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				Re-bordering education: Embracing resilience in addressing refugee students’ precarity in South African higher education amidst global crises

				Abstract 

				Research into refugee studies is vital because this group grapples with their identity in society and their experiences as they strive to overcome the challenges they encounter in higher education. This paper is based on a combination of existing literature and empirical evidence from a PhD thesis, where data was collected through unstructured interviews with refugee students that provided in-depth narratives. It focuses on how refugee experiences of improving their qualifications through universities in their host countries became a crisis due to inadequate institutional support mechanisms that replicated the harsh experiences they faced in broader society. The paper highlights that despite some dire refugee experiences, these formed an important foundation for their resilience. The paper’s key findings point to the inadequate support mechanisms for refugees in universities and how this reflects the broader societal support limitations. Instead of categorising the refugees as victims, the paper points to their experiences as essential in shaping their resilience. This paper concludes that the holistic experiences of the refugees throughout the migration trail, from planning to leave their country to their experience of the education system and broader society in the host country, ought to be viewed as an integral part of forming their resilience.

				Keywords: Refugees, resilience, crisis, higher education, support mechanisms

				Introduction

				The world is currently witnessing unprecedented levels of mass displacement, with the number of forcibly displaced individuals reaching 117 million by the end of 2023 (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2023). This figure includes internally displaced persons, refugees and asylum seekers, most of whom are of school or university age. This situation has created an urgent need for educational opportunities tailored for the displaced, particularly refugees. In this regard, access to education remains a formidable challenge for refugees, particularly at 
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				the higher education level. Numerous barriers impede their educational aspirations, including legal restrictions, lack of necessary documentation, language differences and severe financial constraints (Dovigo, 2018). The UNHCR (2023) reports that only about 6% of refugees access higher education globally, a stark contrast to the 40% global average for non-refugees. The disparity in educational access is not isolated; rather, it is deeply intertwined with broader patterns of global inequality. In this regard, education is widely recognised as a crucial pathway to integration, self-reliance and empowerment for displaced individuals. 

				This paper is presented in a context where education for refugees can be seen as reaching crisis levels across the world, with the main focus of the paper relating to universities lacking adequate programmes of support and integration mechanisms. (Dryden-Peterson, 2015; Felix, 2016; Kavuro, 2013; Maringe, Ojo & Chiramba, 2017). Refugee identities in higher education remain unclear despite the group’s uniqueness and the need for decisive interventions (Maringe et al., 2017). The paper links the refugee crisis to their integration into their host countries, particularly regarding access to higher education opportunities, which have remained challenging. Refugee students frequently experience challenges in having their prior qualifications and academic records recognised. The lack of clarity around their status leads to inconsistencies in evaluating their previous education, often forcing them to repeat studies or accept lower-level placements (Kavuro, 2013).

				Research highlights that many refugees are young adults with some level of education (Bailey & Inanç, 2018; Maringe et al., 2017; Pinson & Arnot, 2010). Therefore, it is no surprise that many refugees aspire to further their education in their host countries. The paper draws from the diverse phases of migration, including pre-migration, post-migration and future progression intentions, to explore how the experiences of precarity among refugees shape their resilience, for example, reports of Somalian refugees denied education in Malaysia (Bailey & Inanç, 2018). From this vantage point, the paper explores the emergence of resilience from two dimensions – individual and institutional. The former relates to how individuals draw from their challenging situations to build resilience and overcome the challenges. In contrast, the latter relates to institutions embracing transformation to improve refugee identities and support mechanisms.

				Dimensions of resilience – A theoretical framework

				This paper uses a definition of resilience founded upon four dimensions presented by Bahadur, Peters, Wilkinson, Pichon, Gray and Tanner (2015), as well as Jeans, Castillo and Thomas (2017). Jeans et al. (2017) identified the absorptive, adaptive, transformative and anticipative capacities as dimensions of resilience that exist simultaneously within individuals. It is essential to note that there are diverse ways in which individuals and institutions draw from the four conceptions of resilience as influenced by specific contexts.

