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Introduction and Justification of the Study Area

       The arrival of refugees and asylum seekers in the UK has reshaped post-16 education, particularly within ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) provision (Refugee Council, 2023). ESOL extends beyond language acquisition to support social integration, economic participation, and civic inclusion (Simpson & Whiteside, 2020). In this sense, access to ESOL reflects inclusive migration governance and contributes to the development of social capital (Putnam, 2015).
However, recent UK migration policies have introduced administrative and structural barriers that affect refugees' access to education, including delays in support, increased legal uncertainty, and disrupted educational continuity (British Red Cross, 2018). This suggests that policies designed to regulate migration may also constrain educational inclusion. This demonstrates the gap between policy intention and lived experience, where access exists in theory but is limited in practice.
In contrast, Welsh policy frameworks, particularly the Nation of Sanctuary Plan (Welsh Government, 2019), emphasise education as a tool for integration and social justice. This highlights a key tension between restrictive UK migration controls and inclusive Welsh objectives, creating a complex policy landscape for refugee learners.
This study examines how recent UK migration laws affect refugee participation in post-16 ESOL education in Wales. It focuses on policy impacts on access, barriers to participation, and institutional responses. Using qualitative secondary analysis, the research evaluates whether ESOL provision functions as a pathway to empowerment or contributes to systemic exclusion. Ultimately, this reinforces the argument that the Welsh context provides a critical lens for assessing inclusion in practice.

Literature Review
1. Introduction to the Literature Review
       To situate this inquiry within existing scholarship, this review critically examines the intersection of migration policy, educational inclusion, and refugee learners' experiences in post-16 ESOL provision. Literature was selected based on relevance to post-16 refugee education in the UK, with a focus on sources published from 2015 onwards to reflect recent policy changes. Priority was given to peer-reviewed articles, policy reports, and empirical studies, ensuring a comprehensive and rigorous synthesis of current academic and policy debates.
Contemporary literature identifies a significant tension between restrictive migration frameworks and the policy aspiration of inclusive education. (Marcos, 2024) Since 2022, legislative developments such as the Nationality and Borders Act and subsequent reforms have increased legal uncertainty for refugee learners, affecting eligibility for education, disrupting continuity, and limiting opportunities for long-term progression (Education Policy Institute, 2023). While Welsh policy frameworks promote inclusion through initiatives such as the Nation of Sanctuary, UK-wide immigration controls often constrain their practical implementation. For example, colleges such as Cardiff and Vale College have responded by establishing dedicated support teams to help newly arrived refugees navigate eligibility criteria and access ESOL programmes, yet continue to report challenges related to sudden changes in students’ immigration status (Estyn, 2023). Similarly, UK universities are increasingly adjusting their admissions processes to support applicants with insecure immigration status, but national immigration rules continue to limit what institutions can achieve. Universities have introduced measures such as flexible documentation requirements and sanctuary‑style initiatives to reduce exclusion (Murray, 2022). However, despite these efforts, structural barriers created by immigration legislation still restrict access and create uncertainty for applicants, meaning institutional adaptations can only partially overcome the challenges (UCL Institute of Education, 2025).
A growing body of research highlights the intersecting structural, psychosocial, and institutional barriers affecting refugee participation in post-16 education. (Lambrechts, 2020) However, existing scholarship tends to examine migration policy or refugee education in isolation, resulting in insufficient analysis of how recent UK legislative reforms affect the unique educational landscape of Wales, where devolved authorities are responsible for ESOL provision. (Chick & Lewis, 2019) Specifically, there is a notable research gap regarding empirical analyses of how Welsh institutions interpret and operationalise national legislative changes within their ESOL provision, the institutional strategies they develop in response, and the specific impacts of these responses on refugee learner outcomes, such as access, retention, and progression in post-16 education. Limited attention has been paid to the practical mechanisms institutions use to bridge policy and practice, or to the lived experiences of refugee learners as they navigate these institutional landscapes. (Welsh Government, 2023) This gap underscores a critical tension between nationally imposed restrictions and devolved commitments to inclusion, signalling the need for a more comprehensive inquiry into these intersecting dynamics.
Accordingly, this review provides a critical synthesis of literature to examine how legislative change is translated into institutional practice and learner experience. In the context of this review, 'inclusion' is understood as encompassing access to educational opportunities, meaningful participation in learning environments, and equitable outcomes for refugee learners within post-16 ESOL provision. This working definition foregrounds the importance of both structural and experiential dimensions of inclusion, including eligibility, engagement in learning, and progression through and beyond ESOL programmes. Ultimately, this reinforces the argument that inclusion must be understood as an outcome shaped by the interaction between policy, institutions, and pedagogy.

