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Abstract 

Though student mobility in the European Union is currently facilitated 

under EU and national law and policy, few students from Northern 

Ireland take the opportunity to engage in such mobility to third-level 

colleges in the Republic of Ireland.  The reasons for this reluctance 

have not been researched in detail. This thesis adopts a 

phenomenological approach to explore the experiences of a number of 

cross-border third-level students from Northern Ireland, to ascertain 

whether their perceptions and lived experiences of crossing the border 

explain the low levels of student mobility from Northern Ireland to the 

Republic of Ireland.  Juxtaposing the theory of mobilities with that of 

borders, the thesis considers whether the border in Ireland operates as 

a bridge or a barrier to educational mobility.  

 
The findings from the interviews and focus groups suggest that student 

mobility from Northern Ireland to third-level border colleges in the 

Republic of Ireland constitutes a distinct geography of mobility which 

does not depend on privilege.  Instead, this geography of mobility is 

determined by students’ perceptions of identity and integration.  The 

border presents simultaneously as both a barrier and a bridge.  Though 

the border is currently barely perceptible, it nonetheless demarcates 

difference on either side.   

 
This research takes place at a critical time, immediately prior to the 

centenary of partition in Ireland and between the decision by the UK to 

leave the EU and its ultimate departure.  In examining this distinctive 

geography of mobility, the study makes an important contribution to 

existing literature on student cross-border mobility at a meaningful 

moment in the history of the border in Ireland.  As the border assumes 

a new stature and significance, this study is a reminder of how easily 

further physical and psychological barriers could block the bridge to 

educational opportunity in Ireland.    
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

                       "May you live in interesting times!" 

Those living along the border between Ireland and Northern Ireland
1
, 

particularly those north of the border, have lived long in interesting 

times and are well placed to appreciate the irony of this purported 

ancient Chinese curse.  On the margins of one of two land borders 

between the European Union (EU) and territory of the United 

Kingdom (UK), times have become even more interesting for these 

citizens as the UK negotiates the terms of its revised relationship with 

the EU following the UK EU membership referendum on 23
rd

 June 

2016 (the Brexit referendum) and withdrawal from the EU on 31
st
 

January 2020.  This border, in place for almost a century, since 1921, 

has witnessed and been the source of conflict and controversy, but has, 

in the aftermath of developments under EU law and the Belfast 

Agreement 1998, been a structure for and a symbol of progress 

towards concord and convergence (Hayward, 2018; McCall, 2018; 

Stevenson, 2017; Diez and Hayward, 2008; Hayward, 2007; Hayward, 

2004). Today, essentially invisible to the unknowing, the border 

between Northern Ireland and Ireland is 310 miles long with over 200 

formal crossing points (House of Commons, Northern Ireland Affairs 

Committee, 2018).   

 

 

                                                           
1 For the purpose of the study, references to “Ireland” denote “the Republic of Ireland”.   
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  1.1 Background and Rationale 

This study finds its impetus in concerns that, following the Brexit 

referendum, previous cross border convergence and mobility resulting 

in the metaphorical lowering of the border in Ireland may decrease, to 

be superseded by a physical and psychological reinstatement of that 

same border which had become largely redundant in an EU 

characterised as an “area without internal frontiers” (Article 3(2), 

Treaty on European Union).  In the field of education, any disruption 

to cross border mobility is disquieting when considered against the 

value of cross border mobility to students from Northern Ireland, 

where tertiary educational places are in short supply.  Students from 

Northern Ireland can, in theory, currently rely on their rights of 

freedom of movement and freedom to receive services, granted under 

EU law, to access third-level education in Ireland.  However, 

notwithstanding this theoretical mobility, fewer students than might be 

expected avail of the opportunity (Higher Education Authority, 2018; 

Komarova, 2017).  There is therefore concern that the re-emergence of 

the border on the island of Ireland will stem the already faltering flow 

of third-level students from Northern Ireland to Ireland (North/South 

Inter-Parliamentary Association, 2016).   

The reasons for the current reluctance on the part of students from 

Northern Ireland to engage in cross border study in Ireland merit 

exploration before the final departure of the UK from the EU and the 

end of the withdrawal transition period on 31
st
 December 2020.  In an 

attempt to partially explain the low level of cross-border student 

mobility to Ireland, it is apposite to consider the experiences of those 

pioneering students from Northern Ireland who have exercised their 

mobility to pursue their tertiary education south of the border. 
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This examination will inevitably involve exploration of the 

phenomenon of student mobility; the current significance of the border 

on the island of Ireland; and the implications of any change in that 

border for students from Northern Ireland. 

 1.2 Mobility and Immobility in Northern Ireland  
 

In Northern Ireland, many aspiring third-level students who may seek 

to pursue their studies there, do not and cannot do so.  Students are 

restricted by the maintenance of a “maximum aggregate student 

number”, imposed by the Department for Economy in Northern 

Ireland since 1994 and also by the geography of the region, resulting in 

a limited number of third-level institutions for which there is an over-

supply of students (Gallagher, 2019; UCAS, 2018; Joint Committee on 

the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement, 2013; Wakeling 

and Jefferies, 2013; University of Lincoln, 2010).  Applications and 

acceptances data for the academic year 2019/20 published by the 

Department for the Economy in Northern Ireland (2020a) reveal that 

22,860 prospective Northern Ireland domiciled undergraduate students 

applied for third-level places across Northern Ireland’s four UCAS 

affiliated colleges.  However, the number of acceptances was less than 

half of the application number at 10,675.  Though third-level places in 

Northern Ireland are in short supply, there are tertiary educational 

choices available in Great Britain and in Ireland (Komarova, 2017). 

However, as shown in Table 1 (Appendix I), the number of students 

travelling to Great Britain is substantially more than those crossing the 

border to Ireland.  In 2018/19, while a total of 42,165 students 

(including post-graduates) were enrolled in higher education colleges 

in Northern Ireland, 17,425 were enrolled in Great Britain and only 

1,500 were enrolled in higher education colleges in Ireland.  Based on 

the figures in Table 1 which show a pattern from 2014 to 2018, these 

student flows have not altered significantly over a considerable period. 
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 Mobility to Great Britain is, for some students, an obvious choice 

(Whittaker, 2014; Osborne, 2006).  For others, it is undoubtedly a last 

resort (Raffe and Croxford, 2013).  While mobility to Ireland may 

present similar stark alternatives, limited research, other than that by 

Pollack (2012), is available on the motivations and experiences of 

students from Northern Ireland in studying there. 

 

According to studies carried out prior to 2010 (Osborne et al., 2008; 

The National Committee of Enquiry into Higher Education, 1997), for 

those students from Northern Ireland for whom mobility to Great 

Britain was by default rather than determination, many were from 

lower income groups who could least afford the expenditure entailed.  

This unsatisfactory situation does not appear to have altered in the 

intervening years.  It is noteworthy that of the students from Northern 

Ireland enrolled in UK third-level education in 2018/19, whose 

postcodes were known, the highest proportion (25.5%) were from the 

least deprived areas in Northern Ireland; almost double the proportion 

from the most deprived areas (13.3%) (Department for the Economy of 

Northern Ireland, 2020b). It can be inferred from these figures 

combined with other research in this area (Komarova, 2017; Osborne 

et al., 2008; The National Committee of Enquiry into Higher 

Education, 1997), that a number of aspiring students from the most 

deprived quintile do not pursue their third-level studies either in 

Northern Ireland or in Great Britain.  This begs the question why, even 

though law, policy and finance appear to facilitate the free movement 

of third-level students from Northern Ireland to higher educational 

institutions in Ireland offering similar opportunities to those in the UK 

for lower fees, only a modest number of students from Northern 

Ireland opt for this higher education route?  Of those opting to attend 

higher education colleges in Ireland, the overwhelming majority 

gravitate towards universities, with particular concentration on Trinity 

College Dublin and University College Dublin (Table 2, Appendix II).  
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The number of students from Northern Ireland attending Institutes of 

Technology is low with only 270 students enrolled in 2015/16, less 

than the number attending Trinity College Dublin in the same year 

(320) (Table 2, Appendix II).  Of these, students were concentrated in 

Dundalk Institute of Technology and Letterkenny Institute of 

Technology with 125 and 65 undergraduate students enrolled in each 

college in 2015/16.   

 
Evidently, few of those who have not been awarded or accepted places 

in Northern Ireland colleges opt to go to Ireland to study, even though 

they can do so in a range of colleges accepting A-level qualifications 

and equivalent.  Only 345 Northern Ireland domiciled students were 

accepted by higher educational institutions in Ireland in 2016/17 

(Higher Education Authority, 2018).  In that year, a total of only 1,160 

students from Northern Ireland were engaged in study in Higher 

Education colleges in Ireland, while 16,955 were engaged in study in 

Great Britain (Table 1, Appendix I)).   To understand these mobility 

choices on the part of students from Northern Ireland, it appears timely 

to conduct an analysis of the mobility of a set of students from 

Northern Ireland who have elected to study in Ireland, giving 

consideration to their experiences and perceptions of the border to be 

crossed to pursue this educational path. 

 

 1.3 Cross Border Mobility 

Studies in international and intra-European student mobility have 

consistently shown that student mobility across borders is generally the 

preserve of the privileged and that undergraduate study outside the 

home country operates as a bridge to opportunity and a channel for 

upward mobility (Brooks and Waters, 2011b; Wiers‐Jenssen, 2011; 

Brooks and Waters, 2009a; Rivza and Teichler, 2007).  There remains 

a question whether student mobility involving a close border may be 

influenced by factors other than privilege and access to social, cultural 
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and monetary capital.  By way of extending the field of study of 

student mobility, this research seeks to explore the lived experiences of 

students from Northern Ireland who currently pursue third-level 

studies within commutable distance across the border between Ireland 

and Northern Ireland, to discern whether their mobility is dictated by 

capital or whether other factors play a significant role.   

The timing of this research is significant in its focus on the border, 

suspended as it is between the centenary of partition in Ireland, the 

twentieth anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement 1998 and that of 

the Bologna Declaration 1999 and the departure of the UK from the 

EU.  The study represents an original contribution to knowledge in its 

focus on the perceptions and experiences of student mobility across 

shifting borders through the gaze of cross border students engaged in 

study in border Institutes of Technology.  These students are among a 

minority of those who have elected to cross the border in Ireland to 

study, rather than remain in Northern Ireland or study in Great Britain.  

This research confronts issues not previously explored in the corpus of 

literature pertaining to student mobility.  In exploring the phenomenon 

of students from Northern Ireland crossing the border to study in 

Institutes of Technology, this research considers a profile of student 

and educational institute together with a geography of mobility not 

previously examined in the context of student mobility across borders.   

By contrast with the general thrust of many studies on student mobility 

(Waters and Brooks, 2010; Varghese, 2008; Altbach and Knight, 

2007), these students are from a range of social backgrounds.  The 

colleges attended by them are in their neighbouring State across a 

contested border.  The colleges do not rank among the elite colleges 

generally sought out by traditional international and intra-European 

students.  Nonetheless, these Institutes of Technology present the 

possibility for students to attain Level 7, 8, 9 and 10 qualifications, 
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recognised across Europe and beyond (Council of Europe and 

UNESCO, 1999).    

The setting requires that the research considers not only the concept of 

student mobility but also grapples with the perception of the border 

crossed by these students in their pursuit of higher education in 

Ireland.  There is a certain irony that the majority of the students 

participating in this research were born after the dismantling of border 

controls between Northern Ireland and Ireland.  Their perception of 

“crossing the border” at this juncture has a resonance peculiar to their 

generation.  While aware of the contested nature of the divide between 

Northern Ireland and Ireland, they may not necessarily attach the same 

significance to the border between the two jurisdictions as their parents 

and older members of the communities from which they come and in 

which they pursue their studies.  Inherent in the value of the study are 

the potential implications for these students from Northern Ireland if 

the opportunity to study in such colleges is interfered with or forfeited. 

The implications of the departure of the UK from the EU (Brexit) for 

cross-border third-level study to Ireland will be considered in a revised 

situation under which a previously internal border within the EU 

becomes what is referred to by the House of Commons, Northern 

Ireland Select Committee as an “external EU border” (2018, p6).   

 1.4 Research Aims and Objectives 
 

Border communities in Ireland have enjoyed a prolonged period of 

stability and integration since the signing of the Belfast Agreement 

1998.  In the face of what appear to be highly integrative measures 

across the border in Ireland, the limited uptake of cross-border student 

mobility is perplexing.  It is all the more so when set against the 

maximum student aggregate number in Northern Ireland; the higher 

rate of third-level fees in the UK by comparison with Ireland; high 

levels of student attrition in post-1992 colleges in Great Britain, 
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identified by the Higher Education Statistics Authority (HESA) 

(2019); and the costs of maintenance in the event that a student from 

Northern Ireland elects to attend college in Great Britain.  Cross-

border student mobility in Europe has been promoted by numerous 

initiatives including the Bologna Process, the Treaties of the European 

Union and rulings from the Court of Justice of the EU.  

Notwithstanding these initiatives, there is a mere trickle rather than a 

tide of students taking up the opportunity to study across the border in 

Ireland.   

 
The purpose of this research is to investigate whether the experiences 

of students who have crossed the border from Northern Ireland to 

study in Institutes of Technology just south of the border, can explain 

the reluctance of other students from Northern Ireland to take this 

tertiary education route.  The study therefore proposes to invite a select 

grouping of students from Northern Ireland, enrolled in border 

Institutes of Technology in Ireland, to give meaning to their cross-

border educational mobility through consideration of their perceptions 

and lived experiences.  It is anticipated that these students, who are 

largely overlooked by both policy and research, will have lower 

academic attainment and would normally struggle to obtain entry into 

third-level colleges in Northern Ireland.   

 
Conscious of structural constraints such as socio-economic 

background and gender (Brooks and Waters, 2011b) and drawing on 

the theories of mobilities and bordering, this research will evaluate 

whether, in the experience of cross-border students engaged in cross 

border study in border Institutes of Technology in Ireland, the border 

between Northern Ireland and Ireland operates as a bridge to access 

third-level education not otherwise accessible in Northern Ireland or a 

barrier to be negotiated in accessing higher human capital.  It is hoped 

that the outcome of the study will enable secondary schools in 

Northern Ireland to better direct students in their third-level study 
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choices while also assisting border third-level colleges in Ireland to 

proceed from a more informed perspective in attracting students from 

Northern Ireland.  

 

1.5 Research Questions  

 
The research adopts a phenomenological approach, and relies on 

individual semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2016; Brinkmann, 

2014) and focus groups (Bryman, 2016; Krueger and Casey, 2014), 

during which the following research questions are propounded: 

 
a) What is the meaning of the border for students who reside in 

Northern Ireland but have elected to study in third-level border 

colleges in Ireland? 

b) To what extent do these students perceive that their mobility from 

Northern Ireland is facilitated to Ireland? 

c) What meanings do students from Northern Ireland give to their 

lived experiences (educational, cultural, social and economic) as 

mobile students attending a non-elite third-level border college in 

Ireland? 

 

 1.6 Outline of the Thesis 
 

Having provided a context and rationale for the study in the foregoing 

paragraphs, Chapter 2 defines the concept of cross-border students for 

the purpose of this study and considers the motivations for student 

mobility from the perspectives of the student and the host and sending 

States. 

 
Chapter 3 narrows the focus to explore the specific geography of 

student mobility across the border from Northern Ireland to Ireland.  

This chapter considers the evolution of the border in Ireland and 

ponders how the border operates to facilitate or frustrate student 

mobility.  This chapter also involves an examination of the law and 

policy governing student mobility in Europe. 
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Chapter 4 locates this study within the combined conceptual 

frameworks of borders and mobilities which present as particularly 

apposite.     

 
Chapter 5 expounds the study’s ontological and epistemological 

premise. This chapter details and defends the phenomenological 

approach adopted in this study and its attendant methods of focus 

groups and individual interviews to obtain students’ personal 

perspectives in what is a uniquely interpretivist study. 

 
Chapters 6 and 7 adopt an integrated approach to report on and analyse 

the findings from the focus groups and interviews.   

 
Chapter 8, the concluding chapter, discusses the implications of the 

findings and advances recommendations which may serve to make the 

lives of future third-level cross-border students living along the border 

in Northern Ireland more positive and less interesting. 

 

 1.7 Conclusion 
 

This chapter provided a background to the genesis of this study, both 

in terms of the unique situation in which Northern Ireland finds itself 

politically, geographically and temporally and the position in which 

prospective third-level students living in Northern Ireland find 

themselves in seeking to pursue their tertiary education.  The dearth of 

recent research in relation to such students and the opportunities for 

third-level study in Ireland, of which students are either unaware or 

unwilling to pursue, are matters which require reflection.  Against this 

background, this research focuses on students from Northern Ireland 

who are currently engaged in cross border study in border Institutes of 

Technology in Ireland to examine their experiences having taken this 

tertiary education route.   The immediately preceding paragraphs aim 

to provide a roadmap both for the reader and researcher in navigating 

the issues raised above as this study develops.  Subsequent chapters 
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will expand upon these issues and seek to establish the significance of 

a close border for students from Northern Ireland, who currently 

pursue their education immediately across the border in Ireland.  
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Chapter 2: Student Mobility Across Borders 

 

 2.1 Introduction 

 

This study seeks to explore the lived experiences of students from 

Northern Ireland who have elected to pursue their third-level studies in 

border Institutes of Technology in Ireland.  The nature of the research 

necessitates that existing literature and developments in the domain of 

student mobility are examined.  In this chapter, the concepts of student 

mobility and cross border student are defined.  Distinctions are drawn 

between international mobility of students, intra-European student 

mobility and neighbouring country mobility of which student mobility 

from Northern Ireland to Ireland currently forms part.  To obtain an 

insight into the rationale for student mobility, the mobility perspectives 

of the student and the host and sending States are identified and 

discussed. 

   

2.2 Cross Border Education and Cross Border Student   

Defined  
 

The first step in this study is that of identifying what is meant by the 

concept of “cross-border education” from which the form and identity 

of the cross-border student emerges. An inverse relationship has 

developed between perceptions of distance and mobility in the twenty-

first century.  Though distances appear to contract, the concept of 

mobility has assumed a new and ever-increasing meaning and 

magnitude (Sheller and Urry, 2016; Cresswell and Merriman, 2011; 

Crosier et al., 2007; Adey, 2006; Sheller and Urry, 2006; Urry, 2000; 

Cresswell, 1992).  Students are part of this fluidity and are mobile in a 

number of ways (Knight, 2010).  
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They may take their degrees in another country, participate in an 

exchange program, undertake an internship or register for a semester 

or academic year abroad, to the extent that Findlay et al. suggest that 

they constitute one of the “new mobilities” (2012, p119), in which 

mobility is no longer confined to spatial consideration, but extends 

also to the social sciences under which meaning is attributed to both 

mobility and immobility (Sheller, 2017; Sheller, 2014; Sheller and 

Urry, 2006).  Notwithstanding the tsunami of student mobility since 

the turn of the century and the assertion by Teichler that “the essence 

of higher education can be viewed as not being confined by borders” 

(2012, p34), suggesting that borders have been largely overcome, it 

would be naïve to infer that borders in education have disappeared.  A 

more pragmatic approach might be to regard borders as having been 

lowered by some countries to facilitate certain operations, including 

cross-border education.   

 
The continued existence and potential impediment of such borders can 

also be inferred from the fact that the concept of cross-border 

education has spawned an ever-increasing number of definitions, with 

the British Council (2013) identifying ten partially overlapping but 

distinctly different definitions of the term, of which one of the most 

frequently cited is that advanced by Knight (2007), defining cross-

border education as:   

“the movement of people, knowledge, programs, providers, 

ideas, curricula, projects, research and services across 

national or regional jurisdictional borders. Cross-border 

education is a sub-set of internationalization and can be 

part of development cooperation projects, academic 

exchange programs and commercial initiatives.” (British 

Council, 2013, p13) 

 

This broad definition captures both the concept of education mobility 

and that of borders, acknowledging the various types of border being 

crossed to pursue education.  The definition also encapsulates the 

traditional concept of cross-border education, in which students are the 
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sole beneficiaries together with the more modern commercial aspect, in 

which higher education has become transnational and international and 

has become a tradeable service with significant economic value 

(Amaral, 2016; Kosmützky and Putty, 2016).   

 

References in the literature to cross-border education generally denote 

education in another country, distant from the home country, 

embracing also international student mobility.  Accordingly, cross 

border education, as generally understood, applies to a significantly 

broader phenomenon than will be considered in this research where the 

cross border students are those who migrate from their country of 

residence (Northern Ireland) on a daily or weekly basis across the 

border into neighbouring Ireland.   Studies have been conducted into 

student mobility to a neighbouring country in Asia between mainland 

China and Hong Kong (Xu, 2018; 2017; Yu and Zang, 2016; Xu, 2015; 

Gu & Tong, 2012) and China and Japan (Chan, 2012).  In America, 

studies in this field have focused on mobility from Mexico to USA 

(Orraca et al., 2017).  Similarly, in Europe, student mobility has been 

explored between Denmark and Sweden (Nauwelears et al., 2013), 

Slovenia and Italy (Mezgec, 2019) and Poland and Germany (Brym, 

2011).  Nonetheless, the number and substance of studies in the field of 

close cross border student mobility is limited, with the result that this 

geography of student mobility remains largely unexplored in Europe 

including between Northern Ireland and Ireland.   

 

For the purpose of this study and in accordance with the definition 

endowed by HESA (2016), the term “international students” will refer 

to those students whose normal residence prior to commencing their 

programme of study was outside the EU.  The term “cross-border 

student”, while embodied in and used interchangeably throughout the 

literature with the term “international students”, will refer in this study 

to students who cross national close borders to a neighbouring country 
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to study there.  The term “intra-European student” will include 

students from within the EU who cross national EU borders to study in 

another EU Member State and will often include cross border students.  

International, cross-border and intra-European students appear to 

exercise different geographies of mobility, but the nature and extent of 

the distinction remains largely unknown.   

 
Though post-Brexit, students from Northern Ireland will be regarded 

as third country nationals and outside the scope of EU law on the free 

movement of students, at the time of writing, the students who are the 

subject of this study, domiciled in Northern Ireland, remain EU 

students.  Those who engage in study in Ireland are therefore still 

capable of being classified as intra-European students.  In common 

with international students, they engage in “organised” mobility, 

making their own arrangements to travel to another country to study 

there for the duration of their undergraduate degree (Brooks and 

Waters, 2011b, p70).  The students who are the subject of this study, 

engage in “diploma” rather than “credit” mobility (Brooks and 

Waters, 2011b, p77), as they pursue all of their undergraduate study in 

the host country, rather than credits or part of the degree, as would 

typically be the case with mobility under an organised scheme such as 

the EU Erasmus programme.   

 

These students engage in horizontal mobility, characterised by 

Teichler (2004; 2017) as mobility to a country and educational 

institution broadly similar to the available educational facilities and the 

economic situation in the country from which the student has come.  

By contrast, vertical mobility involves the student moving from a less 

advanced country to an educational institution regarded as being 

academically superior to those available in their home country, 

typically from developing countries to Europe and the USA (Rivza and 

Teichler, 2007).  Though intra-European cross border student mobility 
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is primarily horizontal in nature, the mobility of these students from 

Northern Ireland departs marginally from the accepted norm as 

horizontal mobility is generally short term focusing on credit mobility 

(Teichler, 2017; Wachter, 2014), whereas the students who are the 

focus of this study engage in diploma mobility.  However, these 

students conform to other aspects of horizontal student mobility 

typified by Teichler (2017) in that they do not anticipate a higher level 

of teaching and learning in the host institution.  Nonetheless, this 

research will explore the extent to which these students crossing a 

close border expect different experiences to those at home in the 

teaching process; the substance taught; and the social and cultural 

environment which generally exemplifies horizontal student mobility 

(Teichler, 2017; Rivza and Teichler, 2007).     

 

Student mobility therefore operates on a number of overlapping but 

distinct levels.  Apart from distinctions between horizontal and vertical 

mobility (Teichler, 2017; 2004) and credit and diploma mobility 

(Brooks and Waters, 2011b), a further distinction may be drawn 

between mobility of students across continents and that across borders 

to neighbouring countries.  The focus of this study is horizontal 

diploma mobility of third level students from Northern Ireland across 

the close and contested border into Ireland, to understand the 

experiences of those students in their mobility.  It is hoped that this 

research will contribute to a geography of student mobility which has 

received scant attention notwithstanding the tsunami in student 

mobility which has materialised since 2000.  As enunciated by Mezgec 

(2019), such neighbouring cross border horizontal diploma mobility 

students are less visible, less common, but nevertheless, relevant. 
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 2.3 Rationale for Student Mobility  

Having defined the concepts of cross-border education and cross-

border students, the next consideration for the purpose of this study is 

that of identifying the rationale underlying student mobility in the EU.  

While there are strong analogies between the various student 

mobilities, subtle but significant differences exist.  Student mobility, 

largely a phenomenon of the 21
st
 century, is a primary objective of the 

European Higher Education Area (EHEA): an international 

collaboration on higher education between 48 countries and the 

European Commission, and is a policy priority for the EU 

(Barrioluengo and Flisi, 2017; Crosier et al., 2007).  The number of 

students, both international and European, engaging in student 

mobility in the EU, presents as a testament to the success of that 

policy.  In 2017, there were 1.7 million students from abroad engaged 

in third-level studies across the EU.  Of these students, more than a 

third (37.8%) were from Europe while 30.1% were from Asia and 13% 

from Africa (Eurostat, 2018). 

 2.3.1 Advantages for the Host and Sending Countries 

 

This political propulsion of student mobility in Europe has been 

spurred by the distinct advantages that governments perceive in such 

mobility.  It is well established that student mobility endows distinct 

benefits on the mobile student; the host State and Institution; and the 

home State (Barrioluengo and Flisi, 2017; Lomer, 2017; King et al., 

2016; Robertson, 2013; European Council, 2011).   

 

For host countries, mobile students can represent a resource in multiple 

ways.  In the short term, these students often pay tuition fees and 

contribute to the local economy through their living expenses (Lomer, 

2017).  In the long term, the ‘academic-gate approach’, enables host 

States to select talent from the pool of foreign students graduating 
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from local educational institutions and encourage them to stay and 

work (Donnelly and Gamsu, 2020; Findlay et al., 2010; Abella, 2006).  

The integration of graduate mobile students into domestic labour 

markets contributes to knowledge creation, innovation and economic 

performance (OECD, 2018) and to building business networks with 

their home countries (Barrioluengo and Flisi, 2017; Docquier and 

Lodigiani, 2010). 

  
Distinct geographies of student mobility appear to be stimulated by 

different factors.  International student mobility is driven largely by the 

globalised, neo-liberal, economic agenda (Castro et al., 2016; Youssef, 

2014; Findlay et al., 2012; Brooks and Waters, 2011b; Altbach et al., 

2009) and may be at risk of eschewing a more philanthropic 

intercultural agenda.  By contrast, though mindful of the possibility of 

development of a skilled labour force in Europe and strengthening the 

position of the EU as a knowledge-based economy (European Council, 

2011), intra-European education clings to the altruistic aspiration of 

intercultural edification and integration (Almeida, 2020; Hoogenboom, 

2015).  There is a strong spirit of public good, discernible in intra-

European student mobility, which contributes towards the creation of 

EU-mindful, skilled citizens (Hoogenboom, 2015; González et al., 

2011).  It may therefore be inappropriate to treat international student 

mobility and that of intra-European mobility as indistinguishable as 

there are subtle differences in the rationale for their respective realities.   

 

2.3.2 Motives and Experiences of Students who Engage in Mobility 

 

Whether this difference in rationale is also discernible in the motives 

and experiences of the mobile students themselves is an issue which 

merits exploration.  The reasons for their mobility decisions are critical 

to understand the perceptions of those who engage in cross-border 

tertiary education. It is not possible to consider their motivations 

without also having regard to their experiences.  Issues which may not 
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rate highly when considering whether to study abroad, often assume a 

new and critical relevance during study. 

 
While extensive research on both their motivations and experiences 

has been carried out on international students (Cebolla-Boado et al., 

2018; Bedenlier et al., 2017; Castro et al., 2016; Beine et al., 2014; 

Bianchi, 2013; Waters, 2012; Ben‐Tsur, 2009; Mazzarol and Soutar, 

2002); it has been observed that the motivations and experiences of 

intra-European students have received less attention (King et al., 2016; 

Waters and Brooks, 2010).  Where studies have been conducted 

concerning intra-European students, these have predominantly related 

to credit mobility rather than diploma mobility students (Van Mol, 

2014; Souto-Otero et al., 2013; Teichler, 2004).  There is a dearth of 

research on those students crossing the immediate borders between 

their country and its neighbour (Mezgec, 2019).    

 
Quest for Human Capital 

Across both international and European students, the literature reveals 

the acquisition of human capital by already privileged students to be 

the over-riding reason for mobility (Bedenlier et al., 2017; Beine et al., 

2014; Findlay et al., 2012; Brooks and Waters, 2011b; King et al., 

2010).  Human capital is embodied in the skills and knowledge 

acquired by individuals, often through education (Becker, 2009; 

Wößmann, 2003; Coleman, 1988).  Though stereotyping students is 

limiting and does not account for diversity, there is certainly support 

for the argument that privilege facilitates student mobility.   

 
International student mobility is largely characterised by students from 

privileged backgrounds materially and symbolically reproducing their 

higher social class and augmenting cultural capital through their 

overseas tertiary education (Perkins and Neumayer, 2014; Findlay et 

al., 2012; Altbach and Knight, 2007).  Cultural capital, though related 

to human capital, is a broader concept and is distinctive through its 
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innate embodiment in the individual, evidenced by familiarity and ease 

in society and the ability to understand and engage in cultivated 

conversation (Sullivan, 2001).  Student migration is considered an 

investment in both cultural and human capital and the decision to 

engage in tertiary education outside the home State is to access better 

education and job opportunities and/or to increase future income 

(Bamberger, 2019; King et al., 2011).   

