
Access to Education and Training 
 
Education in Britain outside of schools can be confusing because it takes place in a 
variety of institutions, including universities, colleges and adult education 
institutes. They offer a range of qualifications and you need to decide which is 
best for you by taking into account the cost, entry requirements and level of 
support they offer and what the realistic career opportunities are that they will 
open up. All educational institutions have open days and it is a good idea to 
attend these to get an insight into what is on offer, how to go about applying and 
to clarify any issues and questions you have. 
 
In Zimbabwe a university degree carries a lot of prestige and may automatically 
qualify you for certain jobs but that is certainly not the case in the UK.  In 
addition, universities and degree courses are usually the most expensive and time-
consuming of all the possible educational and training options.  In this country 
there are many different routes to the same goal and many alternatives to 
university.  Education for adults falls into two main categories: Higher Education 
and Further Education.  There are also government training schemes but these are 
mainly for people who are receiving benefits and are long-term unemployed. 
 
Further education (FE) 
This is education after 16 years of age but below degree level.  Its aim is to train 
people for work or prepare them for future studies.  Therefore, many of their 
courses lead to vocational qualifications (NVQs are National Vocational 
Qualifications and are offered at Levels 1 – 5) and include a period of work 
placement where you can get practical experience in your field of study.  FE 
colleges offer a wide range of courses at various levels and they can be quite 
flexible in terms of course schedules and entry requirements.  Many further 
education courses are free to refugees who are receiving benefits. 
 
Higher Education  
This means advanced level courses which take place in universities, colleges of 
higher education, art and agriculture and, sometimes, in further education 
colleges. Higher education courses lead to three main types of qualifications: 

• Diplomas 

• Degrees 

• Professional qualifications 
 
Government Training Schemes 
This are mainly aimed at getting people back into work and consist of such 
schemes as New Deal and Flexible New Deal, which are compulsory for people 
who have been receiving Job Seekers Allowance for more than twelve months. 
They provide job-related training through a work or voluntary placement or 
through full-time education and training.  
 



Those with Humanitarian Protection and Discretionary Leave or refugee status are 
entitled to go on government training schemes but only asylum seekers with 
permission to work (applied before 1st April 2000) are entitled to attend 
government training schemes. 
 
Professional Requalification 
Often professional qualifications from other countries are not recognised in the UK 
and people need to requalify to practise their profession here but this is an 
expensive and lengthy process and employment is not guaranteed at the end. 
 
There are organisations e.g. RAGU (Refugee Advice and Guidance Unit) in London 
that run programmes for health professionals to requalify or have their 
qualifications recognised here.  RAGU also runs a programme for refugees with 
experience and skills in education to help them into teaching. All training 
provision is free of charge and travel expenses are paid for most courses. A 
contribution to childcare costs may also be available. 
 

Status, Eligibility and Entitlement 
 
Refugees and asylum seekers are entitled to education provided they are able to 
pay the fees and fulfil the entry criteria i.e. are you eligible in terms of your 
educational level and/or immigration status?  What fees you have to pay and what 
support you are entitled to depend on your immigration status and length of time 
in Britain.  Sometimes it also depends on the policy of the specific institution 
whether they charge home fees rather than overseas fees which are much higher - 
often double home fees. 
 
School 
All asylum seeker and refugee children are entitled to free education and also 
free school meals if receiving benefits or NASS support.  In addition, they may be 
entitled to help with the cost of uniforms and travel. 
 
Further Education  
Many further education courses are free to refugees who are receiving benefits.  
However, asylum seekers (aged 19+) are not eligible for publicly funded further 
education, until they have been in England for six months after their claim for 
asylum (and are still waiting for a decision on their claim or appeal). This means 
that before the six months they will be charged the higher overseas rate for 
courses in further education. But some colleges do have discretion over how much 
they charge and they may decide to charge the lower home fees rate to asylum 
seekers.  
 
Higher Education 
Access to higher education i.e. universities is more difficult.  This year, 
especially, there are not enough places for all the students who have applied so 
the entry requirements have got higher and higher. People with refugee status 



have the same rights and entitlements to education, training and employment as a 
UK citizen. But anyone with Humanitarian Protection (HP) or Discretionary Leave 
(DL) will not be entitled to student support or allowed to pay home fees until 
after they have been resident in the UK for three years.  
 
