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Setting the scene…

• What are students at risk?
• at risk of being denied rights in their home countries 

• having to flee from war in their home countries

• What support do Europeans provide?

• Why should Europe be a safe haven?

• Why should we do more?

• What‘s the purpose of this workshop?



Introduction of panellists

• Hilde Granås Kjøstvedt
• Norwegian Directorate for Higher Education and Skills (HK-dir)

• Stefanie Kottowski 
• German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD)

• Aiste Motekaitiene
• LCC International University, Lithuania

• Catalina Jerez 
• University of Barcelona, Spain

• David Di Santo
• Swiss Student Union (VSS-UNES-USU)



Students at Risk: Norway



Students at Risk (StAR) in brief

• Main objective: To promote human rights and democracy ​

• Achieved through: Strengthening political activists with formal education  ​

• Initiative by Norwegian Students and Academics International 

Assistance Fund and the National Union of Students in Norway 

• Pilot financed by MFA - permanent programme from 2021

• Administration delegated to HK-dir

• Involves 3 ministries, 7 NGOs, 44 embassies, 15 HEIs



StAR: Facts and figures

• What’s the financial framework? Around 5,6 million EUR (2015-

2022)

• How many scholarships? Max 20 scholarships awarded per year

• Scholarship covers living costs in Norway (tuition is still free…)

• What study levels? Master- or bachelor level education

• Which countries? OECD-DAC listed countries

• How many students? Between 2015-2022: 

• 360 students nominated; 

• 86 students admitted to Norwegian higher education institutions 



Where do the students 

come from?

Other:
Egypt
Lebanon
Libya
Morocco
Kyrgyzstan
Gambia
Kenya
South Sudan
Honduras
Occupied
Palestinian
Territories



StAR: Opinions of the students

Students are generally satisfied with 

❖ The study programme & education

❖ Acquiring intercultural skills

❖ Getting to know fellow activists and being encouraged by them

“The right to education is the right to think freely. If people are 

allowed to think freely, they will find the tools they need to 

liberate themselves”

“Being a StAR student has strengthened my conviction in my 

cause”



What happens after the students have 

completed their studies in Norway?

• The StAR programme is not equipped to follow up or 

support students after graduation

“Even though the program is very well structured and 

empowering, it is proper to have an exit plan for those 

finishing the programme. There is no point of empowering 

an individual and then dumping them back into the jaws of 

the oppressor.”



„Hilde Domin Programme“

Stefanie Kottowski
Senior Desk Officer Hilde Domin Programme, DAAD



Programme Objective

© Deutsches Literaturarchiv Marbach / Mathias Michaelis

To enable students and doctoral 

candidates being denied the right to 

education in their countries of 

origin, to complete their studies or 

doctorate in a secure environment 

at a higher education institution 

in Germany



Background

• Idea originated in 2020 with protests in Belarus

• Funding by the German Federal Foreign Office

• Extension to become a worldwide programme

• Full scholarships for BA, MA and doctoral studies

(Beneficiaries obtain study visa)



Statistics

• Three rounds of scholarships awarded

1. Intake (Summer 2021): 50 scholarships (15 BA / 22 MA / 13 PhD)

2. Intake (Winter 2021): 35 scholarships (13 BA / 10 MA / 12 PhD)

3 Intake (Summer 2022): 24 scholarships (4 BA / 10 MA / 10 PhD)

• Special intake early 2022 for students & graduates

from Afghanistan

Spring 2022: 26 scholarships (3 BA / 10 MA / 13 PhD)



Statistics (2)



Statistics (3) 

• Main countries of origin:

• Afghanistan

• Belarus

• Turkey

• Myanmar

• Syria

• Gender distribution: 56% male, 42% female, 2% 

diverse



Conclusions

• Coordination with other FFO-funded initiatives 

for people at risk is important

• Focus of the programme is on the individual. 

Systemic crises such as in Afghanistan 

go beyond financial and human resources 

• Demand exceeds supply of scholarships considerably



Middle East Scholars

@LCC International University



The goal of the program

To assist war-affected students from Syria, Iraq and 
Afghanistan with an intensive English program 
(and supplemental support systems) on a safe campus, 
in order to help them start/continue their BA or MA 
at LCC International University or elsewhere. 

Candidates can apply or be referred to the program 
by various NGOs/UNHCR/others.

All about educating and not losing the next generation!