 
Research on intra-European student mobility appears to exhibit similar 

affordances and power relations (Pelliccia, 2014; Brooks and Waters, 

2011a; Sherry et al., 2010).  Whether mobility invariably bestows 

these benefits on those students who migrate for the purpose of 

education, there is a general consensus that mobility generates 

significant cultural capital (Bourdieu and Richardson, 1986).  For 

those who already possess high levels of cultural and other forms of 

capital, study abroad is not always a reaction to failing to obtain a 

place in an elite university but is instead a means of setting their 

education apart from that obtained at home (Waters, 2012).  Capital 

acquired will be embodied (Bourdieu and Richardson, 1986), i.e., 

acquired on a personal basis by the student through their immersion in 

the foreign cultural environment and in so doing assimilating 

language, accent, style and perspective (Waters, 2012).  This, 

combined with the acquired academic qualifications, will it is hoped, 

increase employment prospects, though Brooks et al. (2012) report that 

employers frequently treat domestic qualifications more favourably 

than those attained abroad.   

 

There is a question whether these notions of distinctive capital 

accumulation, social reproduction and becoming are correct only for 

those students who enrol in elite overseas universities, often as 

substitutes for Oxbridge programmes for which they have not been 

accepted (Brooks and Waters, 2009b).  There is a dearth of research on 

the links between spatial mobility and social mobility in relation to 
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intra-European student mobility, where students do not emanate from 

privileged backgrounds but have the opportunity to cross borders to 

pursue their tertiary education.   

 

Research on European student mobility has been predominantly 

functional, treating mobility as a process in achieving an outcome.  

This research tends to focus on matters such as the right to study in 

another EU country (Hoogenboom, 2017; Haverty, 2014; Gotzelmann, 

2010; Jorgensen, 2009; Davies, 2005); financial implications of intra-

European student mobility (Amaral, 2016; Baum et al., 2013; Brooks 

and Waters, 2011a; Van der Mei, 2011; Dougan, 2005); quality and 

accreditation (Ciriaci, 2014; European Ministers for Education, 2007; 

Huisman and Van der Wende, 2004; Lourtie, 2001);  and Erasmus 

(Van Mol, 2014; Souto-Otero et al., 2013).  This body of research 

generally does not involve consideration of the navigation and 

appropriation of the mobility experience, reflecting the fact that 

mobility is manifested through disparate and uneven constellations and 

contexts (Sheller and Urry, 2006).  

  

Push/Pull Model 

While the desire for increased human capital invariably underpins 

student mobility, secondary factors driving such mobility are more 

varied.  Two dominant patterns may be discerned from the literature.  

The first is the popular push/pull model posited by Mazzarol and 

Soutar (2002) to explain the motivation for and direction of student 

mobility.  Under this model, it appears to be settled that educational 

differentials based on the attraction of prestige institutions in the host 

country and often a paucity of quality educational programs in the 

home country, are key respective pull and push factors in the decision 

to study outside the home state (Cebolla-Boado et al., 2018; King and 

Sondhi, 2018; Beine et al., 2014; Singh et al., 2014; Van Bouwel and 
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Veugelers, 2013; Findlay et al., 2012; Varghese, 2008; Altbach, 2004; 

Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002).  

  

This push/pull model hinges on east/west international migration; 

access to network capital on the part of the student in the form of 

informed connections and resources to mobilise; and a particular 

sequence in the model: limitations at home; country appeal; and 

institution appeal.  By contrast, the factors driving European student 

mobility are less predictable.  Access to network capital on the part of 

the mobile student may be negligible and the sequence for institution 

selection may vary considerably (McManus et al., 2017; Tindal et al., 

2015; Ciriaci, 2014; Whittaker, 2014; Lawton and Moore, 2011). 

   

Networks 

There is a second pattern identifiable in the literature which overlaps 

with the push/pull model outlined above: that of networks. 

International students (Huang and Turner, 2018; Kelly et al., 2018; 

Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002) and cross-border students (Pollack, 2011; 

Renfrew et al., 2010) concur in the influence of recommendations and 

referrals in respect of the host country and institution from family, 

friends, alumni and other gatekeepers in the home country.  These 

social networks appear to frequently determine the geography of 

mobility (Beech, 2015).  This notion of networks follows through to 

students’ reliance on comprehensive information being available to 

them about the possibility of studying in the host country and its 

respective institutions (McManus et al., 2017; Briggs, 2006).  It 

appears that the more familiar the country and institutions are to the 

student, the more likely that the student would elect to study there.  

 

On this basis, it might be anticipated that students would be inclined to 

engage easily in cross border mobility between neighbouring states 

with which they are familiar and where they could anticipate fewer 
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obstacles to mobility and experiences parallel to those in the home 

country.  Certainly, Mejac (2019) argues in relation to mobility 

between Austria and Slovenia, that similar dynamics in terms of the 

push and pull factors that shape geographies of student mobility are 

evident: cost (tuition fees and living expenses), ideological affinity, 

linguistic proficiency, perceived academic superiority of the teritary 

institutions in the host countries, employment opportunities and few 

formalities for access.  However, the limited research available on 

cross border student mobility between neighbouring countries in 

Europe also suggests reluctance on the part of students to engage in 

close cross border student mobility.  Such reluctance is evident in 

research on cross border student mobility between Denmark and 

Sweden in the Oresund region (Nauwelears et al., 2013), between the 

Czech Republic and Poland (Böhm & Opioła, 2019) and between 

Poland and Germany (Brym, 2011). For the latter students, the border 

between the nations represented a buttress between the two cultures 

and drew a division between their irreconcilable differences in 

mentality.    

Escape 

Other reasons for students’ decisions to study or not to study outside 

their home State are varied and often unpredictable, complex and 

competing, and depend on numerous factors including socio-economic 

background, gender, ethnicity, age and schooling (Perkins and 

Neumayer, 2014; Findlay et al., 2010; Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002).  

For example, Tindal et al. (2015) reported that many of the mobile 

Scottish students under research, who opted to study in English cities, 

did so because of perceived cosmopolitan associations.  Though this is 

undoubtedly related to the quest for human capital, the findings 

resonate with the study by Findlay et al. (2010) which identified two 

overwhelming factors driving UK student overseas mobility: the 
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search for a world class education and the opportunity for an 

adventure.   

 

The idea of escape may explain findings that American students who 

engage in international study seek to explore new cultures, make new 

friends, learn new thought processes and behaviours and improve 

cross-cultural knowledge and skills (Sherry et al., 2010).  This is 

confirmed by King and Sondhi (2018) in a recent comparative study 

on Indian and British mobile students, where the mobile experience 

was perceived as an adventure and a potentially transformative 

experience.  This concept of an adventure seems to have emerged 

relatively recently (Huang and Turner, 2018; Waters et al., 2011; 

Findlay et al., 2010), yet appears to have gained significant traction 

within a short time.  These findings raise questions as to how far the 

student must travel to engage in an educational adventure and enjoy a 

transformative experience and whether this can be achieved by 

crossing a close border to a non-elite college.  

 

Academic Standards 

Having arrived in the host country, though attracted by the prospect of 

academic excellence, standards in the host State can nevertheless 

prove challenging (Findlay et al., 2010; Gu et al., 2010) to the extent 

that Gu et al. (2010) reported that students’ experiences of adapting to 

different academic standards were more demanding than social and 

cultural integration.  This appears to impact more on international than 

European students as international students grapple with test taking, 

study techniques and responding to questions posed during class 

(Kelly et al., 2018; Heng, 2017; O'Reilly et al., 2013).  However, these 

studies do not differentiate between academic strengths and whether 

less academically able mobile students experience similar, or indeed 

more pronounced feelings of inadequacy when grappling with 

academic standards in the host State.  
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Cost 

For international students, while costs such as tuition fees, living and 

travel expenses are a consideration, they are not critical in the decision 

to study outside their home country (Cebolla-Boado et al., 2018; Kelly 

et al., 2018; Nachatar Singh et al., 2014).  This finding may confirm 

the privilege enjoyed by international students.  In a number of cases, 

far from being prohibitive, higher tuition fees may in fact attract 

overseas students as they imply quality programs with a resultant 

return in employability (OECD, 2017).  In addition, exchange rate 

differentials combined with lower or free tuition fees in some countries 

may act as an incentive to overseas study, particularly if presented 

with solid economic performance of the host country, even though 

both exchange rates and economic performance have shown 

remarkable volatility in the recent past.  

  

In a European context, for those in lower socio-economic groups, cost 

presents as significant and possibly prohibitive (Whittaker, 2014).  

Consequently, high importance is placed on the prospect of 

employment from such mobile students’ third-level studies (Lawton 

and Moore, 2011; Callender and Jackson, 2008).   Though finance may 

be largely discounted in existing research concerning the decision to 

study outside the home country, except for those in lower socio-

economic groups, it acquires a pressing importance in the experience 

of the mobile student who has taken the decision to cross borders to 

pursue their education and finds themselves in unanticipated financial 

straits (Findlay et al., 2010).  Once these concerns were overcome, the 

experience of the mobile student was transformed (Findlay et al., 

2010).  For those who did not manage to comprehensively deal with 

these concerns, financial worries stalked them for the duration of their 

studies. 
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Cultural Experience 

Beyond experiences with finance, mobile students frequently report a 

lack of understanding, appreciation of and interest in their culture 

(Heng, 2017; Gu et al., 2010; Sherry et al., 2010).  Such alienation is 

experienced also across close or transnational borders. 

In her series of studies on mainland Chinese students engaging in 

undergraduate study in Hong Kong, Xu (2018; 2017; 2015) 

demonstrates how this geography of mobility is fraught with issues, 

some of which mirror those inherent in more distant mobility, such as 

the failure to obtain access to a home college and the perceived value 

of a tertiary education outside the home State combined with the 

experience of not belonging.  These students fall within a distinct 

category described by Xu as “trans-border students” (2018, p1129), 

emanating from trans-border spaces that belong politically to the same 

country, share a deep level of historic cultural and/or ethnic 

entanglement, but may be ideologically, linguistically and socially 

divergent.  Nonetheless, their experiences are relevant as they grapple 

with mobility across an unsettled border.  Other issues identified by 

Xu (2018; 2017) appear intrinsic to close mobility across a capricious 

border, including where a perceived connection with those across the 

border was found to be erroneous and cross border students felt 

obliged to suppress and censor their true feelings in order to fit in.   

To overcome alienation, it appears that cultural adaptation is 

necessitated on the part of the mobile student without any 

reciprocation by home students. In her re-imagination of the 

international student experience, Jones identified four “milieus” 

impacting on student experience in third-level education:  personal, 

familial, institutional and national (2017, p936).  Within each of these 

milieus, she listed the factors having an impact on both domestic and 

international student experience alike.  While it would be naïve to 

believe that mobile students’ experiences are homogenous (Heng, 
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2017), the net effect of the categorisation is the creation of a new 

understanding of the student experience which is holistic in nature and 

subject to many variables, some of which colour that experience more 

than others.  The categorisation by Jones (2017) is appealing and 

certainly has application, but ultimately devolves to the observation 

that, in order to optimise the mobile experience, there is a necessity for 

identity change on the part of the student (Kelly et al., 2018; Gu et al., 

2010).   

At its most positive, this identity change appears to encompass growth 

in self-confidence, a strengthening of identity and culture and a wider 

worldview, labelled by Gu et al. as “maturation” (2010, p19).  This 

maturation is accomplished at a cost and requires strong resilience and 

courage on the part of the student (Kelly et al., 2018).  The more 

successful the student is in this maturation in mastering language, 

academic outcomes and social interaction, the more positive the 

mobile experience. 

  
This maturation process is perhaps most evident in mobile students’ 

management of the host language (Kelly et al., 2018; Yeh and Inose, 

2003). Though linguistic adaptation is more acute for international 

students (Kelly et al., 2018; Gu et al., 2010; Sherry et al., 2010), 

mobile students pursuing their education in a country speaking the 

same language also reported difficulties in understanding the local 

accent, dialect and idioms used (Carroll and Ryan, 2007).  All 

overcame these linguistic barriers by adapting their language to reflect 

that of their hosts.  

  
Where maturation is not successfully achieved, students report an 

overwhelming sense of loneliness and lack of belonging when 

studying abroad (Gu et al., 2010).  It is arguable that in the current 

massification of third-level education, these sentiments are harboured 

by the vast majority of students, even those who are not mobile (Read 

et al., 2003).  The lack of belonging may be more pronounced in non-
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national students and can be attributed to the fact that such students do 

not integrate with local students, preferring or often being forced 

instead to remain in their own “other” grouping (Brooks and Waters, 

2011b; Sherry et al., 2010).  This is a complex area.  In the study by 

Sherry et al. (2010), students linked their inability to adapt to cultural 

norms in the USA with the fact that they had made few friendships 

among their American student cohort.  However, the gravitation 

towards and perception of safety within their own non-national 

grouping is understandable when set against the racism and 

xenophobia described by Brown and Jones (2013) as experienced by 

international students in the UK and depicted by Sherry et al. (2010) in 

the USA.   

 
This cross-cultural experience has a second perspective, that of the 

domestic student who is often so comfortable in their friendship and 

family groups that they do not have any interest in bridging the divide 

between them and their non-national colleagues who they perceive as 

“other”.  This perception of “otherness” is often accentuated through 

linguistic hesitancy, style of dress, class participation and academic 

achievement (Arthur, 2017).  The separation from local students is 

reinforced through a lack of opportunity to engage in the local 

community (Sherry et al., 2010).  

  
Overcoming this sense of otherness requires a different type of 

adaptation: that of acculturation.  Acculturation may be regarded as a 

step towards maturation and has been described as the process of 

adaptation to a new country, culture and/or environment (Kelly et al., 

2018).  While acculturation can be positive, acculturative stress is a 

dominant theme throughout the literature (Sullivan and Kashubeck-

West, 2015; Lee, 2017; Yeh and Inose, 2003).  Language barriers, 

negotiating personal relationships and home sickness all contribute 

towards acculturative stress which manifests as social, physical and 

psychological problems (Yeh and Inose, 2003).  Clearly, there is a 
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process to be gone through to move from acculturation to maturation 

which, for some mobile students, can prove too much.  This is a 

disquieting finding and begs the question whether closer cross-border 

student mobility gives rise to similar stress. 

 
It is encouraging that mobile students reported their experiences 

generally involved them managing to adapt, develop and achieve (Gu 

et al., 2010).  In so doing, students confirmed that they gained a better 

understanding of themselves, became more flexible and developed 

their self-confidence (Huang and Turner, 2018).  For many, provided 

their positive experiences outweighed the negative, their mobile 

education was described as transformative (Kelly et al., 2018).  In the 

light of this allusion towards negative experiences, there is a danger 

that where institutions do not have regard to the unique needs of 

mobile students, these students regard the mobile experience as one of 

disappointment, lack of fulfilment and even exploitation (Huang and 

Turner, 2018; Heng, 2017; Sherry et al., 2010).   

 

It is both interesting and troubling that when applied to UK students’ 

experiences overseas, their experiences in and of Ireland ranked third 

out of three countries under all headings including personal 

development, general career prospects, potential for an international 

career and understanding of another country (Findlay et al., 2010).  It 

is timely to consider the experiences of students from Northern Ireland 

engaging in study in Ireland to ascertain whether these negative 

experiences prevail.  

 

2.4 Conclusion 

 
In summary, while the direction of student mobility whether 

international, intra-European or across a close border, may depend on 

structural factors such as socio-economic background, gender, age and 

ethnicity, the overriding driver of students across borders to engage in 
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tertiary education, regardless of their geography of mobility, appears to 

be the prospect of acquiring increased human capital.  Based on 

current research, the level of aspiration of such acquisition appears to 

depend in large part on the cultural capital enjoyed by the aspiring 

mobile student as students already endowed with such capital seek to 

attend elite colleges with a view to returning to better employment 

prospects.  This may explain why cost is not an overriding factor in 

dictating the decision to engage in cross-border education while the 

notions of culture and institution are paramount.   

The decision is influenced by family, friends and alumni and informed 

by provision of particulars about the country and college seeking to 

recruit the students.  These factors are thought provoking when applied 

to cross-border students from Northern Ireland who engage in third-

level education in non-elite border colleges in Ireland.  Their 

motivations for engaging in cross-border study deserve attention to 

ascertain whether they fit within the matrix of student motivation set 

out in the preceding paragraphs.  

In terms of their experiences, students perceive distinct advantages in 

engaging in cross-border education, though these advantages often 

exist more in perception than reality.  Much appears to depend on the 

capacity of the student to adapt or achieve maturation.  The literature 

tends to focus on the experiences of international students which are 

not directly comparable with those of intra-European students or with 

cross border students, though there are undoubtedly some parallels.  

Regrettably, there is scant examination of the experiences of those 

students who engage in diploma mobility in the EU, even though those 

experiences have the capacity to yield interesting comparisons.  It is 

hoped that this study depicts one of those geographies of mobility: that 

of students who cross the border from Northern Ireland to Ireland to 

engage in third-level study there.   
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This chapter defined the concepts of cross-border education and cross-

border student for the purpose of this study and identified the rationale 

for student mobility both from the perspective of the home and host 

State and the students themselves. Though there are parallels between 

international geographies of mobile students; those of intra-European 

students and those of students across close borders to neighbouring 

countries, distinct differences in rationale exist from the perspectives 

of the host and home State and those of the students themselves. 

International student mobility appears to be largely driven by 

globalisation and the neo-liberal agenda, intra-European student 

mobility appears more altruistic in nature, while cross border student 

mobility to a neighbouring State initially presents as practical and 

pragmatic.  

  
For the students, whether international or intra-European or across a 

close border, their main motivation is the acquisition of human capital 

with the strongest and most purposeful motivation evident among 

those from privileged backgrounds.  In terms of their experiences, the 

literature suggests that there is a correlation between the level of 

adaptation or maturation of the mobile student and expression of a 

successful and positive educational experience. 

   
This overview of the rationale for student mobility and the experiences 

of mobile students provides a useful background against which to 

compare the mobility of students from Northern Ireland to Institutes of 

Technology across the border in Ireland and explore whether this 

mobility corresponds with the predominantly empirical studies referred 

to above.  
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Chapter 3: Student Mobility across the Border in 

Ireland 

 

  3.1 Introduction  
 

In considering student mobility across the border on the island of 

Ireland, the focus now narrows to concentrate on the border which is at 

the core of this study.  It is therefore intended to briefly chart the 

evolution of the border and consider measures, both at national and EU 

level, to ensure closer cooperation across that border.  The study 

proceeds to examine current flows of students from north of the border 

southwards and vice versa.   

As student mobility to border Institutes of Technology is at the nucleus 

of this research, some background to these institutions in Ireland is 

provided. 

 

  3.2 Evolution of the Border in Ireland 
 

Much has been written about what are euphemistically referred to as 

“the Troubles” in Northern Ireland (Ferriter, 2019; O'Leary and 

McGarry, 2016; Dixon, 2008; Bew, 2007; McKittrick and McVea, 

2002; Phoenix, 1994).  While there has been considerable academic 

concentration on the urban settings of hostility and violence, 

(Patterson, 2013; Cleary, 2002), it is important not to overlook the 

significance of the border in Ireland, drawn in 1920, which epitomises 

the source of the hostilities.  The border presents as an uncomfortable 

compromise between the contending interests of Irish Republicans and 

nationalists on the one side and the British and unionists on the other 

(Dixon, 2008).  This arbitrary frontier did not address the political, 

economic and social dichotomies it was intended to (Ferriter, 2010; 

Dixon, 2008; Coakley and O'Dowd, 2007).  Instead, it divided Ireland 
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politically, socially, constitutionally and administratively, with these 

differences intensified by the often complex, critical and 

unconstructive collaboration between the governments of their 

respective jurisdictions (Ferriter, 2010).  Notwithstanding this prickly 

governmental engagement, slowly and incrementally, the border has 

shifted in the perceptions of those negotiating it, living with it and 

crossing it. 

Coakely and O’Dowd (2007) identify three stages in the evolution of 

the border in Ireland.  First, partition of Ireland in 1920-1 and the 

aftermath of that partition.  Second, the onset of the Troubles in the 

late 1960s until the ceasefire of the 1990s, during which time a more 

constructive British/Irish intergovernmental partnership developed and 

both Ireland and the UK became members of the European Economic 

Communities (EEC), now the EU.  Third, Coakely and O’Dowd 

(2007) identify the changes consequent upon the Belfast Agreement of 

1998 as impacting significantly on the nature of the border as it exists 

today.  The current relative stability of and acquiescence towards the 

border can be attributed to the combined thrust of the Common Travel 

Area, the Anglo Irish Agreement 1985, the Belfast Agreement 1998 

and the EU integration process (Hayward and Murphy, 2018; Wood 

and Gilmartin, 2018; Nash and Reid, 2010; Hayward, 2006; Laffan, 

2003).  

Though Coakely and O’Dowd (2007) were only cautiously optimistic 

in their aspiration that the potential of north-south cooperation would 

be realised under the Belfast Agreement 1998, that aspiration would 

undoubtedly have been significantly tempered if they had had any 

premonition of the Brexit referendum in June 2016 and its results.  

Today, though invisible to the unknowing, for those who live in its 

shadow, the border endures as an entrenched delineation of the 

distinction between north and south; the UK and Ireland; Catholics and 

Protestants; nationalists and unionists; and, post-Brexit, the EU and a 
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third country (Hayward, 2018; Hayward and Murphy, 2018; McCall, 

2018; Stevenson, 2017).   

The border in Ireland exists both as a physical and psychological 

presence and is an exemplar of the interdisciplinary field of border 

studies, developed since the early 1990s (Wilson and Donnan, 2012; 

Brunet-Jailly, 2011; Kolossov, 2005; Anderson and O'Dowd, 1999a; 

O'Dowd and Wilson, 1996).  Those living both north and south of the 

border are acutely conscious of the concealed, but nonetheless 

contested, frontier it represents.  As such, the border is symbolically 

charged (Wilson and Donnan, 1998), presenting simultaneously as a 

State boundary and a subtle reminder of the shifting social, political 

and cultural contours of inclusion and exclusion, both real and 

imagined, among those who live within its environs (Hayward, 2006).  

These competing meanings of the border are accentuated by the fact 

that, behind the border, asymmetrical states of economic prosperity 

and political power exist, not only with the region on the other side of 

the border, but also with other regions in each State (Anderson and 

O'Dowd, 1999a).  

Though the distinct border populations, north and south of the border, 

may have more in common with each other than they care to 

acknowledge (Logue, 1999), the enduring differences assume an 

increased significance for those who live in border regions as they 

attend to the practicalities of everyday life (Nash and Reid, 2010).  

Dealing with these practicalities has been hampered by the very 

existence of the border which has historically imposed restrictions on 

mobility.  First, in the aftermath of partition, the movement of goods 

across the border was controlled.  Following the outbreak of the 

Troubles, checkpoints were positioned along the border to attempt to 

control the movement of paramilitaries.  These controls correspond 

with the first two stages in the evolution of the border depicted by 

Coakley and O’Dowd (2007). The current stage is one of 



 

35 
 

unprecedented fluidity across the border in the aftermath of the Belfast 

Agreement 1998 and developments in integration in the EU, again 

reflecting the delineation by Coakely and O’Dowd (2007).   

These developments in integration, of which intra-European student 

mobility forms part, have been critical in facilitating engagement 

across the border in Ireland (Phinnemore and Hayward, 2017; Laffan, 

2003).  A fourth, as yet amorphous, stage looms on the horizon, 

reflecting the arrangements for mobility following the departure of the 

UK from the EU at the end of the transition period.  This impending 

stage has profound implications for the perception and reality of the 

border between Northern Ireland and Ireland and those who live in its 

hinterland. 

 3.3 Impact of the Belfast Agreement 1998 on the Border 
 

The Belfast Agreement, concluded on 10
th

 April 1998, is commonly 

regarded as providing the bedrock for the peace process in Northern 

Ireland and has contributed immeasurably to integration across the 

border in Ireland (Barton and Roche, 2009; Aughey, 2005; Meehan, 

2000).  Premised on the existence of border conflict in Ireland, in an 

attempt to diffuse this conflict and temper the contested nature of the 

border, the Agreement established three strands of institutional 

governance. The first would formalise power-sharing arrangements 

between unionists and nationalists in Northern Ireland.  The second 

would secure North-South cooperation on the island of Ireland, whilst 

the third would guarantee increased cooperation between the British 

and Irish governments (Phinnemore and Hayward, 2017).  Principles, 

policy frameworks and institutions were provided to deal with human 

rights, equality of opportunity; economic, cultural and social 

protections; policing and justice reform; the decommissioning of 

weapons; and de-securitisation.   
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Phinnemore and Hayward (2017) contend that the approach within the 

Belfast Agreement was that of attempting to obtain agreement between 

the British and Irish governments on the border, in which the views of 

both communities would be protected, with one side gazing at Dublin 

for guidance while the other looked to London.  Though cynical, this 

approach appears to have gone some way towards appeasing both 

sides.  In keeping with the theory that integration can be partially 

facilitated through government collaboration (Brunet-Jailly, 2005; Van 

Houtum, 2000), the Belfast Agreement 1998 sought to reframe the 

border as a point for cooperation rather than conflict.  The border 

conflict was not resolved.  Instead, measures were put in place to 

manage it in a way which emphasised practical benefit and common 

interest.    

Though education was referred to only briefly in the Belfast 

Agreement, with no specific reference to third-level education; after a 

halting start, there has been considerable engagement and cooperation 

in recent years between Northern Ireland and Ireland, both between 

government officials and institutions in education issues, including 

higher education strategies, funding, access issues and cross-border 

student flows (Department of Education, 2016).  In this regard, the 

Northern Ireland Higher Education Strategy is unequivocal in its aim 

of encouraging cross-border flows proposing to: 

 “minimise the obstacles to cross-border undergraduate 

mobility; and to collaborate on an all-island basis on 

teaching and learning, where possible” (Department for 

Employment and Learning Northern Ireland, 2012, p4).   

 

 3.4 Impact of Membership of the European Union on  

 the Border  

In reality, the recalibration of the border and encouragement of cross 

border flows only became possible within the broader context of 

membership of the EU (Hayward and Murphy, 2018; Phinnemore and 
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Hayward, 2017; Stevenson, 2017; Nash and Reid, 2010).  Though 

there are only three references to the EU in the text of the Belfast 

Agreement 1998; implicit throughout is the presumption that the UK 

and Ireland were and would remain members of the EU and that the 

EU itself would provide a platform and perspective for implementation 

of its provisions.  Even before implementation of the Belfast 

Agreement 1998, the EU had proven instrumental in facilitating the 

peace process in Northern Ireland (Laffan, 2003).   

Membership of the EU necessitated the normalisation of cooperation 

between Member States in ensuring movement of goods, persons, 

services and capital, resulting in increased cross-border trade and 

infrastructural and cultural transformation along the border (Murphy, 

2019).  Special focus was placed by the EU on the border through the 

grant of EU funding in the form of, inter alia, the European Regional 

Development Fund and INTERREG.  This activism combined with the 

aspiration of integration across all EU borders, including that in 

Ireland, operated to noticeably lower the Irish border in a number of 

ways.  The impact of the EU was not only direct but also indirect.  

Laffan adroitly articulates the indirect impact in the form of ‘the 

adequacy of partial agreement’, ‘the importance of institutional 

innovation’, ‘problem-solving pragmatic politics’, and ‘the sharing of 

sovereignty’ (2003, p10).  These alternative forms of politics and 

political order required partnership, problem-solving, experimentation, 

innovation and endless negotiation.  Subliminally, these practices, 

instilled through membership of the EU, paved the way for a more 

flexible approach to peace and closer integration in Ireland.   

Notwithstanding the current ease of movement and the ongoing 

integration process necessitated by membership of the EU combined 

with the co-operation process instigated by the peace process and 

supported by the EU, there remain distinct differences in policies, laws 
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and procedures on each side of the border.  Nash and Reid (2010) 

contend that differences in healthcare, welfare benefits and educational 

systems have impacted most significantly on those living in the 

shadow of the border in Ireland.  The reference by Nash and Reid 

(2010) to differences in educational systems, evident in the 

qualifications awarded and the school cycle may account, in part, for 

the disappointing cross-border migration of third-level students from 

border areas in Northern Ireland to colleges in neighbouring border 

areas in Ireland.     

  3.5 Impact of Europe on Student Mobility 
 

Though differences in educational opportunities endure between 

Northern Ireland and Ireland, there have been concerted efforts at 

European level to provide co-ordination between these and other 

educational systems. The Convention on the Recognition of 

Qualifications concerning Higher Education in the European Region 

(the Lisbon Convention) (1999), developed by the Council of Europe 

and UNESCO, and the Bologna Process pursuant to the Bologna 

Declaration (European Ministers of Education, 1999), coupled with 

EU legislation and policy have been instrumental in promoting cross-

border student mobility in higher education within Europe and 

internationally (Hoogenboom, 2015; Gotzelmann, 2010; Johnson and 

Wolf, 2009; Van der Wende, 2000).  

 

The Lisbon Convention 1999 is based on two overarching 

considerations.  First, holders of qualifications from one contracting 

State should have appropriate access to an assessment of that 

qualification in any other contracting State.  Second, foreign 

qualifications should be recognised unless substantial differences exist 

such as length of study or curriculum content. 

  

The Bologna Declaration 1999 heralded the commencement of the 

Bologna Process leading to the establishment of the European Higher 
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Education Area (EHEA) in 2010.  The EHEA seeks to facilitate 

student and staff mobility; ensure greater inclusion and accessibility 

in higher education; and safeguard the worldwide competitiveness of 

higher education in Europe.  As part of the Bologna Process in 

the European Higher Education Area, the 48 participating countries 

have agreed to introduce a three-cycle higher education system 

consisting of bachelor's, master's and doctoral studies; recognise 

qualifications and learning periods completed at universities abroad; 

and implement a quality assurance system to strengthen the quality 

and relevance of learning and teaching. 

