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INTRODUCTION 
 

Following the arrival of over a million new refugees 
and migrants in Europe in 2015, the European Union 
and individual member states attempted to increase 
opportunities  for migrants  and refugees to access 
university.  Several strategies formed part of this 
overall policy.  The EU promoted mechanisms to 
assess and recognise migrants’ and refugees’ 
qualifications; states and individual universities set 
up scholarship programs and language courses. 
While these measures aimed to address some of the 
difficulties that refugees faced in accessing higher 
education, they typically do not deal with the 
underlying political and social issues  influencing 
how refugees are perceived and governed in Europe. 
That is to say, these new - and often innovative - 
measures stem from and reiterate the European 
integration infrastructure that sees refugees as 
cultural others.   

 

The starting point of this paper is that attempts to 
increase access to university for refugees are framed 
by the existing European integration infrastructure. 
This promotes a way of integrating refugees 
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premised on their cultural and political otherness.  In 
order to demonstrate this, I look at the contours of a 
‘myth of Europe’.  This myth is an idea of the superior 
value of ways of thinking and living  that are 
understood to be ‘European’, and of the social and 
political organisation that enable these.  This myth is 
deployed to denigrate other ways of thinking, living 
and organising and resonates with Edward Said’s 
account of orientalism and its capacity to imagine 
‘Europe’ as a coherent entity always in a relation of 
superiority across any particular relationship with 
‘others’.  There are many aspects to this othering, but 
it is particularly important to note that the imagined 
superiority of Europe is amenable to casting ‘others’ 
as problems to be solved by the application of 
European norms or ideas thus ameliorating the 
disruption that others can cause and furthering the 
imagined coherence of ‘Europe’ (Said, 1978).   

 

The problematisation of others as deviant presumes 
also that such problems can be fixed or contained. 
Michel Foucault’s concept of ‘governmentality’ is 
useful here (Foucault, 2007).  It refers to how things 
- people, resources - are acted upon (by the state or 
government authority and by themselves) so that 
their conduct is amenable to the ethos and interests 
of state or government power.  In other words, so 
that they may be governed.  This involves a 
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reduction of complexity, often marked by subjects 
learning how to understand themselves in particular 
ways and not others.  Good subjects are those that 
filter out aspects of their ways of thinking and living 
that may be disruptive to the interests of good 
government (Foucault, 2003). 

 

I will argue that refugees are subject to 
‘governmentalisation’ and that this is a key aspect of 
the European integration infrastructure.  By this I 
mean that the complexity of ‘refugeeness’ is reduced 
to a series of intervenable problems centred around 
the question of how they may be integrated into 
existing systems of work and education as well as 
societal organisation at large. Insofar as access to 
education is concerned, refugees are 
‘governmentalised’ as students, producing then an 
intervenable problem or situation, centred around 
the following question: how might refugees’ 
qualifications and existing education be made 
understandable to European higher education 
systems and how may gaps in knowledge that 
impede access be addressed?   

 

This problematisation manages potentially disruptive 
social forces.  Governmental framing facilitates 
viewing refugees, like other subjects of the state, in 
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terms of the problems that they pose to government; 
governmentalised subjects are reduced to how the 
state or other authority perceives them.  Foucault 
notes that this means that the historical depth and 
character of people and groups become reduced to 
questions of systemic organisation and rule.  While it 
may be the case that all people are subjectified in 
governmental processes, the important point is that 
those who also experience forms of cultural othering 
are subject to a specific type of intervention centred 
on the idea of how to manage them as problems to 
community - of the state or of Europe.  Yildiz and De 
Genova have argued that the cultural ‘othering’ of 
Roma in Europe is similar to that experienced by 
migrants and refugees (Yildiz and De Genova, 2017). 
Both groups are denigrated in orientalist terms - as 
lacking before an imagined coherent Europe, 
representing disorder or deviance. 

 

Against this framing of refugees as a particular type 
of problem, I argue that refugees may be understood 
as a group whose social and economic 
marginalisation shares similar features to the 
marginalisation of other communities in Europe.  This 
is sometimes along the lines of class, and other times 
along the lines of religion or ethnicity (Yildiz and De 
Genova, 2017).  Focusing on the common 
marginalisations (Rajaram, 2015) of refugees and 
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others offers an opportunity to rethink how higher 
education access for refugees may be framed. 
Rather than a governmental means to ensure that 
refugees ‘fit’, the issue may be re-situated to 
something like this:  how would the entry into 
university of marginalised groups (including people 
problematised as ‘refugees’ requiring integration) 
aware of the historical conditionality of their 
marginalisation help us rethink the relationship of 
universities to education and the role of the 
university in the public sphere? 