				Absorptive resilience represents stability, which might only be possible when individuals – in this paper, refugee students – can deal with the precarities they face throughout the migration trail. What is important, therefore, with absorptive resilience is the capacity for individuals to navigate their precarity (Jeans et al., 2017). Absorptive resilience tends to be reactive and contrasts with anticipative resilience, which is proactive. A key feature of absorptive resilience is the agency that enhances an individual’s planning and preparations for an unknown future (Bahadur et al., 2015). In such cases, individuals draw from available skills and resources in dealing with their precarity, thus accumulating resilience (OECD, 2014). 
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				Adaptive resilience represents incremental transformation in which individuals make deliberate decisions to confront their precarity (OECD, 2014). Jeans et al. (2017) argue that the intensity of absorptive capacity directly affects adaptive and transformative capacities, enabling individuals to position themselves effectively and deal with their situations. In this regard, migration planning and the strategies used across the migration process are fluid and involve networking and amassing the requisite resources. 

				Transformative resilience is the most challenging and complex form, as it transcends individuals and involves institutions deliberately making decisions that inform systemic and structural changes (Bahadur et al., 2015). Institutional dynamics constrain individuals from navigating their precarity. The fourth dimension is anticipative resilience, which represents individuals having an urge to plan and strategically navigate their precarity (Jeans et al., 2017). The individual level of success in navigating the challenging migration trail, made possible by turning precarity into resilience, depends on one’s planning manoeuvres and context.

				These dimensions combined create a comprehensive resilience model, highlighting how individuals and institutions manage and transform in response to context-influenced adversity.

				Overview of the methodological approach

				This paper is drawn from a broader PhD study exploring refugee students’ experiences in higher education. Here, the focus is on how planning and strategic adaptations to challenges foster resilience in these students. The study employed an interpretive, qualitative design, using narratives as a research method, data-gathering tool, and analytical frame (Lincoln & Denzin, 2003; McAlpine, 2016). It centres on refugee students’ experiences at a South African university in Gauteng, using snowball sampling and unstructured and semi-structured interviews. The analysis included data cleaning, coding, and thematic and narrative interpretation, with findings organised by themes.

				Identities of refugees – Who is a refugee?

				Despite efforts to have refugees defined through international bodies such as the UNHCR, refugees tend to have multiple identities that are shaped by their diverse experiences. The UNHCR presents a historical definition of a refugee as an individual who has gone through assessment by a national government or the UNHCR and qualifies for the criteria below, which relate to the status of refugees:

				As a result of events occurring before 1 January 1951 and owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. (UNHCR, 1951: 16)

				The definition of a refugee was broadened and reviewed by the 1967 protocol that eliminated the geographic and temporal boundaries of the 1951 convention. Initial efforts by the African Union (AU) (1969) and the Republic of South Africa (RSA) (2016), which amended the South African Instrument 130 of 1998, mainly reflect the UNHCR’s 1951 definition. However, the AU’s second definition expanded to embrace African realities linked to the anticolonial struggles, conflicts and civil unrest that have contributed to the massive flight of refugees.

			

		

	
		
			
				87

			

		

		
			
				2025 43(2): 87-96

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v43i2.8288

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Chiramba	Re-bordering education: Embracing resilience in addressing refugee students’ precarity

			

		

		
			
				“The term refugee encompasses every person who, due to external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of their country of origin or nationality, is forced to abandon their place of habitual residence to seek refuge in another place outside theirs.” (AU, 1969: 2) 

				As part of exploring the above definition, Maluwa (1995: 662) concluded that:

				“…the Organisation of African Unity Convention broke new ground in international law by recasting the traditional definition of a refugee in embracing, as it does, an additional category of persons as refugees, i.e. all those persons who are compelled to leave their country of origin in order to escape violence, regardless of whether they are in fact, personally in danger of political persecution”.