 

The combined effect of the Bologna Process and the Lisbon 

Convention achieved far-reaching reforms within the European Higher 

Education landscape (Zahavi and Friedman, 2019; Terry, 2008; 

Werner, 2008).  The process has assisted students in successfully 

surmounting an enduring obstacle to cross-border mobility: that of 

non-recognition of qualifications obtained in another country.  For 

students from Northern Ireland, the Bologna Process maintains a 

significance that they could not have anticipated prior to the Brexit 

referendum.  Even though Northern Ireland will leave the EU, students 

from Northern Ireland should not lose the right to have their academic 

qualifications recognised, as it is anticipated that the UK will remain 

associated with achievements in comparability and transparency of 

higher education in Europe. 

In parallel with developments under the Bologna Process, European 

Union law and policy have also contributed significantly to the free 

movement of students throughout the EU since the inclusion of 

education as a policy area under the Treaty on European Union in 

1992 (Hoogenboom, 2015; Gotzelmann, 2010; Van der Mei, 2011; 

Jorgensen, 2009).  In principle, and indeed in practice, prospective 

students who are nationals of one EU Member State and therefore EU 

citizens, can attend third-level education in another EU country 

https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/relevant-and-high-quality-higher-education_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/relevant-and-high-quality-higher-education_en
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(Gotzelmann, 2010).  Even though there is no EU legislation providing 

for mutual recognition of academic qualifications, the principles 

enshrined in the Lisbon Convention should operate to ensure that the 

student’s secondary school qualifications are recognised unless it can 

be shown that there are substantial differences between the 

qualifications required by the host State and those held by the student 

(Hoogenboom, 2015).   

 
In 1992, under the Treaty on the European Union (TEU), the EU was 

conferred, for the first time, with explicit, albeit limited responsibilities 

in the field of education policy.  The legal base upon which promotion 

of student mobility is currently founded under primary EU law is 

Article 165(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU) 

which identifies the promotion of student and teacher mobility as one 

of the objectives of the EU.  This objective is reiterated in the Strategic 

Framework for European Cooperation in Education and Training 2020 

(Council of Ministers, 2009) in which it was proposed that 20% of 

higher education graduates should have engaged in learning mobility 

by 2020.  Such mobility is underpinned by provisions on non-

discrimination and citizenship set out in Articles 18 to 25 TFEU and 

the free movement of services under Articles 57 to 62 TFEU together 

with the Citizenship Directive (2004/38/EC) (European Parliament and 

Council of Ministers, 2004).  These legal provisions have been 

expansively interpreted by the Court of Justice of the EU to facilitate 

the free movement of students throughout the EU (Barnard and Peers, 

2017; Woods et al., 2017; Barnard and Ludlow, 2016). 

While it may have been anticipated that the EU could and would 

ensure the mobility of students as part of the core freedom of 

movement of persons, the path to such freedom of mobility has been 

beset with obstacles, such as financial insecurity, lack of guidance and 

regulatory impenetrability, with many of these obstacles being 

imposed by the respective Member States (Kmiotek-Meier et al., 2019; 
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Brooks, 2018; Brooks and Waters, 2011b; Murphy Lejeune, 2009; 

Huisman and Van der Wende, 2004).  The EU lacks Treaty 

competence to secure unfettered mobility for students; a deficit which 

has been exploited by the Member States.   

 

Article 165, TFEU (2009) provided for the development of quality 

education in the EU but, in so doing, became confined to 

supplementing and supporting the competence of the individual 

Member States in organisation of the content of their respective 

teaching and education systems (Hoogenboom, 2015).  The Member 

States therefore retain power to organise and finance their respective 

education systems.  This limited competence of the EU in the field of 

education, argued by Dougan (2005) to be deliberate on the part of the 

Member States, can be regarded as reflecting the complex and 

contested view of education and students, including mobile students 

among the Member States (Brooks, 2018; Hoogenboom, 2017; 

Teichler, 2012; Ertl, 2006).   

 
There is no authority afforded to the EU to harmonise educational 

systems across the Member States, a measure which would certainly 

transcend many of the barriers to student mobility which prevail.  In 

this regard, while the Court of Justice, a supranational rather than 

intergovernmental entity, has deliberated over the individual 

circumstances and social agency of prospectively mobile students and 

has delivered a slew of judgments generally favourable to them 

(Gravier, C-293/83; Blaizot, C24/86; Lair, C-39/86; Brown, C-197/86; 

Raulin, C-357/89; Bidar, C-209/83 and Bressol, C-73/08), this has not 

of itself proved sufficient to ensure student mobility across borders.  

As Rivza and Teichler (2007) wryly note, the effort expended by the 

EU in promoting cross-border student mobility has not yielded a 

proportionate uptake. This assertion is supported by the estimate that 
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an average of only 2-3% of students per country engage in outbound 

mobility (King et al., 2016). 

 
The net effect of the tension between EU law and policy and the 

nationalistic narcissism of the Member States means that once aspiring 

mobile students have secured a place in a third-level institution in 

another Member State, they have a right to reside in the host country 

for the duration of their studies provided they have sufficient resources 

to support themselves (Barnard and Peers, 2017).  However, for those 

who lose that ability to support themselves, the right of residence 

becomes tenuous and uncertain as they must demonstrate that they will 

not become an unreasonable burden on the finances of the host State 

(Hoogenboom, 2015).  Such students will often be those from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds in their home countries for whom the 

prospect of continuing with their studies in these straitened 

circumstances is unpromising (Murphy Lejeune, 2009).  Their agency 

is anaemic.  While these cross-border European students have a right 

to the same treatment in relation to fees as nationals of the host 

country, the same cannot be said for maintenance assistance for the 

duration of their studies (Gotzelmann, 2010; Jorgensen, 2009).  Such 

assistance is at the discretion of both the home and host State (Dougan, 

2005). 

   
Notwithstanding calls from the European Commission (2009) for 

greater student mobility and successive calls for greater portability of 

grants and loans to facilitate student mobility under the Bologna 

Process, to which all Member States are parties but not legally bound, 

financial security for the cross border third-level student during their 

studies remains precarious (Hoogenboom, 2015; Skovgaard-Petersen, 

2013; Jorgensen, 2009).  The fact that students can commute to college 

across an EU national border may not necessarily reduce this financial 

division as they may find that their differential treatment in the host 

State with regard to maintenance by comparison with home students 
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operates to inhibit their educational opportunity.  Far from being 

fostered by governments, the objective of cross-border mobility of 

students is impeded by Member States’ selectivity in operating a co-

ordinated educational policy which, in turn, is driven by what Ertl 

refers to as “the dominance of an economic rationale” (Ertl, 2006, 

p27).  Evidently, both inter-governmental and individual government 

intervention can contribute both to promotion and prohibition of 

mobility across borders.  Where it operates to prohibit such mobility, 

the border becomes an intractable barrier to mobility.  The impact of 

these obstacles on students studying across close, contested and 

changing borders in the EU warrants investigation in the face of a 

situation where the border crossed is about to become one between the 

EU and a third country.  It is dispiriting that barriers to student 

mobility endure between the respective Member States despite efforts 

to the contrary by the EU.   

 

According to Eurostat (2020), in 2018, there were at least 1.3 million 

students pursuing tertiary level studies in an EU Member State other 

than that where they had completed their secondary education.  Of the 

1.3 million students, more than two fifths (44%) were from Europe, 

25 % from Asia and 15 % from Africa.  However, while international 

student mobility into Europe has increased exponentially since 2000, 

intra-European student mobility has not increased to the same extent 

(Teichler, 2012; Papatsiba, 2006; Shields, 2006; Dougan, 2005).  

Examination of intra-European student mobility yields some interesting 

findings in terms of the direction of students who engage in mobility 

(Eurostat, 2020).  In terms of intra-European students, 23 % (312,000) 

were studying in Germany while 17 % were studying in France and 8 % 

each in Italy and the Netherlands.  For thirteen of the EU Member 

States, the principal country of origin for students from abroad in 2018 

was another Member State.  If two countries were geographically close 
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to each other, the chance that they would exchange a high proportion of 

students increased (Vögtle & Windzio, 2016).  These exchanges 

operated not only between neighbouring countries (such as Czechia and 

Slovakia) but also countries that may be reached by a relatively short 

water crossing (for example, students from Finland studying in Estonia) 

confirming that language, cultural and historical ties, and geographical 

proximity influence learning mobility (Eurostat, 2020; Mezgec, 2019).   

 

 

 3.6 Mobility of Students from Northern Ireland to  

Ireland 
 

Notwithstanding the uneven and protracted application of EU law on 

student mobility across the EU (Gotzelmann, 2010; Teichler, 2003), it 

might have been presumed that students from Northern Ireland, where 

there has been an under-supply of college places (Gallagher, 2019; 

Joint Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday 

Agreement, 2013; Wakeling and Jefferies, 2013), would be motivated 

to cross the border to pursue their studies in third-level institutions 

throughout the EU, including Ireland, particularly where they could 

commute across the border to college.  However, as will be 

demonstrated in the following section, even when complemented by 

measures taken pursuant to the Belfast Agreement 1998 and national 

policy in Northern Ireland in the form of the Higher Education 

Strategy 2012-2020 (Department for Employment and Learning, 

2012), flows of students between Northern Ireland and Ireland have 

seeped rather than streamed across the border.  

 

3.6.1 Challenges to Student Mobility between Northern Ireland 

and Ireland 
 
Students from Northern Ireland have historically met with significant 

challenges when seeking to exercise their cross-border mobility, one of 

which was the equivalence of their secondary school qualifications for 
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entry onto certain third-level courses in Ireland.  This issue became 

more pronounced post-2005 following a change in equivalence 

between A-level and Leaving Certificate grades, resulting in students 

from Northern Ireland being ineligible for entry to high qualification 

programs in Irish universities, even though they had attained the 

highest A-level grades in Northern Ireland (Joint Committee on the 

Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement, 2013; Pollack, 2011).   

This wrangle has since been somewhat resolved through agreement by 

Irish universities on a revised model for converting A-Level grades to 

Leaving Certificate points for the purpose of entry to universities in 

Ireland (Irish Universities Association, 2015).  

 
Problems experienced by cross border students in recognition of 

academic qualifications were supplanted by inconsistencies in 

maintenance payments.  Even though students from Northern Ireland 

were permitted to export their maintenance grants, these students were 

customarily awarded lower bursaries than the maintenance grants 

awarded to their counterparts studying in Northern Ireland or Great 

Britain (Pollack, 2011).  This situation has since been addressed so that 

there is no longer any difference in the level of maintenance payment 

for students from Northern Ireland studying in the UK or Ireland.   

 
However, differences endure between the amount received by students 

from Northern Ireland and those from Ireland studying in third-level 

institutions in Ireland (Eurydice, 2017).  As part of the student grant 

scheme in Ireland, students from families with an income below a 

certain threshold have all or part of this charge paid for them by the 

State with no requirement for repayment.  In 2014/15, 48% of full-time 

students in Ireland (excluding non-EU students) had all or part of the 

contribution paid on their behalf by the State (Expert Group, 2016).  

This means that students from Northern Ireland from lower socio-

economic backgrounds, studying in institutions in Ireland, may find 

themselves at a disadvantage in repayment of the student charge by 
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comparison with student colleagues from similar backgrounds from 

Ireland for whom no repayment is necessary.  

 
Once accepted on a third-level program in Ireland, students from 

Northern Ireland are subject to a student contribution charge 

(currently, €3,000) payable by all EU students attending third-level 

courses in Ireland (Citizens Information, 2020).  By contrast, if these 

students were to attend university in Northern Ireland, they would be 

subject to a fee of £4,275 (NI Direct, 2020) while attendance at college 

in Great Britain incurs fees of up to £9,250 per year (UCAS, 2020).  

Based on the differential in student charges/fees between Ireland and 

the UK, it might be expected that financial thrift would encourage 

students from Northern Ireland to gravitate towards colleges across the 

border in Ireland, particularly since student loans are available in the 

UK to assist with payment of the fees payable both in the UK and, 

while the UK remains in the EU, in other EU Member States, 

including Ireland (Student Finance, 2018).   

 
While the introduction of third-level fees in the UK resulted in a slight 

decrease in the number of students from Northern Ireland travelling to 

Great Britain to study (Whittaker, 2014), this has not impacted 

significantly on student flows from Northern Ireland to Ireland (Higher 

Education Authority, 2018). Neither has there been a discernible 

impact on students from Northern Ireland pursuing their tertiary 

studies in Ireland following the abolition of student fees in Ireland, the 

increase in student fees in Northern Ireland or to take advantage of the 

strong economy in Ireland in the period up to 2008 (Wakeling and 

Jefferies, 2013). The figures in Table 1 (Appendix I) confirm that this 

pattern has not altered in the period since 2013 with 1,500 students 

domiciled in Northern Ireland enrolled in higher education courses in 

Ireland in 2018/19 while 17,425 students from Northern Ireland were 

enrolled in higher education course in Great Britain in the same 

academic year.  It may be that students from Northern Ireland with 



 

47 
 

higher qualifications and economic and cultural capital who aspire 

towards mobility to Ireland are better equipped both financially and 

culturally and therefore more likely to exercise mobility regardless of 

fees payable (Whittaker, 2014).   

However, questions arise relating to those students with modest 

qualifications and capital.  Among these are students who could avail 

of tertiary education within commuting distance across the border in 

Ireland, but who do not do so.  As is evident from Table 2 (Appendix 

II), the number of students from Northern Ireland enrolled in Institutes 

of Technology situated in border counties remains low.  This is an 

issue which merits further investigation.  In an effort to advance the 

first piece of the puzzle, this study is both relevant and timely in its 

analysis of the factors motivating borderland students from Northern 

Ireland to pursue cross border third-level studies, when they cannot 

access programs in Northern Ireland and cannot afford or are reluctant 

to attend those in Great Britain. 

3.7 Student Flows from Northern Ireland to Great 

Britain and Ireland 
 

In other EU countries, the more familiar the country and institutions 

were to the student, the more likely the student would elect to study 

there (Eurostat, 2020).  However, as evidenced in Table 1 (Appendix 

I), this does not necessarily appear to reflect the position of students 

from Northern Ireland where students are inclined to gravitate towards 

colleges in Great Britain notwithstanding their proximity to and 

presumed familiarity with colleges in Ireland (Raffe and Croxford, 

2013; Wakeling and Jefferies, 2013; McQuaid and Hollywood, 2008).  

According to the most recent figures from the Higher Education 

Authority (2020), the number of students from Northern Ireland 

enrolled in third-level institutions in Ireland in 2018/19 was 1,500 

(Table 1, Appendix I).  It is striking that the number of students from 

Northern Ireland enrolled in higher education colleges in Great Britain 
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in the same academic year was 17,425 (Table 1, Appendix I).  The 

numbers confirm that it would be naïve to presume that proximity is 

synonymous with familiarity and lend support to the sardonic 

observation that borders, irrespective of how porous, impede mobility 

(Popescu, 2011; Schack, 2001).   

Of the total undergraduate students from Northern Ireland enrolled in 

third-level institutions in Ireland, the majority come from Counties 

Down and Antrim (Higher Education Authority, 2017).  This is 

unsurprising in view of the population spread across Northern Ireland, 

with approximately two thirds of the entire population residing east of 

the River Bann (encompassing both Counties Down and Antrim) 

(Office for National Statistics, 2011).  What is surprising is how few 

students from an overall population of more than 1.2 million elect to 

travel a relatively short distance across the border in Ireland to pursue 

their studies there and how, as demonstrated in Table 2 (Appendix II), 

the proportion has not altered significantly over a period of seven years 

from 2008 until 2015.  In terms of profile, Table 2 (Appendix II) 

shows that for the years 2008/9 until 2015/16, the majority of students 

from Northern Ireland attended either Trinity College Dublin or 

University College Dublin, being predominantly drawn to “high tariff” 

courses (Whittaker, 2014; Joint Committee on the Implementation of 

the Good Friday Agreement, 2013; Pollack, 2011).   

Of the undergraduate students from Northern Ireland enrolled in third-

level education in Ireland in 2015/2016, 210 were taking medicine or 

dentistry or subjects allied to medicine courses, up from 155 and 170 

in 2013/14 and 2014/15 respectively (Higher Education Authority, 

2018).  These high tariff courses in Ireland require results equivalent to 

or higher than those for similar courses in Northern Ireland, so these 

students are not electing to study in these higher ranking colleges 

because they were unable to gain entry in Northern Ireland.  
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Alternative programs are available with lower entry requirements in 

Institutes of Technology.  In 2015/16, as demonstrated in Table 2 

(Appendix II), 125 students from Northern Ireland were enrolled in 

Dundalk Institute of Technology; 65 in Letterkenny Institute of 

Technology; and 30 in Sligo Institute of Technology (Higher 

Education Authority, 2018).  It may be that a lack of awareness on the 

part of Northern Irish students means that they frequently forfeit the 

opportunity to participate in these programs (Pollack, 2011).  

  
As presented in Table 2 (Appendix II), though there has been an 

increase in students from Northern Ireland attending Institutes of 

Technology, particularly those in relatively close proximity to the 

border, the numbers remain small by comparison with the number of 

students attending Trinity College Dublin and University College 

Dublin (Higher Education Authority, 2018).  Again, by analogy with 

the results of the study by Tindal et al. (2015), this may suggest that 

attainment of a qualification from a “lower-tariff” college is not 

desirable and does not result in sufficiently advantageous credentials in 

this era of massification of higher education. The human capital sought 

though educational mobility across borders to non-elite colleges may 

be negligible in such an environment.  However, it would be simplistic 

to confine the reluctance on the part of students from Northern Ireland 

to pursue their studies in Ireland to a deficit in human capital attainable 

in these colleges.  The disinclination on the part of less academic 

students to pursue their third-level studies in geographically adjacent 

lower tariff colleges in Ireland is ultimately difficult to 

comprehensively discern.  

  
As determined by Raffe and Croxford (2013), notwithstanding 

geographical proximity and physical ease of access to third-level 

education colleges in Ireland, students from Northern Ireland are 

inclined, if not pursuing their studies in Northern Ireland, to gravitate 

towards Great Britain.  This is borne out by the numbers in Table 1 
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(Appendix I) showing the multiples of students domiciled in Northern 

Ireland enrolled in higher education colleges in Great Britain by 

comparison with those enrolled in colleges in Ireland.  While some of 

this mobility may be explained by corresponding culture, educational 

system and the ease of regional rather than national mobility; other, 

more complex reasons may also exist.  It may be that, by analogy with 

many international students who consider studying overseas to obtain a 

greater knowledge of the West, often with a view to emigrating there 

(OECD, 2017), students from Northern Ireland frequently elect to 

study in Great Britain to obtain a better knowledge of another part of 

the UK.  While there may not be an overt desire on the part of 

Northern Irish students to immigrate to Great Britain when they elect 

to study there, this may be implied from the fact that many remain 

there (McQuaid and Hollywood, 2008).  In parallel with the pattern 

noted by Tindal et al. (2015) in student flows between England and 

Scotland, and reflecting concerns about future regional productivity in 

Northern Ireland (KPMG, 2017), this selection may have important 

consequences for the geographic distribution of human capital in 

Northern Ireland resulting in a discernible deficit. 

  

 3.8 Institutes of Technology in Ireland 
 

Since this study focuses exclusively on the experiences of cross border 

students in border Institutes of Technology in Ireland, it is instructive 

to consider the nature and role of these Institutes.  Institutes of 

Technology, originally established as Regional Technical Colleges, are 

Irish higher education colleges (OECD, 2006).   

The role of Institutes of Technology is described in the Regional 

Technical Colleges Act 1992 as follows: 

… to provide vocational and technical education and 

training for the economic, technological, scientific, 

commercial, industrial, social and cultural development of 
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the State with particular reference to the region served by 

the college … (Regional Technical Colleges Act 1992, s5). 

 

As is evident from s5, the remit of the Regional Technical Colleges, 

known as Institutes of Technology since 1998, is broad.  This has 

enabled them to expand from their original function of providing 

technical education and apprenticeship training to the current provision 

of programs across a range of disciplines at levels 6 to 10 of the 

national framework of qualifications aligned to the Bologna 

framework.  Many of these programs present as strikingly similar to 

those offered by Irish and UK universities.   

 

Institutes of Technology deliver Higher Certificates (NFQ Level 6), 

Ordinary Bachelor degrees (NFQ Level 7), Honours Bachelor 

degrees (NFQ Level 8), Postgraduate Diplomas (NFQ Level 9) and 

Doctoral Degrees (NFQ Level 10).   

 
The distinction between Institutes of Technology and Universities in 

Ireland was further diminished under the Institutes of Technology Act 

2006 which provided for the autonomy of Institutes of Technology.  

Nonetheless, as observed by the OECD (2006), entry requirements for 

Institutes of Technology are often significantly lower than for similar 

programs in Irish universities.  A further distinction is evident in the 

fact that students attending Institutes of Technology tend to be more 

diverse in terms of class, age and ethnicity (HEA, 2019; McCoy and 

Smyth, 2011).   

 
Today, there are eleven of these Institutes of Technology throughout 

Ireland, of which two are within reasonable commuting distance for 

many students from Northern Ireland.  Out of a total number of 

157,518 third-level undergraduate students enrolled on full time 

courses in Ireland in March 2017, 64,194 (41%) were studying in 

Institutes of Technology while 86,634 (55%) were studying in 

universities (Higher Education Authority, 2017). 
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 3.9 Conclusion 
 

There is a certain irony in the fact that, in Northern Ireland, aspiring 

third-level students are more willing to countenance college across the 

Irish Sea rather than across a land border which is, at present, barely 

perceptible.  It appears that, despite efforts by the Belfast Agreement 

1998 and the EU to dispel negative border associations, a legacy 

endures which inhibits cross-border student mobility.   

 
While there has been an incremental increase in student cross-border 

mobility from Northern Ireland to Ireland across all programmes in 

recent years, this increase does not appear to reflect the efforts made 

both at European level and on a bilateral basis to advance student 

mobility between the regions.  

  
The cross-border student sclerosis from Northern Ireland to Ireland 

undoubtedly merits exploration.  This investigation takes place during 

interesting times as the currently inconspicuous though intractable 

border in Ireland proves particularly problematic in the Brexit 

negotiations.  Against this background, the experiences of those 

students from Northern Ireland who currently cross the border to 

engage in study in Institutes of Technology, are of interest and value 

and represent an original, fresh and contemporaneous contribution to 

the literature on cross-border student mobility.  
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Chapter 4: Theories of Mobilities and Borders 

 

  4.1 Introduction 
 

Almost one hundred years after its creation, the border in Ireland, in 

common with many national frontiers, is simultaneously recognised 

but invisible; contested and incontestable (Komarova and Hayward, 

2019; Hayward, 2011).  Notwithstanding the impact of the EU and the 

Belfast Agreement 1998 (Hayward and Murphy, 2018; Dochartaigh et 

al., 2016), the question remains whether the very existence of the 

border, however inconspicuous, may inhibit cross-border mobility of 

students on the island. 

   
Though cross-border student mobility is susceptible to scrutiny 

through a range of theoretical lenses, the specifics of this study lead 

inexorably to consideration of how student mobility fits within the 

combined theories of mobilities and borders.  Recognising that 

mobility and the borders traversed are fluid concepts, the latter 

susceptible to alteration and re-alignment, a critical review of existing 

theoretical work is presented in this chapter to determine how borders 

are viewed and their impact on mobility, specifically, student mobility. 

 

  4.2 The Theory of Mobilities 
 

The theory of mobilities, first introduced in its present form in the 

1990s (Cresswell, 1992), explores the meaning of movement both 

globally and in everyday life (Cresswell, 2012; Cresswell and 

Merriman, 2011; Urry and Elliott, 2010; Urry, 2007; Adey, 2006; 

Hannam et al., 2006; Urry, 2000; Cresswell, 1992).  Originally 

considered from a geographical perspective by Cresswell (1992), Urry 

(2000) first drew attention to mobilities as a paradigm from a 

sociological perspective.  Urry’s work on mobilities expanded the 

notion of spatial mobility to consider the ways in which mobilities can 

shape lives and contribute to social change (Urry, 2000).   
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Mobility implies an ability to move; ease of movement; and the ability 

to adapt (Salazar and Smart, 2011).  Urry (2007) identified a number 

of modes of mobility to include virtual, imaginative, communicative, 

physical and corporeal.  Mobility, irrespective of mode is differentially 

accessed, represented and experienced (Cresswell, 2016).  The theory 

of mobilities is capable of providing for examination of the place and 

practice of movement within and across the institutions and systems 

that form people’s lives, while recognising uneven systems of 

(im)mobility and the changing mobility regimes that shape capabilities 

for movement (Sheller, 2017).  Since its inception, mobilities theory 

has expanded exponentially to comprise a number of studies on the 

role and modes of mobilities in the daily lives of individuals and 

communities (Dalakoglou and Harvey, 2012; Urry and Elliott, 2010). 

The theory of mobilities now embraces physical movements; 

infrastructure and transport systems; migration and tourism; 

communications technologies and surveillance; connections; emotions 

associated with mobility; affordance; distribution processes and 

distance; and, presciently: pandemics and security threats (Sheller and 

Urry, 2016; Elliott and Urry, 2010; Hannam et al., 2006), to the extent 

that Adey expressed concern that “if mobility is everything, then it is 

nothing” (Adey, 2006, p75). 

Though, as noted by Gulson and Symes (2017), there has been limited 

analysis of student mobility against this very broad theoretical 

background, a number of elements within the theory of mobilities may 

be extracted which appear relevant to this study. The first is that of 

networks.  Sheller (2006) refers to social networks as creating 

connections across space.  Specifically, in the field of student mobility, 

Brooks and Waters (2010) highlight the importance of social networks 

in student mobility as students are influenced by family and friends in 

making the decision to study abroad.  These networks sit alongside the 
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cultural capital identified by Bourdieu and Richardson (1986) as 

contributing to social reproduction.   

There is another articulation of networks relevant to mobility, evident 

in the form of network capital (Elliott and Urry, 2010).  Network 

capital depends on the degree of access to elements such as appropriate 

documents, passports, visas, money, vaccines, data-readiness, 

qualifications and a capability to connect with others (work colleagues, 

friends, and family members) at a distance.  Network capital also 

includes access to various means of movement and access to technical 

systems including cars, roads, fuel, trains, bikes, phones, email and 

time and other resources to manage all of these, especially if there is 

system failure (Elliott and Urry, 2010).  The accrual of capital 

dovetails neatly with the mobilities’ turn (Cresswell, 2006; Sheller and 

Urry, 2006) as students with sufficient network capital can fund their 

mobility and derive consequent benefits. 

Strong social networks and high levels of network capital contribute to 

the theory of social reproduction and its relationship with student 

mobility which is often pre-ordained by privilege.  Those from less 

advantaged backgrounds may be obliged, by reason of their 

circumstances and lack of access to the network capital depicted by 

(Elliott and Urry, 2010), to eschew educational mobility (King et al., 

2016).  Spatial mobility including student mobility is frequently 

represented as synonymous with success or liberty or progress whereas 

immobility connotes disadvantage (Gulson and Symes, 2017; Faist, 

2013).  Student mobility represents a means of reproducing social 

advantage as the mobile student acquires human and cultural capital 

superior to that which may be capable of being acquired locally or 

nationally (Brooks and Waters, 2011a; Findlay et al., 2010).   
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There is nonetheless a question as to whether, in the field of 

educational mobility, social mobility depends entirely on spatial 

mobility.  Research referring to non-mobile students has been 

criticised for characterising them as constrained and immobile 

(Christie, 2007; Christie et al., 2005), thereby assuming that their lack 

of mobility is both a result of and contributor towards social 

disadvantage, in keeping with the notion of representation of 

immobility as a signifying disadvantage (Cresswell, 2016).  It is 

therefore encouraging that Holton and Finn (2018) successfully 

overcome this characterisation by considering the everyday routine 

“in-motion” mobilities of students who commute to college.  Their 

research, though confined to study with a single region rather than 

across a border, demonstrates that local students are not inhibited or 

indeed constrained by attending a local college.  They enjoy a rich 

college experience while being able to manage often competing 

demands from home.  While the research by Holton and Finn (2018) is 

valuable in its consideration of local student mobility through the lens 

of the mobilities paradigm, the issue of local student mobility for those 

from diverse backgrounds across a close national border remains 

unmapped. 

 

Local student mobility across borders acquires an increased 

importance in view of the findings of Recchi (2015) that the 

accumulation of capital through mobility is not confined to those from 

privileged backgrounds.  For less privileged students, it is reassuring 

that Waibel et al. (2017) contend that all mobile graduates benefit 

significantly in socio-economic terms.  These students can actually 

compensate for limited family resources through their tertiary 

education mobility (Di Pietro, 2015).  The finding is difficult to 

reconcile with Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction (Bourdieu and 
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Passeron, 1990) which depends heavily on privilege to engage in and 

benefit from a mobile education.  Some reconciliation may be possible 

when it is acknowledged that those students who engage in mobility 

must bear significant financial and often personal costs to reap the 

benefits associated with such mobility (Perkins and Neumayer, 2014).  

If the concept of student mobility is separated from the theory of social 

reproduction, as is possible when students are crossing a close border 

and do not require deep financial resources to fund this mobility, the 

nature and extent of the benefits of student mobility in the accrual of 

capital can be assessed. 

 

  4.3 The Dichotomy between Mobilities and Borders 
 

While it is evident that the mobilities’ turn is a valuable paradigm 

through which cross-border student mobility may be viewed, it is 

equally clear that this paradigm is rapidly moving in a direction 

different to that envisaged by education and European policy in terms 

of student mobility.  Whereas student mobility is represented as 

synonymous with altruism and good citizenship in the EU, when the 

theory is considered in the context of borders, the immediate 

association by Urry and Sheller is one of negativity, citing phenomena 

such as illegal migration, people-trafficking, drug trafficking, 

international crime, environmental hazards and pandemics (Sheller and 

Urry, 2016; Urry, 2014).  Though the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 

appears to validate this sense of foreboding, these threats are remote 

from the positive associations of student mobility and may appear to 

indicate that the theory of mobilities has limited relevance to student 

mobility.   