 Migration Laws and Policies in the UK and Wales
     Recent UK immigration laws have altered the environment for refugees and asylum seekers, affecting legal status, stability, and access to post-16 education. The Illegal Migration Act 2023 aims to remove those without permission and discourage irregular arrivals (Home Office, 2023). The Safety of Rwanda (Asylum and Immigration) Act 2024, now repealed, aimed to send asylum seekers to Rwanda as a "safe third country,” reflecting this deterrence trend and increasing legal uncertainty (UK Parliament, 2025; Asylum Aid, 2025). Additionally, the May 2025 Restoring Control over the Immigration System White Paper outlined reforms to reduce migration and regulate settlement (Home Office, 2025). Proposed changes include stricter English-language requirements, a longer residence requirement for Indefinite Leave to Remain (ILR), and restrictions on family reunification. Commentators also expect a new “core protection” status, potentially extending settlement up to 20 years, and limits on family reunion and work rights for refugees (Migration Observatory, 2026). These changes increase legal insecurity and may discourage long-term educational commitments, such as ESOL (Education Policy Institute, 2023). In contrast to the UK’s restrictive trajectory, Wales has emphasised inclusion through frameworks like the Nation of Sanctuary Plan (Welsh Government, 2019), which prioritises educational access and community support for refugees and asylum seekers. Yet the divergence between UK-level deterrent policies and devolved Welsh inclusion efforts creates a complex policy context for practitioners and learners. Existing literature indicates that, while Welsh goals promote integration and participation, structural constraints arising from UK immigration law often limit practical access to funding, documentation, and continuous education (Refugee Education UK, 2021; Welsh Government, 2023). Understanding these legal shifts is therefore essential for analysing how migration policy intersects with educational inclusion for refugee learners in post-16 ESOL contexts. (Education Policy Institute, 2023).
 Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks
     Several theoretical frameworks explain inclusion and exclusion in refugee education, showing how migration policies affect post-16 ESOL learners. Social inclusion and exclusion theory highlights how policy creates inequality and barriers, including UK reforms such as the ILR extension, the Rwanda Act, and White Paper proposals (Davies, 2005; Levitas, 2005; Silver, 2010). This framework clarifies how legal and policy structures affect learners’ access to education and social participation.
Critical pedagogy examines how education empowers and challenges injustice (Freire, 1970). In ESOL, learners’ voices and cultural knowledge are valued, especially when strict policies threaten their stability and inclusion (Auerbach, 2015). Trauma-informed education recognises that refugee learners may experience displacement, violence, or disrupted schooling, which can make learning harder (Brunzell, Stokes & Waters, 2016; Aleks Palanac, 2019). Policies that increase uncertainty, such as limits on asylum or family reunification, add stress and hinder learning (Miller et al, 2018).
Human rights and social justice approaches view education as a right, demanding equity and the removal of barriers to real inclusion (Sen, 1999; UNESCO, 2015). Reflexivity and positionality (Finlay, 2002) guide critical analysis of the ESOL educator’s perspective, ensuring policies and learner experiences are considered.
Together, these frameworks show how UK migration policy influences educational inclusion. They highlight how policy, teaching, and personal factors shape refugee learners’ experiences in post-16 ESOL (Bouttell,2023).