 

Henry Giroux has argued that the 'fundamentally 
political nature' of university teaching has been 
downplayed in western states over time (Giroux, 
2003: 6).  The university he argues can become at 
times an adjunct to the market, providing education 
that is in service to existing employment 
opportunities thus reproducing inequalities.  The 
reproduction of social and economic inequalities 
serves the interests of an elite and enables their 
control over state infrastructure while also then 
continuing the relative marginalisation and inequality 
of different groups defined in racial/ethnic or class 
terms.  Giroux argues that it is important to consider 
the role that pedagogy and curricula have in 
furthering or impeding social change.  Thinking about 
refugees as a marginalised group, and not an 
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externalised appellant to the state as the 
governmental narrative would have it, might allow us 
to think the fuller import of critical pedagogic and 
inclusive practices at universities and how these may 
foster broader social inclusion. 

 

The paper proceeds as follows.  I begin with a brief 
account of what I call the ‘myth of Europe’ - i.e. a 
certain idea about the inherent value of 
Europeanness that normalises the idea that refugees 
are distinct European problems meriting solutions 
that protect Europe and European administrative and 
governing systems from potential disruption.  I then 
go on to sketch key features of refugee integration 
processes in Europe before exploring two projects 
designed to incorporate refugees into higher 
education:  the European Qualifications Passport 
(EQP), and Central European University’s Open 
Learning Initiative (OLIve) program.  The EQP is an 
ambitious attempt to codify the education 
qualifications that refugees hold.  It aims to create a 
standardised template that would allow refugee 
qualifications to be recognised by any national 
education authority or university.  The EQP draws on 
the 1997 Convention on the Recognition of 
Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the 
European Region (generally known as the (Lisbon 
Recognition Convention) and provides a 

11 
 



 
 

standardised means of assessing the equivalency of 
qualifications to European ones.  OLIve runs 
programs to assist refugees to enter into higher 
education using funding received from EU.    Both 
these projects are innovative, and both seek to 
question in different ways the hierarchies of higher 
education but both also encounter key limitations in 
doing so.  I will end by arguing for policies based on 
thinking with Paolo Freire (1970/2005) about how 
universities reproduce inequalities. 

 

 

Myths Of Europe 
 

In trying to understand and evaluate strategies to 
ensure refugee access to higher education, it is 
important to re-situate the issue to think about how 
the problematisation of refugees as people requiring 
forms of integration are related ideas of Europe and 
‘Europeanness’ and to how ideas of national 
community are boundaried. The main idea to be 
explored here is the framing of refugees as cultural 
others, enabling the particular forms of 
governmental responses that they are subject to.   
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In 2015, around one million people tried to enter the 
European Union crossing the Mediterranean or by 
land across Turkey.  Narratives of crisis abounded, 
particularly in consideration of the 'deaths at the 
Mediterranean border (Bojadzijevic and Mezzadra, 
2015).  The crisis was soon enough exploited by a 
number of populist politicians across Europe - perils 
faced by people on the move were made secondary 
by to the perceived threat to Europe’s borders, 
community or culture (Rajaram, 2015).  The 
Mediterranean has been subject to exclusionary 
bordering practices by the EU since the 1990s with 
the intent of restricting the mobility of migrants from 
the global south. If crossings have become 
dangerous, it is not because of the undisciplined 
mobilities of migrants but the European Union’s 
bordering practices. At the same time as these 
bordering and immobilising practices, the Schengen 
space of free mobility was being created. The 
Schengen agreement is central the Europeanization 
of migration policies, the crafting of a space of 
mobility for citizens required a common approach to 
border management and to asylum and refugee 
policy (Hess, 2010). 

 

Scholars of European integration have argued that 
the Europeanization process of Schengen and other 
agreements such as the Treaty of Amsterdam may 
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also be understood as a culturalisation process, 
outlining a particular idea of Europeanness (Delanty, 
2008).  The myth of a common space of EU 
citizenship - heightened by symbols harking to those 
used by nation states, including a flag, a hymn and a 
motto - fosters Europeanness.  The Europeanization 
process points to the emergence and production of 
cultural boundaries of Europeanness.  Its others were 
racialised and categorised as culturally distinct.  This 
included EU citizens (an example of this is the 
exclusion and expulsion of Roma EU citizens in Italy 
and France).  Haynes (Haynes, 1999; Cantat, 2016b) 
argues Europe is organised and reproduced through 
cultural exclusions.  In this context, European 
integration policies reflects the sometimes 
contradictory need to ensure the entry of individuals 
into European labour markets, while also insisting 
that refugees are able to adequately demonstrate 
their cultural adaptation. 

