

prohibited for friends or other family members to collect food on their behalf. More 

than one participant described the shame they felt when they could not go with their 

classmates for meals in the student canteen because they could not afford to buy 

food. 

 

 

 “…coming back late missing dinner because the dinner was 5pm to 

6pm. And missing breakfast as well because I have to leave before 

breakfast is served” 

- Focus Group Participant 

 

“Like having the two euro just to buy coffee so that you can stand 

with the other guys and interact. Because believe me that two euro 

you could not have it” 

- Focus Group Participant 

 

 

 

 

o Transport: The remote locations of Direct Provision centres compounded by the 

fact that people in the protection process are often reliant on public transport, meant 

that many participants in this research spoke about the challenges of trying to attend 

college without access to transport or the right to apply for a driving license – a 

barrier which has thankfully been removed through a recent High Court ruling.  
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“Imagine going back home in the darkness in those narrow roads… in 

a cold winter. It was a sacrifice that most of us had to take just to 

find fulfilment of living because without that education, we'll never 

feel the fulfilment of living”  

– Focus Group Participant.  

 

“You could see it was meant to be isolated, so it's not where the 

regular bus service would go through. The refugee centre to the 

college is about an hour's walk. The road would be dark. It could be 

raining sometimes” 

– Focus Group Participant 
 

 

 

o Childcare: Considering the financial barriers that refugees and people in the 

protection process encounter, it was not surprising that participants with children 

described not being able to afford childcare costs, nor of having the requisite cultural 

or social capital to be able to get help to mind their children while they studied. 

 

 

 

 “And as a mother of many children, I cannot just leave them go to 

attend the lecture. Because X (train timetable) has a schedule that 

you cannot come back” 

- Focus Group Participant 
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➢ Information gap: Participants highlighted a lack of centralised information as one of the 

major barriers that they faced in accessing education. From their discussions, they painted 

a picture of unnecessary hardships due to a lack of adequate or correct information. Apart 

from information relating to education, participants also highlighted the absence of basic 

day-to-day information. The latter kind of information being of particular importance, as 

many were coming newly into the country and had no support. Some participants 

described finding the many abbreviations such as QQI, FETAC very confusing, and just 

generally not knowing what they were (or were not) entitled to. Some respondents spoke 

about centre managers not disseminating information and keeping flyers advertising 

courses in their offices rather than circulating them. Participants said that timely accurate 

information could have helped them in making informed educational decisions, with most 

citing their fellow Direct Provision Centre residents as their eventual source of information. 

 

 

 

 “Like there are always things hidden between the lines, I don't have 

all the information and there's no one ready to give me that 

information. And I found here in Ireladnd, there's so many 

abbreviations and different forms you have to fill in the form 

process…can just get confused and miss many crucial things”  

- Focus Group Participant 

 

“University of Sanctuary is very important these days, so I'm trying 

to spread this information” 

 - Survey Participant 
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➢ Prior qualifications and learning: Participants in this research reported that people 

seeking asylum were not allowed to access courses higher than QQI Level 3 or 4 

irrespective of what prior qualifications they had. Participants admitted to enrolling on 

courses at a significantly lower educational level, just to stay engaged. Not being able to 

get prior education and qualifications recognised was a common frustration. For highly 

educated professionals who flee their countries, having their qualifications recognised can 

re-establish their professional identity. But issues remain around recognition of 

qualifications, the documents needed to register qualifications, and sourcing certs to 

validate prior educational achievements.  

 

 

 “Listen, I've done things like fundamentals of calculus, mathematics, 

engineering, stuff like that … to be given a level 3 course, maybe 

level 2 literacy course. I am going to be taught English again. It 

became very, very hard for me”  

- Focus group participant 

 

 

“…you go back to start learning how to write ABC, or to learn how to 

use your nouns and pronouns. It makes people sit back in the hostel 

and be doing nothing”  

- Focus Group Participant 

 

 

“People who came from war I mean, you can't bring your documents 

when you want to flee the war. Maybe your documents are just 

burned. You can't go back to a government or university and say, 

‘Oh, please, I just need that specific paper’…”  

- Focus Group Participant 
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➢ Residency requirements: Another major barrier identified is being unable to access 

student grants or support schemes due to the required residency permission required. 