				Issues of the existence of aggression in one’s country, even if not directly targeting affected individuals, transcend the UNHCR definition of 1951 and underscore the AU’s (1969) second definition as the AU broadened the criteria for qualifying for refugee status by embracing proof of “events seriously disturbing public order” (AU, 1969: 3). Other definitions have come from universities, with one in South Africa defining a refugee student as follows:

				A refugee is a foreign national with refugee status accorded by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, has a South African identity book stamped as refugee status, and is normally valid for two years until permanent status is awarded. …The Refugee Act, No. 130 of 1998 (Section 27) provides refugee students the right to study without a Study Visa. No medical aid cover is legally required; however, it is recommended. (University of the Witwatersrand, 2019: 6)

				This university definition highlights an awareness of the differences between refugees and international students, especially regarding the documentation used by the two categories. Despite such acknowledgement of the differences, it must be highlighted that inadequate support and unclear identities remain issues of concern. Some aspects of the visa system, such as the number of hours international students who are refugees are allowed to work, seem unclear. Refugees’ challenges also relate to university practices being inflexible. For instance, concerning international students, visa delays are usually noted, and they are permitted to use these as proof of submission. However, refugees must present complete documentation before being accepted or assisted. These factors contribute to the long wait for refugees to be accepted into South African universities (Kavuro, 2013; Maringe et al., 2017). 

				Global dynamics of refugees

				Studies have shown that the refugee issue is increasingly becoming a global crisis, with few or no interventions showing mechanisms for support or redress (Sidhu, Taylor, & Christie, 2011). Major causes of the crisis include threats of harm and peace disruptions due to civil wars, domestic violence, poverty, environmental collapse, violence, and human rights violations, among others (Felix, 2016). The UNHCR is a United Nations (UN) programme tasked with safeguarding refugee rights and their well-being worldwide and is an essential agency for protecting refugees globally (UNHCR, 2019). Statistics from the 2019 UNHCR report reveal that over 70 million refugees have fled their home countries to seek refuge in different countries worldwide (UNHCR, 2019). Countries that are currently conflict-ridden include Syria, Mali, Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, and, of late, Ukraine, with African countries contributing many of the refugees (Sidhu et al., 2011). Currently, the three main contributors of refugees are war-torn countries. These are South Sudan (2,3 million), 
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				Afghanistan (2,5 million) and Syria (5,6 million) (UNHCR, 2017), with 55% of new refugees coming from these countries. War has, therefore, proven to be a significant cause of the refugee crisis globally. The UNHCR (2017) indicated that in terms of hosting refugees, the following statistics apply: Europe (17%), the Americas (16%), Asia and Pacific (11%), Africa (30%) and the Middle East and North Africa (26%). Major host countries for forcibly displaced people include Turkey (2,9 million), Pakistan (1,4 million), Lebanon (1,0 million), the Islamic Republic of Iran (979,400), Uganda (940 800) and Ethiopia (791 600) (UNHCR, 2014).

				The Syrian crisis has emerged as one of the most significant refugee crises (Dovigo, 2018). The Syrian civil war, which has displaced over 5.6 million people, has not only resulted in massive displacements but has also placed significant pressure on the region to cope with the crisis. It needs to be highlighted that besides grappling with basic needs, refugees have had to find means of restoring hope and a need for self-sufficiency (Bailey & Inanç, 2018). 

				The situation in Africa seems to be no different from the dire situation globally regarding refugee access to higher education and the inadequate support they receive(Zeus, 2011). In many instances, refugees find themselves confined to camps while having limited access to education and other opportunities. In countries like Kenya, Kiswii (2013) noted that the country’s encampment policy constrains refugee education’s potential economic and social benefits. Other challenges facing refugees in Africa, relating to host countries generally and higher education spaces specifically, include a lack of information, advice and guidance, and linguistic barriers (Dryden-Peterson, 2015; Felix, 2016).

				In the southern African region, South Africa hosts the highest number of refugees from neighbouring Southern African Development Community (SADC) countries (Alfaro-Velcamp & Shaw, 2016). Research indicates that 15 countries contributed the most refugees to South Africa in 2015 (Department of Home Affairs [DHA], 2015). Zimbabwe, one of those 15 countries, contributed the highest number (17,785) (DHA, 2016). The main contributing factor driving forced migration from Zimbabwe has been political instability coupled with the economic crisis in Zimbabwe (Mathe, 2018). Most people (80.08%) migrating to South Africa are economically active young adults and have the potential to pursue further education in the host country (DHA, 2015). 

				Recent reports point to South Africa grappling with complexities in managing the high numbers of displaced persons. Different factors, including ongoing conflicts in countries like Mozambique and political instability in Zimbabwe, influence the numbers. According to estimates from the UNHCR (2023), as of 2023, South Africa has hosted 260,000 refugees and asylum seekers from countries such as Zimbabwe, Somalia, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Burundi. 