 

Not having a historically, spatially or culturally 
merited place in Europe, refugees and asylum 
seekers may be framed as a problem whose solution 
invokes norms and practices that both strengthen 
the myth of Europe and enable their ‘integration’ into 
job markets and cultures.  A similar framing is 
undertaken to address and manage the mobility of 
European Roma (Yilgiz and De Genova, 2017).  A 
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mode of power that enables the restriction of the 
field of actions of others - in this case people called 
refugees - is deployed (Wolf, 1990).  This is 
governmentality, an over-determining constriction of 
the meaning of subjects such that they become 
understandable and meaningful only within the 
categories given by authority.  The instrumental 
categorisation of ‘refugees’ strengthens the myths of 
Europe by concealing the political struggles inherent 
in migrant mobility and simplifying complex and 
interconnected histories and politics through 
categorisations like ‘refugee’. 

 

Against this ahistoricising categorisation, we may 
note that Europe’s internal others are connected to 
migrants, both commonly marginalised because of 
European cultural and capitalist practices that 
entrenches particular class privileges and conceals 
them in a myth of Europe.  The basis of the Freirean 
education policy that I will propose in the last section 
of this chapter asks what education ‘integration’ may 
look like if we begin from the perspective that 
political and cultural systems - including education - 
reflect and foster the hierarchies and inequalities that 
lead to these forms of common marginalisation.   
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The European Union’s Integration 
Infrastructure 
 

Until the late 1990s, there was a marked difference in 
approaches to migrant integration in different 
European states.  A rights based approach 
dominated in a minority of states (Sweden and the 
Netherlands for example) where policies were 
designed on the basis of fostering multiculturalism. 
In the UK, the focus was similarly on diversity and 
equality of opportunity realised chiefly through the 
welfare regime.  France focused on acculturation and 
Germany tended to ignore the presence of 
non-German migrants.  These differences point to 
different ways in which citizenship, nationhood and 
the state were interrelated, with those states with 
looser connections between nationality and 
citizenship being more amenable to a rights-based 
and diversity-focused approach to migrants tests 
(Penninx and Garces-Mascarenas, 2016). 

 

 The arrival to western Europe of high numbers of 
non-European and eastern European migrants, 
including asylum seekers, in the 1990s and 2000s 
led to a seachange.  Integration came to mean 
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cultural adaptation, refugees and asylum seekers 
were differentiated from migrants on work permits: 
they had to be naturalised and had an obligation to 
prove their understanding and acceptance of what 
were taken to be national or Europe cultural norms. 
Amidst a flurry of attempts to define European 
values - tolerance, liberalism, secularism - migrants 
were subject to pre-integration tests.  The wider 
impact was the stigmatisation of migrants as 
culturally foreign, the others to an imagined 
European way of life (Guild et al 2009; Fekete, 2001). 
Otherness came to characterise migrants in general, 
particular those who could be racialised.  In some 
states, ‘migrant’ came to be a pejorative or 
stigmatising label attached to racial, ethnic or 
religious minorities, regardless of their ‘migrantness’. 
In other states like Hungary, the othering of migrants 
has resemblances to the cultural othering of 
native-born Roma.  Cultural othering discourses and 
politics refined with regards to Roma came to be 
applied to racialised migrants, before being 
re-implemented on Roma communities (Cantat and 
Rajaram, 2018). 

 

As I have noted, the EU integration infrastructure is 
not unitary.  It does at least three things: it makes 
expert knowledge to disseminate to integration 
practitioners; cultivates symbolic meanings about 
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migration, integration and Europe; and funds 
integration practices at national and sub-national 
scales (Geddes and Scholten, 2015). This integration 
infrastructure may be viewed as an assemblage, in 
the sense that Clarke (2015) understands the term. 
Clarke argues that the term assemblage may be used 
to talk about an object of analysis - in this case what 
I’ve called the EU integration infrastructure - that is 
not 'coherent, unitary or integrated but may be 
performed or enacted as though it were.' (Clarke, 
2012: 97).  To refer to the EU integration 
infrastructure as an assemblage, is to point to the 
processes and relations that come into play and the 
ideologies on which they depend when integration 
knowledge and practice is cultivated.  These 
processes and relations are not reducible to a single 
coherent logic though they may be deployed in ways 
that perform the coherence of that logic - in this case 
the myth of Europe.  To understand the EU 
integration infrastructure as assemblage is to point to 
the myths and ideas of Europe and to show that this 
myth takes place in the assemblage of the integration 
infrastructure.  

 

Studying the EU integration infrastructure is thus to 
explore one assemblage where the ideology of 
Europeanism plays out.  The point of the study then 
is not to study integration knowledge, practices or 
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policy as specific forms of government, but to focus 
on how integration knowledge and practice 
operationalises the ideology of the myth of Europe.  