Refugee Learners and Barriers to Inclusion
     Refugee learners encounter multiple intersecting barriers that affect participation in post-16 ESOL education. Structural challenges include limited documentation, restricted funding, and digital exclusion, all of which constrain access to courses and support services (Doyle & O’Toole, 2013; The Bell Foundation, 2020). Recent UK migration policies, including extended Indefinite Leave to Remain (ILR) pathways and stricter English-language requirements, further intensify these barriers by prolonging legal uncertainty and limiting access to employment and educational opportunities (Home Office, 2025; Migration Observatory, 2025). Evidence from The Bell Foundation indicates that documentation issues can delay ESOL enrolment by up to six months, restricting timely access to learning. In addition, psychosocial factors such as trauma, anxiety, disrupted educational histories, and social isolation can affect motivation and engagement (Brunzell, Stokes & Waters, 2016; Palanac, 2019). Institutional constraints, including limited ESOL staffing, insufficient training, and rigid enrolment procedures, also contribute to exclusion (Welsh Government, 2023). Research suggests that inclusive practices such as trauma-informed teaching, flexible assessment, peer mentoring, and culturally responsive pedagogy can mitigate these barriers (The Bell Foundation, 2020; Refugee Education UK, 2021). Collectively, exclusion is shaped by systemic and structural factors rather than learner deficits, underscoring the need for coordinated policy and institutional responses (Simpson & Hunter, 2023; The Bell Foundation, 2020).

     Inclusion and Policy in Post-16 ESOL Education
Post-16 ESOL provision in the UK and Wales operates within a complex policy landscape, shaped by both legislative mandates and devolved initiatives. The Equality Act (2010) and the ALN Act (2018) provide statutory frameworks for inclusive practice (Han, Starke and Green, 2010; Auerbach, 2015; Welsh Government, 2023). However, evidence indicates that refugee learners often encounter a gap between inclusive policy rhetoric and practical realities. For example, ESOL programmes may lack sufficient funding, culturally responsive materials, or staff trained in trauma-informed pedagogy, thereby limiting the intended effects of inclusion frameworks (Han, Starkey and Green, 2010; Phillimore, 2012; The Bell Foundation, 2020; Phillimore et al., 2021).
Recent UK policies have intensified this tension. Changes such as the ILR extension, new English language requirements, and proposals for “core protection” status expand pathways to stability and settlement, while restricting refugees’ ability to consistently engage in education and integration activities (Home Office, 2025; Migration Observatory, 2025). These reforms highlight the divergence between UK-level restrictions and Welsh inclusion initiatives, such as the Nation of Sanctuary Plan, which seeks to enhance educational access and support for refugees and asylum seekers (Welsh Government, 2019; 2023).
Structural and bureaucratic obstacles, including delays in enrolment due to immigration documentation, limited course capacity, and resource constraints, further impede participation. Genuine inclusion, therefore, requires alignment between policy frameworks, institutional practice, and educator expertise. Without such alignment, refugee learners remain vulnerable to exclusion despite the legal protections and inclusive frameworks reportedly in place (Simpson and Hunter, 2023).
2. Summary and Research Gap
       The literature reveals a persistent tension between UK migration policy, inclusion frameworks, and practical access to post-16 ESOL education. Restrictive policies, including ILR extensions, Rwanda-related legislation, and tightened asylum pathways, often reinforce systemic barriers to participation. In contrast, Welsh initiatives seek to promote inclusion and integration, highlighting policy divergence within the UK context. Refugee learners face multifaceted barriers; structural, psychosocial, and institutional, that interact with policy and practice. Despite these insights, a clear research gap exists regarding the specific impact of recent UK migration reforms, particularly legislative changes introduced since 2022, on the lived experiences of post-16 ESOL learners in Wales. There is a lack of empirical and analytical scholarship that directly addresses how national policy changes affect learners' access, engagement, and outcomes within devolved Welsh education settings. The present study directly addresses this gap by providing a critical synthesis of secondary evidence focused on the intersection of national policy and devolved ESOL provision in Wales, thereby offering an original contribution to the literature through an analysis of whether current policies and educational practices in Wales facilitate meaningful inclusion or perpetuate exclusion for refugee ESOL learners.