Even though the current policy regime is much more accessible, refugees and international 

protection applicants can only access higher education grants and fee aids if they have 

resided in the country for a minimum of three-years. Even though the basis for the three-

year argument is one of ‘equality’ as the three-year rule also applies to Irish citizens, we 

would argue (and our research would support this argument) that the rule 

disproportionately impacts refugees and international protection applicants who have 

already had their lives disrupted and put on hold - in most cases for several years by this 

stage of their journey.  

 

  

“While in Direct Provision for 6 years, I was not allowed to study or 

work. My life was put on pause. After the Direct Provision I studied 

for 6 years to become job ready. It set me back for many years … 

impacted my mental health. No one will be able to give me back the 

years I lost” 

- Survey Participant 

 

 
 

➢ Stigma and stereotyping: One participant described how the moment they disclosed 

their legal status in an interview, they observed the interviewers changing and they were 

denied the course they were applying to. Several people who had gained access to higher 

education spoke of how they isolated themselves in order not to be seen as poor or 

different. Another described how they had sat in a class where both the lecturers and the 

students engaged in a discussion about refugees and people seeking asylum, passing 

comments the participant deemed derogatory and inaccurate. The class was not aware of 

the participant’s status, but the discussion further caused feelings of exclusion. In fact, 

participants often cited feeling that they did not belong, often because of poverty and 

shame regarding Direct Provision.  
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The lack of cultural awareness in relation to refugees was not just pertinent to the general 

public, as some participants also highlighted a lack of awareness with university staff about 

the status, struggles, and sometimes even the very existence of refugees and people 

seeking asylum. Syrian participants in this research highlighted the additional isolation 

because of islamophobia and misconceptions about their country and culture.  

 

 

  

“It’s not just being a person of different colour, that in itself is one 

thing, but then to be the person of different colour who also is an 

asylum seeker. That’s stigma”  

- Focus Group Participant 

 

 

“When I went to university, it wasn't easy, because you cannot 

mingle with the people. The fact is that everybody want to know 

where you live. And everybody want to know where you're from and 

all that. And we are limiting ourselves” 

- Focus Group Participant 

 

“I found myself being looked down upon…the stereotype…it looked like 

everybody was being painted with the same brush and they did not 

expect you to be above a certain standard” 

- Focus Group Participant 

 

 

“I know they are just kids, and they did not mean to hurt me” 

- Focus Group Participant 
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“My Irish friend has in his mind that everybody coming from the 

East is coming from the desert only with camels and tents” 

- Focus Group Participant 

 

 

 

“As a Muslim woman she dressed different, many students bullied her 

and assaulted her because she wore veil. After moving to another 

city, she decided not to go to school. She has a silent hobby, she 

takes photos, but one day she will study Law and Human Rights” 

- Focus group participant 

 

 

 

“A huge misconception with the Irish people and asylum seekers…‘Oh, 

you get free food, you get free bed, you get money, you get social’, 

but they fail to realise and perhaps they're not at fault… or maybe 

they are for actually not wanting to know better, they don't realise 

that most nobody wishes to remain inside the system. Sleep eat 

repeat all the time” 

- Focus Group Participant 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

Despite the unanimous agreement to the benefits education brings, first to the individual and 

then the community, this research reveals a huge amount of frustration and challenges 

experienced by this community when trying to access higher education in this country.  

 

Irish government policies, coupled with grossly limited finances actively serve to reduce the 

possibilities for refugees and people in the protection process to participate in higher 

education,1 which has serious implications for social integration and access to the labour 

market, as well as the mental health repercussions from enforced idleness and ‘delayed- 

futures’.  

 

Although NGOS such as the Irish Refugee Council, the Dun Laoghaire Refugee Project, and 

St Vincent de Paul were all described as having played a vital role in supporting peoples’ 

journey to and through higher education, they are not enough to bridge the structural and 

policy gaps serving as barriers to educational opportunities and aspirations. Similarly for many 

participants, the University of Sanctuary scholarship was integral to their educational journeys, 

while individual acts of kindness and strangers ‘going above and beyond’ were mentioned by 

many.  