 

 

European Refugee Qualifications 
Recognition Framework 
 

The existing framework for recognising qualifications 
of refugees in Europe comes from non-mandatory 
clauses in the 1997 Lisbon Recognition Convention. 
The convention states that all signatory countries, 
which include all EU member states, should draw up 
mechanisms to recognise the qualifications of people 
with refugee status, including those with missing 
documentation.  Aside from these generalities, 
Europe has seen moves to establish a Europe wide 
recognitions framework, the most visible being the 
European Qualifications Passport, a project led by 
NOKUT (the Norwegian Agency for Quality 
Assurance in Education), whose head of foreign 
education outlined the reasons for the EQP 'basically 
no country had made efforts to meet [the] 
obligations given in the convention which was signed 
20 years ago'.  The EQP aims to upscale Norwegian 
practices on recognising and valourising the 
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qualification of refugees and other migrants by 
creating a standardised means of assessing refugee 
qualifications that would be recognised by higher 
education authorities in Europe.  The EQP began as a 
pilot project in Greece where of 92 individuals 
assessed, 73 received a qualifications passport.  The 
project will expand in 2018 to 2020 to five different 
areas.  From 2016-2018, a NOKUT-led project 
received funding from the European Commission’s 
Erasmus+ funding program to extend the 
methodology of the EQP to other countries - 
Armenia, Germany, France and Canada are joining 
the second phase of the project.  In addition to the 
specific EQP project the European Network of 
Information Centres in the European Region (ENIC) 
and the National Academic Recognition Information 
Centres in the European Union (NARIC) recommends 
its national agencies, and universities, adopt a 
flexible and dialogic method to assessing refugee 
qualifications, particularly in cases when 
documentation is missing (ENIC-NARIC, n.d.). 
ENIC-NARIC leaves provisions for academic 
assessment of knowledge as well, allowing for 
non-administrative assessment of qualifications 
where there are gaps in documentation. 

  

These initiatives are ways of framing existing data - 
refugees’ qualifications - so that they may become 
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meaningful to Europe and, specifically, to European 
higher education.  Recognition of the qualifications 
outlined by EQP or by ENIC-NARIC is voluntary.  The 
documentation listing qualifications may be 
hampered in their utility where there is a lack of 
political will but there has been significant interest as 
well as innovative methods for figuring out how to 
deal with qualifications recognition where there are 
none.  In a number of European countries however, 
there is a distinct lack of political will to implement 
aspects of the 1997 Lisbon Convention.  The 
Hungarian education recognition system is daunting, 
involving nostrification and dealing with bureaucracy 
in a difficult language.  The UNHCR notes that in the 
Czech Republic and Bulgaria, like in Hungary, 
degrees are only recognised after a very arduous 
process which discourages many refugees who lack 
the time, language skills and social capital to engage 
in this , or they are under-recognised (i.e. considered 
the equivalent of a high school degree) (UNHCR, 
2013).  All these countries are signatories of the 1997 
Lisbon Convention.   

 

Over-emphasis on documentation of education - 
through qualifications or other written evidence - 
can lead to the actual levels of learning and 
knowledge of refugees being disregarded even in the 
most liberal education systems.  Evidence of this is 
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not widely documented, but the OLIve project - 
which I will discuss below and which I direct- has 
encountered refugee students (from Palestine and 
Syria) whose learning and knowledge levels are not 
recognised by Norwegian and Swedish education 
systems because of lack of documentation.  Two 
Palestinian applicants to OLIve’s university 
preparatory program who have completed most of 
their Bachelors degree lacked documentation of key 
high school exams and were asked to return to high 
school rather than given opportunity to complete 
their BA degrees.  This was despite the fact that both 
students were fellows at a university in Sweden.  A 
refugee in Norway from Syria was told she had to go 
back to high school as her high school certificate was 
not recognised, despite the fact that she was 
attending university in Syria at the time of her flight. 
These examples point to a need for systems that can 
put the academic assessment of the learning and 
knowledge-levels at the forefront.  As I will describe 
later, OLIve has written a policy in place at CEU that 
enables students in such situations (i.e. those who 
have entered university but not completed for 
reasons of flight) to be assessed by academics who 
are able to measure, through exams or oral 
interviews, the level of learning of such students, and 
then to prescribe short term courses (in OLive it is 
about 10 months) to address gaps in disciplinary 
knowledge (CEU, 2017).  Successful completion of 
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this individually tailored program, makes them them 
eligible to apply to Masters programs (but only in 
CEU and only in the discipline in which they have 
been assessed and had a study program designed to 
fill gaps).   

 

The EQP does not directly address situations where 
refugees have informal learning or have entered into 
but not completed university studies.  The focus is on 
recognising existing qualifications, which means 
effectively providing a basis for understanding how 
refugees and their qualifications relate to the status 
quo.  Gaps in qualifications may be identified and an 
appropriate place in the education hierarchy may be 
found.  The focus is on the presentation of key data 
to allow refugees to be recognisable and potentially 
valuable in relation to the cognitive and valuation 
frames of European higher education.  As I will argue, 
a more dialogic academic assessment of existing 
learning and gaps in disciplinary knowledge may be 
a viable alternative to systems of recognition that 
focus on qualifications only. 

