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Educational Pathways in Italy: Emanuel’s Perspective-Reflective 

Essay for the Special Issue: “Community Sponsorship and 

Complementary Pathways: Global Movements for Resettling 

Refugees Driven by Local Actors”   

Executive Summary 

• Using the experience of Emanuel, an Eritrean refugee student, this paper critically examines 
Italy’s University Corridors for Refugees (UNICORE) project.  

• UNICORE is one of Europe’s more notable educational pathways for refugee students. 

• It illustrates both the transformative potential and the structural shortcomings of this 
project, particularly in its failure to secure long-term legal stability and employment 
opportunities for graduates.  

Key Findings 

UNICORE provides transformative access to higher education and community sponsorship support 

• UNICORE offers the opportunity for refugees, particularly in African countries, to pursue a 
master’s degree at an Italian university.  

• The programme is made possible through the collaboration between universities and refugee 
support organizations such as Caritas and Diacnoia Valdese.  

• Emmanuel received extensive support after arrival, including basic necessities such 
as food and toiletries, as well as help with medical appointments and social activities.  

• Despite the challenges of COVID-19 and cultural differences, the volunteer support 
networks associated with Caritas enabled Emanuel to navigate his first year and 
succeed academically.  

Legal uncertainty is the programme’s most serious flaw 

• Emanuel’s legal status was dependent on a short-term travel document organised by the 
UNHCR and Gandhi Charity.  

• Renewal procedures for the travel documents were inconsistent and subject to regional 
policy differences 

• UNICORE refugee students could not return to their countries of origin or first asylum for 
renewal due to security concerns.  

• In the case that renewal was a possibility, application processes were often slow and valid for 
only one year. This meant that by the time a renewal was issued, it would be time to renew 
again.  

• Despite help from Caritas and UNHCR to secure temporary special protection, Emanuel 
struggled with years of instability, resulting in severe stress.  



 
 

   

 

2 

Labor-market outcomes remain poor, forcing graduates into survival jobs 

• Despite earning a master’s degree, Emanuel works as a restaurant cleaner.  

• This is not an isolated case; many other UNICORE graduates face limited labor-
market access and choose to leave Italy for other European Union (EU) countries.  

• This reality reflects a clear gap between employers and the UNICORE project.  

Author’s Recommendations 

• Ensure stability of legal status.  

• Create strategies to integrate UNICORE graduates into the labor market.  

• Push for recognition of the UNICORE project by the private and public sectors to increase 
the employability of graduates.  

• Ensure a clear path to resettlement for refugee students.  

Conclusion 

• Emanuel’s experience demonstrates that while pathways like UNICORE have 
transformative potential, they remain incomplete without clear legal and employment 
outcomes.  

• UNICORE provides life-changing access to higher education, demonstrates 
exceptional collaboration between different actors such as universities and refugee support 
organizations, and offers high-quality emotional support through its network of volunteers.  

• UNICORE has a significant gap in identifying the students’ ultimate destination and post-
graduation trajectory, including: 

o Struggles to integrate graduates into the labor market.  
o Unable to provide a stable legal status, which places immense emotional pressure on 

refugee students and creates a barrier to success.  
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