				South Africa has one of the most progressive constitutions and has, to a large extent, been one of the friendliest countries in Africa, hosting the most refugees. The country also has some of the best integrative and supportive mechanisms for refugees, as it has avoided using camps for thousands of refugees and other displaced persons, including economic refugees. Integrated and supportive mechanisms include the Refugees Act (No. 130 of 1998) that provides refugees and asylum seekers with legal protection and also policy on social assistance. 

				Despite this progressive approach in policies, refugees still face challenges, particularly when accessing higher education – many South African universities have not developed specific support mechanisms for refugee students. From this perspective, this paper advocates 
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				adopting a model founded on the four dimensions of resilience discussed earlier. The institutional resilience theory effectively addresses refugee students’ educational needs. It has the potential to enhance the capacity of refugee students to deal with issues that underscore their precarity, thus, in the process, embracing aspects that re-border higher education while also dealing with the crisis at individual, institutional and global levels. Improvements are expected in various aspects of refugee students’ lives, including educational experiences and rights protection, especially in ongoing global conflicts and crises.

				Why does higher education matter for refugees?

				Higher education broadly represents a “focal point of knowledge and its application … it is an institution which makes a greater contribution to the economic growth and development through fostering innovation and increasing higher skills” (Dryden-Peterson, 2015: 13). Specifically looking at refugee experiences in higher education, Dryden-Peterson emphasised the importance of higher education “for individual refugees and for societies in terms of leadership in protracted settings and in post-conflict reconstruction” (2015 11). He supports the United Nation’s 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which speaks to three other education frameworks and calls for “access to education [for all as a basic] human right”. (2015.11) However, she criticised the bias of the frameworks towards primary education over higher education. Zeus (2011) underlined the significant value attached to higher education in equipping refugee students with three critical skills:

				Higher education [for refugees] can contribute to the qualification of human resources needed in three durable solutions [namely] voluntary repatriation, local integration, and resettlement [yet] the field is less researched and rarely supported [and this] represents a grave impairment of the effective opportunities and freedoms … to develop to their fullest potential (2011: 258)

				In these arguments on the importance of higher education for refugees, it becomes important to understand the planning and mechanisms prevalent at individual and institutional levels in shaping resilience among this group. The significance of ensuring that the necessary support mechanisms in higher education are implemented thus becomes imperative. 

				Results and discussion

				7.1	Exploring the challenges of refugee students in higher education – Implications for resilience 

				The paper’s findings highlight situations in which refugee students’ experiences worldwide reflect a crisis, especially regarding how they have experienced higher education. The challenges that refugee students face within higher education spaces are thus linked to their individual and institutional encounters. Dryden-Peterson’s (2015) findings reflect what this study found, as they highlight that refugee students experience limited and disrupted educational opportunities, language barriers to educational access, inadequate quality of instruction and discrimination in educational settings (Dryden-Peterson, 2015). Literature also agrees with this, as, according to Kavuro (2013) and Taylor and Sidhu (2012), inadequate support and protection in host countries extends to higher education institutions. This lack of support has worsened the precarity faced by refugee students. Beyond this, it is a challenge for refugee students to properly plan and adopt strategies that help navigate challenges while assisting in building and sustaining their resilience. In addition, refugee students encounter 
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				challenges such as language barriers that further impact their situation (Felix, 2016). Zeus (2011) presented the challenges broadly as ranging from “financial shortcomings or ignorance of application procedures to political and legal issues involving lack of accreditation and citizenship alongside restrictive host country policies” (258–259).

				According to the findings of this study, the challenges faced by student refugees can be categorised into three types – societal, individual, and institutional (Maringe et al., 2017). It should be noted that, within these categories, the way challenges affect refugee students and ultimately shape their resilience differs. Specific challenges, including financial difficulties, inequalities, crime, and prejudice from individuals in host countries, are common among refugee students. However, some issues may be unique to particular individuals, with their context also playing a significant role. (Molla, 2022; Kavuro, 2013; Sobantu & Warria, 2013). It is these diverse challenges that this paper highlights as essential in shaping the resilience of refugee students, ultimately sustaining them as they navigate the precarity faced during the migratory trail. 