 

Critical pedagogy studies notes that education 
systems may be seen as a mode of subjectification - 
a means of bringing people into a regime of power. 
The EQP and ENIC-NARIC are not to be criticised for 
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this - their work has the potential to do more than 
most in providing people with the opportunities that 
recognition within a system can bring.  Power gives 
agency and opportunity as much as it may also 
contribute to the maintenance of hierarchies.   

 

The EQP and ENIC-NARIC projects (and OLIve as I 
will show later) should be understood in a wider 
legal, political and social framework.  Insofar as 
refugees and their integration goes, the focus 
remains on how to bring groups into an existing 
system - of qualifications leading to study and then 
to work.  This involves governmentality - here 
processes of knowledge gathering so that people are 
first known as refugees, and subject to specific 
techniques of control and pastoral care to guide their 
integration into host societies.  Being so framed 
through administrative and legal means, a certain set 
of problems appear and others do not.  The problem 
with integration is how the set of national and 
European administrative regulations that govern 
work and education may apply to others who have a 
different type of training and different qualifications. 
The problems become how to approximate 
qualifications to the European norms, how to identify 
gaps and how to close these gaps.   
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The broader problem though is that states and other 
authorities see and define people in a specific way in 
relation to their histories, politics and techniques of 
government.  Thus refugees are seen as refugees, 
legally administered people with the key problem 
being how to get them integrated.  Things change if 
we see refugees also as a marginalised group, whose 
marginalisation in cultural, societal and economic 
terms bear resemblances to the marginalisation of 
other groups, such as Roma as I have indicated 
above.  The end of the article focuses on what does 
it mean to think education for marginalised groups 
and what happens to conceptions of knowledge and 
learning when we re-situate the argument moving 
away from the governmental and integration focused 
problematisation of refugees. 

 

 

CEU Open Learning Initiative 
 

The Central European University’s Open Learning 
Initiative (OLIve) is a project devised and led by staff 
and faculty at the university in Budapest in 
cooperation with local migrant rights organisations. 
Since early 2016 OLIve has run projects to prepare 
students for university by developing academic 
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language, academic knowledge and related 
academic skills.  OLIve has received funding from the 
European Commission’s Erasmus+ and Horizon2020 
(Science4Refugees) grants.   

 

OLIve is a project established from the grassroots - 
in this case individuals working in universities and in 
migrant rights organisations.   Intended to fill a gap in 
the social provisioning for people with refugee status 
in Hungary, OLIve’s projects focus on refining rather 
than transforming the educational space for students 
in the normalised social field of higher education, 
meaning that OLIve tends to identify and close gaps 
that prevent marginalised individuals from entering 
university rather than seeking to transform curricula. 
Students are prepared to enter into existing degree 
programs in higher education in Europe.  OLIve 
reproduces disciplines but has had reasonable 
success in getting students into universities, with 
some 65% of eligible applicants doing so. 

 

Like the EQP, OLIve seeks to make students valuable 
before European university systems - meaning 
eligible to enrol in university programs - and also like 
EQP there are a number of external factors that limit 
OLIve’s projects.  The limited mobility allowed 
people with refugee status means that students are 
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often only eligible for higher education support and 
scholarships in their countries of residence. This 
limits the opportunities for OLIve graduates, 
specifically those who may wish to continue their 
education at CEU (though the university has thus far 
offered full scholarships to OLIve graduates who get 
accepted on merit to their MA programs, but this is 
not an institutionalised strategy).  Most of OLIve’s 
students have refugee status in Hungary, a country 
with no support for entry to university for people 
with refugee status, and no official 
government-sponsored language-learning classes, 
much less assistance in navigating the difficulties of 
applying to university.  OLIve has also recently run 
afoul of the Hungarian government’s punitive actions 
against groups that support the integration of 
refugees and asylum seekers, leading to a 
suspension by the university of the program in 
August 2018 under the threat that a 25% tax on the 
university’s budget would be imposed (HHC, 2018). 

 

In the autumn on 2018, CEU suspended OLIve.  Staff 
were placed on paid furlough for two months as the 
university sought to ensure that authorities could not 
identify the program was not running (CEU, 2018). 
The suspension sparked a social media debate, with 
a number of online users feeling that the university 
had pre-empted the authorities by suspending the 
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program before actually having any indication that 
OLIve’s programs would subject it to taxation. 
OLIve’s suspension occurred in the middle of a long 
drawn-out process where CEU was subject to legal 
attacks by the Hungarian government (culminating in 
a decision to move the university in stages to 
Vienna).  OLIve has been indirectly mentioned by 
Hungarian authorities or government-backed media 
during these legal attacks but it is debatable if the 
law was specifically intended to address OLIve.  As 
Head of the program, I spoke regularly with 
migration and refugee lawyers (whose business was 
to know the law inside out) and they doubted if CEU 
was actually liable under the terms of the law.  But 
this is because the law is vaguely written, perhaps on 
purpose.  My conversation with lawyers consistently 
pointed out that the law was written vaguely in order 
to create a climate of fear, thus impeding migration 
and refugee activism and support. 