Methodology
       Having established the conceptual and empirical gap, the following section outlines the methodological approach adopted to interrogate these dynamics.
This research adopts a qualitative secondary research approach, drawing on existing literature, policy documents, and academic studies to explore the effects of new UK migration laws on post-16 ESOL learners. A qualitative framework is appropriate because it enables deep, interpretive understanding of social and educational issues, focusing on meanings, experiences, and contextual analysis rather than numerical data (Creswell, 2014). This study specifically incorporates recent policies, including the Safety of Rwanda Act (2024) and the 2025–2026 Immigration Rule changes, ensuring that the analysis reflects current legislative conditions affecting refugee learners.
Data sources include government and Home Office documents, NGO and institutional reports, and peer-reviewed academic literature. These sources are analysed thematically following Braun and Clarke’s (2008) principles by first conducting initial familiarisation with the data, then generating preliminary codes related to recurring issues; such as barriers to inclusion, examples of best practice, and policy-driven challenges; followed by reviewing and refining these codes into broader themes relevant to inclusion, exclusion, and access within post-16 ESOL provision. For instance, data indicating enrolment delays due to documentation requirements would be coded under ‘structural barriers.’ Critical discourse analysis further examines policy language, revealing how legislative framing, implementation processes, and institutional responses shape refugee learners' experiences.
Reflexivity informs the research, acknowledging the researcher’s positionality as an ESOL practitioner and the potential for bias. Analytic notes and continual evaluation of assumptions ensure ethical interpretation of sensitive topics, in line with UWTSD’s research ethics framework (UWTSD, 2024).
All data used in this study are publicly available, so formal informed consent is not required. Nevertheless, academic integrity and accurate Harvard-style referencing remain essential for ensuring ethical scholarship. A key ethical consideration in this secondary research methodology is the lack of direct participant voice, which not only limits access to nuanced, individual perspectives but also raises questions about representation and power dynamics in interpreting refugee learners' experiences. Relying exclusively on published sources may introduce institutional or political bias, as secondary materials can reflect existing research agendas and limitations in the original data (Johnston, 2017). The absence of direct engagement with refugee learners further restricts the study’s ability to capture their lived experiences and agency (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). Consequently, the depth and representativeness of the findings remain constrained, particularly in understanding the barriers refugee learners face in accessing education (Block et al., 2014). This underscores the researcher’s ethical responsibility to exercise reflexivity, critically evaluating how one's positionality and methodological choices influence data interpretation (Reid et al., 2018). Although qualitative secondary analysis provides valuable insight into the intersections of migration policy and ESOL education, these constraints must be explicitly acknowledged, and the conclusions situated within the ethical and epistemological boundaries imposed by the available data (Mohajeri and Karami, 2025).

1. Results and Discussion
Introduction to the Discussion
       This section critically analyses findings from secondary research on the effects of recent UK migration laws on refugee learners in post-16 ESOL education. Drawing on policy documents, academic literature, and sector reports, it evaluates whether current frameworks promote inclusion or reinforce exclusion. The central argument advanced is that, while policy frameworks often express commitments to inclusion, the practical effects of recent migration legislation reinforce systemic exclusion for refugee learners in post-16 ESOL contexts. Thematic analysis identified four key areas: (1) policy intent versus practice, (2) barriers to inclusion, (3) educator perspectives and institutional challenges, and (4) examples of inclusive practice. These themes are examined through social inclusion theory, critical pedagogy, and trauma-informed education, linking policy developments to learner experiences and institutional responses (Education Policy Institute, 2023).

Theme 1: Policy Intent versus Practice
       Recent UK migration legislation has introduced increasingly restrictive measures affecting refugee learners in post-16 ESOL education. The Nationality and Borders Act (2022) and Illegal Migration Act (2023) impose stricter asylum criteria and limit access to employment and support, creating structural barriers to education (Home Office, 2022; 2023; Phillimore, 2021). Further developments, including the Safety of Rwanda Act (2024) and 2025–2026 Immigration Rule changes, have increased legal uncertainty by extending pathways to settlement and tightening English language requirements (Home Office, 2025; Migration Observatory, 2025).
These policies, while framed around border control, often conflict with inclusive educational objectives. Refugee learners frequently face delayed enrolment, restricted access to courses, and uncertainty regarding eligibility for support. As one learner perspective illustrates, “I feel like my life is on hold… I want to study, but I don’t know what will happen next” (Refugee Education UK, 2021). This highlights the gap between policy intent and lived experience.
Social inclusion theory (Levitas, 2005; Silver, 2010) clarifies this disconnect by showing how policies that seem neutral or protective can lead to exclusion when structural barriers are taken into account. In contrast, Welsh Government initiatives such as the Nation of Sanctuary Plan (2019) and the Refugee and Asylum Seeker Delivery Plan (2023) emphasise inclusion through education, community engagement, and support services.
However, despite these inclusive frameworks, structural constraints, such as funding limitations and administrative complexity, continue to restrict access in practice. This divergence illustrates that inclusion is context-dependent, shaped by the interaction between national legislation and devolved educational policy. Effective inclusion, therefore, requires alignment across policy, institutions, and pedagogy (Simpson & Hunter, 2023).