				The challenges faced by refugee students have also been traced to the learning environment in the host country. Judith highlighted her challenges in using a computer: “When I came here as a student, I was shown a computer lab, and my supervisor would ask me to read articles from the e-library and all that was new to me. This took a lot of my time; however, I knew what I wanted: I would practice the basics of how to use a computer day and night”. The reference to the computer lab and e-library indicates that she was thrust into an environment that required technological skills she did not yet have. Despite these challenges, she demonstrated a strong sense of purpose and self-motivation. Her commitment to learning is highlighted by her statement about practising “day and night” to master the basics. Earnest, Joyce, De Mori and Silvagni (2010) highlighted how refugee students often face challenges adjusting to host institutional learning systems due to the incompatibility of the teaching pedagogies of the host country and assessment practices. In addition to the challenges faced in learning, the language barrier is what most refugee students highlighted. This challenge was, however, mainly an issue among refugee students from Francophone countries as opposed to those from Anglophone countries. As mentioned above, the use of technology in learning was highlighted as another challenge that directly affected the educational experiences of refugee students. 

				The foregoing arguments on refugee students’ experiences of these challenges are central to understanding how they navigate the higher education spaces; at the same time, they show a need for proper mechanisms for identifying the challenges and requirements of this group to implement requisite interventions at both individual and institutional levels. According to Dryden-Peterson (2015), it is important to broadly deal with refugee student experiences and engage with issues experienced across the migratory trail from premigration to future progression intentions. A holistic approach is important, especially considering researchers often focus on post-migration experiences while neglecting pre-migratory experiences and future progression intentions. Tanya brought up this issue: “… the way things are done at home, here it was different, you sort of had to be on your own … the supervisor will probe you and encourage you to think further, but that was it. At first, it was overwhelming … but in the end, I think I succeeded”. Tanya experienced a shift from a communal approach to learning at home to an environment where independence and critical thinking were emphasised and where the educational style required greater self-reliance and initiative. Overall, the quote 
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				reflects the challenges of transitioning to a different academic culture and the personal growth that comes from overcoming the challenges. It is only by looking at the experiences holistically, from the refugee students’ pre-migration experiences to their future progression intentions, that it is possible to understand how refugee students have successfully drawn inspiration from the challenges they have encountered to realise their dreams. It also helps explain how individuals have built resilience and managed to navigate their lives successfully, particularly education. Above all, from this vantage point, one can understand how institutions of higher education are dealing with refugee students – establishing the gaps in their support mechanisms and ultimately coming up with mechanisms for supporting this group and broadly dealing with the crisis beyond the host country institutions.

				7.2	Transcending barriers and challenges – A quest for resilience 

				This paper presents an important insight into the limitations of existing research, which has tended to focus more on refugee vulnerabilities and helplessness. This approach has downplayed the significance of refugee strength and resilience and the processes that shape them. As Bailey and Inanç (2018) noted, exploring the qualities that enable refugee students to succeed, even in the face of challenges or adversities, is essential. Bailey and Inanç (2018) highlight how narrow existing literature has been in its categorisation of refugees in general – and one can add refugee students, in particular – as passive beings who have been uprooted and are dependent on support from others while always being helpless. In contrast to existing literature, Bailey and Inanç (2018: 119) highlight a “far more complex reality” that transcends passivity and helplessness. Equally, Maringe et al. (2017) have shown that overemphasis on the burdensome nature of refugees in general, and one can extend this to refugee students, obscures the complete picture. To cover this narrow perspective, they argue how refugee students tend to be resilient and share their strategies with other students, benefiting the host nation students. For this reason, Maringe (2017) emphasised the importance of networking and accessing resources as a fundamental aspect of building resilience among refugee students. Matthews (2008) also stresses how refugee challenges, in general, should lay the foundation for understanding their resilience instead of being seen as the signs of a crisis. Similarly, Mathe (2018) argues that refugees must be seen as ordinary individuals dealing with extraordinary situations that transcend passivity. In essence, they move beyond passivity to establish survival strategies. Dominique concurs: “When you have a family, you must feed them and take care of them. For instance, the time I was a security guard, I would go to work at 8 pm, leave work early in the morning, and rush to university to attend lectures”.