 

Six refugee students who had been accepted to the 
OLIve university preparatory program had to be told 
in August that the program would not run as 
scheduled in September, a huge blow to already 
vulnerable individuals who had to make significant 
preparations to attend university and were counting 
on scholarships.  In 2019, the university decided that 
OLIve’s education programs could not be run within 
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the university.  To remedy these, the university (at 
the time of writing on 31 January 2019) is establishing 
a nonprofit limited liability company within which 
OLIve WP will run.  The OLIve team meanwhile, 
working under conditions of insecurity and great 
emotional and other burdens following a long period 
of suspension, is planning to move the core of its 
programs to Vienna with teaching planned to begin 
September 2019.  Whether this will happen or not 
remains a question.  Moving two EU grants and an 
entire non-degree program to a new university (CEU 
Vienna) still undergoing accreditation involves a 
series of bureaucratic acrobatics and has a significant 
impact on the unit’s budget.  At the time of writing, it 
is unclear if OLIve wil be able to continue in CEU 
Vienna from September 2019. 

 

OLIve is a grassroots initiative in the sense that it is 
not university led. The initiative was started by a 
group of staff, faculty and students and was only 
institutionalised in the university at a later date. 
While core staff - who are mainly volunteers - 
remain CEU faculty and staff, teachers include 
faculty and students from other Hungarian 
universities.  OLIve is enabled by the European 
integration infrastructure which has as one of its core 
principles the political empowerment of citizens. 
Such empowerment may enable the transformation 
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of the EU integration infrastructure perhaps stepping 
out of the governmentality framework outlined 
above.  OLIve has established a policy intended to 
assist the recognition of qualifications of people with 
refugee status, building on ENIC-NARIC 
recommendations with the important qualification 
that the policy only applies to the CEU.  The policy 
allows for people with incomplete degrees to enter 
into Masters education upon successful completion 
of an academic preparatory program designed in 
consultation with the university degree program to 
address gaps in disciplinary knowledge (CEU, 2017). 
This is different from other similar policies in that it 
does not seek to re-start education but to build on 
existing learning without students having to show a 
terminal qualification.  A student who has completed 
all except one or two terms of work towards a 
degree need not restart that degree from the 
beginning.  The gaps in learning are addressed in 
OLIve’s preparatory program, where specific 
subjects required for entry to Masters student are 
focused on.  Because this is an internal CEU policy, 
students are eligible only for entry to CEU Masters. 
The policy was reviewed and permitted by CEU’s 
American accreditors and is a significant step 
towards assessing refugee learning academically and 
moving away from bureaucratic assessment of 
qualifications gained and their relative value before 
European qualifications.  While still restricted to 
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people with refugee status, and still only in place at 
CEU, OLIve hopes to disseminate this policy amongst 
its network as an example of an innovative means of 
addressing the qualifications gaps that refugees may 
have and that at least implicitly questions the 
governmental framing of the integration process.   

 

Within the remit of what I have suggested is a 
governmental framework that seeks to bring people 
into a specific field of power as argued earlier, there 
is the possibility of contest.  The ENIC-NARIC, EQP 
and OLIve projects further the possibility of people 
with refugee status entering university and does 
open up a space for politicised action by and on 
behalf of people with refugee status.  All three 
projects are confined by the overarching 
governmental focus and its techniques of control and 
consequent placement of refugees along a spectrum 
of proximity to a European norm.  However, it is 
important when studying governmental power not to 
confuse the capacity of power to 'structure the 
possible field of actions for others' (Foucault, 1984: 
428; Wolf, 1990) with the restriction of the agent’s 
capacity to use the structure in creative, 
transformative or subversive ways.  There have been 
moments evident in each of the projects examined 
here where individuals have used the opportunities 
afforded by a large and potentially self-contradictory 
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ideology of Europe to foster change.  These different 
projects are however fragmented and not 
necessarily unifiable - their ethos is different, some 
projects may be supportive of the integration 
infrastructure while others may take note of the 
hierarchies and problematic normalisations that 
occur.   