 

However, the success of receiving a scholarship or support grant, does not preclude someone 

from experiencing food poverty on campus, or of having to walk long distances on dark 

dangerous roads, nor of experiencing racism or stigmatisation and a feeling of ‘separateness’ 

once in the lecture hall. The discussions about groups and organisations providing some level 

of education support showed that inconsequential items such as a Leap Card can make a big 

difference to someone’s future, however, and somewhat tragically, in equal measures these 

‘seemingly inconsequential items’ could be enough to derail someone’s education journey. 

 

While Universities of Sanctuary are committed to creating a more welcoming and accessible 

higher education sector to enable more people from refugee and asylum-seeking backgrounds  

to reach their full potential and contribute to society, we know that people from refugee  

backgrounds experience a stark divide between the two duelling identities of refugee and  

 
1 Cronin, M., Murphy, C., Doyle, D. M., Byrne, D., & Murphy, M. (2020). Refugees’ Access to Higher Education  
in Ireland. In L. Unangst, H. Ergin, A. Khajarian, T. DeLaquil, & H. de Wit (Eds.), Refugees and higher education:  
Transnational perspectives on access, equity, and internationalization (pp. 161–177). BrillSense.  
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004435841_012  

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004435841_012
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university student.2  For highly educated refugee professionals who flee their countries, 

gaining a university qualification is one of the key strategies which can be used to re-establish 

a professional identity.3 Yet participants in our research spoke about feeling stigmatised 

because of their religion, race, background, or refugee status. Many also reported feeling 

shame and discomfort when out and about in public and consequently tried as much as 

possible to conceal their identity. In fact, one of the key themes throughout this research was 

in relation to stigmatisation, which can manifest as internalised oppression, or as a feeling of 

having one’s identity ‘deconstructed’ and replaced with that of a ‘refugee’ or ‘asylum seeker’. 

Therefore, in this report we urge our higher education institutions to continue to strive for best 

practice in terms of interrogating privilege and institutional racism, as well as creating more 

opportunities for refugee voices to be heard, both inside and outside the academy.  

 

Certainly, research has shown that the effect of the Direct Provision system lingers for many 

years after people have left the system.4 The privatisation of the Direct Provision system 

coupled with the remote rural locations and the active silencing of residents have compounded 

the invisibility of a system on a par with Ireland’s legacy of Industrial Schools, Mother and 

Baby Homes, and Magdalene Laundries.5 More broadly, we want the testimony from this 

research to contribute to public discourse and understanding of the human casualty resulting 

from the Direct Provision system, and to play a small part in adding to the massive body of 

research already documenting the urgent need for this system to end, and for a one way to be 

achieved that upholds and respect human dignity and rights.  

 

Finally, while this report is focussed on improving access to higher education in Ireland for 

refugees and people in the protection process, we recognise that the real issue at play is 

forced displacement,6 and our ultimate goal should be absolute freedom so that every person 

can enjoy access to higher education in their home countries or anywhere else. 

 
2 Speed, F., McCombe, K., Mearns, G. & Chedgzoy, K. (2020). Supporting Sanctuary Students and Staff: 
Understanding the needs of students and staff from refugee and asylum-seeker backgrounds. Newcastle  
University: U.K. 
3 Morrice, Linda (2013) Refugees in Higher Education: Boundaries of belonging and recognition, stigma and  
exclusion. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 32 (5). pp. 652-668. ISSN 0260-1370  
4 Ní Raghallaigh, Foreman, & Feeley, (2016) Transition from Direct Provision to Life in the Community. Irish  
Research Council. 
 
5 Murphy, F. 2021. "Direct Provision, Rights and Everyday Life for Asylum Seekers in Ireland during COVID-19"  
Soc. Sci. 10, no. 4: 140. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci10040140  
6  Ergin, H. (2019). Questioning the ethics and rationale of refugee research. University World News. Available  
at: https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20190930082903163  

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci10040140
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20190930082903163
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS MADE BY RESEARCH 

PARTICIPANTS 

 

 

 
“If you could change one thing to improve access to education for refugees and 

people in the protection process, what would it be?” 
 

 
➢ Remove the requirement of international fees: Participants were unanimous in their call 

to remove the requirement of international fees for people seeking asylum, refugees, and 

others in the protection process. Universities of Sanctuary (UoS) have essentially achieved 

this through their scholarships. The recommendation from this research it that this 

classification needs to be extended to all refugees regardless of whether they are 

successful in obtaining a UoS scholarship, so that the issue of being quoted international 

fees for this cohort to enter higher education is relegated to the past. 