However, asylum seekers are generally considered ‘overseas’ students no matter 
how long they have been in the UK and their only option may be to take a part-
time course at a university that treats asylum seekers as ‘home’ students for fees 
purposes but even this will be costly. 
 
Full-time students in higher education are entitled to a Tuition Fee Loan to cover 
tuition fees and a Maintenance Loan to help with accommodation and other living 
costs.  These have to be paid back with interest after graduation and once the 
person is employed and earning over £15,000 per year. 
 
Part-time students in higher education might be entitled to financial help through 
the Fee Grant (help with tuition fees) and the Course Grant (help with study costs, 
such as books, materials and travel) as well as other sources of funding.  Whether 
and the amount granted will depend on personal circumstances. 
 

Making the Right Choice 
 
It is important to consider all the options when deciding which course to take as 
the choices and opportunities in this country are very different from those in 
Zimbabwe.  For example there are many jobs and courses in this country that do 
not exist in Zimbabwe. Also the job market, work culture as well as the whole 
process of applying for jobs in the UK can be quite complicated and if you do not 
have an accurate picture you may go down a long and expensive route that 
ultimately does not achieve your intended goal. 
 
So the best approach is three-pronged: 

• get advice from a specialist 

• think realistically about what your ideal job would be  

• volunteer in order to gain skills and understanding of the UK work environment  
 
Specialist advice 
This is known as IAG (Information, Advice and Guidance). There are many 
organisations in the UK that give IAG and some that work particularly with 
refugees and asylum seekers. Your local One Stop Service is one of these and 
should be able to refer you to other useful agencies.  Qualified IAG providers will 
look at your previous work and life experience and your future aspirations and 
help you to decide what is appropriate and possible for you in terms of 
employment and training opportunities in this country.  
 
Your ideal job 



The work experience or qualifications you have from Zimbabwe may not be 
recognised or valued in the UK or there may be very few jobs available in your 
profession.  In this case you may have to requalify or take up your occupation at a 
lower level.   With the help of the adviser you should identify the kinds of work 
that would interest you and that it would be realistic to aim for.  They may look 
at your ‘transferable skills’ i.e. some of the general skills you have acquired and 
new and different ways in which they can be applied. Once you have done this you 
should look at job advertisements in newspapers, job centres and on the web to 
see what skills and specifications employers are looking for.  Then you can start to 
make decisions about what training, education and experience to pursue in order 
to maximize your possibility of employment at a future date. 
 
In this country employers are not necessarily looking for formal qualifications but 
are looking at a person’s accumulated experience, skills and personal qualities. 
These are detailed in job application packs under the headings: ‘Person 
Specification’ and ‘Job Description’ or ‘Key Responsibilities’.  Applicants are 
required to write personal statements on application forms or submit targeted CVs 
that address those specific requirements. Then if they are shortlisted there is a 
structured interview process where they are expected to sell themselves as the 
best person for the job.  This whole job application process can be tricky and is 
something that needs to be learned and practised.  IAG providers should be able 
to help with this. 
 
Volunteering 
The best way to get a better understanding of the kinds of jobs and the culture of 
work in the UK is to offer your services as a volunteer in a suitable setting.  This is 
one of the few routes open to asylum seekers.  Volunteers are unpaid helpers but 
are entitled to travel and meal expenses. 
  
Volunteering can be a very good way to gain UK work experience, identify gaps in 
your skills and knowledge, make useful contacts and get a valuable reference 
from a UK employer.  Some volunteer placements even lead to accreditation, 
which will not only add value to your CV but might also count towards a future 
qualification. 
 
Some jobs or voluntary or work placement opportunities that involve contact with 
children or vulnerable adults may need a Criminal Records Bureau disclosure 
(CRB). CRB disclosures require five years of addresses to be processed and only 
cover time spent in the UK.  
 
Sources: 
  
RAGU (Refugee Assessment and Guidance Unit) based at Metropolitan University in London: 
http://www.londonmet.ac.uk/londonmet/library/n92782_3.pdf 
 
Refugee Council: http://www.rcis.org.uk/employment/overview 