 

The projects looked at here have enabled people 
with refugee status to access university in a more 
straightforward way.  They are constrained by 
European and national infrastructure and politics 
which may restrict refugee students’ right to mobility 
and recognition of qualifications because of a lack of 
political will to do so.  At the same time, significant 
interventions have been made and these are worth 
preserving and strengthening.  The EQP is developing 
an innovative qualifications recognition process that 
is being extended to wider geographies.  Backed by 
the Council of Europe, the EQP project does have 
far-reaching potential and could be a widely 
accepted way of assessing how refugee 
qualifications compare to European ones.  This may 
lead to the establishment of other programs, 
preparatory programs like OLIve’s that can be used 
to fill knowledge gaps identified by the EQP.  
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Indeed a key aim of OLIve’s next project (also funded 
by Erasmus+ from 2019 through to 2020) is to 
develop a network of universities that can work 
together in creating mechanisms to assist refugees 
enter into university.  OLIve also seeks to take this 
further, through its policy (CEU, 2017) ultimately 
allowing refugees who have had to flee before 
completing a Bachelor's degree to apply to Masters 
programs following successful completion of a 
rigorous academic program designed to address 
gaps in disciplinary knowledge.  One aim of OLIve’s 
next project is then to advocate for similar policies to 
be in place in other universities and other national 
education authorities.  A significant issue is that this 
type of program, focusing on individually-tailored 
courses and small group study, is teacher-intensive 
and the cost per student is high.  OLIve has been 
able to convince EU bodies to fund its programs 
from 2016 through to 2020, but in order for the 
system to be sustained or to be widely disseminated 
in other universities, government investment will be 
required. 

 

The governmentalisation of  refugees as students 
creates a space of formal equality, where refugees 
like other university colleagues are seen as students 
first and foremost.  This has a number of advantages, 
including the fact that refugees may not be singled 
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out for whatever reason.  However, people with 
refugee status do not enter equally into a space of 
higher education because on the one hand they 
experience a certain amount of dislocating shock at 
being in a system that tends to be structured mainly 
with a certain idea of a middle class student in mind 
(or, depending where you are, someone of a specific 
race or other social background).  The 
under-representation of socially marginalised groups 
can lead to classrooms, pedagogic practices and 
learning expectations appear particularly alien.  The 
lack of peer support can be a significant issue for 
students of such backgrounds (Quarry, 2018). 
OLIve’s experience has shown also that for whatever 
reason the classroom and its dynamics can bring to 
the fore experiences of trauma that many refugees 
have experienced. 

 

OLIve is developing a focus on pedagogic practices 
that can be better attuned to the needs of refugees 
and other under-represented groups in higher 
education.  Other groups have focused energy on 
developing inclusive university administrative 
practice.  The InHere Project of the European 
University Association works with a consortium of 
universities in Spain, Italy and France and with the 
UNHCR to develop a short handbook for university 
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staff members who work with or encounter refugee 
students (InHere, n.d.).   

 

It can also be argued that universities, like other 
cultural institutions, are integral to the normalisation 
of systems of domination and exploitation, furthering 
specific accounts of knowledge and its limits, the 
relation of universities to a public sphere, and the 
capitalist system of production that underpins these. 
This normalisation of how universities operate and of 
the knowledge they foster, obscures the nature of of 
domination and the inequalities that are fostered.   In 
order to address this, and to think about the 
possibilities that may come from re-situation refugee 
access to higher education as a problem of 
marginalised groups, I turn to the work of Paolo 
Freire (1970/2005). 

 

Towards A Freirean Education  
 

Paolo Freire’s (1970/2005) work as an educator 
centres on an account of power as a way of 
normalising inequalities.  Education can, Freire 
argues, prepare students for entry into a stratified 
economic market, thus reproducing inequalities. 
More fundamentally, the interests that such markets 
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serve, and the possibility of other economic and 
social arrangements, become difficult to imagine, at 
least not without concerted work on decolonising 
curricula and pedagogies.   

Freire argues that marginalised  individuals can 
become  become conscientized (conscientização): 
understanding how he or she has been put in a 
position of inequality by a system that serves certain 
interests and is reproduced by the education system 
(Freire 1970/2005: 67).   Freirean pedagogy centres 
on on assisting individuals to undertake studies of 
their life situation, understanding how their social 
and economic positions have been determined by 
power structures that aim to restrict and direct their 
economic, political and social participation.  To 
become conscientized is to become aware of 
structures of power and 'their capacity to transform 
[this] by becoming aware of their condition as 
unfinished human beings' (Safta-Zecheriah, 2018: 
314). 

 

Insofar as the situation of people with refugee status 
is concerned, it is important to recognise that the 
integration infrastructural system of normalisation 
problematises people in a simplified category in 
relation to a norm.  This means focusing on the 
problems that refugees pose to education, and 
seeking their remedy through knowledge gathering 
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processes designed to understand gaps in 
knowledge.  Against this, we may think about the 
opportunities for expanding knowledge and curricula 
brought by thinking about what it means to bring 
marginalised groups into higher education.  Giroux 
(2003) argues that the university has a specific 
relation to social change - it can stymie or further in 
progressive ways the social inclusion of marginalised 
groups and the critique of systems of economic and 
political organisation.   