				Bailey and Inanç (2018) have also drawn from refugee student stories in the Malaysian context to highlight how they overcome the challenges they face and turn them into resilience. Refugee students participating in this study agreed they had drawn from their challenging experiences to devise strategies to overcome their precarious situation, just as in the Malaysian context. Bailey and Inanç (2018: 119) spoke of refugee students’ deliberate efforts to “construct their identity around education to keep focused”. The refugee students at the South African university showed similar motivation. These obstacles are “often due to host government restrictions on livelihood opportunities” (Meyer 2006: 12). Refugees and refugee students in South African universities included, as “dependent victims, have shaped reality in justifying mechanisms for international protection and incapacitating refugees” (Zeus, 2011: 256).

			

		

	
		
			
				92

			

		

		
			
				2025 43(2): 92-96

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v43i2.8288

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Perspectives in Education	2025: 43(2)

			

		

		
			
				7.3	The role of secretive planning in refugee students’ migration experiences

				This section reinforces the discussion through extracts from the four cases forming part of the broader study highlighting the refugee students’ experiences. In this regard, experiences and challenges faced by refugee students were found to be critical and shared among the participants. The main focus highlighted the importance of planning and how other experiences encountered on their way to South Africa became central in shaping their resilience.

				It is plausible to argue that for refugee students, planning to migrate is essential to their success; however, it is often impacted by several factors, including the urgency associated with the student’s desire to migrate. Equally, secrecy was found to be a key feature within the planning and decision-making of migrants. Concealment of plans seemed to dominate the planning phases of refugee students, not just in the initial phase but in many instances throughout; this seemed to be dependent on their situational contexts. In this case, Olivier, one of the four refugee students interviewed, indicated that insecurity from the state was a significant reason for the initial plans to leave one’s country: “…even certification of documents was centralised so that they could do a follow up of who did what”. Judith thought of taking leave to plan but “…was actually denied [leave] because the ruling government had started to notice that people were running away”. These accounts illustrate how state practices aimed at controlling citizens and limiting their movements contributed significantly to individuals’ decisions to seek safety elsewhere.

				The refugee student narratives revealed delayed, hidden, secretive and hurried planning elements. The lack of planning was a more complex challenge that affected how refugees responded to situational experiences throughout the migration trail. Even after they emerged from such situations, they still could not openly share their experiences in their home countries for fear of the information about their migration being picked by intelligence operatives. As Olivier said, “Intelligence people are everywhere”.

				Olivier’s planning represents this hurried and secretive strategy, as he was convinced that sharing his plans increased the risk of jeopardising the entire plan. He, therefore, never confided in anyone, including his father, because of his fear of the government’s intelligence agents: “Everyone is a spy in my country. You cannot even share secrets with your father in case he gets excited and tells the next person then you get in trouble”. Dominique shared a similar experience: My brothers and sisters didn’t know I was going away, but my wife was the only person who knew from the beginning that I was going to leave”.

				Participants also felt that sharing their migration plans, especially their challenges, might alarm other people who shared similar experiences and intended to leave their country. While the security threats of sharing information are valid and cannot be downplayed, it is important to question this thinking, especially concerning how individuals are limited in strategies and learning from others who have done it. Literature, however, does emphasise secretive planning being common among international students and migrants in general (Maringe et al., 2017). Refugee stories about planning include it being delayed, hurried, secretive and contingent. While the element of planning is not documented in any research that involves refugees and refugee students, it seems likely that they would have to do some planning; therefore, it is not surprising that they keep their plans secret, considering their vulnerabilities, mainly because of 
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				the security threats in their countries of origin. This secretive type of planning in the narratives of refugees and other migrants seems to be firmly rooted, with individuals openly and proudly admitting in front of family and friends.

				7.4	Drawing on resilience – Progressive institutional support frameworks for addressing refugee students’ concerns 

				It can be argued that while resilience is key to how refugee students deal with their precarious situations, it is by no means an end in itself. As argued by Bailey and Inanç (2018), there are many processes that refugee students must undertake to secure their survival. Despite some notable successes, it is important to highlight the view by Zeus (2011) that refugees still face challenges in their host nations and continue to live in fear. Some of these fears are genuine, as there have been incidences of refugees being targeted by state security agents in the host nations, something that participants like Dominique confirmed: “I often get xenophobic comments from law enforcing people in town and even from some colleagues and lecturers at college, but I have developed a thick skin.” In this case, fear is not just about immediate threats but the constant anxiety and tension of being judged or treated unfairly in various aspects of life. The quote reflects a significant emotional resilience developed in response to repeated experiences of discrimination.