 

➢ Provide clear and consistent information regarding access to higher education: One 

of the barriers listed by participants was a lack of adequate, clear, and consistent 

information about whether they were eligible to undertake a course, and the supports and 

benefits that could have been of assistance to them once they did manage to access 

education. Participants recommended the coordinated provision of relevant information 

tailored to this community. It was put forward that an information office/liaison officer in 

Higher Education Institutions (HEI) dedicated to providing tailored information to refugees 

and international protection applicants would be a useful point of contact.  

 

➢ Transfer to/from Direct Provision Centres closer to school locations/ transport 

links: Participants often highlighted transport as a barrier that arose when they were able 

to get admission but could not get transferred to Direct Provision centres close to their 

education provider. To remove this barrier, they suggested that transfers are allowed on 

academic grounds. There were also suggestions that where transfers are not possible, 

arrangements should be made to support access to transportation.  
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➢ Access to food: Participants who were resident in Direct Provision centres often spoke 

of not having access to food because they left for school before breakfast was served and 

returned after the last meal was served. That so many participants in this study spoke of 

food insecurity while in college and in university, there is an urgent need on behalf of HEIs 

to raise awareness amongst staff and across the college community, to ensure that there 

is no student on campus hungry. 

 

➢ Do away with the ‘three-year rule’: Throughout this research, participants spoke of 

‘delayed futures’, ‘life in limbo’, and being ‘de-skilled’ due to ‘enforced idleness’. The three-

year residency rule was cited continually as contributing to preventing access to higher 

education for refugees and in particular international protection applicants.  

 

➢ Recognition of Prior Learning: At a minimum, it is recommended that in the absence of 

formal recognition of prior learning, that people should be eligible for undergraduate grant 

funding to bridge this issue.  

 

➢ Provide Cultural Awareness & Anti-Racism Training: Participants often spoke of the 

importance of that ‘first-person’, the first point of contact in a college/HEI, and who was 

literally the bridge back into education. There is an ongoing need for Cultural Awareness 

and Anti-Racism Training in HEIs to better prepare staff in universities to deal respectfully 

and mindfully with refugees and international protection applicants. Specifically, and based 

on this needs analysis. 

 

Primarily, we want the testimonies from the participants in this analysis, regarding the 

pain, trauma and frustrations visited on them as a direct result of the Direct Provision 

system, to help support recommendations and solutions regarding how best to support 

people rebuild their lives through education. 
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PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES AND CULTURAL 

AWARENESS TRAINING RESOURCES 

 

 

The people who participated in this research have documented how stigmatisation has been 

exacerbated through a system of ‘othering’ and policy directives deliberately directed 

towards exclusion. 

 

 

 

“Just because I was born over there,  

someone else was born over here,  

I happen to look different…  

this informs the society in a certain way, 

 and they tend to develop certain ideas.  

That there should be segregation,  

certain people should have certain access to 

certain things, and then therefore, that informs 

policy in the making and that informs law in the 

making”  

– Focus group participant 
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➢ Deconstructed’ - Public Engagement Video with Felispeaks and Mufutau 

Yusuf  

To help communicate the research in an alternative form to an academic report, the poetic 

and performance expertise of Felicia Olusanya, aka Felispeaks, a Nigerian-Irish poet, 

performer, and playwright from Co. Longford, was enlisted. Felicia worked with three 

transcript poems compiled by Dr. Sarah Meaney Sartori from focus group discussions, that 

spoke to some of the key, frequent research themes: Delayed Futures, Deconstructed, 

and That 19 Euro? Felicia’s artistic response to these transcript poems was recorded in 

April 2021. Two of the spoken word performances were made into videos that work well 

for public engagement but also feature as part of cultural awareness training materials. In 

this context, the term public engagement is used to describe the many ways in which 

research can be shared with the public for mutual benefit. 

 

‘Deconstructed’ is a 3-minute public engagement video that was produced by College 

Connect to accompany this research. For ‘Deconstructed’ Dr. Sarah Sartori, an arts-based 

researcher based in Maynooth University, worked with dance choreographer Catherine 

Young, Felicia Olusanya, and Nigeria-born dancer Mufutau Yusuf, who together created 

an embodied response to the poem, in collaboration with cinematographers Davide Bellotti 

and Keith Walsh of Two Pair Films.   