 

The migrant integration infrastructure essentially 
views universities as processing centres where 
people with refugee status may enter and 
successfully come out as people with the tools to 
further their integration into society.   The 
conscientization process that Freire speaks of can be 
aided from within the university when marginalised 
groups are not simply processed, but trigger 
reflection on the university and its relation to power. 
By including marginalised groups through innovative 
ways - perhaps such as those practised at OLIve or 
proposed by the EQP - the university can develop 
knowledge and curricula that reflect back on society 
its imbalances, inequalities and power structures, 
and how these have become resolved.   Responding 
to the needs of marginalised groups, through 
innovative preparatory programs or inclusive 

37 
 



 
 

pedagogic and administrative practices, might lead 
to the university reflecting on how notions of 
knowledge, learning and education have fostered 
marginalisation.   

 

Practically what this looks like is reflection on how 
curricula have been structured to further certain 
interests, or how entire universities have been 
structured to further the requirements of the market. 
In many European states, universities have become 
managerialised spaces geared towards the market 
and cost-benefit analyses of education.  States have 
both furthered this process and taken advantage of 
the tendency of universities to neoliberalise - 
prioritising funding streams for courses and research 
deemed useful to the market. 

 

A modality of policy making that seeks to address 
the broader questions of access to university should 
then, I suggest, include the university and the 
re-development of its capacity to be a space of 
self-reflection.  This is where questions of the 
purposes of education, the relation to society and 
the boundaries of knowledge (and the university 
itself) are re-animated as unfinished (and 
unfinishable). The entry of marginalised groups into 
university should provide fresh impetus to thinking 
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the foundations of the university and its ethos; the 
university should militate against being a processing 
centre for ‘refugees’ or any other students.  This 
reflection on the university may involve ‘decolonising 
curricula’, meaning generally the serious study of 
knowledge systems that have been subjugated by 
dominant Euro-American ways of thinking, 
(Foucault, 2003)  so that a richer and broader 
account of the historical emergence of systems of 
power emerges.  

 

 

Conclusion  
 

The aim of this chapter was to consider the social 
and political contexts in which practices to increase 
opportunities for people with refugee status to enter 
higher education in Europe take place.  I have noted 
that these practices may be connected to the EU’s 
integration infrastructure, and to its 
'governmentalisation' of refugees as students, 
meaning that solutions to foster university access for 
refugees are quite narrowly framed.  I have argued 
that it may be useful to re-situate the discussion by 
thinking about refugees as a marginalised group, 
alongside other groups in Europe like the Roma.  The 

39 
 



 
 

entry into higher education of groups  marginalised 
by the systems that universities often prop up offers 
opportunities to rethink curricula and its relation to 
the market, as well as the university’s role in the 
public sphere.  But whether this is done or not 
depends on the activity of the university, of faculty 
and of social organisations outside the university.   

 

I reviewed practices of grassroots or non-state led 
projects to increase refugees’ opportunity to access 
university.  While all projects (ENIC-NARIC, EQP and 
OLIve) have innovative aspects, they remain 
somewhat fragmented and rely ultimately on the 
widespread acceptance of their innovations by 
states and national education authorities.  However, 
there is a potential there.  OLIve is working to 
develop a wide network of universities and social 
organisations to advocate for innovative means of 
fostering refugee inclusion and success in higher 
education.  The EQP’s qualifications recognition 
framework has already gained much traction and is 
rolling out in diverse countries.  Much depends on 
the availability of funding and (in OLIve’s case) the 
capacity to evade animosity by national 
governments concerned about migrant and refugee 
integration.  Other projects explore innovative 
administrative and pedagogic practices to foster the 
inclusion of refugees.  The European University 
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Association through its InHere project has done 
much to foster innovative solutions and networking 
among refugees.  

 

I ended by suggesting that a pedagogic approach 
inspired by Paolo Freire can lead to an awareness of 
the power relations invested in university systems. 
Becoming aware of how universities sustain these 
power relations, and thus assist in the 
marginalisation of people with refugee status, can 
lead to a reflection on the ways in which curricula 
may serve the interests of power.  Policies to foster 
refugee entry into higher education would thus 
benefit from beginning with the idea that refugees 
are groups subject to processes of social and 
economic marginalisation similar to that experienced 
by other groups.  What happens then when we think 
of refugee access to higher education not as 
integration into a pre-defined European norm and 
system, but as the disruptive entry of groups into a 
system that fosters their marginalisation?  There is 
much potential here for developing inclusive 
curricula and for rethinking the university’s role in the 
public sphere and its capacity to foster social 
change. 
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