Theme 2: Barriers to Inclusion in Post-16 ESOL
      Refugee learners experience multiple intersecting barriers that limit participation in ESOL education. Structural barriers include legal restrictions, lack of documentation, limited funding, digital exclusion, and transport challenges (Doyle & O’Toole, 2013; The Bell Foundation, 2020). Recent migration reforms, such as extended settlement routes and stricter language requirements, intensify these challenges by prolonging uncertainty and restricting access to employment and resources (Home Office, 2025; Migration Observatory, 2025).
Psychosocial barriers also significantly affect engagement. Refugee learners may experience trauma, disrupted education, anxiety, and social isolation, all of which can hinder confidence and participation (Brunzell, Stokes and Waters, 2016). Trauma-informed pedagogy is therefore essential, as it supports emotional regulation and fosters a sense of safety and belonging (The Bell Foundation, 2020).
Institutional barriers further constrain inclusion. Many post-16 providers face limited ESOL staffing, insufficient training, and rigid enrolment processes, which disproportionately affect refugee learners (Welsh Government, 2023; Refugee Education UK, 2021). These constraints reduce the capacity to provide consistent, responsive support.
Taken together, these barriers demonstrate that exclusion is systemic rather than a result of individual learner deficits. Evidence shows that documentation issues and funding eligibility can delay enrolment for extended periods, limiting timely access to education (The Bell Foundation, 2020). National reviews similarly highlight how administrative processes linked to immigration status can significantly postpone entry into ESOL provision (Welsh Government, 2023).
Social inclusion and critical pedagogy frameworks (Levitas, 2005; Freire, 1970) emphasise that overcoming these barriers requires coordinated action across policy, institutions, and teaching practice. Without such alignment, refugee learners remain at risk of marginalisation despite their motivation to engage (Simpson & Hunter, 2023).

Theme 3: Educator Perspectives and Institutional Challenges
        Educators play a crucial role in mediating the impact of restrictive policies. ESOL practitioners often adopt inclusive and trauma-informed approaches, including differentiated instruction, scaffolding, peer support, and the creation of safe learning environments that validate learners’ experiences (Auerbach, 2015; The Bell Foundation, 2020).
However, the effectiveness of these approaches is constrained by institutional challenges. Limited funding, insufficient professional development, and high student-to-teacher ratios reduce educators’ ability to provide consistent support (Welsh Government, 2023; Refugee Education UK, 2021). As a result, inclusion often depends on individual educators' commitment rather than being systematically embedded.
Reflective practice is therefore essential. Finlay (2002) highlights the importance of reflexivity in recognising biases and adapting teaching approaches to meet diverse learner needs. In the ESOL context, this enables educators to respond more effectively to the complex realities that refugee learners face.
Despite these efforts, systemic issues persist. Administrative delays related to immigration status and settlement processes disrupt class progression and increase workload pressures for both learners and educators (Home Office, 2025). This creates inconsistencies in provision and limits the sustainability of inclusive practice.
These findings underscore the need for greater institutional support and policy coherence. Aligning policy frameworks with classroom realities would enhance consistency and ensure that inclusive practices are not reliant solely on individual effort but supported at a systemic level (Simpson & Hunter, 2023).