 

 Watch ‘Deconstructed’ 
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=63U0rCaoDyU
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➢ Angela’s Ashes through a Syrian Refugees Eyes by Kinda Nassli 

In response to the research-finding regarding the lack of cultural awareness in relation to 

refugees, College Connect worked with Peer-researcher Kinda Nassli to develop her idea 

exploring Irish and Syrian cultural similarity through the literary works of Irish author Frank 

McCourt and Syrian poet Nizar Qabbani.  

 

In ‘Angela’s Ashes through a Syrian Refugees Eyes’, which was created by Kinda Nassli 

in collaboration with College Connect and supported by Maynooth University, UoS, Irish 

Refugee Council and Maynooth Access Office, Kinda describes how she discovered the 

work of Frank McCourt upon moving to Ireland, finding elements of his narrative that 

resonated strongly with her own journey, as well as Qabbani’s life and writings. 

 

Watch Angela’s Ashes through a Syrian Refugees Eyes  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n2AWILWVmD0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n2AWILWVmD0
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➢ The ‘We are here, HEAR Project’ - Touring Outdoor Exhibition, Website 

Photovoice exhibitions have been used all over the world with the intention to foster social 

change. The ‘We are here, HEAR Project’, one of 20 successful projects out of 279 to be 

funded by the Public Service Innovation Fund 2021, stemmed from this research with the 

intention of engaging the public around the barriers to higher education, as experienced 

by refugees and international protection applicants. 

 

The ’We are here, HEAR project’ was created by Dr. Sarah Sartori and is a collaboration 

between MU, DCU, College Connect, the Irish Refugee Council and Dublin Castle. The 

project launched in October of this year with an outdoor exhibition in the grounds of 

Maynooth University.  

 

Specifically, the project aims to do the following: 

o Promote increased awareness of barriers to higher education experienced by refugees 

o Engender a greater sense of ownership of civic space for refugees 

o Inform of the experiences of the refugee community about higher education access 

o Make visible experiences and voices of a community who are ‘hidden’ 

o Represent the diversity of the community by occupying public and virtual space 

o Take research outside the academy and into the public forum 

 
Visit www.wearehereHEAR.ie to view the exhibition online 

http://www.weareherehear.ie/
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Explainers 

 

 
Participatory Action Research (PAR) involves research partners, researchers, and 

participants, collaboratively leading and developing a project at all stages of the research, 

reflection, and action. The principle of PAR is that stakeholders are invited into participative 

and democratic relationships in which they are encouraged to engage in genuine collaborative 

leadership, in any work on access initiatives or strategies relevant to their lived experience. In 

a nutshell it means putting participants front and centre and directly involving them in the 

research process that yields results. 

 

Peer-to-peer research was employed as a methodology to better enable democratic 

engagement. A total of 10 peer-researchers were recruited who participated in the research 

process, two of whom were recruited as principal-peer-researchers. All 10 were either people 

who had been granted protection status, leave to remain, or who were at some stage in the 

international protection process. All also have some form of higher education experience.  

A peer-to-peer-research approach was used, to generate authentic insights as well as to have 

a better understanding of the barriers at play for this cohort in terms of progression to HE. The 

process was developed with a focus on participation and empowerment, and in recognition 

that peers are experts within their field of experience. The ‘insider’ knowledge and position of 

the peer-researchers, and the way they can frame research questions and interpret 

responses, we believe has the potential to facilitate a deeper understanding of the support 

needs of this group; and to minimise power imbalances in the research process. 

 

Photovoice methodology is a participatory feminist methodology that was initially applied to 

balance power dynamics between the researcher and the researched. There is consensus 

that Photovoice provides a unique opportunity for participants to engage actively with their 

own narratives and take ownership of their own stories, as well as helping to capture the 

nuances and explore the multiple layers of the complexities of their experiences. Participants 

were asked to bring photographs that represented the barriers or hurdles they experienced in 

accessing higher education. The sharing that resulted from using the photographs to elicit 

conversation was more emotive and descriptive. Through photographs taken and selected by 

participants, they could reflect upon and explore the reasons, emotions and experiences that 

have led to their chosen images. 