 
Similarly, while Cresswell (2012) acknowledges the significance of 

borders in mobilities, referring to them as a “filter” for acceptable and 

threatening mobilities, his focus too is on more threatening mobilities 

as he refers to global threats which may be capable of being managed 
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by borders.  It appears that the mobility momentum has surprised itself 

and there is an attempt to limit or contain the consequences of such 

mass mobility.  Now, more than ever, mobilities are in danger of being 

demobilised with the resultant paradigm assuming a new direction.  

However, it would be imprudent to immediately remove student 

mobility from the scope of the paradigm.   

 

In the field of student mobility, the notion of a filter can be developed 

to consider whether the border in Ireland is now or may become a filter 

for educational mobility.  This is a useful aspect of the mobilities 

paradigm when applied to student mobility.  Borders do not 

necessarily prohibit mobility (Salazar and Smart, 2011). There has 

been surprisingly little research on the interface between borders and 

mobilities, perhaps because border-crossing mobilities as a human 

experience are regarded as an exception rather than a norm (Salazar 

and Smart, 2011). Nonetheless, the significance of borders for 

acceptable mobilities is important and lends itself to consideration of 

student mobility across the border in Ireland, apparently set to assume 

a new filtering role.   

 

In reality, the mobilities’ paradigm alone may prove inadequate to 

account for the significance of borders in the context of cross-border 

student mobility. The paradigm remains too dependent on the premise 

that mobility is unbounded. The negative implications of such 

unbounded mobility also limit application of this paradigm when 

applied to student mobility.  A further limitation of the mobilities turn 

when linked with borders is that borders within the paradigm are 

presumed to be static.  Borders, when considered through the lens of 

the mobilities’ paradigm, present as obstacles or filters and invariably 

operate to emphasise and inhibit mobility (Cresswell, 2012; O'Dowd, 

2002).  Though there is no suggestion of physical movement of the 
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border in Ireland, the border has assumed a degree of psychological 

and indeed political mobility.   

 
Nonetheless, it would be inappropriate to discount the relevance of the 

mobilities’ paradigm for this study in its embodiment of how things 

move; the implications and resonances of such movement; and the 

experiences of mobility (Cresswell and Merriman, 2011).  Rather, the 

paradigm remains significant to this study but requires careful 

assimilation with the notion of borders given the relevance of borders 

to this research.  

   

  4.4 The Theory of Borders  
 

In fact, it is not possible to consider mobility of cross-border students 

without having regard to the significance of borders to them, whether 

as filters or frontiers, barriers or bridges.  Though the previous 

paragraphs may suggest that borders and mobilities are antithetical, 

this should not always be the case.   

The relationship between mobility and borders remains fractious 

(Kostadinova, 2016; Paasi, 2016) with the result that it is difficult to 

successfully reconcile the two.  Though largely overlooked, there are 

undoubtedly synergies (Richardson, 2013).  There has been an attempt 

to mobilise the theory of borders. However, this has not yet gained 

significant traction, perhaps due to the perception within the theory of 

mobilities that borders inevitably operate as barriers to mobility and 

therefore, the two theories, while intersecting, do not bond.   

While borders may operate to control mobility to and from territory, 

like mobility, they are capable of being framed within a wider social 

context.  As borders are constantly shifting both in geography and 

gaze, research on borders has moved beyond a purely geographical 

focus to one which, similar to mobilities, embraces social, economic, 

cultural, political and anthropological foci (Haselsberger, 2014; Paasi, 
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2016; Wilson and Donnan, 2012; Brunet-Jailly, 2011; Newman, 2003; 

O'Dowd and Wilson, 1996).    

From a European perspective, notwithstanding the anticipation that the 

EU would ultimately evolve to a borderless space (Ferriter, 2019; 

Kostadinova, 2016), as freedom of movement of persons, services, 

capital and goods were the cornerstones of integration, borders have 

not disappeared and mobility throughout the EU has not flowed as 

might have been expected.  This focus on borders in Europe has 

resulted in the EU becoming something of a “laboratory” for border 

studies (Paasi, 2016, p34).  Regrettably, the alchemy in the laboratory 

of border studies has not yet managed to produce a definitive theory of 

borders.  In theory and in reality, in Europe, as throughout the world, 

borders divide and separate, exemplifying symbolic and physical limits 

(Popescu, 2011). 

At their inception, in the 1960s, border studies were categorised by 

their focus on the history and demarcation of boundaries (Minghi, 

1963).  Though this categorisation endures, there are currently two 

notions of borders dominating the literature.  First, echoing Minghi 

(1963), borders in the EU delineate territory and sovereignty (Linde-

Laursen, 2016; Schack, 2001).  Secondly, borders are regarded in a 

socio-spatial context in which focus is placed on human and social 

construction (Newman, 2011; Paasi, 2009).  These categorisations are 

not mutually exclusive.  Borders are both physical and metaphorical.  

As acknowledged by Paasi, because of their complexity, a universal 

theory of borders may be both “unattainable and undesirable” (2016, 

p30).  The complexity lies in the nebulous nature of borders and their 

meaning for political actors, the nations they delineate and the citizens 

who have to negotiate them.   

The attempt by Anderson and O’Dowd (1999a) to portray the nature of 

borders captures this complexity, describing them as:  
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“at once gateways and barriers to the ‘outside world’, 

protective and imprisoning, areas of opportunity and/or 

security, zones of contact and/or conflict, of co-operation 

and/or competition, of ambivalent identities and/or the 

aggressive assertion of difference. These apparent 

dichotomies may alternate with time and place, but – more 

interestingly – they can co-exist simultaneously in the same 

people, some of whom have to regularly deal not with one 

state but two.”  (Anderson and O’Dowd, 1999a, p595)                                                                                                   

This description demonstrates the multiple, often polarised, meanings 

and shifting nature of borders for those engaging with them.  It marks 

a midway point between the focus of border studies on geographic 

lines and that on human practices creating their own boundaries.  It 

deftly portrays many of the concepts which have emerged from border 

studies including the notion of identity, that of a border space, that of 

boundaries and that of difference, though, as will be seen, there can be 

a tendency to use the concepts of boundaries and borders 

interchangeably throughout the literature.  

The notions of transmutation and ambivalence in the definition by 

Anderson and O’Dowd (1999) underscore Paasi’s contention that a 

reliable theory of borders is difficult to frame (Paasi, 2016).  

Nonetheless, Newman (2011) has identified a number of themes which 

underpin the study of borders and provide a useful basis for this study 

of cross-border student mobility from Northern Ireland. 

  4.4.1 Borders as both Positivist and Constructivist Phenomena 
 

First, Newman (2011) acknowledges that borders are generally 

constructed and indeed de-constructed by power elites.  Once created, 

borders generate and reflect difference and operate as institutions 

governing the extent of inclusion and exclusion, impacting on the daily 

lives of those on each side and controlling the movement of goods, 

persons and ideas across them (Brunet-Jailly, 2011; Newman, 2003).  

They define territory (Linde-Laursen, 2016; Schack, 2001) and operate 

as “agents of a State’s security and sovereignty” (Wilson and Donnan, 



 

62 
 

1998, p9).  Borders are often contested either because of the manner of 

and reason for their creation or because changing political, social and 

economic conditions render them anachronistic (Newman, 2011).  This 

resonates with the more positivist view adopted by earlier studies, 

regarding borders as concrete geographical phenomena (Paasi, 2005; 

Williams, 2003).   

However, later studies view borders as more social in construction 

(Popescu, 2011; O'Dowd, 2010; Kolossov, 2005).  The contrasting 

approaches reflect two trends which have emerged in the area of 

borders in the EU: one focusing on territory, the other on the 

individual actors (Kostadinova, 2016).  This distinction in approaches 

may help explain and dissipate some of the confusion in terminology 

surrounding borders in the literature.  In this regard, it is helpful to 

refer to the distinction posited by Shields (2014), who refers to borders 

as being tangible territorial separation points, whereas boundaries arise 

as a consequence of the social limitations constructed in the minds and 

realities of those living with and negotiating borders.  

  4.4.2 Identity 
 

This duality in the approach to borders is evident in the second 

premise advanced by Newman (2011): that borders generate binary 

distinctions – here and there; us and them; included and excluded.  

These binary distinctions may help to explain the notion of collective 

identity first associated by Barth (1998) with the existence of a border.   

Barth (1998) posited that ethnic groups were preserved through 

retention of boundaries, both physical and social; a proposition 

apparently supported by Paasi who regards identity and boundaries as 

being “opposite sides of the same coin” (1998, p194).   

 
This relationship between borders and identity relies both on the 

limitations imposed by the physical borderline and the social and 

cultural narratives associated with the border (Newman, 2003; 



 

63 
 

Anderson and O'Dowd, 1999a).  The border demarcates the 

“parameters within which identities are conceived, perceived, 

perpetuated and reshaped” (Newman, 2003, p15).   

 
Attitudes towards the border together with practices and processes 

around the border, construct particular narratives and relations so that 

the border becomes a delineation of identity (Anderson and O'Dowd, 

1999a; Anssi Paasi, 1996). The notion of identity merits further 

consideration in this context.  Identity has been defined by Jenkins as:  

 “our understanding of who we are and of who other 

people are, and, reciprocally, other people’s 

understanding of themselves and of others (which includes 

us).” (Jenkins, 2014, p16) 

 

According to this definition, identity is constructed individually and 

collectively, subjectively and objectively.  When juxtaposed with a 

contested border, determination of identity is particularly complex, as 

borne out by Wilson and Donnan (1998) in their classification of 

borderland identities into firstly: those who simultaneously retain 

ethnic ties across the border and within their own territory, 

corresponding with those whose lives revolved around the 

Mexican/American border, characterised by Anzaldua (1987) as 

possessing a “border crossing identity”.  The second classification by 

Wilson and Donnan (1998) are those who share ethnic ties only with 

those across the border; while the third categorises those who belong 

to the national majority and do not have ethnic ties with those across 

the border.  

 

4.4.3 Concept of Border Space 

The concept of a ‘border crossing identity’ coined by Anzaldula 

(1987) is suggestive of an associated border space.  In this space, 

border theory may be capable of being used to understand how borders 

shape the lives of those who live in this space and how the border 
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presents as simultaneously restrictive and liberating; positive and 

negative; benign and malicious; divisive and unifying (Linde-Laursen, 

2016; Haselsberger, 2014; Popescu, 2011), reflecting again the binary 

distinctions referred to above.    

Though it is accepted in the literature that a border space exists, there 

are conflicting views as to the symmetry within that space on each side 

of the border.  On one side, it is suggested that where a softer border 

exists, this facilitates a fuzziness in which there is a shared sense of 

identity and indeed territory in the form of a borderland (Newman, 

2011).  As contact increases, the former sense of difference is diluted.  

By contrast, the thicker the border, the less the cross-border interaction 

(Haselsberger, 2014).  However, Popescu (2011) convincingly adheres 

to the bipolarity of border spaces, contending that there are distinct 

border spaces on each side of the border and does not acknowledge the 

fuzzy borderland space straddling a soft border which Newman (2011) 

is prepared to entertain.  Certainly, the categorisation by Newman 

overlooks the distinction drawn by Kaplan (1999) between situations 

where the cultural boundary coincides with or disrupts the political 

boundary.  Whereas Newman’s contention may be true in the first 

situation, it will be less valid in the second (Newman, 2011).   

The differentiated experience of and attitude towards borders evident 

throughout the literature, confirms the merits of a constructivist 

approach to borders and boundaries.  Such an approach views borders 

and associated boundaries as a result of social processes constructed 

by social agents in which borders are experienced differently by 

different people. As pithily confirmed by Rumford: “borders are not 

experienced in the same way by all people” (2006, p159).  Though 

established by power elites, the social processes which construct, re-

construct and de-construct those borders can only be truly understood 

through the experiences and perceptions of those who live with them. 
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4.4.4 Integration across Borders 

In view of the tension in the literature concerning the internal 

functioning of a border space, there is a question as to how integration 

across borders impacts on that border space and whether such 

integration can contribute to the fuzziness identified by Newman 

(2011).  Both the UK and Ireland have been Member States of the EU 

since 1973.  One of the principal aspirations of the EU is that of closer 

integration, which itself depends on the dismantling of borders and 

establishment of a Europeanisation of identities (Diez and Wiener, 

2018).  Integration has been pursued through measures of negative 

integration such as the elimination of obstacles to the free movement 

of goods, persons, services and capital and positive integration in the 

form of common policies and institutions (Decoville and Durand, 

2019).  As a consequence of these measures, coupled with significant 

funding from the EU to support cross-border measures, relationships 

have been created across borders resulting in interdependency between 

border territories (Decoville and Durand, 2019).  However, strong 

interactions between border regions of themselves do not inevitably 

result in greater integration (Kaplan, 1999). 

From a European, though predominantly geographical perspective, 

Van Houtum (2000) identified three approaches to ensure border 

integration.  These approaches continue to be relied upon today 

(Decoville and Durand, 2019; Sohn, 2014), focusing on economic 

flows across borders; cooperation flows; and people flows.  These 

flows can be regarded as broadly analogous to the analytical lenses 

advanced by Brunet Jaillet (2005) from an interdisciplinary 

perspective.  Brunet Jaillet (2005) posited that market forces and trade 

flows; policy activities of government in adjacent territories; influence 

of border communities; and their culture, if properly directed, can 

conspire together to construct a borderland region exhibiting signs of 



 

66 
 

integration.  These analytical dimensions capture the relative power of 

structural forces such as political, geographic and cultural conditions 

and of agents on borders and how these vary across time and space.  

Though Canada-based and not specifically applied to European 

borders, the value of Brunet Jaillet’s theory lies in the fact that none of 

the four dimensions is exclusively structurally or agency orientated.  

However, inherent in her theory is the need to achieve balance across 

all four dimensions.  

Van Houtum (2016; 2000) argues that integration can be measured 

according to economic flows across borders, with an inverted 

correlation between the extent of the flow and the height or potency of 

the barrier imposed by the border.  This categorisation chimes with the 

lens of market forces and trade flows identified by Brunet Jaillet 

(2005) as contributing to integration. In the context of cross-border 

integration, Van Houtum (2000) refers specifically to the free 

movement of services, of which education forms part.  The analysis 

links the notion of mobility with that of borders, concluding that 

borders inevitably operate as barriers to flows and therefore to 

mobility.  

It is difficult to reconcile this conclusion with Jensen’s contention that 

the process of European integration means that mobility and borders 

are so inextricably interweaved that linkages have become taken for 

granted and blurred (Jensen, 2013).  Certainly, in a truly integrated 

EU, the blurring described by Jensen (2013) might occur, but much 

remains to be done to achieve such integration, as evidenced by the 

fact that, in certain fields, the border presents as a marker between 

different regimes, for example, with regard to pricing and taxation 

(Decoville and Durand, 2019; Sohn, 2014) and indeed educational 

systems (Nash and Reid, 2010).  In this regard, the border presents as 

an opportunity to exploit difference and reflects the thinking of 
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Newman (2011) that where borders are lowered and integration 

occurs, the border continues to impact on local inhabitants, but can 

often translate into an instrument through which quality of life is 

improved.   

The second approach to cross border integration categorised by Van 

Houtum (2000) is that of cooperation between bodies on each side of 

the border.  To a large extent, this reflects policy activities by multiple 

levels of government referred to in Brunet Jailly’s approach (Brunet-

Jailly, 2005).  Van Houtum (2000) cites the numerous EU funding 

programmes as examples of such cooperation.  However, cooperation 

across border regions with a view to integration can only be as strong 

as the similarities in neighbouring administrative and political regimes 

(Van Houtum, 2016; Brunet-Jailly, 2005; Van Houtum, 2000).  Where 

differences endure, these present as barriers to cross-border 

integration.    

Moving beyond a solely geographical approach, the third approach 

identified by Van Houtum (2000) focuses on the practices and 

behaviour of people, including politicians, citizens and businesses in 

negotiating the border, reflecting the remaining strands of Brunet 

Jailly’s approach (Brunet-Jailly, 2005): local cross-border political 

engagement and culture. These practices and behaviours are measured 

according to their political and social constructions, cognition, 

perception, and identity.  Borders are not immediately regarded as 

barriers but are understood in terms of their relevance to people who 

are separated by reason of their identities and nationalities.  Though 

physical mobility may be facilitated, other boundaries such as 

differences in identity and ethnicity, language, different traditions and 

habits remain, as do the social and political constructions of all who 

live with the border (Van Houtum, 2016; Van Houtum, 2000; Schack, 

2001; Anderson and O'Dowd, 1999a). 
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In summary, it is acknowledged that borders are complex with the 

result that it is hardly surprising that a comprehensive theory has 

proved difficult to establish.  However, having considered the 

literature in this field, some tenets may be drawn from the concept of 

border studies advanced by Newman (2011) and the approaches to 

cross-border integration identified by both Van Houtum (2000) and 

Brunet-Jailly (2005).  Though borders may initially present as formal 

structures or lines, an understanding of borders and their meaning for 

those who live with them can only be obtained through adoption of a 

constructivist approach.  Adopting this approach, the border can be 

considered in terms of the social, political, financial, cultural and 

educational boundaries it represents, both in the minds and realities of 

those who live with it. 

  4.5 Conclusion 
 

It is evident from the foregoing that while assimilation of the theory of 

mobilities and the emerging theory of borders provides a scaffold from 

which to consider cross-border student mobility, the failure to obtain 

traction in mobilising border studies as proposed by Richardson (2013) 

has resulted in a situation where the issue of student mobility across 

close borders remains largely unexplored.   

The theory of mobilities appears paradoxically to be critical of 

mobility itself while a comprehensive theory of borders has yet to 

emerge.  In relation to the theory of mobilities, student mobility across 

a close border may, in fact, present one compromise to the 

environmental threat of uninhibited mobility.  Notwithstanding the fact 

that a theory of borders is evolving rather than fully formed, this study 

can contribute to that evolving theory in its focus on student mobility 

across a close transforming border in the EU.    



 

69 
 

Chapter 5: Methodology 

  

  5.1 Introduction 
 

This study explores the experiences of third-level cross-border 

students from Northern Ireland studying in border Institutes of 

Technology in Ireland.  For the purposes of clarity, transparency and 

accountability, this chapter elaborates the research strategy and design 

applied before proceeding to detail the methods used and how 

reliability and validity of these methods have been safeguarded 

throughout.  The chapter concludes with a discussion of the ethical 

issues associated with this research. 

 
 
5.2  Research Aims and Questions 

 
Denzin and Lincoln (2011) decree that a research methodology or 

strategy is determined by the nature of the research question and the 

subject being investigated.  This is a sensible approach which requires 

that the research questions dictate the research strategy and design 

rather than the opposite being the case.  In this study, the key research 

questions were as follows: 

a) What is the meaning of the border for students who reside in 

Northern Ireland but have elected to study in third-level border 

colleges in Ireland? 

b) To what extent do these students perceive that their mobility from 

Northern Ireland is facilitated to Ireland? 

c) What meanings do students from Northern Ireland give to their 

lived experiences (educational, cultural, social and economic) as 

mobile students attending a non-elite third-level border college in 

Ireland? 
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  5.3 Research Philosophy 

An exclusively qualitative research approach was chosen as the 

methodology for this study. Qualitative research uses a diverse and 

dynamic range of methods to study the individual and social 

phenomena (Creswell, 2014; Ritchie, 2014).  While the nature of 

qualitative research is difficult to capture in a single definition, the 

following description is insightful:  

“a set of interpretative, material practices that make the 

world visible … They turn the world into a series of 

representations including fieldnotes, interviews, 

conversations, photographs, recordings and memos to self 

… qualitative researchers study things in their natural 

settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to 

them.” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, p3) 

This description draws attention to the interpretative nature of 

qualitative research and creates an awareness of the diversity and 

dynamism of qualitative research methods used to acquire data.  

However, it does not completely capture what Denscombe (2014) 

refers to as the complexity of the data, the nuance and depth of 

depiction capable of being achieved under a qualitative approach.    

This study relied exclusively on qualitative research to take advantage 

of the capacity of this approach to provide rich, nuanced depiction and 

in-depth understanding of the research participants, their experiences, 

perspectives and social worlds (Denscombe, 2014; Mason, 2010).  As 

in the current study, qualitative research is often small-scale, in which 

the focus is on the individual and phenomena in their natural settings 

(Creswell, 2014; Yilmaz, 2013; Grix, 2010).  Such research relies on 

dynamic and adaptable methods of data generation (Creswell, 2014) 

and is open to emergent categories and theories throughout the 

process, while remaining sensitive to the humanity of the data 

participants (Marshall and Rossman, 2014).  This latter point is 
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particularly important when dealing with students who, though having 

achieved majority, remain impressionable and vulnerable.  

The inductive nature of qualitative research is highly valuable as the 

researcher can develop concepts and understandings from patterns in 

the data being collected which can give rise to unexpected results 

(Taylor et al., 2015).  The fluidity and dynamism in qualitative 

research are supported and to some extent decreed by the philosophical 

foundations upon which qualitative research is based.  Qualitative 

research rests on a constructivist ontology in which the researcher 

believes that multiple realities exist which are subject to relentless re-

construction by the individual and social influences (Bryman, 2016; 

Gelo et al., 2008).  This constructivist ontology leads to an 

interpretivist epistemology.   

Interpretivism as an epistemology argues that the social world is fluid 

and is concerned with understanding values and viewpoints 

influencing human behaviour (Ritchie, 2014).  The term 

“interpretivism” is regarded not only as an epistemology (Bryman, 

2016; Grix, 2010), but is also used to denote a theoretical perspective 

(Crotty, 2003).  As a theoretical perspective, interpretivism embraces 

an ever-increasing range of humanistic research strategies employing 

qualitative research methods (Gray, 2018; Bryman, 2016; Ritchie, 

2014).  

As interpretivism clings to the conviction that human lives are 

subjectively experienced and constructed, it is important to penetrate 

and appreciate the perspectives of the data participant (Coleman and 

Briggs, 2007).  Qualitative research embodies a natural expression of 

interpretivism in its capacity to obtain thick description of the 

experiences and emotions of the data participant; the environment in 

which they exist; and their perceptions of that environment (Lichtman, 
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2013; Walliman, 2001).  As such, an interpretivist approach was 

appropriate to grapple with the research questions posed in this study.  

 5.4 Research Strategy – Phenomenology 
 

Having established that the research questions in this study 

commanded a constructivist interpretivist approach, the next issue was 

which research strategy to employ.  In common with Denscombe 

(2014) and Denzin and Lincoln (2011), the term “research strategy” is 

used to describe an approach using qualitative research methods. For 

the purpose of this study, a phenomenological research strategy was 

adopted.  Such an approach exists within the interpretative paradigm 

(Holstein and Gubrium, 2004).  

  
There is some disharmony as to whether phenomenology constitutes a 

research strategy, a methodology or a theoretical perspective.  Crotty 

(2003) and Gray (2018) regard phenomenology as a theoretical 

perspective.  Groenwald (2004) treats the approach as a paradigm, 

while Walliman (2001) treats phenomenology as a sub-set of 

ethnography. This confusion concerning the concept of 

phenomenology is intensified by Patton (1990) who advocates that 

phenomenology can be viewed as a paradigm, a philosophy or 

perspective and is synonymous with qualitative methods or naturalistic 

inquiry.  To reconcile the disharmony and take account of the assertion 

by Crotty (2003) that phenomenology as a methodology and 

phenomenology as a philosophy are not related, it appears appropriate 

to treat the term phenomenology as polysemous, being both a 

philosophy and a methodology or research strategy.  For the purpose 

of this research study and in common with Ritchie (2014), 

phenomenology is treated as a distinct research strategy though its 

incarnation as a philosophy is acknowledged throughout. 

Phenomenology is focused on the lived human experience as described 

by those who have lived through it  (Alase, 2017; Van Manen, 2016; 
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Marshall and Rossman, 2011; Denscombe, 2014; Rossman and Rallis, 

2012; Smith et al., 2009; Groenewald, 2004; Van Manen, 1990; Van 

Manen, 1984).  Phenomenology is not focused on results, but rather 

allows the narrative to emerge (Gray, 2018).  Though not exclusively 

inductive (Thomas, 2006), it is likely to uncover matters which may 

not have been anticipated in the original research focus (Gray, 2018).  

Phenomenology typically involves in-depth interviews with those who 

have experienced the phenomenon to obtain the person’s point of view 

and infiltrate their consciousness to elicit their thoughts, memories and 

feelings on the phenomenon (Bodgan and Knopp Bilken, 2007).   

The objective is to understand the essence of the lived experience of 

the phenomenon by the participants, the lives they live and their 

experiences (Van Manen, 1984).  Even though phenomenology can 

trace its origins back to Kant (1724-1804), Husserl (1859-1938) is 

regarded as the forefather of phenomenology as a philosophy, treating 

realities as phenomena meriting description and investigation 

(Groenewald, 2004).  While acknowledged as an empirical philosophy, 

constituting both philosophical science and a descriptive method; since 

its inception, Husserl’s phenomenology has been adapted and adjusted 

to align it more closely with qualitative research methodology (Alase, 

2017).   

One of the best-known modifications is the introduction of what is 

known as “The Interpretative Phenomenological Approach” by Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin (2009). However, the interpretative 

phenomenological approach adopted by these theorists focuses on 

“human predicament” (2009, p5) and is psychological in its focus 

(Alase, 2017).  As there was no evidence of extant human predicament 

among cross-border students from Northern Ireland electing to study in 

an Institute of Technology in Ireland and because this was not a 

predominantly psychological study, this research instead drew largely 
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on Van Manen’s works concerning the use and usability of what he 

termed hermeneutical phenomenology (Van Manen, 2016; Van 

Manen, 1990; Van Manen, 1984).  Nonetheless, where appropriate, 

useful tenets were drawn from the interpretative phenomenological 

approach.   

Hermeneutical phenomenology emphasises the lived experience of 

research participants and interpretation of that experience (Van Manen, 

2016).  Hermeneutic phenomenology is a stance and involves a 

willingness to accept that “what is” may emerge and show itself (Van 

Manen, 2016).  Husserl’s phenomenology is focused on the study of 

human experience and how this is perceived in the consciousness.  

Van Manen (2016), following Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), a 

disciple of Husserl, adds to this by introducing the element of 

interpretation of the research participant’s experience, though there is, 

as remarked upon by Dowling (2007), a curious conflation of the 

concepts of experience and phenomenon in Van Manen’s theories.  

The phenomenological method advocated by Van Manen (2016; 1990) 

is far from fool-proof and is bounded by the research participant’s 

ability to articulate their experiences and the researcher’s ability to 

correctly interpret these (Noon, 2018).  Phenomenology therefore 

involves methodological, cautious, in-depth description and 

presentation of how the research participant experiences the 

phenomenon being researched (Patton, 1990).  

In summary, hermeneutic phenomenology, developed as a research 

strategy or praxis by Van Manen (2016; 1990), lent itself to this study 

of the lived experiences of the cross-border student crossing the border 

between Northern Ireland and Ireland for a number of reasons.  It 

relies on inductive logic through the subjective experiences and 

interpretations of the research participants.  As such, the strategy is 

highly suited to research focused on the experience of the individual as 
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it transforms that experience into textual expression and interpretation 

and does not try to gloss over the subtleties and complications that are 

part of most human experiences (Denscombe, 2014; Coleman and 

Briggs, 2007).  The research participant: in this case the student, is at 

the centre of the investigation rather than the system or trends 

(Denscombe, 2014).  The combination of description and 

interpretation advocated by Van Manen (1990) imparts a deeper and 

sensitive understanding of the experiences of cross-border students 

from Northern Ireland.  In so doing, the true value of hermeneutic 

phenomenology as a research strategy is realised. 

  5.5 Setting for the Research 

This research was set in two Institutes of Technology in Ireland.  

These colleges were selected because of their status as Institutes of 

Technology; their proximity to the border; and the number of cross-

border students in each as a proportion of the entire student population 

there. They are referred to as IT1 and IT2 for the remainder of this 

research study.   

A third Institute of Technology, situated within 30 miles of the border, 

was excluded.  The reasons for exclusion were the relative distance of 

the Institute from the border and the fact that there is a low number of 

cross-border students physically in attendance.  Of those attending, 

only a small minority commute daily.  

IT1, an Institute of Technology founded in 1970, is situated on a 90-

acre campus in a county border town on the east coast of Ireland, 

approximately three miles from the border with Northern Ireland.  The 

college grants awards from level 6 to level 9 on the National 

Framework of Qualifications and can register students at levels 9 and 

10.  According to the HEA (2019), enrolments in IT1 come primarily 

from the north-east region of Ireland, particularly Counties Louth, 
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Meath, Monaghan, Cavan and North Dublin.  The mean distance from 

their home addresses to college for these students is 32 miles (median 

24 miles) while the mean travel time from their home addresses to the 

college is 42 minutes.  Among the students, 14% are estimated to 

emanate from disadvantaged areas while 4% emanate from affluent 

areas (HEA, 2019).  Across four academic schools, in the academic 

year 2019/20, IT1 hosted a population of approximately 5,100 

students, of which 206 were students from Northern Ireland.  Of these 

206 students, 143 came from County Down while a further 50 hailed 

from County Armagh.  The remaining 13 came from Counties Antrim 

(3), Londonderry (1) and Tyrone (9).   

The students came from a number of different secondary schools.  In 

terms of profile, the number of females from Northern Ireland was 119 

representing 58% of the Northern Irish cohort while the number of 

males was 87 representing 42%.  Among the undergraduate 

population, 35 were aged 23+ representing 17% of the cohort.  The 

religious affiliation of attending students is not harvested in IT1.  

However, based on an analysis of the profile of the feeder schools, it 

can confidently be asserted that the vast majority come from a Catholic 

background.   

IT2, an Institute of Technology founded in 1971, is situated across two 

campuses in the north west of Ireland.  The main campus is located 

approximately ten miles from the border with Northern Ireland.  This 

college also has delegated authority to make academic awards up to 

level 9 on the National Framework of Qualifications.  According to the 

HEA (2019), enrolments in IT2 come primarily from Counties 

Donegal, Sligo, Cavan and Monaghan.  The mean distance from IT2 

students’ home addresses to the college is 51 miles (median 25 miles) 

while the mean travel time from their home addresses to the college is 

70 minutes.  Of the students in attendance, 24% are considered to be 
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from disadvantaged areas while 4% come from affluent areas 

according to the Higher Education Authority (2019). 