				In understanding the complex realities surrounding resilience, it should be highlighted that while higher education is perceived as “a stabilising feature” in refugee students’ lives, Matthews (2008: 2) notes that challenges remain, especially for vulnerable groups like refugee students. Many challenges that refugee students face have been documented; in many instances, they are seen as victims, yet in reality, they are survivors who persist with determination (Zeus, 2011). Emphasis on the persistence of refugee students does not imply an absence of structural barriers that usually hinder these students by instilling fear, delaying or stopping their potential. Maringe et al. (2017) have highlighted the need for universities to consider critical aspects of supporting refugees and enhancing social justice. These include advocacy and awareness, support services and access to education (Maringe et al., 2017). Olivier agrees that South Africa must try to understand the situation of refugees. A refugee does not have a nationality. We live by faith, we depend on God, we need support”. Kavuro (2013) and Maringe et al. (2017) concur that all the challenges refugees face entail social justice issues. As a result, Maringe et al. (2017) suggested reformulation or formulation of university policies to include, first, the reformulation of their identity; that is, ensuring international students do not overshadow refugee students. Second, universities must provide holistic support that transcends academic support (Maringe et al., 2017). Third, universities should establish and implement frameworks that speak to trauma and other challenges refugee students face. Fourth, universities must rethink methodological and ethical contributions addressing refugee student vulnerabilities. Matthews (2008) argued that there was a serious need for policies emphasising refugee students’ agency instead of their passivity and vulnerability. This supports Dominique’s view: “Also, awareness about the policies must be raised. And at the universities, we must have voices, and we must be represented”.

				It is also important to draw from Earnest et al. (2010), who highlighted that resilience-boosting traits needed to be embraced by university staff, indicating that pedagogies need to include “a certain level of understanding and empathy” about refugees’ backgrounds and 
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				experiences (Earnest et al., 2010: 166). Moreover, “understanding the particular experiences of students from refugee backgrounds was seen as a vital component that at times was not apparent” (Earnest et al., 2010: 167). They also advocated “programs and teaching methodologies … that enable refugee students to become active members of an initially foreign learning community” (Earnest et al., 2010: 169). They emphasised “offering refugee students a bridging [upon arrival at university] to equip them with the necessary skills and knowledge of university culture and expectations” (Earnest et al., 2010: 169). These suggestions are essential, especially in building refugee student resilience within learning settings. 

				Supporting refugee students requires a multifaceted approach that spans adaptive, adoptive, anticipative and transformative capacities and resilience. Adaptive and adoptive resilience help them cope with and adjust to immediate challenges. In contrast, anticipative and transformative resilience ensures institutions proactively address systemic issues, fostering an environment that enables refugee students to flourish. To build such resilience, universities need policies and frameworks that are inclusive, empathetic and oriented towards long-term support and integration.

				Conclusion and recommendations

				The subject of refugee students’ experiences in higher education cannot be dealt with in isolation from the broader societal challenges they encounter in both their home and host countries. In understanding refugee precarity, it is therefore important to transcend the usual views where they are seen as victims and consider how the refugee students’ experiences have been drawn upon to shape their resilience. Rather than considering their challenges as ‘baggage’, it is essential to see them as an integral part that, despite being unique to each individual, helps shape their resilience. The individual refugee student’s planning is at the centre of ensuring a firm foundation for resilience, as those with better plans fare better.

				At the institutional level, the paper found that despite inadequate support for refugee students, coupled with some identity crises, there are mechanisms that universities have embraced to deal with refugees. Of importance are the mechanisms to ensure that refugees feel recognised as an important part of the international student community with more support. Thus, the paper recommends that individual refugees plan carefully, even covertly, on account of circumstances and that institutions develop better mechanisms for identifying and supporting refugee students, ensuring that they can derive maximum benefits from higher education to address their precarity.
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