 

Transcript poetry is a process of turning research interviews into poetry or monologues is a 

form of research analysis. It goes by many names including poetic transcription, research 

poetry or transcript poetry. Important in all of this is of course the written and oral tradition of 

poetry, and how this lends itself to the research dissemination process. Poetry can be read, 

performed, responded to, and presented in diverse settings to different audiences, bringing 

social theoretic understandings ‘live’ to bars, theatres, research conventions and media, and 

more recently of course online onto webinars and Twitter and other social media platforms. 
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Irish Asylum System Overview  

 

At the time of report writing, the available data for Ireland showed that: 

▪ dIn 2018 there were 6,041 refugees and 7,196 international protection applicants. 

By the end of 2020, there were over 5000 pending protection applications lodged 

in Ireland.  

▪ The refugee and international protection community in Ireland is a heterogenous 

community with members from over 50 different countries of the world with 

varying levels of education and skills sets. 

▪ As of September 2020, there were 44 Direct Provision Centres nationwide, with 

a further 36 emergency accommodation locations such as hotels and guest 

houses, housing approximately 7,400 adults and children. 

▪ Up until August of 2020 people in the protection system were required to pay the 

international fees charged to non-EU citizens. Criteria have been relaxed since 

then, which means that those who are in the protection system (excluding those 

with a deportation order) for a combined period of three years will in the future 

have access rights to further and higher education if they meet the qualifying 

criteria. However, this still poses a problem for those in international protection 

who are less than three years in Ireland, thus keeping access to third level 

beyond the reach of many. 

▪ Prior to 2015 in Ireland, some refugees and people in the protection process 

could access higher education in Ireland if they paid international fees (anywhere 

from €9,900 up to €34,000 a year). While refugees who have lived in Ireland for 

three years are eligible for free fees and SUSI supports, people in the asylum 

process are subject to non-EU fees in most institutions, regardless of length of 

time spent in Ireland, and are not eligible for SUSI support. In September 2015, 

the Student Support Scheme. To be eligible, students needed to meet certain 

requirements including being in the Irish school system for five consecutive 

years. The criteria were so restrictive that only six students were able to avail of 

the support grant in the first four years of its existence. In 2019 the scheme was 

amended. The eligibility criteria were eased to three years in the Irish school 

system. While this was a welcome development, it meant that mature students 

who had not attended second level education in Ireland were caught out by the 

policy and therefore still subjected to international fees. In 2020, the scheme was 

revised yet again, this time to allow access to all refugees and people seeking 

asylum who had been resident in the state for three years or more and who were 

not subject to a deportation order. 
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Sample of Poetry Transcript  

 

Note, can only be reproduced with permission, and all references must include the 

following credit: Poem by Felicia Olusanya AKA Felispeaks, in response to transcript 

interviews from a College Connect and Irish Refugee Council Community Needs Analysis with 

refugees and people in the asylum process about higher education access. For reproduction 

requests contact sarah.sartori@mu.ie. 

 

 

Delayed futures 
 

‘Learn English’ 

Learn how we roll out our sentences, how we twist our lips over half 

complete sounds we picked up from the supermarket, the shops, the shops, 

the shops. 

‘learn about the culture’ 

Learn how they happen here, how the seasons come around the calendar 

differently to where you came from, what time the leaves fall and return, 

how they don’t remind you of anything you know. 

‘’you don't have anybody to call and say, ‘Hey, I am lost’ 

‘learn the way’ 

Learn the way about, Dju know like, learn about how the streets move, 

what the crawls of an afternoon bustle can feel like, how the roads lead, 

how the people have all found your eyes in an ocean of froth white faces. 

‘it's up to us to turn the wheels 

to say okay, don't, don't get discouraged’ 

‘learn how to get the bus’ 

Learn this yellow bus and the numbers that apply to you, learn that it will 

take you to whatever home you find here, that you build here, that you 

crave here. 

‘learn how to take the ticket of the train’ 

Learn that you must have your papers everywhere you go. the little ones, 

the receipts, the licences, the permissions. learn them. 

‘If I don’t make it, I know my boys are the next generation 

They will make it’ 

They will learn it from me. 

‘What kind of paper will limit that dream?’ 

None. 

mailto:sarah.meaney@mu.ie
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