  
Across four academic schools, in the academic year 2019/20, IT2 

hosted a population of approximately 4,500 students of which 129 

were students from Northern Ireland.  Of these 129 students, 82 came 

from County Londonderry while a further 21 hailed from County 

Tyrone and 12 came from County Antrim.  The remaining 14 came 

from Counties Down (7), Armagh (4) and Fermanagh (3).  The 

students came from a number of different secondary schools.  In terms 

of profile, the number of females from Northern Ireland was 71 

representing 55% of the Northern Irish cohort while the number of 

males was 58 representing 45%.  Among the undergraduate 

population, 55 were aged 23+, representing 43% of the cohort.  The 

religious affiliation of attending students is not collected in IT2.  

However, based on an analysis of the profile of the feeder schools, it 

can again confidently be asserted that the overwhelming majority 

come from a Catholic background. 

   

 5.6 Timing of Interviews and Focus Groups 

This research project was both prompted and driven by the prospect of 

the withdrawal of the UK from the EU and has been conducted in 

parallel with the Brexit negotiations.  The implications of Brexit for 

the border in Ireland were thrown into sharp relief with the dawning of 

the agreed date for the withdrawal of the UK from the EU on 29
th

 

March 2019.  By agreement between the EU and the government of 

the UK, that date for withdrawal was extended first to 12
th

 April 2019, 

subsequently to 31
st
 October 2019 and finally to 31

st
 January 2020.  

Conscious of the new focus on the border immediately post-29
th

 March 

2019 and keen to seize on serendipity, the interviews and focus groups 

in this research were all carried out during the tumultuous political 

period between 29
th

 March and 12
th

 April 2019: the latter date being 
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the date of the first extension granted to the UK for withdrawal from 

the EU. 

 5.7 Selection of Participants 

In selecting participants for this research, the researcher was conscious 

that a phenomenological research strategy requires a purposive 

homogenous participant sample (Alase, 2017; Smith, 2017; Bryman, 

2016; Creswell, 2013; Van Manen, 1990; Hycner, 1985).  It was 

necessary that participants should have experience of the phenomenon 

under investigation (Creswell, 2013), as the phenomenon dictates not 

only the method but also the participants (Hycner, 1985).  Randomness 

plays no role here.   

To commence the selection process, a generic letter was dispatched by 

email to all students in both colleges inviting those undergraduate 

students from Northern Ireland to meet to discuss the parameters of the 

research study and whether they were willing to talk about their 

experiences as part of the research. The response rate was quite 

positive, with 22 students expressing an interest in participating from 

IT1 and 7 students expressing interest from IT2. 

Twenty of those who expressed interest in assisting with the study in 

IT1 and five from IT2 were invited to participate in interviews and 

focus groups.  This selection drew on Alase’s (2017) recommendation 

that the number of participants should be between 2 and 25 and that of 

Cresswell (2013) that numbers should be contained to avoid saturation.  

As advised by Hycner (1985), participants were chosen on the basis of 

their experience of the phenomenon and their ability to articulate their 

experience.  One student in IT2 who was not selected, was advised that 

this was because he was predominantly an online student whose 

experience of crossing the border was limited by the nature of his 

online study engagement.  A second IT2 student who was a third 
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country national and had lived in Northern Ireland only for a short 

time and had never attended secondary school there, was advised that 

his participation was not necessary as his experience, although 

interesting, was not strictly relevant to this study.  Two students from 

IT1 who initially expressed interest withdrew from the process, as they 

were unavailable for interview due to placements.   

The number of participants who ultimately engaged in the research 

was 25.  The number is apposite as it represents approximately 10% of 

the overall number of cross-border students from Northern Ireland 

across both colleges.  It is arguable that attempting to obtain a 

representative sample in a qualitative study is unwarranted, as 

emphasis in such research is on the distinctiveness of the experience of 

the research participant (Cohen et al., 2018).  Only a limited number of 

participants is required in view of the large amount of data which is 

elicited even from one interview (Hycner, 1985).  Nevertheless, in this 

study, in common with the sentiments of Onwuegbuzie and Leech 

(2007), the data obtained need to be generalisable to the entire cross-

border student population in the colleges.   

While it may be contended that the limited number of participants in 

this study combined with the absence of randomness, means that the 

results of the research are incapable of generalisation, it must be borne 

in mind that the objective of this research was to illuminate the 

“worlds” of the participants (Hycner, 1985, p295) and their 

experiences of the phenomenon of cross-border study in an Institute of 

Technology.  Here, the purpose of the study and indeed the sampling 

was to present a set which has its own intrinsic value (Onwuegbuzie 

and Leech, 2007).  This purpose was achieved. 

Participating students in both colleges were studying across a range of 

programmes.  Of the twenty students in IT1 who participated in the 

research, five of the interviewees were female while a further five were 
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male.  In the focus groups, four of the ten participants were male while 

the remaining six were female.  Four of the participants were aged 

23+. All others were aged between 19 and 23.  All but two of the 

students commuted to college and lived within a forty minute drive.  

The students emanated from a range of backgrounds.  A significant 

number had parents who operated their own businesses.  Others were 

the children of teachers, civil servants, estate agents, builders and 

nurses.  Some came from farming backgrounds.      

Of the five students in IT2, three were male, the other two were 

female.  Two of the students, one male and one female, were aged 23+.  

Only one did not commute daily to college.  As with IT1, the students 

came from a range of social backgrounds where their parents operated 

their own businesses or worked in retail, building management and 

agriculture. 

Across both colleges, with the exception of one student who did not 

identify with any religion, all others identified as Roman Catholic. 

  5.8 Collection of Data 
 

  5.8.1 Individual Interviews 

Having decided upon a phenomenological research strategy and 

selected research participants, the next stage was the collection of data 

on the lived experiences of the participating students.  While there are 

many means of data collection to record the lived experiences of 

research participants; in-depth interviews are accepted as the primary 

and indeed preferable (Van Manen, 1990) means of collecting 

information for a phenomenological study (Gray, 2018; Marshall and 

Rossman, 2014; Seidman, 2013; Creswell, 2013).  In this regard, Van 

Manen (1990) observes that the phenomenological interview serves a 

dual purpose.  It may be used to explore and collect experiential 

material which can be used as a resource to develop a deeper 
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understanding of the phenomenon and to develop a conversational 

relationship with the research participant about their experiences.     

To obtain nuanced, rich, detailed description with a view to achieving 

interpretation and in-depth understanding of the research participants 

and their experiences, semi-structured interviews were scheduled with 

15 of the research participants in settings where, as advocated by 

Braun and Clarke (2013), only the research participant and the 

researcher were present.   

In a semi-structured interview, questions are pre-planned prior to the 

interview.  However, the researcher can probe (Creswell, 2013; Gray, 

2018), while the research participant is given ample opportunity to 

elaborate and explain particular issues through the use of open-ended 

questions (Alsaawi, 2014).  Apart from the flexibility of this approach, 

it lends itself to potentially sensitive issues and smaller population 

samples to generate useful data (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  Interviews 

facilitate a deliberate intention to understand the lived experiences of 

the research participants and the meanings they ascribe to those 

experiences (Seidman, 2013).  In this regard, the semi-structured 

interviews in this research process proved very worthwhile. 

The focus during the interviews was the individual in their natural 

setting (Creswell, 2014; Yilmaz, 2013; Grix, 2010) and the 

phenomenon of cross-border study in an Institute of Technology.  The 

dialogue was framed against the student’s past experience of the 

border on the island of Ireland; their current experiences in crossing 

the border to attend college; and their ongoing experiences in the 

Institute of Technology.  In accordance with recommendations 

(Silverman, 2013; Berg et al., 2004), interviews were suitably 

economical on time and were restricted to one hour.   
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Conscious that while the interviews focused on mobility, they would 

take place in a sedentary setting, each participant was invited to 

verbally re-create the journey from their home across the border to 

college.  This visualisation of the journey was prompted by Sheller’s 

call for exemplars of mobilities’ research to capture the kinds of 

movement (Sheller, 2017) and was designed to convey the various 

spatial practices and mobility regimes employed by the students 

attending college.   

Mindful though sceptical of Silverman’s caution that interviews often 

do not provide direct access to experiences (Silverman, 2013) and 

following the recommendation of Bryman (2016) to ensure that the 

time allocated was used effectively and relevant information 

appropriately elicited, the researcher drew upon a pre-prepared written 

question guide (Appendix V) during each interview and commenced 

all interviews with pre-ordained, open-ended questions (Seidman, 

2013).  These questions had been circulated to all interview 

participants in advance.   

Questions required the student participants to describe their 

experiences, beliefs, feelings and motivations about cross border study 

in an Institute of Technology, while the researcher sought to build 

upon and explore their responses.   

As recommended by Cohen et al. (2018), the interviews focused not 

simply on collecting data about the lives of the students.  Instead, the 

interviews formed an unguarded exchange; a journey involving the 

researcher and the student (Kvale, 2008).  The semi-structured 

interview approach assisted by the interview guide was useful in 

navigating the interviews and acted as a prompt when the participating 

student became self-conscious or had exhausted a particular line of 

questioning.  Loose adherence to the guide permitted participating 

students to exercise greater control over their descriptions and 
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facilitated questions from the researcher in the light of the students’ 

depictions, resulting in the interviews steering into unexpected but 

nonetheless interesting and relevant directions.   

The ongoing experiences of the participating students of the 

phenomenon of crossing the border to study avoided the often 

“retrospective” nature of phenomenology and contributed to the 

accuracy of the descriptions given.  The immediacy of the experience 

also avoided any issue of what Hycner refers to as “confabulation” in 

which gaps in the participant’s memory are filled in by the participant 

with a narrative which is appealing to the researcher (Hycner, 1985, 

p296).   

Prior to all interviews, the researcher was acutely conscious of the 

issue of “bracketing” (Hycner, 1985, p280).  To counteract this, the 

researcher engaged in a process of reflexive self-examination 

(Marshall and Rossman, 2014; Hycner, 1985; Moustakas, 1994) and 

pre-bracketed her pre-conceptions of the phenomenon under study.   

Though it is generally recommended that bracketing should be limited 

to the analysis stage (Groenewald, 2004; Giorgi, 1997; Moustakas, 

1994; Hycner, 1985); in this study, bracketing was considered 

necessary in advance of interviews as the researcher had also 

experienced cross-border study, though not recently and not in an 

Institute of Technology.  In addition, the researcher maintained a dual 

role in relation to students in IT1, acting both as researcher in this 

study and college lecturer, though not a lecturer to the research 

participants.  For these reasons, the researcher prepared a written 

precis of her conscious pre-conception of the experience of cross 

border study prior to any interviews taking place.  This meant that 

during the interview, the researcher was able to enter the life-world of 

the respective students as an aide to their interpretation of their 
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experiences rather than a prompt for her own preconceptions (Tufford 

and Newman, 2012).   

The researcher’s consciousness of the possibility of the research being 

sabotaged through her subjectivity was important, though it is 

acknowledged that it is very difficult to eliminate subjectivity in such 

research.  However, subjectivity is not ultimately fatal to 

phenomenological research.  Hycner (1985) persuasively argues that 

subjectivity facilitates objectivity in phenomenological research, where 

objectivity in this context denotes an approach which is comprehensive 

and faithful to the phenomenon under consideration.   

All interviews were recorded with consent.  Before concluding each 

interview, an outline of the points made was agreed with the 

participating student.  This was a deliberate measure designed to 

ensure that the researcher had captured the “essence” of their 

experiences (Hycner, 1985, p291).  This agreement contributed also to 

the credibility and authenticity of the research by allowing the student 

participants to validate their experiences and provide reassurance that 

these would be accurately documented.  Transcripts were prepared 

within twenty days of each interview.   

As recommended by Groenwald (2004), records of the interviews were 

made by the researcher as soon as possible after each interview.  These 

records comprised observational notes recounting what occurred 

during the interviews; theoretical notes in which the researcher 

attempted to give meaning to issues which arose during the interviews; 

and analytical notes providing a summary of progress to date in the 

respective interviews.  With a view to safeguarding trustworthiness in 

the research process and as recommended by Hycner, the researcher 

used this stage as an opportunity to evaluate whether the content of the 

interviews “rang true” (Hycner, 1985, p298).  
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  5.8.2 Limitations of the Interview   

The preconceptions of the researcher were not the only potential pitfall 

in the interview process.  As advised by Bryman (2016), discipline was 

required to ensure that other forms of bias did not creep into the 

interview process and corrupt the findings.  The border is an emotive 

phenomenon.  While the border was an intrinsic part of the 

phenomenon under study, the focus here was “cross-border study” in 

an Institute of Technology.  To this end, the researcher was very 

careful in preparation of the interview guide and adhered closely to 

this during the interviews, while allowing the participating student to 

elaborate on relevant issues.  The interview guide was also invaluable 

in ensuring that student participants did not deviate from the interview 

focus.   

While interviews have the capacity to yield useful data, given the 

control of the researcher over the process (Braun and Clarke, 2013), it 

is acknowledged that interviews are not easy to conduct, requiring 

effective interview techniques and body language and avoiding leading 

and yes/no questions (Bryman, 2016; Boyce and Neale, 2006).  As 

cautioned by Braun and Clarke (2013), at times, it was clear that the 

participating student was unwilling to impart further information, some 

of which may have contributed to this study.  It was important for the 

researcher to be sensitive to the particular relationship of trust and 

manage this appropriately (Marshall and Rossman, 2014).  As a 

consequence, care was taken to ensure that students did not feel 

pressurised.  It was recognised that interview participants often miss 

the veil of anonymity under which they can participate within other 

research approaches (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  For both the 

researcher and the participating students, the process was time 

consuming with the added shortcoming for the students that they did 

not necessarily enjoy any sense of empowerment, having less control 
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over the interview data than they may have had under other methods 

(Braun and Clarke, 2013).   

Notwithstanding the limitations referred to above and perhaps 

consequent upon the early issue of the interview guide coupled with 

the timing of the interviews, review of the interview notes revealed 

that all participants had engaged expansively and positively in the 

process. 

  5.8.3 Focus Groups 

In addition to the fifteen interviewees, 10 other cross-border students 

were invited to participate in two focus groups, both of which were 

held in IT1.  It is acknowledged that the number of groups was low 

(Bryman, 2016), but it is important to realise that this was a distinctly 

homogeneous set of interviewees with minimal diversity anticipated 

among their views.  Therefore, saturation would be, and indeed was, 

reached very quickly (Bryman, 2016).  

Kitzinger describes focus groups as: 

 “a form of group interview that capitalises on 

communication research participants in order to generate 

data” (Kitzinger, 1995, p299).   

Emphasis is on communication between the research participants in 

which the researcher acts as moderator rather than an interviewer 

(Braun and Clarke, 2013).  While focus groups would not usually form 

part of phenomenological research, the purpose of establishing these 

focus groups as an addition to the interviews was primarily to contrast 

and triangulate the data obtained with that from the individual 

interviews, to confirm if the focus groups yielded similar findings 

(Groenewald, 2004), contributing to the validity and reliability of the 

research process.   
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Focus groups are generally more relaxed than individual interviews 

and have the potential to elicit information which may not be 

forthcoming during an interview (Krueger and Casey, 2014).   

For students, focus groups provide a more naturalistic setting for them 

to communicate, not being stifled by the perceived necessity to speak 

in the language of the researcher, but rather that of their peers also 

present (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  Whereas interviews have been 

criticized for failing to imbue participants with a sense of 

empowerment in sharing views and experiences; within focus groups, 

participants experience a sense of solidarity (Braun and Clarke, 2013).   

A further motivation for the focus group was the status of the 

researcher.  As a lecturer in the Institute of Technology, there was a 

concern that there was a skewed symmetry of power between her and 

the participating students.  As focus groups are less intimidating than 

individual interviews, to the extent that research has shown that some 

people feel more comfortable discussing potentially sensitive 

information in a group setting (Braun and Clarke, 2013), it was hoped 

that some participants would discuss their experiences more freely in 

such a situation than they might otherwise do in an individual 

interview.  In addition, it was acknowledged that student participants 

would be willing to challenge their peers during a focus group 

discussion (Bryman, 2016).   

Opinions vary as to the optimum number of research participants in a 

focus group. Drawing on the advice of Kreuger and Casey (2014) that 

the number in each focus group should be between four and twelve; in 

this study, the number in each focus group was five. This number 

allowed for those in the group to have an opportunity to speak while 

accommodating a diversity of views.  Smaller sized groups were 

deliberately chosen to try to guarantee rich discussion and 

manageability (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  As is recommended to 



 

88 
 

capitalise on shared experiences in focus groups (Kitzinger, 1995), a 

level of homogeneity within the focus groups was assured by reason of 

the fact that all participants were cross-border students from Northern 

Ireland studying in the Institute of Technology where the focus group 

took place.  In fact, in one of the focus groups, the students were all 

from the same area and were engaged on the same academic 

programme.     

In accordance with the advice of Barbour (2008), there was no attempt 

to elicit a narrative from the groups nor were they designed to measure 

attitudes.  Instead, the focus groups sought to explore the perceptions, 

feelings and thinking among the participating students (Krueger and 

Casey, 2014) about crossing the border between Northern Ireland and 

Ireland to pursue studies in an Institute of Technology.  As with the 

individual interviews and recommended by Kreuger and Casey (2014), 

a guide was prepared in advance by the researcher consisting of open-

ended questions designed to stimulate discussion (Appendix VI).   

Focus groups are generally more relaxed than individual interviews 

and can be used, as in this case, to triangulate the data obtained from 

the interviews, i.e., use a second qualitative method to develop a 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon (Guion et al., 2011; 

Patton, 2002).    As observed by Carter et al. (2014), this triangulation 

facilitated an iterative process whereby the phenomenon of cross 

border mobility from Northern Ireland was considered more deeply.  

Secondly, the combined data led to an enhanced understanding of the 

context of the phenomenon of cross border mobility.  Thirdly, the 

triangulation contributed to data-enhanced trustworthiness of the 

findings.  Focus groups have the potential to elicit information which 

may not be forthcoming during an interview (Krueger and Casey, 

2014).   Though Lambert and Loiselle (2008) argue that triangulation 

should be reserved for a combination of methods for the purpose of 
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confirmation, the approach advocated by Patton (2002) under which 

consistency is not the objective has distinct merit in ensuring 

credibility and trustworthiness of the research.  In this research, 

following the guidance provided by Patton (2002), the method 

triangulation did not seek to achieve consistency but instead sought to 

check tentative conclusions (Marshall and Rossman, 2014).  

Accordingly, the focus groups sought to obtain a collective (Cohen et 

al., 2018) though not necessarily common response (Krueger and 

Casey, 2014) to the results from the individual interviews (Flick, 2018) 

through interaction in the group (Barbour, 2008).  In the event, 

inconsistencies did not surface, contributing to a conclusion of early 

saturation (Hennink, 2019; Fusch and Ness, 2015) and strongly 

supporting the validity or trustworthiness of the data obtained during 

the interviews (Gibbs, 1997).    

All focus group discussions were recorded with consent.  To ensure 

the authenticity of the research, a debriefing session was held with 

each focus group to discuss the data generated and ensure that the 

participating students were confident that their perceptions and 

thinking were reflected.  Transcripts were prepared within twenty days 

of each focus group meeting.   

As with the interviews, notes of each focus group were prepared 

immediately after they had taken place.  These notes again comprised 

observational notes, theoretical notes and analytical notes.  To provide 

further validity and reliability in this process, the researcher took time 

to consider whether the focus group content rang true. 

  5.8.4 Limitations of the Focus Groups 

While holding focus groups had obvious merit in this research study, 

allowing the researcher to further explore issues which had arisen 

during the individual interviews and simultaneously providing a 
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platform for the students to exchange their experiences and 

interpretations, there were distinct limitations associated with the 

groups.  Though discussion was welcome and encouraged; as 

anticipated by Braun and Clarke (2013), it was difficult to manage the 

more animated the conversation became. Participants often had a 

tendency to veer off-topic. In tandem with this, it was challenging to 

ensure that dominant personalities did not eclipse the views of those 

who had valuable contributions to make but were less assertive 

(Bryman, 2016; Braun and Clarke, 2013; Cohen et al., 2018).  While 

the former limitation proved relatively benign beyond having to 

manage more material, the latter limitation had to be arbitrated to elicit 

answers from members of the focus group who were more bashful in 

their contributions.  

5.8.5 Saturation 

Though both Cresswell (2013) and Bryam (2016) contend that 

saturation occurs very quickly in interviews and focus groups of the 

type conducted in this research, it would have been remiss to rely on 

these projections without analysing the concept of saturation and how it 

might occur.  References to saturation in this context refer to data 

saturation with focus on how much more data (usually the number of 

interviews but includes also the number of focus groups) are needed 

until new data are redundant to that already collected (Saunders et al, 

2018; Fusch and Ness, 2015).  There are few methodological studies 

where saturation is assessed in interviews (Fusch and Ness, 2015; 

Mason, 2010) and still fewer concerning the issue in focus groups 

(Hennick et al, 2019; Guest et al, 2016).  Based on the limited research 

available, it is evident that there is no pivotal moment when saturation 

occurs.  Rather, as explained by Strauss and Corbin (1998), saturation is 

a matter of degree.  There is always a possibility that something new 

may emerge.  Nonetheless, there is a point of diminishing returns 
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(Mason, 2010), where the richness or quality of the data is exceeded by 

its thickness or quantity (Fusch and Ness, 2015) and where the newly 

discovered does not add to the overall story, theory or framework 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998).  Once the stage has been reached where 

there are no new data, there are no new themes and saturation has been 

achieved.  However, the researcher must use their cumulative judgment 

to conclude that saturation is enough rather than determining that 

saturation has simply occurred (Saunders et al, 2018).  

 

A limited number of data participants in both interviews and focus 

groups may be enough where, as in this case, the research is a small 

study with modest claims (Charmaz, 2006). The nature of 

phenomenology where smaller samples are encouraged (Gill, 2020) 

combined with a homogenous population as was the case for this 

research and lack of special interest groups means that a smaller sample 

may be justified (Ritchie, 2003; Guest et al, 2006).   As the research 

participants had early access to the same question set from which there 

was limited deviation during both the interviews and focus groups, 

early saturation was anticipated (Fusch and Ness, 2015) and attained.  

During this research, it became evident after a small number of 

interviews that the data was saturated and that no further themes were 

emerging.  Though further interviews were conducted, this pattern did 

not change.  It was therefore considered adequate to limit the number of 

interviews to fifteen.  Similarly, when conducting the focus groups, it 

soon became apparent that the data obtained did not deviate from that 

obtained during the interviews.  It was therefore felt that two focus 

groups were adequate for the purpose of contrasting and triangulating 

the data obtained. 

 

There is always a risk that an inexperienced researcher will not 

adequately listen to and understand the perspectives of the data 

participants and prematurely determine that saturation is sufficient 
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(Fusch and Ness, 2015).  However, this risk was mitigated through the 

bracketing process conducted during this study, which separated the 

researcher’s own bias, values and experiences from those of the data 

participants and ensured that saturation was correctly identified and 

measured when it occurred. 

 

Based on the nature of phenomenology; the homogeneity of the data 

population; the modest nature of the study; the use of the question 

guides; reliance on separate data collection methods as a form of 

triangulation; and the bracketing process, the researcher was confident 

that saturation was correctly identified and assessed when it occurred, 

notwithstanding the limited number of interviews and focus groups. 

 

5.9 Explicitation of the Data 

Rather than undertake data analysis, “explicitation” of the data was 

instead conducted in accordance with the caution by Hycner, that the 

term “analysis” has unfortunate connotations for phenomenological 

studies (Hycner, 1985, p300).  “Analysis” generally involves 

dissection, which would not be appropriate when dealing with a 

phenomenon.  More appropriately, “explicitation” implies explanation 

of the elements of a phenomenon without interfering with its nature.  

In reality, there are distinct parallels between explicitation preferred by 

Hycner (1985) and the six stages of thematic analysis espoused by 

Braun and Clarke (2006) (familiarisation; initial coding; search for 

themes; review themes; define and name themes; and write up data).  

Both approaches require “active” review of the data (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006, p87).  Relying on a modified form of Hycner’s 

explicitation process developed by Groenwald (2004), the following 

steps were taken: 

a) phenomenological reduction; 

b) delineation of units of meaning; 
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c) clustering units of meaning to form themes; 

d) summarising interviews and outcomes from focus groups; and 

e) extraction of general and unique themes from interviews and focus 

groups to form a composite summary. 

  5.9.1 Phenomenological Reduction 

Reduction here means that the researcher opened herself to the 

phenomenon as depicted by the participating students during the 

interviews and focus groups (Groenewald, 2004; Hycner, 1985).  

During this preliminary stage of data explicitation, the researcher 

familiarised and immersed herself with and in the notes and transcripts 

of the individual interviews and focus groups, choosing to listen to the 

recordings whilst reading the transcripts to give greater resonance to 

the words on the transcripts (Groenewald, 2004).  As recommended by 

Noon (2018), with each reading, notes on the researcher’s ideas, 

observations and thoughts were made on the transcripts, allowing 

themes to emerge directly from the descriptions rather than rely on the 

literature. 

  5.9.2 Delineation of Units of Meaning 

 

Having immersed herself in the descriptions, the next stage in the 

process involved extracting relevant statements which explained or 

contributed to the research phenomenon.  All non-relevant expressions 

or statements were deleted, leaving the researcher with relevant units 

of meaning (Moustakas, 1994).  Here, there is a distinct parallel 

between stage two (initial coding) in thematic analysis advocated by 

Braun and Clarke (2006).  

 

  5.9.3 Clustering Units of Meaning to form Themes 

This stage corresponds to stages three (search for themes) and four 

(review themes) advocated by Braun and Clarke (2006).  The 
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researcher was again required to bracket her pre-conceptions and use 

her judgment to cluster the units of meaning together to form themes 

and identify significant topics in the minds of the students.  As 

recommended by Hycner (1985), recourse was again made to the 

recorded interviews to assist in this process.  Results from the focus 

groups were triangulated with those from the individual interviews to 

augment the quality, credibility and reliability of the research 

undertaken (Flick, 2018; Rossman and Rallis, 2012). Such 

triangulation of the data did not aspire to obtain a single truth, but 

rather to obtain multiple perspectives on crossing the border to study in 

an Institute of Technology as a student from Northern Ireland.  

Triangulation therefore enabled corroboration and elaboration of the 

descriptions obtained from the individual interviews and the focus 

groups (Marshall and Rossman, 2014).   

  5.9.4 Summarising Interviews and Focus Groups 

Having identified themes, for the purpose of validity, it was necessary 

to summarise each individual interview using the transcripts (Hycner, 

1985).  Completing summaries at this stage provided a further holistic 

check on the experiences of the respective interviewees and how they 

played in relation to each other (Groenewald, 2004).  Once these 

summaries were complete, the researcher returned to each individual 

interview to confirm that the essence of the interview had been 

captured in the summary, thereby further validating the 

phenomenological process (Groenewald, 2004).   

  5.9.5 Identification of Themes  

It was next necessary to identify themes common to all interviews and 

also to identify any significant variations, as unique experiences have 

much to contribute to the phenomenon under research (Groenewald, 

2004).  The themes were then contextualised within the horizon 

(Moustakas, 1994) or, in this case, against the border from which they 
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had emerged.  Two overarching themes were discernible: integration 

and identity. 

  5.9.6 Construction of Composite Summary 

The explicitation process was concluded by constructing a composite 

summary of all the interviews and focus groups, capturing the essence 

of the phenomenon as experienced by the interviewed students and 

those who participated in the focus groups, while noting any 

significant disparities (Groenewald, 2004; Hycner, 1985). 

  5.10 Validity and Reliability of Research 
 

Rather than rely on the traditional indicators of quality in the form of 

validity and reliability in assessing quantitative research, Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) proposed that such research should be judged against the 

credibility, transferability and confirmability of the data obtained and 

the processes used to obtain that data.  Subsequently, a new central 

criterion of authenticity was proposed to evaluate the quality of 

qualitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1994).  This criterion of 

authenticity requires research to demonstrate that it has taken place 

and that the researcher has accurately represented the nature of the 

phenomena under research (Seale, 1999).   

 
In an ongoing effort to ensure the quality of research among the 

myriad of expressions of qualitative approaches, the criterion of 

trustworthiness was added (Bryman, 2016).  Trustworthiness is treated 

as an overarching criterion, encompassing the criteria of credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability (Bryman, 2016). 

   
Reflexivity has also emerged as a central component of quality in 

qualitative research (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011) and may be regarded 

as critical reflection on the role and responsibility of the researcher and 

the practice and process of research (Lichtman, 2013; Mason, 2010; 

Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Bodgan and Knopp Bilken, 2007).  The 
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bracketing process engaged in by the researcher contributed 

significantly to reflexivity in this research. 

 
Notwithstanding attempts to identify indicators and ensure rigor in 

qualitative research, a single set of criteria has proved impossible to 

catalogue (Bryman, 2016; Lichtman, 2013; Marshall and Rossman, 

2014; Seale, 1999).  Lichtman (2013) is both credible and compelling 

in her proposal that qualitative research should be evaluated against 

indicators such as credibility, trustworthiness, reflexivity, transparency 

and authenticity together with self-developed judgment on the part of 

the reader to decide upon the strength of the research.  

 
Quality, credibility and trustworthiness, collectively referred to as 

validity and reliability in this phenomenological study depend on 

whether the data obtained accurately depicts the phenomenon under 

investigation (Hycner, 1985).  As has been documented, care was 

taken throughout this research to carefully select participants who had 

genuinely experienced the phenomenon and obtain direct and detailed 

descriptions from them of their experiences.  The immediacy of their 

experiences negated the possibility of retrospectiveness or 

confabulation.  Both interview and focus group participants were 

debriefed on what the researcher considered to be the substantive 

points from each engagement.  Separately, the researcher considered 

the substance of the interviews and focus groups to evaluate 

consistency and credibility. As recommended by Hycner (1985), 

though conscious of the risks associated with subjectivity and having 

bracketed her perspective, the researcher’s own subjectivity was called 

upon to check that the findings were not unduly curious or bizarre.  