Theme 4: Examples of Inclusive Practice and Recommendations
       Despite systemic challenges, examples of inclusive practice demonstrate how refugee learners can be effectively supported. Welsh initiatives, particularly the Nation of Sanctuary Plan and community-based ESOL programmes, illustrate the impact of targeted policy and local partnerships in promoting access and participation (Welsh Government, 2019; 2023).
Effective strategies identified in the literature include peer mentoring, flexible curricula, trauma-informed teaching, and culturally responsive materials (The Bell Foundation, 2020). These approaches address both educational and psychosocial needs, supporting learner engagement and progression.
The literature also proposes several measures to strengthen inclusion. Increasing funding and expanding ESOL provision would improve access, while institutional frameworks prioritising learner wellbeing would enhance retention and engagement. Professional development in trauma-informed and culturally responsive pedagogy is essential to build educator capacity. The Welsh Government (2023) provides a comprehensive analysis of these issues, arguing that aligning immigration and education policy is crucial for removing systemic barriers faced by refugee learners. While the Welsh Government emphasises a multi-level, holistic approach to inclusion, its recommendations may be constrained by limited devolved powers over immigration. This underscores the need to critically consider the extent to which regional interventions can compensate for restrictive national legislation, highlighting the importance of integrated policy action across governmental levels.
Collectively, these findings suggest that coordinated action across policy, institutions, and pedagogy is critical to improving outcomes. Even within restrictive policy environments, targeted interventions can mitigate exclusion and support meaningful participation in ESOL education (Court, 2021).

Reflective Commentary
       Reflection is integral to interpreting these findings. As an ESOL practitioner, the researcher recognises the potential for bias when analysing refugee experiences and policy impacts. Reflexivity, as defined by Finlay (2002), enables critical evaluation of positionality and ensures ethical interpretation of data.
Engaging with secondary evidence highlights the importance of evidence-based practice and the educator’s role as an advocate for inclusion. It also reinforces the interdependence of policy alignment, institutional support, and pedagogy, with gaps in any area undermining inclusive practice.
However, reliance on secondary data introduces limitations. Published sources may reflect institutional or political biases, potentially omitting marginalised perspectives. The absence of direct engagement with refugee learners further restricts the depth of analysis, limiting insight into lived experiences and contextual complexities.
These constraints require careful evaluation of source credibility and ongoing reflexive awareness of how interpretation is shaped by the researcher’s perspective. While secondary research provides valuable insights into systemic issues, its limitations highlight the need for future studies that incorporate primary data. Specifically, primary research employing qualitative interviews or focus groups with refugee learners would provide richer insights into their lived experiences, foregrounding their voices and deepening understanding of how policy and institutional practices are experienced in everyday educational contexts.

Summary of Key Findings
       The findings indicate a persistent gap between inclusive policy aims and the lived experiences of refugee learners in post-16 ESOL education. While UK migration policies emphasise control and deterrence, their practical effects often reinforce exclusion by limiting access to education through legal, financial, and administrative barriers.
These challenges are compounded by psychosocial and institutional factors, including trauma, limited resources, and inconsistent provision. Evidence suggests that delays in enrolment and restricted access to ESOL remain significant barriers to participation (The Bell Foundation, 2020).
Although educators attempt to mitigate these challenges through inclusive and trauma-informed practices, their efforts are often constrained by systemic limitations. In contrast, Welsh initiatives demonstrate that targeted support and inclusive policy frameworks can improve access and engagement.
The findings highlight the need for greater policy coherence, increased funding, and stronger institutional support to ensure equitable access to ESOL education. Future research should prioritise the voices of refugee learners to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how policy is experienced in practice.
Conclusion
       This study examined how recent UK migration laws affect refugee learners in post-16 ESOL education and whether these policies promote inclusion or exclusion. Analysis of policy documents, academic literature, and practitioner reports revealed a clear tension between the government’s stated commitment to inclusion and the realities faced by refugee learners. Legislation such as the Nationality and Borders Act (2022) and the Illegal Migration Act (2023) has created structural barriers that indirectly limit access to education by increasing legal uncertainty and restricting opportunities for stability, funding, and employment.

In contrast, Welsh initiatives such as the Nation of Sanctuary Plan (2019) promote a more inclusive approach, prioritising integration and access to education. However, the findings indicate that inclusive policy intentions alone are insufficient. Institutional limitations, limited resources, and the psychosocial effects of trauma continue to affect refugee learners’ participation in ESOL provision.

The study highlights the need for practical policy changes, including increased ESOL funding, simplified enrolment processes, and professional development for educators in trauma-informed and culturally responsive teaching. It also emphasises the important role of ESOL educators, whose commitment and reflexive practice often help mitigate systemic barriers.

This research concludes that meaningful inclusion requires stronger alignment between immigration, education, and social policies. With appropriate support and coordinated policy action, post-16 ESOL education can become a site of empowerment that supports refugee integration and contributes to broader goals of social inclusion and equitable access to education.
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