Providing an opportunity

Vision and idea approval – spring 2015
Exploratory trips to Lebanon, Iraq, Jordan, Georgia & Armenia

1st group of 15 students (9 from Iraq and 6 from Syria) in 2016

All students started in English preparation program and then
continued onto BA degree (4 years) or MA degree (2 years)

Up to date – over 90 individuals have been accepted to the 
program over the period of the last 6 years



Currently in the program
27 students:

11  from Afghanistan
15  from Iraq

1  from Syria



Arriving to Lithuania

VISA: national visa D for study purposes. 
Upon arrival to Lithuania – Temporary Residence 
Permit (TRP) which gives opportunity to work.

TRANSFER TO LT: LCC oversees the entire process, 
works with relevant organizations where needed. 
In some cases and where possibilities exist selected
candidates fund their own travel, in other cases –
other organizations or the scholarship.



After graduation

LEGAL PATHWAY for building life in Lithuania.

EMPLOYMENT possibilities; further education.

After 5 years of continuous TRP, 
it is possible to apply for PERMANENT residence status.

35 LCC graduates: 10 BA & 25 MA.



Lessons learnt

• The benefit of not being singled out 
but being a part of the educational community; 

• Having access to all support structures 
(advising, counseling, cultural adjustment); 
feeling like a regular student; 

• Building foundation for a new life.

Challenges in candidate identification & selection; 
limited access to LT embassies; visa fees & travel costs; 
documentation; funding; expanding beyond the Middle East. 



An experience of solidarity, 

community and commitment

Catalina Jerez
Sociologist, Coordinator of the UB Support Programme 

for Refugees and People Fleeing Conflict Zones



Obstacles that students at risk face

in accessing Higher Education

• Language barriers

• Recognition of prior learning

• Administrative process of enrolment

• Lack of scholarships and lack of reliable information

• New socio-educational system

• Legal status as international student

• Socioeconomic integration



Our answers and commitments



- 90 students supported since 2016

- mainly funded by the UB; financial support of the Barcelona City Council (transition course),   

Viladecans City Council and AGBAR (social inclusion phase: accommodation) 



Transition course to the University

Official call. Applications and 
selection process

Process of gathering
documents. Selected

students apply to
International students visa

If the visa is granted: arrival
in Barcelona, welcome
process, Support in the 

administrative procedures
and knwoledge of local and 

University environments.

Development of the course
(1 year: language

learning+local
knowledge+Human Rights)

If the student passes the 
course: access to the 
University (degree or

masters) (1 or 2 years)

End of the studies: Access to
the labor market or other

exits

Integral Scholarships Exemption in tuition fees and taxes; full board
accommodation; Protocol for the recognition of 

prior studies, psychosocial Support, legal 
advice, mental health Support; Academic 

guidance, language Exchange, participation in 
UB Projects, etc



Internal and external stakeholders

Internal network (University level)
Top-down commitment + bottom-up support

External network 
– still in progress!



Challenges

• From trend to structure: full institutionalisation of the Programme

• Scale it up: test the Programme at national level. 

In progress! Support from different ministries 

(Foreign Affairs, Internal Affairs, Inclusion and Universities)

• Financial Support from autonomous, national & European levels

• Exit routes: improvement of job market Access opportunities



Students at Risk Switzerland
Perspective of a grassroot movement

David Di Santo
Swiss Student Union (VSS-UNES-USU)



Bottom-up or Top-down?

Governmental 
Institutions

Stakeholders

Student 
Movements

HEIs



Importance of an international 

network for the build-up

- Best Practices

- Support

- Motivation

- Brand Identification

- Legitimacy

- Competition



Grassroot Movements



Advocacy work

• Event in November 2021

with a joint proposal for action
• Informal working group

• Single contact and coordination within EU Commission

• European coordination mechanism for initiatives

• EU funding for students at risk

• Letter to the EU Commission
• Call for the establishment of an expert group

• Berlin Declaration G7+
• Signed by 15 higher education organisations

• Debate at the European Parliament
• Erasmus+ pilot project

• Own-initiative report/ Resolution

• To be continued !



Discussing ways forward… 

• Europe-wide mapping of initiatives

• Renewed proposal for EU action
• Broader alliance of stakeholders

• Roundtable meeting in Brussels

• European Parliament / Council of the EU / European Commission

• Further ideas?

• Interested to join us?



Thank you 

for your attention.

Anna-Lena Sender / Stefanie Kottowski / Hilde Granås Kjøstvedt

Aiste Motekaitiene / Catalina Jerez / David Di Santo

DAAD info.hildedomin@daad.de / HK-Dir star@hkdir.no / 

LCC International University amotekaitiene@lcc.lt / University of Barcelona cjerez@ub.edu

VSS-UNES-USU studentsatrisk@vss-unes.ch
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