  
To further ensure validity, the main findings were circulated among a 

separate small cohort of the cross-border student population to check if 

there was any jarring of these against the experiences of those who had 

not participated in this research study.  This broader circulation sought 
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not only to contribute to the reliability of the study, but also to counter 

any claims that the study is not replicable.  While replicability is not 

normally an expectation from a phenomenological study (Hycner, 

1985), the nature of the phenomenon under investigation in this study 

inevitably meant that there would be a certain commonality of 

experience among those who participated and those who did not. 
  

 5.11 Ethical Issues 
 

Ethical approval for the study was obtained in advance of the conduct 

of interviews and focus groups from the School of Social Science, 

Education and Social Work Ethics’ Committee in Queen’s University 

Belfast.  Further ethical approval was required from Ethics’ 

Committees in IT1 and IT2 from which the students were drawn.  

While the research participants did not form part of a recognised 

vulnerable grouping (ESRC, 2015), as recommended by Kennedy-

Lewis et al. (2016), ethical issues were treated as an integral part of 

this research project and were re-visited regularly and managed 

throughout with responsibility and respect.  
 

  5.11.1 Access 

 

In this study, it was not necessary to negotiate research access to the 

students through their parents as all were over eighteen years of age.  

Formal written requests were made to the Presidents of both IT1 and 

IT2 seeking authorisation to access students in their respective colleges 

(Appendix III).  Email access, inviting students to participate in this 

study, was obtained in both IT1 and IT2 through gatekeepers 

appointed to protect students from unsolicited and/or inappropriate 

email communications.   
 

  5.11.2 Informed Consent and Autonomy 

 

Students were appraised of the nature of the research and its objectives 

before inviting them to participate on a voluntary basis.  Their 

attention was drawn to the inherent risks in engaging in the project as 
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the oxymoronic nature of informed consent in research means that 

participants often only have a vague idea of what they are consenting 

to (Josselson, 1996). 

   
In terms of risks to the students, in accordance with the principle of 

minimising harm to research participants (Hammersley and Traianou, 

2012; Gray, 2018), it was considered that the risks were negligible in 

this study and would be effectively minimised, if not eliminated, by 

ensuring student anonymity.  All interested students were provided 

with a written information memorandum outlining the nature of the 

research and the required commitment from them should they decide 

to participate in the study.  Those who ultimately agreed to participate 

were requested to sign and submit a consent form appended to the 

information memorandum (Appendix IV).   

 
Out of respect for student autonomy (Hammersley and Traianou, 

2012), students were repeatedly assured that they were under no 

obligation to participate in the research and that they had a right to 

withdraw at any time. 

    

  5.11.3 Confidentiality and Anonymity 

 

While confidentiality and anonymity were pledged, earnest effort was 

expended to avoid these assurances being hollow and worthless.   

Pseudonyms were used to protect participating students.  Anonymised 

hard data was stored under lock while soft data was stored on the 

researcher’s computer where it was securely password protected.  

Draft output was reviewed by an objective external researcher to check 

for identity recognition or association.  However, given the small 

number of students from Northern Ireland in both IT1 and IT2, it is 

very difficult to guarantee anonymity and confidentiality.  Even 

though focus groups were conducted only in IT1 where there was a 

larger cohort of cross-border students, the risk of identification 
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remains.  Conscious of this, the researcher has been selective in her 

extrapolation of quotations in the ensuing discussion chapters.  

 

  5.12 Conclusion 
 

As has been presented, the research relied exclusively on a qualitative 

interpretative methodology.  A phenomenological research strategy 

was adopted, through the medium of interviews and focus groups, to 

elicit the lived experiences of the participating students in relation to 

the phenomenon of crossing the border from Northern Ireland to study 

in an Institute of Technology in Ireland.  The foregoing pages describe 

how the researcher, mainly in reliance on the guidelines provided by 

Hycner (1985), navigated the complex data collection and analysis 

processes which a phenomenological approach inevitably yields. 

 
Throughout the study, research participants were assured of a robust 

ethical attitude on the part of the researcher which not only contributed 

to the integrity of the study, but also resulted in the research 

participants being confident in the research process and encouraged 

them to be open and frank in their responses.  This ethical line also 

sharpened the clarity and purpose of the study, contributing towards 

the overall validity and reliability of the research. 
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Chapter 6: Issues of Integration in Cross-Border 

Student Mobility 

   

  6.1 Introduction  
 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of cross 

border third-level students from Northern Ireland attending an Institute 

of Technology, in an effort to understand the limitations and 

opportunities inherent in this particular geography of mobility.  

  
The key findings from fifteen in-depth interviews and two focus 

groups identified two overarching themes.  The first of these was 

integration.  The second was identity.  Within these themes, the 

answers to the research questions posed were satisfied, often in 

unanticipated ways.  This chapter considers the theme of integration as 

it relates to student mobility from Northern Ireland to border Institutes 

of Technology in Ireland, through combined presentation and analysis 

of the findings from the research questions.  The following chapter 

will adopt a similar approach to the theme of identity.   
 

  6.2 Integration 
 

In the light of the troubled history of Northern Ireland and the 

contested nature of the border to be crossed, alongside ongoing efforts 

to achieve stability in the region, particularly within the context of the 

UK’s impending departure from the EU, it was not surprising that the 

theme of integration emerged very strongly among the participating 

students.  This concept surfaced under two guises.  The first was that 

of cross-border integration and the significance of the border in the 

aftermath of concerted attempts at integration, fostered through various 

political initiatives.  The second aspect of integration was more 

personal to the students, focusing on their experiences as they 

integrated and assimilated into college life in their respective Institutes 

of Technology.   
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  6.2.1 Meaning of the Border 

 

The findings in this study confirm that those who live with the border 

in Ireland are acutely aware of its existence.  Most of the students were 

conscious of the physical point at which they crossed the border or, at 

least, were aware of the indications which confirmed that they had 

crossed the border, such as different signage, road markings and the 

sight of particular buildings.  Though Tiernan, a second-year 

computing student in IT1 admitted that he was ‘not absolutely sure 

where the border is’, others such as Barry, a second-year accounting 

student in IT1, knew exactly where it was:  

 
‘I know I’ve crossed it where I cross it because whenever the 

hard border was there, it was all blown up, so the road’s all 

wiggly.’  

  

Even Angela, a final-year midwifery mature student, commuting by 

bus, was conscious of crossing the border because of what she 

described as: ‘a technical issue because I need to watch wifi and data.’  

However, the findings suggest that history and demarcation in relation 

to this border are not inter-dependent.  The students’ knowledge of the 

history of the border was limited.  Most had no memory of a hard, 

physical border and relied on their parents and grandparents for 

memories of the border in its previous form.  Majella, a second-year 

general nursing student in IT1, reflected: 

 
 ‘I suppose because I’m so kind of close to it and South Armagh 

is kind of big for the whole trouble thing, we hear a lot of stories 

about the borders and crossing the border.’ 

   

In a similar vein, Conal, a second-year computing and games 

development student in IT1, recalled his grandfather telling stories 

about crossing the border ‘getting my nanny’s wedding dress and 

having a hard time with the customs officer’.  
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Sean, a second-year mechanical engineering student in IT1, also had 

memories of the border from his mother, ‘Mom was on about the day I 

was born and no-one came up to visit because the road was blown-up’.  

 
Many openly confessed that they had no knowledge of the history of 

the border or indeed of Northern Ireland.  Patrick, a third-year law 

student in IT2, admitted ‘I went to a Catholic school and didn’t do 

history’.  Similarly, when asked about her knowledge of the history of 

the border, Niamh, a final year youth studies student in IT1, declared: 

 ‘I wouldn’t really know a lot about it.  Only things that ... like 

mommy or daddy has said about it’.  

 

When probed about their knowledge of the reasons for their current 

ease of mobility in crossing the border and its dismantlement, the 

students were startlingly unaware of the events which had led to this.  

Though many referred in imprecise terms to the Belfast Agreement 

1998, also euphemistically known as the “Good Friday Agreement”, 

they openly admitted that their knowledge of the issue was weak.  

They struggled to articulate the contribution of the Belfast Agreement 

1998 or indeed that of membership of the EU to the current situation.  

When asked to what she attributed her ease of movement across the 

border, Claire, a mature student studying graphic and digital design in 

IT2, recalling a hard border, responded: 

‘Well, we all know because of the Good Friday Agreement, but I 

also think it was because there was this influx of American 

attitudes of the whole, one nation, one belief, one stand ... and it 

took certain people of course, especially Bill Clinton and as I 

said, this one voice, one nation, stand together you know, and 

with that, there was investment which kind of allowed for ... free, 

you know, besides the free movement and the free trade, but you 

know, freeness in general.’ 

 

For those who lived furthest from the border, their knowledge was 

non-existent, a fact they candidly acknowledged.  When asked how 

aware she was of the reasons for the dismantling of the border, Niamh 

declared, ‘I don’t even think about it.  For me, it’s far enough away 

that it doesn’t really affect me.’ 
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Perhaps because of the cavity in the students’ consciousness of the 

history of the border, there was no oscillation on their part between 

polarised opinions of the border, as exemplified by Anderson and 

O’Dowd (1999a).  The students had a one-dimensional perspective.  

For them, in terms of their education and employment prospects, the 

border was a gateway and a bridge of opportunity rather than a barrier 

or security zone.  Contrary to what may have been expected in view of 

the contested nature of the border, their attitude to the border in its 

current form was dispassionate and disinterested.  Though the 

overwhelming majority of students, even those commuting by bus, 

were aware of physically crossing the border, the border appeared to 

harbour scant significance for them to the extent that Eileen, who lived 

in a parish split by the border, pronounced, ‘I don’t really see the 

border anymore’, suggesting that her familiarity with the border and 

the ease of crossing, means that the significance of the border has 

faded into obscurity.  This sentiment was echoed by John, a focus 

group member who described the border as ‘there but it’s not there’. 

 

  6.2.2 Cross Border Integration 

 

The findings support both positivist (Paasi, 2005; Williams, 2003) and 

constructivist (Popescu, 2011; Newman, 2011; O'Dowd, 2010; 

Kolossov, 2005; Newman, 2003) approaches to borders.  Though cross 

border integration has been “ontologically and theoretically 

underdeveloped” (Sohn, 2014, p588), the students appeared to accept 

that cross border integration is at an advanced stage. 

 
In this study, the border presented first as a concrete geographical 

phenomenon, consistent with the positivist approach.  In the minds of 

the students, the relationship between physical mobility and the 

lowering of the border was largely unproblematic, though this mobility 

was considerably easier where the students were not reliant on public 

transport.  In this regard, Angela described the commute from ‘W’ as a 
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‘nightmare’, a sentiment echoed by Cara, a digital marketing and 

public relations student in IT1, who also relied on buses, having to ‘get 

three buses to get home’ and finding the travel ‘hard’.  The 

experiences of the students in relation to the journey differed 

according to their access to private transport, confirming the 

significance of network capital in ensuring mobility (Elliott and Urry, 

2010), including student mobility across a border.  Apart from issues 

with public transport, which are not confined to border areas, these 

students were so familiar with the softness of the border and the ease 

with which they could cross, that the physical border appeared to have 

lost meaning for them.  It did not appear to present as a barrier or even 

as a bridge.  It was less than either of these.  At most, it was an uneven 

surface in the road which must be negotiated when driving or a change 

in mobile service provider when travelling by bus.   

 

  6.2.3 Boundaries of Social Construction 

 

In parallel with endorsement of the positivist approach to bordering by 

the students, their individual social constructions of the border and the 

boundaries it delineated accord also with a constructivist approach.   

Here, the students’ perception of the border supported Newman’s 

contention that where the physical manifestation of a border is taken 

away, the border can be reconstructed in the minds of those living with 

it as an instrument through which quality of life is improved 

(Newman, 2016).  The lower border acted as a passage to educational 

and employment opportunities.  The latter construction gives rise to a 

dilemma.  If the border is indeed a bridge to educational opportunity 

for students, how can the low number of students taking advantage of 

this opportunity be explained?  The answer appears to lie in the 

approach to borders and border integration articulated by Van Houtum 

(2000, 2010).  Though lowering a border may facilitate mobility, it 

does not necessarily remove associated boundaries (Van Houtum, 

2000).   



 

105 
 

  
The testaments of the students revealed that, notwithstanding ease of 

spatial mobility, the relationship between boundaries, borders and 

mobility remains complex, even where the border is lowered.  Though 

physical mobility may be facilitated, other boundaries, such as 

differences in identity and ethnicity, language, different traditions and 

habits remain, as do the social and political constructions of all who 

live with the border (Van Houtum, 2016; Schack, 2001; Van Houtum, 

2000; Anderson and O'Dowd, 1999a).  These enduring boundaries 

became apparent when the students were asked about differences they 

perceived between ‘the North’ and ‘the South’.  The students were 

initially slow to articulate differences as exemplified by Raymond, a 

business studies student in IT1:  

‘It just feels like ... I feel like I’m at home.  I don’t feel like I’m 

anywhere else, you know? There’s no real difference.  The only 

difference is the speed sign, but other than that, everything is 

exactly the same.’ 

 

For Raymond, there was no deliberate adjustment to a different pace or 

milieu south of the border.  When pressed, he went on to state:   

‘You wouldn’t know there was any difference – the roads are the 

same, the people are the same, the culture the same ... nearly.’ 

 

The use of the word “nearly” was revealing.  The differences were not 

obvious, but differences existed.  They may be subtle, but Raymond 

was conscious that they were there.  This suggests that though there is 

a superficial similarity between Northern Ireland and Ireland, distinct 

differences endure beyond the topography.  Even though the border 

itself is virtually undetectable, the students cited the different 

educational systems; the currency; the cost; the differences in 

expression; the cultural differences; the sense of patriotism which 

existed openly in Ireland; and the health service. 
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Maeve, a final-year midwifery student in IT1, summed up the strange 

sense of distance across a close space in saying: 

 ‘And for people so close in like terms of where we live.  Like 

I’m from ten minutes down the road.  It’s unreal sometimes.  

The differences.’   
 

Though apparently absent, borders remain present in the way that they 

are socially and politically produced and reproduced (Van Houtum, 

2016; 2000) and in the way mobility across the border is represented.  

The students’ perceptions of the education and health systems, cost 

and currency south of the border substantiated this assertion.  

  
For nursing students, differences in the healthcare systems north and 

south of the border were a distinct issue.  First, as students, they had to 

adapt to a health system which required presentation of a medical card 

or payment from patients prior to treatment.  Secondly, and connected 

with this, they were conscious that there are different approaches to 

healthcare north and south.  Consequently, they harboured concerns 

that they might fit more easily into the Health Service Executive 

(HSE) system in Ireland rather than the National Health Service (NHS) 

in Northern Ireland on qualification, even though the majority aspired 

to employment in Northern Ireland.  This inability to fit easily into the 

NHS was accentuated by the fact that they were not permitted to 

engage in placements north of the border while studying in the 

Institutes of Technology.   

 
In terms of education, students were acutely conscious of the 

dissimilarity between primary and secondary educational systems 

north and south of the border.  These students were nervous that their 

prior learning would not match that in schools south of the border and 

they would struggle to adjust.  

  
The findings lend towards Van Houtum’s contention that a border, 

even a soft border, suppresses the potential for personal mobility (Van 

Houtum, 2016).  However, there is also support for and reflection of 
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the findings by Schack (2001) that this otherwise suppressed mobility 

can be marshalled through greater familiarity with what is beyond the 

border.  Prior experienced knowledge about the area beyond the border 

appeared to blur the students’ perspectives on the differences between 

the border areas and made it easier for them to integrate into college 

life south of the border.   

 

  6.3 Cross Border Familiarity  
 

Many of these students had family south of the border whom they 

visited on a regular basis.  Others were involved in the Gaelic Athletic 

Association (GAA) which involved cross-border sporting matches.  

Some also frequently went shopping and attended concerts, the 

cinema, the races and took holidays south of the border.  In this regard, 

Conal wistfully recalled how he and his grandfather would ‘every year 

take the caravan and go on what we called “our Southern tour’’’.  

 
The opposite also appeared to be true.  For Angela, who did not drive 

and had lived in England before returning to her home in Northern 

Ireland, she was considerably less familiar with the area south of the 

border prior to embarking on her course.  For her, the area south of the 

border ‘was kind of a bit of an unknown entity’ to the extent that her 

family questioned her decision to attend the college.  She was clearly 

less assimilated into college life and the life of the town in which the 

college was located.  Some of this may have been attributable to her 

age and the fact that she did not drive.  She pointed out that she ‘was 

born in 1981, so I grew up with a hard border’.  Her perspective was 

distinctly different from other students who were accustomed to 

crossing the border on a regular basis before embarking on their 

programmes.  

   
This study therefore confirms that boundaries endure even though the 

lowering of a border may result in deeper cross-border integration and 

facilitate mobility, including student mobility.  The remnants of the 
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border induce actions and reactions on the part of those living with and 

negotiating it that weaken integration and suppress mobility.  

However, the more familiar that those on one side of a border are with 

the space and systems beyond the border, the more likely that they will 

engage in mobility, including student mobility. 

   

  6.4 Prospect of Brexit  
 

There is a further aspect of this study which appears to support inverse 

application of the theory of border integration.  Just as border 

integration is facilitated by economic flows, political and 

administrative cooperation and the actions of those living with borders 

(Van Houtum, 2016; Brunet-Jailly, 2005; Van Houtum, 2000), such 

integration may be undermined by disruption to any one or more of 

these flows.  For all students interviewed, the spectre of Brexit loomed 

large in their psyche and haunted their future vision of the border.   

 
When the prospect of Brexit was raised, many of the students who 

were involved in individual interviews appeared to physically brace 

themselves, crouching lower in their chairs, leaning forward and 

shaking their heads as they chose their words.  In the focus groups, the 

participating students became animated and proceeded to talk over 

each other to express their views.  With the exception of one student, 

all expressed concern about what Brexit could mean for them, for their 

families, for the border and for Northern Ireland.  Sean captured the 

overall mood, saying, ‘Brexit is stirring things!’. 

 
Many of the students described the prospect of Brexit as ‘worrying’.  

Others expressed ‘fear’ at the notion.  John, a pharmaceutical and 

medical science student in IT2, declared himself to be:  

‘definitely concerned and it’s going to cause havoc and possibly 

bring back problems.  That’s most concerning.’ 
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For some, they clung to the hope that Brexit would not ultimately 

happen and that there would be little discernible change in the current 

situation in relation to crossing the border.  It became clear that many 

were simply unable to process a changed reality in which they were 

presented with a harder border.  In this regard, Majella, a general 

nursing student in IT1 stated, ‘Brexit concerns me ... but I can’t 

imagine that ever happening’ while Eileen confessed ‘I am just hoping 

that it will all figure itself out.’   

 
Even though the interviews with both Majella and Eileen took place 

days before the UK was due to leave the EU on 12
th

 April 2019, a 

period of intense uncertainty, they continued to hope that the status 

quo might prevail. 

 
The overwhelming majority of the students declared that if the reality 

of Brexit had been as strong when they were applying to college, they 

would have discounted attendance at colleges south of the border.  

They cited the uncertainty surrounding Brexit as the principal factor 

for this stance.  Angela exemplified this viewpoint: 

‘Especially because everything is so up in the air.  There’s a lot 

of factors to take into account.  I think no.  I think it would have 

caused too much upheaval and unknown.  So I think if I was 

applying now, I would have remained in the North and the 

NHS.’ 

 

Similarly, for Niamh, when asked if she would have applied to the 

Institute of Technology against the background of Brexit, she was 

unequivocal: 

‘Absolutely not.  Absolutely not.  Yeah.  If what is happening 

now had happened four years ago when I was applying, I 

wouldn’t even have considered it.’ 

 

For Niamh, the insecurity associated with the reinstatement of the 

border in Ireland following the departure of the UK from the EU, 

would have deterred her from considering attending college south of 

the border.  Within their perspective of Brexit, these students were 

clearly constructing negative meanings and boundaries which have 
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implications for their future crossing of the border.  Out of all the 

participating students, only one was sanguine regarding the prospect of 

Brexit.  Patrick welcomed the prospect of a hard border.  It became 

clear that he was confident that his studies would be complete before 

such an eventuality and he would be less affected, as he was one of the 

two students from deeper in Northern Ireland who could not be 

regarded as living in a border space.  In addition, his future 

employment plans were outside the EU.   

 
For Conal, though deeply concerned about the prospect of Brexit in 

terms of his ability to cross the border and his father’s business 

interests south of the border, he believed that the departure of the UK 

from the EU would make his qualification more attractive.  He 

anticipated that he would have an EU qualification with broader 

currency than that from the UK following the departure of the UK 

from the EU.  

  
There was a sense of powerlessness among the students who clearly 

felt devoid of agency in controlling the re-construction of the border, 

unintentionally reflecting Newman’s assertion that borders are 

constructed and de-constructed by power elites (Newman, 2016).  In 

parallel with the findings of Phinnemore and Hayward (2017), for 

these students, any attempt to re-construct the border would inject it 

with new and negative meaning, inhibiting the integration process and 

would colour their decision to pursue their studies south of the border.   

 

Overall, notwithstanding the views of Patrick and Conal, the 

sentiments expressed regarding the prospect of the departure of the UK 

from the EU demonstrate that any disruption or indeed threat of 

disruption to the border automatically operates as an obstacle and has 

the potential to impact significantly on integration, including the 

mobility of students across the border. 
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  6.5 Personal Integration 
 

Apart from, yet related to the issue of cross border integration, there 

was a second form of integration in the minds of the students as they 

narrated their cross-border mobility experiences: that of their personal 

assimilation into the Institute of Technology attended by them.  

Though intrinsically related to the issue of boundaries and personal 

constructions previously discussed, this personal integration moves 

beyond perception of the boundaries to how these cross-border 

students negotiated those boundaries. 

 
In terms of the overall meaning of their experiences of cross-border 

mobility, the students’ focus was narrow.  For them, attendance at their 

respective border colleges was predicated on pragmatic choice based 

on the limited options available.  Their motivation was that of 

obtaining a third-level education within a comfortable commuting 

distance.  While they seemed to engage and flourish academically, 

their social and cultural college experience was more constrained and 

textured. Though their educational mobile experience may have been 

transformative, in common with the students in the study by Kelly et 

al. (2018), their social and cultural experiences appeared incomplete 

and somewhat distorted. 

 
Even though they professed to making an effort to fit in, these students 

engaged at a very basic level, mainly during the lecture timetable.  

Their relative mobility in accessing the college meant that they could 

easily depart the college on a daily basis.  Unlike the students in the 

study by Gu et al. (2010), they did not need to achieve maturation, as 

any sense of loneliness and lack of belonging were reduced on their 

daily return home.  However, in accordance with the findings of 

Sherry et al. (2010), for those students who engaged at a deeper level, 

particularly those who opted to live in the town where the college is 



 

112 
 

situate during term, it was evident that they enjoyed a superior social 

college experience and integrated more successfully with local 

students.  Patrick had just returned with his housemates from a 

weekend in Amsterdam.  It is however noteworthy that those students 

who resided in the towns where the colleges were situate during the 

week, were most adamant that they would not remain in Ireland to live 

and work.  Niamh was ‘thinking of staying up home’ in employment, 

while Patrick’s employment future was firmly mapped in the USA. 

 
In a number of respects, the students who commuted on a daily basis 

resembled those students categorised by Adey (2006) who commute 

longer distances to college and do not enjoy the rich experience 

college has to offer.  However, the reasons underlying this lesser 

experience were different from those in the research by Adey (2006).  

Most of these students could access college within a drive of thirty 

minutes.  Conscious of a gulf between them and their southern peers, 

combined with the convenience of home and familiarity with friends 

from secondary school in Northern Ireland, these students returned 

north to socialise.  Raymond described how: 

 ‘most of my socialising is done in and around Newry.  You 

know, my friend group would be in Newry.’  

 

Similarly, Tiernan admitted: ‘Most days I finish and go back home’.  

Angela confessed: ‘I wouldn’t really know the town.  I know how to 

get here and get home’.   

 
Though they appeared to adapt to fit in during the college day, their 

maturation mask was discarded as they crossed the border towards 

home and settled back into the closed society which they 

acknowledged Northern Ireland to be, but in which they found solace 

and security. 
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  6.6 Educational Experience 
 

Educationally, the experiences of these students were universally 

positive.  Though many students admitted that they initially struggled 

with the concept of an ‘Institute of Technology”; unlike the students in 

the study by Findlay et al (2010), for whom the standard of education 

did not match their expectations, the fact that these Institutes offer 

qualifications at the same level as those awarded by colleges in the 

UK, meant that the students were comfortable with their educational 

choices.  By contrast with the students in the study by Gu et al. (2010), 

these students’ adaptation to the educational standard was 

straightforward, to the extent that some of them were providing course 

assistance to southern counterparts.   

 
Cara confidently asserted:  

‘My course I did last year helped me with my course now.  I 

ended up teaching some of the people in my class.’ 

 

Similarly, Eileen explained: 

 ‘So, when I came over here, I was doing what I did for my 

GCSE for my first year, so I thought, this is really simple.  I was 

asking people in my class, “Have you never done this?”  They 

said they didn’t do computers at secondary school.’ 

 

Eileen went on to confirm that the class went on to ‘harder coding and 

stuff so we are all on the same level again’.  It was clear that this 

academic ease during her first year imbued her with a sense of 

confidence and assisted her transition into the college.  Similar 

sentiments were expressed by Aidan, John and Tiernan. 

 
While their accents betrayed their background and robbed them of 

linguistic habitus, evidenced by gentle mocking of their turn of phrase 

and pronunciation, these students from Northern Ireland were sanguine 

about this and did not deliberately attempt to acquire local patterns of 

speech, though some unintentional linguistic affectations were 

inevitably assumed.  For example, Cara recounted how she had 
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adopted the term ‘scoops’ to refer to both ice-cream and alcohol, 

having formerly only used it to denominate measurements of ice-

cream.  Adaptation on the part of these students from Northern Ireland, 

common among mobile students determined to fit in (Gu et al., 2010; 

Sherry et al., 2010), was not otherwise evident.   

 
Culturally, these students remained similarly aloof.  While they 

engaged to a limited extent in the culture of Ireland by listening to 

national newscasts and radio; their outrage at how unaware their 

southern counterparts were of their specific culture and the perception 

held by their southern colleagues appeared to harden them against any 

deep immersion into southern culture.  While also exposing a distinct 

deficit in border integration, this cultural stand-off demonstrates that a 

lack of understanding of and interest in the culture of the mobile 

student is not confined to the experiences of international students 

(Heng, 2017; Gu et al., 2010; Sherry et al., 2010) and can extend to 

cross-border students within commutable distance.  

 
Whether their limitation in social and cultural experience was a 

consequence of their ability to return home on a very regular basis or 

whether it was bound up in their identity; that of the space from which 

they came; that of the space in which the college is situate; or that of 

the students who inhabited the latter space, is not clear.  The answer 

may be that it is a combination of these.  Certainly, by reason of being 

able to regularly return home, these students were not required to adapt 

in the manner that they would if they were required to move away to 

college.  

  
Ironically, the proximity of the college appeared to militate against an 

immersive cultural and social experience.  As a result of this cultural 

and social indifference, there was a sense of transience on the part of 

these mobile students and little sense of long-term commitment to life 

in Ireland.  
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For the future, the qualifications they hoped to obtain represented a 

passport to a professional life beyond that which they could have 

expected if they had foregone third-level education. However, it is 

telling that the majority did not intend to seek work in Ireland and for 

those who did, they anticipated maintaining their residence in Northern 

Ireland and continuing the pattern of commute.  As highlighted by 

Dougan (2005), these students constitute a drain on national public 

finances for the duration of their studies through subsidisation of their 

studies by Ireland, proposing to depart post-study without having made 

any active contribution to the Irish economy.  In this regard, their 

attitude poses a risk to future cross-border student mobility in Ireland 

as it fails to meet any immediate economic agenda on the part of the 

Irish authorities.  However, that same attitude goes some way to 

meeting the challenge identified by KPMG (2017) of attracting skilled 

graduates back to Northern Ireland and redressing the balance of 

workers there without qualifications.  

 

  6.7 Conclusion  
 

Though it might have been anticipated that the history of Northern 

Ireland and “the Troubles” restrained students from crossing a 

contested border, this study has revealed that the students’ sense of 

history regarding the border was limited and that the physical border 

held little meaning for them.  Instead, the barrier to their cross border 

mobility appeared to exist beyond the border in the form of 

perceptions of difference in identity, representation, educational 

system, health service, cost and currency.    

 
The existence of the border, though barely perceptible and imperfectly 

understood by the students, nonetheless demarcated a distinct dividing 

line between north and south. Notwithstanding intergovernmental and 

supranational attempts to ensure acceptance of the border in the form 

of the Common Travel Area, the Belfast Agreement 1998 and 
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membership of the EU (Hayward and Murphy, 2018; Wood and 

Gilmartin, 2018; Nash and Reid, 2010; Hayward, 2006; Laffan, 2003), 

veritable cross-border integration remains remote.  Though the 

apparent constituent parts of cross-border integration are in place, i.e. 

economic flows; cooperation and people flows (Van Houtum, 2016; 

Brunet-Jailly, 2005; Van Houtum, 2000), the experiences, observations 

and personal constructions of the students revealed in this study, beg 

the question whether sufficient balance is ever capable of being 

achieved among these integration elements to attain a level of cross-

border regionalism which would not inhibit student mobility.  The 

boundaries within the students’ consciousness, both real and 

perceived, regarding studying across the border impeded their 

mobility. 

   
The study gives rise to some optimism in that the more familiar the 

students were with life beyond their boundaries, the more open they 

were to the prospect of educational mobility.  However, this optimism 

may be dispelled by the new boundary which has been created in the 

reality and consciousness of the students in the form of Brexit.  In the 

context of student mobility, the fact of Brexit will inevitably stem the 

flow of students and adversely impact on integration.  The shortfall in 

cross border integration appears to have implications for the personal 

integration of these cross-border students in their respective Institutes 

of Technology south of the border.  Their perception of difference 

between north and south of the border seems to become more rather 

than less pronounced during their daily attendance, propelling them to 

return home as often and as early as possible.  They did not appear to 

make a conscious effort to adapt and fit in.  While they did not struggle 

academically, this did not mean that they reallocated time to extra-

curricular activities in the college.  Instead, they presented as 

purposive in their approach, attending solely for lectures and returning 

home to socialise. Though positive about their experiences, there was 
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little evidence of assimilation or long-term commitment to life outside 

Northern Ireland. 
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Chapter 7: Issues of Identity in Cross-Border 

Mobility 

 
   

  7.1 Introduction 
 

Whereas the previous chapter focused on the theme of integration as it 

emerged from the findings in this study, this chapter considers the 

responses to the research questions through the prism of the theme of 

identity.  The chapter focuses on the students’ sense of personal 

identity; the identity of the college attended by them; and how they 

identified with the EU.  As will become apparent, the themes of 

identity and integration are inextricably intertwined. 

 

  7.2 Identity 
 

Notwithstanding efforts to ensure closer cross border integration on the 

island of Ireland, the process remains unfinished and has been further 

thwarted by the prospect of Brexit (Anderson, 2018; Hayward, 2018; 

McCall, 2018; Stevenson, 2017).  Having regard to the close 

relationship between borders and identity in the literature (Anderson 

and O'Dowd, 1999a; Wilson and Donnan, 1998), it is not surprising 

that the theme of identity emerged very strongly among the 

participating students in discussions about their experiences of 

crossing a contested border to engage in study.  What is surprising is 

that their identity mobilised these students to engage in cross-border 

study and coloured their experiences while engaging in that study. 

   
The students did not confine the concept of identity to themselves but 

expanded it to include that of the college attended by them, the identity 

of Northern Ireland and that of Ireland.  While all the students insisted 

the border had limited, if any, meaning for them: the narratives they 

related, their attitudes and responses to questions other than the 

meaning of the border, disclosed that though the border may have lost 
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some significance for them, it nonetheless marked a defining point in 

their consciousness.    

 

  7.3 Identity of Self 
 

In keeping with Jenkins’s categorisation under which the first aspect of 

identity is that of “who we are” (Jenkins, 2014, p16), during the 

interviews and focus groups, three aspects of the students’ sense of self 

quickly became apparent.  The first was their sense of citizenship or 

nationality associated with Northern Ireland.  Secondly, the students 

expressed a distinct sense of regionality.  Thirdly, a strong sense of 

attachment to home was apparent.  Their citizenship and regionality 

combined with their attachment to home led them to consider third-

level educational options within a close distance across the border 

which might not otherwise have come to their attention or appealed to 

them.   

 
The almost exclusively Roman Catholic cohort of students who 

participated in this study confirmed the expectation that, within the 

divided society of Northern Ireland, those looking south for 

educational opportunities which can equally be obtained in Great 

Britain, will be predominantly Catholic.  Among this participating 

cohort, there was some variation in how they described themselves.  

Most referred to themselves as ‘Northern Irish’; some as ‘Irish from 

Northern Ireland’ and one as ‘European and Northern Irish’.  It might 

have been expected that the majority, if not all, would have declared 

an exclusively Irish citizenship.  Instead, the majority of these students 

pronounced a distinct attachment to Northern Ireland as opposed to 

Ireland.  Jack, an accounting student from IT1, went so far as to 

proclaim defiantly during the focus group, ‘I’m proud we’re from 

Northern Ireland’.  The adjustment from the singular to the plural 

pronoun in this proclamation in a group situation demonstrates how 
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assured these students were in their Northern Ireland identity, even as 

they sat in a college south of the border.  

   
For these students, there was evidence that the Northern Irish 

soubriquet operated as a passport to enable the holder to avail of 

opportunities, including educational opportunities, on both sides of the 

border.  Cara described the designation as ‘neutral’.  Their Irish part of 

self appeared to contribute towards a subliminal sense of entitlement to 

be able to cross the border to study in Ireland, reflecting the contention 

of Donnelly and Gamsu (2020) that particular geometries of ethnicity 

structure the geography of student mobility.  

  
This was exemplified by Aidan who stated, ‘So we’re all Irish citizens 

anyway so we can cross (the border)’. Aidan appeared to link the fact 

of his Irish citizenship with his right to cross the border and engage in 

study there on the same basis as residents of Ireland.  He was unaware 

of efforts at European level to ensure this mobility.   

 
Though insisting that they maintained a unique Northern Irish identity, 

the Irish part of that identity facilitated their consideration of colleges 

south of the border within which to pursue their tertiary education.  

While the border bound their self-identity, it did not impede their sense 

of educational mobility. These boundaries lay elsewhere, as discussed 

in the previous chapter.  

 
Their sense of Northern Irish identity corresponded closely with the 

first group of borderland populations characterised by Wilson and 

Donnan (1998), i.e., those who have ethnic ties across the border and 

within their ‘own’ national territory, expressed here through the double 

denomination, Northern and Irish.  This denomination differentiated 

these students from the other borderland groups identified by Wilson 

and Donnan (1998), i.e., those who share ethnic ties only with the 

population across the border and are different from the remainder of 

the population in the territory where they reside; and those who belong 
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to the national majority and have no ethnic ties across the border.   

This demographic confirms the conclusions in the previous chapter 

that true cross-border integration has not been and may never be 

capable of achievement.  For student mobility across the border, the 

finding has distinct implications; limiting the population of prospective 

students based on their identity.   

 
The significance of self-identity in student mobility across the border 

merits examination.  The issue of identity has not featured strongly 

within the literature relating to mobility, including student mobility.  

Yet, within this geography of student mobility, self-identity is key. 

This sense of identity on the part of the students ignores issues such as 

socio-economic background or gender and appears to crystallise in the 

Irish part of their Northern Irish self-identity.  Their unique Northern 

Irish identity enabled them to imagine that they could cross the border 

and be accepted there without formality.  On the northern side, they 

were Northern Irish bounded by the border as characterised by Wilson 

and Donnan (1998).  However, that same self-identity could rely 

exclusively on the Irish part to project an empathy with the area south 

of the border which smoothed study there.  Their sense of identity was 

a factor facilitating their mobility, operating as a higher level of 

network capital described by Elliott and Urry (2010). 

 

  7.3.1 Border Identity 

 

Apart from their Northern Irish identity, another narrower identity also 

emerged:  that of a border identity, in which those living along or close 

to the northern border expressed some perceived solidarity with those 

living along the southern flank.  Mary, a mature business studies 

student in IT1, articulated this notion as follows: 

‘We have our own wee accent and way we go on.  Like we can 

go both sides.  It would be weird to someone from Belfast if they 

came here.  They would be completely different people.  We’re 

like the best of both worlds.’  
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Taking a different perspective but expressing the same sentiment, on 

being asked to identify issues which struck him when he crossed the 

border, Barry, an accounting student in IT1, commented as follows:  

‘I notice more of a difference if I went to like Belfast or I went to 

a Protestant area.  Do you know what I mean? That the people 

are very different there.  And the people ... like in Antrim sort of 

area, you get very different people.  Whereas I feel, because 

we’re on the border, you’re getting the same here’. 

 

Both students referred to the ‘different people’ from deeper in 

Northern Ireland, drawing a distinction between these and themselves.  

This suggests that there is an altering identity in Northern Ireland, the 

further one moves back from the border.  This was confirmed by 

Niamh, who travelled furthest to attend college and who described her 

impression of the town where the college is based as ‘It’s like a 

different world here’.  The notion is interesting and brings into play the 

concept of a border space (Newman, 2016; Popescu, 2011; Kaplan, 

1999).  It appears that by reason of living a significant distance from 

the border, Niamh lived outside that border space.  The distinction 

between the border space and a different space further inside Northern 

Ireland was also portrayed by Sean who stated: 

‘Along the border, everything’s easy-going ... but as you go in, 

you start feeling a bit more.... Oh God, we are in a different 

place.  People aren’t as open.’ 

 

However, those living within a border space considered that they could 

identify with others who also came from a border space, albeit a 

different border space.  Maeve, who lived very close to the border, was 

categorical about this concept saying: ‘We recognise we are in a 

border space’.   

 

From these comments, it is apparent that those students who identified 

as living in the border space along the northern side of the border were 

very comfortable in that space.  When articulating his reasons for 

attending the college, Barry stated: ‘I sort of know the area but even if 

I didn’t, you sort of feel at home in a border space’.  In Barry’s 
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thinking, the college is situated in a border space.  This was not 

necessarily the same border space as that which he inhabited.  There 

was nonetheless an apparent sense of familiarity, comfort and 

confidence in that space because he too emanated from a border space.  

Reflecting the view of Newman (2011) that a border can also present 

opportunities, there was an element of amusement detectable in 

Raymond’s voice as he declared: ‘It’s like the best of both worlds at 

the minute’.  However, for Raymond, a business studies student, there 

was also the wistful afterthought that this best of both worlds may be 

transient.  Raymond recognised that this situation existed ‘at the 

minute’.  The changing nature of the border in the aftermath of Brexit 

may irrevocably alter this situation.  

  
Though the narratives of the students may appear to presume a fuzzy 

borderland space characterised by Newman (2016), there are 

inconsistencies.  Such a space is generally indicative of an area where 

borders have been significantly lowered and where the border is 

culturally and politically aligned (Kaplan, 1999).  While the first may 

be the case in Northern Ireland, the second element is not present in 

view of the troubled history of the border.  Nor are the spaces on each 

side of the border bipolar as contended by Popescu (2011).  For these 

students, it appears that degrees of differentiation exist.  They were 

most comfortable within their own border space north of the border 

and contrasted this with areas further removed from the border in 

Northern Ireland.  They projected that, based on their borderland 

experience and perceptions, they had the capability to settle in college 

in a border space south of the border. 

 

 7.3.2 Perceptions of Identity in Ireland 

 

However, the border and the spaces beyond assumed a new and more 

negative character when these students exercised educational mobility 

and confronted their identity as viewed by those south of the border.  
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Once the students from Northern Ireland became aware of the 

educational opportunities offered by colleges south of the border, 

particularly those within a short distance, they gratefully grasped the 

prospect, believing that they would fit comfortably there.  In reality, 

and to their bewilderment, their very sense of identity was challenged 

by their southern college peers as the latter grappled with these 

students from across the border.  Maeve, who lived just north of the 

border in Newry, staunchly declared, ‘I’ve always recognised myself 

as an Irish citizen’ but was then clearly taken aback at how she was 

perceived by her fellow students south of the border, dejectedly 

recalling how ‘I could have been from Timbuktu!’.  At the time of 

interview, Maeve was four years on from this experience.  It had 

remained with her and it was evident that, though Maeve expected that 

she would be seamlessly absorbed into the southern student body as a 

fellow Irish citizen, this was not necessarily the case.  

 
Similarly, Tiernan ruefully observed ‘some people here think that 

everyone in Northern Ireland is Protestant’.  This observation is 

revealing.  Hailing from South Armagh with a distinctly Catholic 

name, Tiernan was shocked that anyone might consider him to be 

Protestant.  In a similar vein, Cara described how frequently she had 

been bluntly asked: ‘Are you a Protestant then?’ when she admitted to 

being from Northern Ireland.  For Niamh, not alone was there an 

assumption that she was Protestant, she was also told: ‘So you love the 

Queen then’.  None of the students expressed outrage or even 

annoyance at being incorrectly labelled Protestant or worshipping the 

Queen, with Niamh casually dismissing the assertions as ‘banter’.    

 

However, Maeve was obviously vexed as she recalled how she was 

asked, ‘Do you recognise yourself as British?’.  There was clearly a 

hierarchy of inappropriate associations on the part of counterpart 

students from Ireland, the most inappropriate of which was to 
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incorrectly attribute a British identity to someone from Northern 

Ireland who ‘always recognised myself as an Irish citizen’.   

Irrespective of whether the comments and questions were good-

naturedly regarded as banter or otherwise, all who experienced this 

treatment and similar comments expressed incredulity and deep 

disappointment about the lack of knowledge of and insight into their 

identity and that of Northern Ireland on the part of their fellow 

students from south of the border.   

 
Though students from Northern Ireland had assumed, in accordance 

with the thinking of Newman (2016), that they would enjoy a 

commonality with those on the other side of the border, this 

assumption proved inaccurate.  Similar to the experiences of Chinese 

students engaging in study in Hong Kong (Xu, 2018; 2017), the 

students were taken aback to discover the ethnic ties they imagined 

and described by Wilson and Donnan (1998) in the context of 

Northern Ireland, were not universally cherished when they crossed 

the border.  Instead, the binary implications identified by Newman 

(2016) were apparent in the categorisation of these students and the 

assumption by their southern peers that, while they were Irish and 

Catholic, those from Northern Ireland invariably identify as British 

and were Protestant.   

 
Though it has been posited that distinctions between us and them; here 

and there are drawn solely by those who live with and negotiate 

borders (Linde-Laursen, 2016; Haselsberger, 2014), the meanings 

given by these students from Northern Ireland to their experiences 

demonstrated that the distinctions were not simply projected but 

existed as an often insensitive and inhospitable reality.  While the 

students anticipated that they would assimilate seamlessly into college 

life south of the border as Irish citizens from Northern Ireland, they 

were treated as foreign, other and unknown, mere miles from their 

respective homes.   
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This was exemplified by Barry who described how his fellow students 

‘treat Northern Ireland like a different country’, while Cara explained 

how students in her class would ask her, ‘How does Northern Ireland 

work?’  Maeve spoke indignantly about how students from Ireland 

referred to ‘Northern Ireland’ saying how ‘people from my local area 

wouldn’t even use that term.  They would say that we’re from the 

North’.    

 
She was appalled at how unaware her southern counterparts were, even 

of northern geography:   

‘Something came up one day about the Mourne Mountains and 

they were like, “Where’s that?”  Where’s that?  It’s like fifteen 

minutes down the road.’ 

 

The lack of awareness was not confined to her fellow students.  Their 

parents were equally unaware, as demonstrated when Maeve brought 

some friends to a restaurant in Newry: 

‘That girl I took to my family’s restaurant.  She texted her dad to 

say she was going to lunch in her friend’s family’s restaurant in 

Newry.  And he replied like, “Be careful”.  As if we’re all mad!’ 

 

There was therefore a distinct contrast in identity, both real and 

perceived between the students, between Northern Ireland and Ireland 

and indeed between the border spaces north and south of the border.  

The findings also add a further dimension to the conclusions in the 

previous chapter.  Just as boundaries have been constructed in the 

minds of those in Northern Ireland relating to what exists beyond the 

border, those living south of the border harbour their own social 

constructions of the situation and systems north of the border.  These 

constructions are unhelpful in ensuring cross-border student mobility 

as the students from Northern Ireland were inclined to unconsciously 

construct mechanisms to deal with their sense of dissociation.  
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  7.3.3 Northern Network 

 

One of these mechanisms was the gravitation towards other students 

from Northern Ireland.  In this regard, a Northern network appeared to 

operate, evidencing the link between borders and identity (Kaplan, 

1999; Anderson and O'Dowd, 1999a).  Though professing friendships 

with students from south of the border, many of the students 

interviewed admitted to maintaining stronger bonds with fellow 

students from Northern Ireland attending the college.  Even though the 

border in Ireland may have been metaphorically lowered, the territory 

it delineates determined the identity of these students from Northern 

Ireland. 

   
In accordance with the theory of social identity posited by Tajfel 

(2010), these students had shared understandings, norms and values 

with the social grouping with which they identified: those from 

Northern Ireland.   This was exemplified by Majella, a general nursing 

student in IT1, who described how she became friendly with a male 

student from her secondary school with whom she had no engagement 

during her school years: ‘We never really would’ve talked before’.  

However, now that they were cast together, albeit on separate 

programmes, they formed a friendship. This gravitation towards other 

students from Northern Ireland often had roots in secondary school 

links.  Some, like Aidan, decided to attend the college primarily 

because their secondary school friend was also attending.  Others, like 

Niamh, were reluctant to consider applying to the college because ‘no-

one from school was there’.  Bonds were often maintained through car 

sharing by those cross-border students from the same area.  One 

student participant described how ‘There’s six or seven boys from M ... 

so we’d car share’. 

 
The bond extended beyond lifts to college.  Patrick described how the 

northern network operated for him: 
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‘We call ourselves Team NI.  That’s just who I work well with 

because I know I can communicate with them outside college.’ 
 

The description demonstrated the sense of Northern Irish identity in 

the group combined with an ease of communication with each other.  

There was a suggestion that this interaction depended not only on 

availability of the members but also on something of an understanding 

appreciated by those who hailed from Northern Ireland.  Patrick 

explained this effortlessness with others from Northern Ireland as 

stemming from a shared educational and cultural background, different 

to that in Ireland.  The ease with others from Northern Ireland was also 

described by Deirdre who gleefully recounted how she immediately 

formed a friendship with the only other person from Northern Ireland 

in her class, ‘We clicked straight away.  I don’t know what it was. 

We’re full of dark humour’.  It is interesting that Deirdre was unable to 

accurately identify what drew her to the only other student from 

Northern Ireland in her class apart from their joint sense of dark 

humour.  Again and again, the interviews and focus groups strongly 

suggested that there was indeed a Northern Irish identity which was 

understood by and appealed to others from Northern Ireland but was 

distinctly different from that south of the border.   

 
In a similar vein, Angela described how students from Northern 

Ireland in her class would network between themselves to advise on 

recruitment.  For Angela, this network was important to negotiate 

obstacles which presented exclusively to students from Northern 

Ireland such as vetting which she described as ‘a distinct barrier’.  As 

a student nurse, the vetting procedure in Ireland did not automatically 

recognise entities in Northern Ireland, while students from Ireland 

were able to obtain the necessary vetting certificate without formality. 

Angela’s vignette demonstrated how solidarity was somewhat imposed 

on students from Northern Ireland as they had to grapple with issues 

which did not arise for their counterparts from the South. 
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Even for those who appeared to try to escape from their former friends 

from the North, there was a gravitational friendship pull back to others 

from Northern Ireland.  Eileen described how she had decided to 

attend IT2 because:  

‘pretty much the whole of S ... went to Jordanstown in Belfast or 

Liverpool.  I had done fourteen years of school with these 

people.  I will do something different.’  

  

Bravely, Eileen was the only student in her year to attend IT2, but 

immediately began ‘to hang around with a girl from Armagh up here’. 

 
In summary, their Northern Irish and border identity were initially 

imagined by these students as a metaphorical passport across the 

border to Ireland.  However, though expecting to fit effortlessly into 

the southern milieu with this identity, it was evident that these students 

from Northern Ireland were dismayed to discover that they were 

regarded as different.  There was no evidence of hostility towards their 

Northern Irish backgrounds among their peers south of the border.  

Instead, to their frustration, there was an astounding lack of awareness 

and gaucheness among their southern counterparts as they sought to 

discover the true identities of these interlopers.  Subliminally 

conscious of the way in which they were viewed by their southern 

peers and innately proud of the distinctions between them and those 

coming from south of the border, the students from Northern Ireland 

were simply inclined to form their own friendship groups and stay 

within these.  Unlike the mainland Chinese students in the studies by 

Xu (2018; 2017) who felt obliged to suppress their feelings when 

engaging with students from Hong Kong, these students from Northern 

Ireland deftly avoid such self-censorship by communing with other 

students from Northern Ireland with whom a shared identity seems to 

exist. They recognised that they had more in common with each other 

than they may have originally realised and less in common with 

students and structures south of the border than they had anticipated.   
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  7.3.4 Attachment to Home  

 

The attachment to Northern Ireland and others from Northern Ireland 

may be linked with the students’ striking attachment to home.  These 

students expressed little desire to go to Great Britain to pursue their 

education there.  Raymond admitted: ‘I was adamant that I was going 

to live at home’, while Conal acknowledged: ‘home is a good chunk of 

most of my reasons for coming here.  I want to be closer to home.’ 

Sean candidly stated: ‘I am a home bird’.   

 
Home represented strong security for these students.  Even those who 

rented accommodation in the town where the college was situate, 

admitted that they frequently went home, while others had decided to 

give up their accommodation and commute to be able to enjoy home-

life.  John, an agricultural studies student in IT1, advised that he had 

given up his student accommodation and joked that he was now going 

home to: ‘dinners and warmth’.  Similarly, Liam, a business studies 

student in IT1, revelled in the fact that: ‘You get to come home every 

evening to your own house.  Home dinners!’   

 
For these students, the ability to commute to college from home was 

tremendously important.  Home was an anchor.  Many had made their 

college choice based on the ability to remain at home.  Most had 

applied to colleges in Northern Ireland but, as Patrick confessed: ‘My 

grades were not good enough for Queen’s or UU (University of 

Ulster)’.  Similarly, Aidan had applied to Queen’s University Belfast 

(QUB) but ‘the grades were not there’. When asked why he had 

elected to attend IT1, having withdrawn his applications to QUB and 

colleges in England, Barry was unequivocal: ‘It was the distance from 

home – so I could live at home and travel in’.  Similarly, Maeve 

advised: ‘The college was close to home and it was doable.  I did not 

think about it beyond that’. 
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Even when considering other options available to them when they did 

not have the grades for QUB or UU or their preferred courses were not 

available there, the students were confident that they had made the 

correct decision to remain at home.  Conal had applied to both Dundee 

and IT1.  He was accepted in Dundee but elected to go to IT1.  He 

reflected on his choice as follows: 

‘A lot of major things would have been wrong for me in 

Dundee ... being away from your family, like that is a big 

distance and moving somewhere else is massive.  I know a lot 

of my friends have done it and they’ve struggled.  They have 

struggled immensely.  So being able to stay at home and get 

a brilliant course.’ 

 

Niamh expressed similar sentiments: 

‘So, I had applied for Liverpool and Newcastle, but I see, 

thinking now.  I know that if I was over there, I would 

absolutely hate it.  And here, I’m so close to home.’ 

 

Likewise, Majella explained that the grade requirements for her 

preferred course of midwifery in QUB were ‘very, very high because 

of lack of places’.  She assumed that she would go to college in 

England because three of her seven siblings who had gone to 

university were already there.  However, she confirmed that she was 

‘glad’ she went to IT1.  She appreciated ‘the comfort of being close to 

home’. 

 
Though the risks inherent in going away to college are infrequently 

acknowledged (Christie, 2007), these students were acutely aware of 

potential pitfalls in terms of their mental health and financial security.  

Maintaining close proximity to home, albeit across a border, offset the 

risks the students perceived as being associated with going away to 

college.  The attachment to home should not be aligned with 

dependence or disadvantage.  Many of these students exhibited 

remarkable independence, pioneering a path to a college not 

previously followed by their school predecessors.  For Eileen, she was 

‘the only one in my year that came’.   
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  7.3.5 Cross Border Geography of Student Mobility 

 

The sense of rootedness conveyed by the students in their attachment 

to home, their sense of border identity and their identification with 

Northern Ireland are significant for the future of student mobility from 

Northern Ireland to border colleges in Ireland.  Student mobility across 

borders is often regarded as being the preserve of the privileged, 

contributing to social reproduction (Brooks and Waters, 2011b). This 

study focused on a set of students from a range of socio-economic 

backgrounds who engaged in student mobility by commuting across a 

contested border.  They form a distinct geography of student mobility 

and one which does not conform to the pre-requisite of privilege 

dominating the literature on student mobility.  By comparison with 

other forms of cross-border student mobility categorised by Whittaker 

(2014), these students are not limited by cost and the fact that they do 

not have access to maintenance grants in the host country, as their 

unique ability to commute to college guarantees their financial 

security.  They can benefit significantly in socio-economic terms, 

particularly as many would possibly have been deprived of a third-

level education if they had eschewed the opportunity to engage in this 

close commute.  

  
These students conform to a new norm in which students increasingly 

privilege their interpersonal home and local lives over geographic 

mobility to colleges in distant locations (Donnelly and Evans, 2016; 

Hinton, 2011; Christie, 2007; Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005).  

Students regularly cite ‘geographical proximity’ as a principal reason 

for selection of a particular college (Walsh et al., 2018; Simões and 

Soares, 2010; Briggs, 2006; Anderson, 1999).  Though students who 

commute from home are frequently characterised as immobile and 

disadvantaged (Christie, 2007), this was not the case here.  It was not 

therefore surprising that these students from Northern Ireland who 

were deeply attached to home and to Northern Ireland elected to attend 
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colleges which enabled them to retain this deep connection, offering 

the majority the opportunity to commute from home.  What is 

surprising is the fact that they were prepared to cross a contested 

border to do so.   

 

For these students, their mobility is complex, enabling them to 

commute to college but requiring them to cross a border in doing so.  

Whereas physical proximity to home is often regarded as an attempt by 

students to avoid the risks of the higher education experience (Clayton 

et al., 2009), the findings in this study add a new dimension to 

previous findings in relation to students’ selection of geographically 

proximate colleges in the fact that, for them, the border does not 

immediately present as a barrier to their sense of physical proximity.  

Reliance on theories of social reproduction (Brooks and Waters, 

2011b; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990) to explain these students’ 

educational direction would fail to capture the reality of their mobility.  

Instead, their mobility may be capable of being explained by relying 

on the thinking of Donnelly and Evans (2016) and placing these 

students in their familial, local and national spatial context and 

understanding the significance of these.  Their imagined empathy with 

Ireland; their notion of a border identity; their attachment to home and 

their locality; combined with the fact of a lower border, all conspire to 

portray border colleges in Ireland as a pragmatic choice and a 

protected pathway to obtaining a degree which may not otherwise have 

been available to them. 

 

However, there is a further element inherent in this particular 

geography of mobility which is beyond the scope of the literature on 

students who do not go away to college and which was bound up in the 

existence of the border crossed by these students and the absence of 

true integration as evidenced in the previous chapter.  This may be 

described as the paradox of proximity.  Notwithstanding their physical 

proximity to these border colleges, a psychological distance existed 
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between them, the environment in which the college is situate and their 

college peers as experienced by these students once they commenced 

their studies across the border.  The questions relating to their 

citizenship, their religion and gentle jibes about their accents created a 

void between them and their southern peers. 

 

It appears that by crossing the border, which they viewed 

benevolently, to engage in study in a border college, these students 

from Northern Ireland were brusquely reminded of the nature of the 

border and their place on the other side. In accordance with the 

thinking of Strauss (2017), these students saw themselves mirrored in 

the judgment of their southern peers.  This judgment was wary and 

unreceptive.  This then seemed to magnify the nature of the border and 

their sense of personal identity from the southern side.  The binary 

distinctions did not dull.  Instead, the students’ deep-rooted sense of 

identity and disinclination to conform were sharpened, reflecting the 

findings of Popescu (2011) that those crossing borders are inclined to 

transport the distinctions which define them within the border space 

beyond the border.   

 

  7.4 Identity of the College 
 

Issues of identity were not confined to the students themselves but 

extended also to their perceptions of Institutes of Technology, the 

uncertain designation of these colleges and their academic status.  This 

uncertainty is not unusual.  Selection of a college is subject to multiple 

influences such as socio-economic status, educational and career 

aspirations, ability, parental encouragement, college attributes and 

financial implications (Briggs, 2006).  Depending on the weight of 

these respective influences, studies have repeatedly shown that factors 

such as academic reputation, course content, proximity to home, 

financial cost, employment prospects, teaching quality and facilities 
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are influential in determining students’ ultimate choice of third-level 

college (Walsh et al., 2018; Briggs, 2006; Anderson, 1999).  

 

  7.4.1 Concept of an Institute of Technology 

 

Though it is recognised in Ireland that there are distinctions in reality 

and perception between universities and Institutes of Technology 

(Walsh et al., 2018), there is a clear divide between the latter and 

further education.  However, the findings of this study demonstrate 

that this distinction exists only in Ireland and the concept of an 

Institute of Technology does not appear to be generally understood 

north of the border.  Maeve described how she exclaimed, ‘DKIT! 

What does that even mean?’ when she was told about the college.    

The designation as an Institute of Technology implied a technical 

institution for many.  As such, it was not attractive to students from 

Northern Ireland who appeared to be acutely aware of the perceived 

status of universities by comparison with technical colleges. This was 

exemplified by Raymond, who specifically questioned the marketing 

officer for DKIT attending his school, ‘Was it a Tech or was it a Uni, 

you know?  What sort of like status?’.  

  
This notion of status of the third-level institution and the desire to 

create distance between it and the concept of a “Tech” providing 

further rather than higher education, was prevalent throughout 

engagement with the students.  Claire explained: 

‘That would put me off because the Tech in Derry, Northwest 

Institute wasn’t even in my focus because I was coming from A-

level standard.’ 

 

For students who had completed A-levels, the prospect of attending a 

“Tech” or technical college obviously represented a regressive step.  

Students viewed third-level as synonymous with attendance at 

university rather than Institutes of Technology (Walsh et al., 2018).   
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The findings in this study demonstrate that not only students, but also 

teachers in secondary schools, are unaware of the higher education 

status of Institutes of Technology in Ireland.  Raymond explained:   

 
‘We were only told about DCU and Trinity and that.  Because 

obviously we have the A-levels instead of the points system.  

Then it’s ridiculously hard to get in.  So, people just discount it 

straight away and then the mind’s just focused elsewhere.  You 

know that sort of way?’ 

 

Barry experienced a similar attitude towards the concept of an Institute 

of Technology: 

‘Yes, my school never mentioned it once, so it was a bit like the 

bad option, type of thing.  And then you get a lot of stigma with 

it, is that, oh, you’re in Tech, like Newry Tech where you’re 

doing vocational stuff.’ 

 

The designation of Institute of Technology was clearly confusing for 

these students from Northern Ireland.  In view of the fact that important 

sources of information for students on their third-level selection are 

their parents and teachers (Walsh et al., 2018; Anderson, 1999), it is a 

matter of concern that this designation as an Institute of Technology 

was so little understood and apparently operated to dissuade students, 

their families and careers’ teachers alike, from consideration as a 

feasible option for third-level.  The designation ensures that Institutes of 

Technology are placed in a different category to QUB or UU or indeed 

post-1992 colleges in Great Britain.   

 
Unlike the situation in Great Britain, where a distinction continues to be 

drawn by students, their teachers and parents between old universities 

and post-1992 universities (Ball et al., 2002), the findings show that 

these students from Northern Ireland did not draw similar distinctions 

nor any analogy between the university/Institute of Technology divide 

in Ireland and that between old and post-1992 universities in the UK.   

 
As explained by Claire: 

 ‘it was a case of where, you know, you go to Queen’s or 

you go to Jordanstown or you know the campus in 
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Coleraine because you’re within a university, so it was 

kind of the “to do” or the elite status around it.’ 
  

Cara expressed a similar sentiment regarding her perception of those 

who have gone to John Moore’s: 

 ‘I think it’s just because they want to say, “Oh I’m in John 

Moore’s in Liverpool”, and it looks like a new university.’   

 

She was aggrieved at those who levelled the accusation at her: ‘Oh, 

you’re not going to a university.’ For her part, she was confident in her 

decision to attend the Institute of Technology.  She enjoyed the 

programme, was performing well and was not fazed by the fact that it 

was labelled an Institute of Technology rather than a University. 

 
College reputation appears inextricably bound up in the identity of the 

college and its designation as an Institute of Technology.  A college 

reputation is partially framed by what its students say about it 

(Anderson, 1999).  Recommendations from friends, family, alumni 

and teachers also play a pivotal role in influencing the selection of a 

particular college by a prospective mobile student (Huang and Turner, 

2018; Kelly et al., 2018; Pollack, 2011; Renfrew et al., 2010; Mazzarol 

and Soutar, 2002).  For Liam, this certainly appeared to have been the 

case.  He proposed to study Business and discovered that a three-year 

honours degree was offered in IT1.  Having compared this with a four-

year analogous programme in Belfast, he considered IT1 as an option.  

As he played football at local level and had contact with students in the 

college, he explained that he felt confident in coming to IT1: 

‘Because I knew a few people who previously went here and 

they were always talking high of it, of how good it was.’ 

 

Liam’s experience was singular among these students.  It was clear that 

neither the Institutes of Technology nor the participating students benefited 

from a social network capable of transporting them in the direction of these 

colleges.    
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  7.4.2 Financial Implications 

 

Economically, the meaning and value of this cross-border education 

for the students lay both in the present and in the future. For them, the 

financial comfort of attending college a mere commute across the 

border was considerable.  This was confirmed by Tiernan: ‘Well, it’s a 

lot cheaper here than if I went to Queen’s or Ulster’. 

   
As identified by Osborne et al. (2008) in relation to students from 

lower income groups, some, though not all, of these students could ill 

afford to pursue an education in Great Britain, most having failed to 

obtain the necessary academic standard to attend colleges in Northern 

Ireland.  In fact, in the period since the research by Osborne (2008), 

the situation for financially and academically constrained students has 

worsened with the introduction of fees in colleges across the UK.  Not 

alone have these students been saved the expenses associated with 

attendance at college in Great Britain; the fact that they could 

commute from home represented a major saving of which they were 

all acutely aware.   

 
Conal was conscious that: ‘the problem with Scotland is it was starting 

at nine grand.’  Similarly, Barry admitted: ‘I’m not going to go to 

England and pay nine grand a year’. 

 
Based on EU law (Articles 18, 56 and 166 TFEU), these students were 

accepted in their colleges south of the border and treated equally with 

those normally resident in Ireland with regard to college fees.  As 

such, they were aware that they enjoyed a financial advantage 

compared with attendance at college in the UK where the level of fees 

is significantly higher.  This situation contrasts starkly with that of the 

majority of cross-border and indeed international students whereby 

there is a significant additional cost associated with their mobility 

(Cebolla-Boado et al., 2018; Kelly et al., 2018; Nachatar Singh et al., 
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2014).  There was no threat to completion of their studies based on 

personal financial constraints as has been found in studies concerning 

UK students in other countries (Findlay et al., 2010).  

 
These students enjoyed access to student loans from the UK to attend 

college in Ireland as if they were attending college in the UK.  

However, the uneven nature of the application of EU law became 

apparent as students from Northern Ireland did not have access to 

grants available to students from Ireland as they did not have 

permanent residence there (Article 24(2), Directive 2004/38/EC).  The 

students were surprisingly unconcerned about this disparity, 

suggesting that their network capital was sufficient to comfortably 

fund their mobility.  This comfort was undoubtedly assisted by the fact 

that most participating students could, and many did, commute from 

home.  Relatively speaking, they felt better off than their Southern 

counterparts to the extent that Cian described himself as ‘far better 

off’.  The prospect of having to repay the loans did not concern them as 

they had a period of twenty-five years within which to do so. 

 

  7.4.3 Institution or Programme of Study 

 

The importance of and confusion concerning the classification as an 

Institute of Technology may be diluted to some extent by findings in 

the literature that course content is the single most influential factor for 

students in selecting a regional third-level college (Anderson, 1999).  

Decisions concerning the subject of study and course tend to precede 

those concerning college selection.  This was borne out by the findings 

in this study as exemplified by Majella who bashfully admitted: 

 ‘I didn’t know what an IT was.... All I was concerned about 

was, can this get me into being a midwife?  And it was like, as 

long as it can.’ 

 

Similarly, Cara described her decision to attend DKIT as follows: 

‘I wanted to do digital marketing with international business.  I 

was applying for Liverpool, but they only offered me 

international business and I applied here and they had the 
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digital marketing course and I can go on and do my Honours in 

Global Business.’ 

 

As Niamh astutely observed, ‘People say, “Oh, it’s only an IT, but 

when you’re going through it, you realise it’s the same stuff’. 

 
Whereas in international and European student mobility, students 

consider the attributes of the country where the study is offered, 

followed by those of the institutions in that country (King and Sondhi, 

2018; Singh et al., 2014; Van Bouwel and Veugelers, 2013), this does 

not appear to be the case for these students engaging in mobility across 

a close border, who made their decision based on their preferred 

course subject rather than the college.  The findings in this study draw 

a distinction in the selection procedure between student mobility 

across a close border and that which involves greater spatial mobility.  

Student mobility across a close border appears to align with the 

selection process in regional or national mobility.  In fact, the findings 

add a new dimension to college selection in these circumstances and 

demonstrate that students considered not only the course subject but 

examined also delivery of the course and how that delivery would 

meet their needs.  This purposive approach was articulated by Conal 

who wanted to study Games Development and discovered that there 

was a limited number of colleges offering the programme through 

UCAS.   

 

In identifying the issues which attracted him to IT1, he cited the 

following: 

 ‘everything is sort of smaller.  Like all the classes are relatively 

small so there’s a lot more room for interaction with, say, the 

lecturers and you get to know everyone around.  It’s a nice wee 

room with 20 and everyone, you know, it’s all very personal.’ 

 

Tiernan described how he had to ‘come down on my own’ to Open Day 

in the college to obtain information about a computing programme in 

which he was interested.  When there, he was attracted by the prospect 
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of smaller classes and the fact that lecturers would be able to help by 

providing ‘extra classes in case you need help, not like Queen’s or 

Ulster, where you’re on your own’.  

  
Overall, for these students who made the decision to attend border 

Institutes of Technology, their perceptions and experiences were very 

positive.  This was exemplified by Liam as follows: 

‘Everything you hear about here is very positive.  You never 

hear anyone saying, “Oh, I don’t like what’s happened, I don’t 

like the system or whatever.  Everyone is very positive.’ 

 

Barry declared, ‘I think it is the perfect place for Northern Irish 

students’ while Angela admitted that: 

 ‘it’s kind of surpassed my expectations and I think it’s been a 

very good fit for me because the classes are nice and small here.  

You get to know your lecturers and you get to be known as a 

person.’ 

 

  7.4.4 Access to College 

 

The ease of application to the colleges undoubtedly contributed to that 

sense of positivity.  Though they recalled feelings of trepidation at the 

prospect of the process to obtain access to colleges in Ireland, they 

were almost naively surprised that access had been so smooth.  Conal 

drew a comparison between completion of the UCAS and CAO 

applications as follows: 

‘The one thing I would sort of laugh about is I spent over three 

months on my UCAS application, constantly going through the 

personal statements, constantly refining.  And then you come to 

the, what is it called, the CAO system and I had that done in half 

an hour.’ 

 

While a minority of students referred to problems in having their 

qualifications accredited in Ireland, it transpired that this problem 

related to atypical qualifications with which the students may have 

encountered problems even if they had remained in the UK. 
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  7.4.5 Quest for Human Capital  

 

In common with findings among both international and intra-European 

students (Bedenlier et al., 2017; Beine et al., 2014; Findlay et al., 

2012; Brooks and Waters, 2011b; King et al., 2010; Findlay et al., 

2006), these students were determined to acquire human capital in the 

form of third-level education with a view to better employment 

prospects.  The findings in this study reflect the anticipation of 

improved employment following acquisition of their third-level 

qualifications.  Conal exemplified this sentiment.  He planned to enter 

gaming when he left college.  Graduating from an Institute of 

Technology in Ireland, he considered that he could now access one of 

the thirty-three gaming studios in Ireland, whereas only one exists in 

Northern Ireland.  For him, the identity of the college combined with 

its location and the qualifications it bestows were very attractive.   

 
However, Tiernan anticipated that qualifications from QUB and UU 

would have a higher reputation in the workplace.  By contrast with 

Conal, Tiernan was clearly conscious that he was not attending an elite 

college and while he would graduate in possession of a Level 7/8/9 

qualification, requiring the same academic standard as those awarded 

by higher-ranking colleges, in his view, he would be categorised below 

graduates from those higher-ranking colleges in the eyes of 

prospective employers. The acknowledgement that similar 

qualifications from higher ranking colleges in the UK would trump 

their qualifications harks back to the theme of identity: specifically, the 

identity of the college as a non-ranking third-level institution.   

 
However, recognition by the students that they were immeasurably 

enriched by virtue of having the qualification, albeit from a lower 

ranking college, by comparison with being deprived of a third-level 

qualification, demonstrates the significance of such cross-border 

mobility to this profile of student.  
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Many, though not all, of the students had not attained the academic 

standards required to study in Northern Ireland.  For all, their close 

mobility across the border was a pragmatic choice based on the limited 

available options.  Spatial mobility is generally synonymous with 

advantage and progress (Faist, 2013).  By contrast with the findings of 

Tindal et al. (2015) in a Scottish context, if these students had 

eschewed the possibility of education in a low tariff college and 

remained immobile, they could have been deprived of the opportunity 

of accessible third-level education.  

 
Student mobility across a close border to a non-ranking college 

therefore presents as a distinct geography of mobility in which 

educational spatial mobility does not appear to be dictated by social 

mobility but is a consequence of pragmatic choice.  Brooks and Waters 

(2011b) posed the question whether capital accumulation, social 

reproduction and becoming are correct only for students enrolling in 

elite overseas universities, where “becoming” denotes students’ 

aspirations towards academic, social, personal and professional 

advancement (Tran, 2016).  The findings of this study suggest that 

even in attending non-elite, non-distant colleges across borders, 

students acquire capital and enjoy a certain sense of academic 

becoming.  

  
These cross-border students may be closer in categorisation to those 

daily commuting students identified by Holton and Finn (2018) in 

terms of their everyday routine “in-motion” mobility.  However, there 

are distinctions.  This mobility is disrupted by virtue of the border.  

Even though the colleges are within commutable distance across the 

border, their status is suspect in the minds of the students as they are 

unfamiliar with both the college and the system there.  While these 

students were clearly focused on the course subjects they wished to 

pursue, for many, their academic attainment meant that their third-

level options were limited to lesser ranking colleges.  The fact that 
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they were unaware of these border Institutes of Technology meant that 

they risked overlooking higher educational options which are 

accessible, enjoyable and beneficial in terms of human capital 

acquisition. 

 

  7.5 European Union Identity 
 

There is a further issue of identity here: that of the EU and how the 

students identified with the EU in view of its contribution to their 

mobility.  Cross-border mobility in Europe has been shown to be very 

important in fostering a European identity and strengthening students’ 

sense of European citizenship (Hoogenboom, 2015; Roeder, 2011; 

Fligstein, 2008; King and Ruiz‐Gelices, 2003).  However, the students 

in this study did not display any such commitment.  When asked 

whether they attributed any aspect of their student mobility to their 

status as EU citizens, the students were clearly baffled. Some like 

Angela were apologetic, ‘Honestly, I wouldn’t know.  I wouldn’t 

know’.  

 
Even though Raymond identified as European and Northern Irish, and 

expressed the aspiration to go and work with the European 

Commission in Brussels post-college for a short period, when asked 

about his view of the role of the EU in facilitating his cross-border 

mobility, he admitted that: 

 ‘I just think it’s great to be able to do it.  I never really think of 

who got me there, you know, that sort of way?  Or like, what 

happened to be able to do it.’ 

 

Notwithstanding their obvious anxiety about Brexit, the fact that their 

identity as citizens of the EU and their very mobility may be 

threatened by the departure of the UK from the EU, the students had 

little understanding of or insight into the benefits of EU citizenship or 

the role of the EU in ensuring their cross-border mobility. For them, 

their mobility was taken for granted and was based on their Northern 

Irish identity rather than their status as European citizens.  The 
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findings suggest that student mobility across a close border such as 

that in Ireland does not make any discernible contribution towards EU 

mindfulness on the part of these students.  Contrary to the expectations 

of Hoogenboom (2015), there is no intercultural edification and 

limited integration. 

 

7.6 Identity and Positionality of the Researcher 

This chapter has focused on identity in a number of guises.  As the 

thesis has devolved to the issue of identity, it is an appropriate juncture 

at which to consider the identity and positionality of the researcher.  I 

am employed as a lecturer in IT1 among a staff of 500 and a student 

population of 5,100. To avoid any possibility of undue pressure on 

student participants or potential allegations of lack of professionalism, 

none of the students who participated in this study were lectured or 

examined by me.  Though some may have been vaguely aware of my 

presence in the college, none were acquainted with me.   In terms of 

my relationship with IT1 and a possible desire to portray the college as 

positively as possible, this has been tempered by expanding the scope 

of the study to include a second IT.   

 

As a lecturer, I travel from Northern Ireland, across the border on a 

daily basis to engage in my work.  As a cross border worker, the 

practicalities of my mobility are similar to those of the students, 

involving an easy daily commute across a border which is barely 

perceptible.  However, reflection on the meaning of my mobility 

reveals that this is markedly different to that of the students.  I have 

lived most of my life outside Northern Ireland.  Unlike the students 

who were the subject of this study, my identity has diluted and become 

bound up with that of Europe rather than Northern Ireland. 

Nonetheless, in common with the students, my mobility is a pragmatic 

choice, managing to combine use of my qualifications from Ireland 

with family commitments in Northern Ireland.   
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Frequent reference has been made to the bracketing process during this 

research.  This has proven exceptionally valuable as a means of 

ensuring that my experiences and position did not unduly colour the 

results.  At first glance, there appear to be parallels, albeit historic, 

between my position and those of the students participating in this 

research.  I too was raised in a border area in Northern Ireland and 

elected to attend college in Ireland.  However, by reason of the passage 

of time, my motivations in attending college in Ireland were different.  

At that time, the border in Ireland was significantly higher than it is 

today.  Though I held an offer to study in Queen’s University Belfast, 

the febrile political climate in Northern Ireland caused me to consider 

alternative locations.  Based on its academic reputation, I chose Trinity 

College Dublin.  Reflecting upon the experiences of the students in 

this research by comparison with mine, it is clear that my experiences 

were more closely aligned to those of international students, requiring 

adaptation and maturation on my part.  I realise that not alone has the 

political situation in Northern Ireland softened in the intervening years, 

so too have the concepts of distance and mobility as have those of 

integration and identity.  Though also driven by the quest for human 

capital, my motivations and experiences, as I recollect them, did not 

pivot on the fulcrum of either integration or identity. Upon graduation 

and qualification, I ventured further afield as a cross border student, to 

the College of Europe in Bruges where my experiences again reflected 

those of international students, replete with linguistic challenges. 

 

From the foregoing, it is evident that my cross-border study 

motivations and experiences are distinct from those of the students 

participating in this research.  Whether this is as a consequence of the 

nature of the border when I attended college, the distance from home 

and impossibility of regular return there or the demands and appeal of 

the university experience, is not easy to discern.  However, it can be 
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confidently inferred that the findings in this study are not coloured by 

my cross- border experiences.   

 

  7.6 Conclusion  
 

This chapter explored the issue of identity and how it impacted on 

students’ mobility from Northern Ireland to border Institutes of 

Technology in Ireland.  Consideration was given to the students’ sense 

of national identity, their border identity, their attachment to home, the 

identity of an Institute of Technology and the students’ sense of 

European identity.  By focusing on the issue of identity as experienced 

by the students, this chapter contributes to a better understanding of 

the geography of cross-border student mobility from Northern Ireland 

to a border Institute of Technology in Ireland. 

 
The issue of identity plays a curious and unique role in this geography 

of student mobility.  Though featuring strongly in the literature relating 

to borders, personal identity is largely absent in the literature relating 

to mobility and student mobility.  This study demonstrates the 

significance of personal identity in close cross-border mobility, where 

that identity directs the students in their choice of study.  These 

students perceived that their Northern Irish rather than their European 

identity facilitated their student mobility to Ireland.  Not alone did they 

attach significance to their Northern Irish identity in engaging in cross-

border study, many of those who came from border areas expressed a 

sense of identity within respective border spaces.  This, they felt, 

enabled them to engage more easily with those from the border space 

south of the border.   

 
However, as demonstrated by the study, these feelings of empathy 

with those across the border based on Northern Irish identity were 

misplaced. Here, there is a juxtaposition between the notions of 

borders and mobilities where the existence of the border, even a low 

border, acts as a barrier to mobility and perpetuates boundaries, even 
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where there is a perceived sense of shared identity.  This was evident 

in the attitude of their southern peers to these students from Northern 

Ireland and in the confusion among students from Northern Ireland 

about the identity and status of Institutes of Technology.   

 
The findings from this study also show how the designation of Institute 

of Technology is confusing and negatively impacts on Northern 

Ireland students’ decisions to study there. The perceived association 

with technical colleges in Northern Ireland is too close.  Only when 

students looked beyond the designation, did they discover programmes 

which were attractive, delivered within smaller groups with increased 

personal attention by comparison with large universities.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

    

  8.1 Introduction 
 

This concluding chapter draws together the central themes of 

integration and identity which emerged during this study and explores 

their implications for the future of cross-border student mobility from 

Northern Ireland to border third-level colleges in Ireland.  The chapter 

concludes with some thoughts on future research in the area of cross-

border student mobility in Ireland. 

 
This study aimed to delve into the experiences of students from 

Northern Ireland who engaged in cross-border student mobility to 

border Institutes of Technology in Ireland in an attempt to understand 

this geography of mobility.  Relying on the theories of borders and 

mobilities, the research explored whether the border on the island of 

Ireland operates as a bridge to access third-level education not 

otherwise accessible in Northern Ireland, or a barrier to be negotiated 

in accessing higher human capital.  

 

8.2  Revisiting the Research Questions 
 

The study was conducted across two border Institutes of Technology 

through a series of interviews and focus groups involving 

undergraduate cross-border students from Northern Ireland.  Adopting 

a phenomenological approach, three key research questions were relied 

upon to guide the narratives of the students and contribute to fulfilling 

the aims of the research: 

a) What is the meaning of the border for students who reside in 

Northern Ireland but have elected to study in third-level border 

colleges in Ireland? 

b) To what extent do these students perceive that their mobility from 

Northern Ireland is facilitated to Ireland? 
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c) What meanings do students from Northern Ireland give to their 

lived experiences (educational, cultural, social and economic) as 

mobile students attending a non-elite third-level border college in 

Ireland? 

 
The answers to these questions provided an excellent insight into the 

perceptions and experiences of these students from Northern Ireland in 

their cross-border mobility to border Institutes of Technology, during 

which the twin themes of integration and identity dominated their 

narratives. The following paragraphs will draw on these questions to 

provide an overview of the findings in the study. 

 

  8.2.1 Meaning of the Border 

 

The meaning of the border was complex for these students and clearly 

impacted on their cross-border student mobility.  The students had 

limited knowledge of its history.  Though they professed that the 

border had no meaning for them, the opposite was often the case.  The 

limitations in cross-border integration meant that the border was 

inextricably bound up with their self-identity, while also denoting the 

geographical demarcation between Northern Ireland and Ireland and 

the differences in education and health systems, currency, politics and 

attitudes.   

 
Though they expressed indifference towards the border as currently 

constructed, the prospect of Brexit imbued the border with a new and 

disruptive significance where the students were apprehensive that their 

current sense of ease in crossing the border to attend college may be 

interfered with.  For them, Brexit placed a new barrier on the bridge to 

student mobility. 
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  8.2.2 Facilitation of Student Mobility to Ireland 

 

As a consequence of the metaphorical lowering of the border, physical 

access to Institutes of Technology south of the border was 

straightforward.  Significantly less network capital was required to 

support their mobility across the border than would be required if they 

had selected colleges in Northern Ireland or Great Britain. 

  
By reason of efforts at European level through the Bologna Process, 

free movement of services in the EU and outcomes from the Belfast 

Agreement 1998, the procedure to obtain entry into Institutes of 

Technology south of the border was uncomplicated.  Once there, 

students from Northern Ireland could obtain loans to finance their 

education on the same basis as if they had remained in the UK.  As a 

consequence, the students did not feel financial pressure.  There was 

no recognition or acknowledgement of efforts at EU or 

intergovernmental level to ensure their educational mobility.  Where it 

was considered at all, it was attributed to the Irish part of their identity. 

Nonetheless, there was concern among the students that, following the 

departure of the UK from the EU, their current mobility might be 

tempered.   

 

  8.2.3 Lived Experiences of Students from Northern Ireland in  

Border Institutes of Technology   

 

The lived experiences of these students divided neatly into two phases.  

First, their decision to attend their selected Institute of Technology.  

Secondly, their reflections on attending a border Institute of 

Technology as a student from Northern Ireland. 

 
For these students, a third-level qualification represented essential 

human capital which they were keen to acquire with a view to 

improved employment prospects, mainly in Northern Ireland.  For 

many, their failure to gain entry into universities in Northern Ireland 
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together with the cost of attending post-1992 universities in Great 

Britain and a strong desire to “stay at home” compelled these students 

to look across the border to identify third-level opportunities there.  

The students were unanimous that they struggled with the concept of 

an Institute of Technology, believing such an institution to be 

analogous to a technical college and incapable of providing them with 

the qualifications they sought.  

 
Once they understood that these Institutes of Technology offered 

programmes leading to Level 7 and 8 qualifications, they were 

delighted to grasp the opportunity presented.  However, their college 

experience reflected their application process and was conducted with 

single minded determination to obtain the final qualification.  Though 

the students anticipated that they would fit seamlessly into college life 

by reason of the Irish part of their Northern Irish identity, this was not 

the case.  While their student peers were not hostile, these students 

from Northern Ireland were treated as other, a fact they resented in 

view of the fact that many of them lived closer to the college than 

those who regarded them as other.   

 
Rather than attempt to adapt or engage in life south of the border, the 

students were inclined to gravitate towards other students from 

Northern Ireland and co-operate with them to achieve their learning 

outcomes.  The majority commuted to college solely for the purpose of 

lectures, returning as soon as possible to Northern Ireland where they 

socialised and engaged in part-time work.  These students, in the main, 

did not exhibit signs of embracing and enjoying college life.  They 

were single-minded in their approach, resolved to obtain their 

qualification and commence work, mainly in Northern Ireland.       
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  8.3 Comparison with Previous Research 
 

Though the findings in this study largely reflect previous research 

within the separate theories of borders and mobilities, the juxtaposition 

of these theories across borders shows some startling divergence from 

accepted thinking.  This divergence suggests that cross-border student 

mobility across a close border may constitute a distinct geography of 

mobility.  It is well established that borders and identity are 

inextricably linked (Wastl-Walter, 2016; Diener and Hagen, 2012; 

Wilson and Donnan, 2012; Donnan and Wilson, 2010; Newman, 

2006).  However, the significance of this link in the context of the 

meaning of student mobility across a close border does not appear to 

have been previously uncovered in the literature.   

 
This study suggests that the self-identity of the student is a vital 

element in the decision to engage in cross-border mobility across a 

close border, reflecting the findings of Wilson and Donnan (1998), 

though further research is necessary to discern whether the contested 

nature of the border in Ireland emphasises self-identity in this decision.  

As surmised by Anderson and O’Dowd (1999b), the evolved 

contractual nature of the border has reduced its resonance to the extent 

that it harbours limited meaning for these students, most of whom have 

no memory of its legacy.  For these students, the border acts both as a 

bridge and a barrier to student mobility.  In this study, by virtue of the 

identity of these students, suspended across Northern Ireland and 

Ireland, the border is a bridge to their educational mobility.  

Concurrently, even though it has been lowered, the border remains as a 

marker of differentiation between systems on each side of the border 

(Van Houtum, 2016; Van Houtum, 2000).  In accordance with the 

findings of Kaplan (1999), the less familiar prospective students are 

with the different system south of the border, the higher the barrier that 

the border presents.   
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Even though these students enjoyed unprecedented ease of mobility 

across the border, facilitated through excellent infrastructural links; co-

ordination of educational standards and freedom of movement 

facilitated by current membership of the EU, their mobility was limited 

by virtue of the boundaries, both real and perceived, that they 

projected as a consequence of the border.   

 
In common with the motivations of mobile students in the literature 

(Beine et al., 2014; Brooks and Waters, 2011a; Findlay et al., 2010), 

this geography of student mobility pivots on the quest for human 

capital.  However, unlike those engaged in international (Bamberger, 

2019; King and Sondhi, 2018; Beine et al., 2014; Brooks and Waters, 

2009b) or other European (Brooks, 2018; Van Mol, 2014) or indeed 

regional (Barrioluengo and Flisi, 2017; Shields, R., 2016; Ciriaci, 

2014) student mobility, the motivation of these students in their 

mobility and the level of human capital sought was limited.  College 

was not perceived as an adventure or escape (Huang and Turner, 2018; 

King and Sondhi, 2018; Findlay et al., 2010) but rather a route to 

achieve the necessary qualifications to move to the next stage of their 

lives while maintaining close family and home bonds.    

 
In terms of student motivation, this geography of student mobility is 

merely a means of securing a third-level education and employment.  

This geography of mobility does not tally with the push/pull model 

advanced by Mazzarol and Soutar (2002).  While it is acknowledged 

that there are some parallels, there is significant divergence.  In 

keeping with the model, the restriction on third-level student numbers 

in Northern Ireland can be regarded as a significant limitation. 

Secondly, the findings relating to self-identity of the students in this 

study suggest that for a significant cohort of the population in Northern 

Ireland, Ireland exerts an appeal as a location in which to study even 

though, as attested to by the students in this study, subsequent cross-

border student experience may expose unanticipated differences.   
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However, the principal point of divergence occurs in relation to the 

third element of the model advanced by Mazzarol and Soutar (2002): 

that of institutional appeal.  These students did not understand the 

position of such Institutes in Ireland and regarded an Institute of 

Technology as a backward step akin to attendance at a technical 

college in Northern Ireland and therefore incapable of bestowing the 

human capital they sought.  It is telling that once these students 

became aware of the programmes offered and the qualifications 

attainable, their initial reservations about the status of the college were 

quickly overcome as they adopted a purposive approach to obtaining 

the educational capital they desired.  The motivational model here is 

therefore inherently different from the leading student mobility model 

as it depends on restrictions in educational opportunities in the home 

country, Northern Ireland; appeal of the host country (Ireland) as a 

location within which to study; and programme rather than 

institutional appeal.   

 
This distinction has implications for a further aspect of student 

mobility associated with social reproduction.  The placement of 

emphasis by these students on the substance of their programme rather 

than the appeal of the institution and the fact that their mobility was a 

pragmatic choice based on proximity, largely removes the notion of 

social reproduction (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990) from this 

geography of student mobility.  There is no evidence of the 

inextricable link to social position identified by Clayton et al. (2009).  

Instead, though apparently counterintuitive for cross-border mobility, 

this geography of mobility appears closer to the thinking of Donnelly 

and Evans (2016) by placing these students in their familial, local and 

national spatial context and understanding the significance of these. 

The study adds a further dimension to the dissociation of immobility 

and disadvantage advanced by Henderson (2020).  For these students, 

their relative immobility is progressive rather than regressive. 
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This geography of student mobility does not reflect dependence on 

networks, presented as an alternative to the push/pull model.  In fact, 

there was no established network of alumni or referrals from friends, 

family or gatekeepers to advise students of opportunities offered by 

border Institutes of Technology (Pollack, 2011; Renfrew et al., 2010). 

 

There was some distinction too between the college experiences of 

these students by comparison with other mobile students.  The fact that 

these students from Northern Ireland crossed a border while managing 

to remain at home meant that they assumed the status of a hybrid 

between a cross-border student and a stay at home student.  Reflecting 

the findings of Christie et al. (2007) that those students who live at 

home during their studies place emphasis on proximity based on cost 

and necessity, these students were similarly purposive.  However, by 

comparison with research on living at home students (Finn and Holton, 

2019), many of the students in this study were not confined by class or 

family circumstances to sourcing college within commuting distance.  

For them, this was a pragmatic choice.  Nonetheless, while managing 

to acquire their desired human capital in the form of their degree 

within a short distance of home, their third-level educational 

experience was narrow, confining itself to attendance at daytime 

lectures before returning home with limited engagement beyond the 

confines of the college.   

 
Reflecting the experiences of students from further afield (Heng, 2017; 

Gu et al., 2010; Sherry et al., 2010), these commuting students did not 

form deep and lasting friendships with their counterparts in the host 

country, preferring to form friendship groups with other students from 

Northern Ireland.  However, their otherness did not appear to 

significantly impact upon them. Unlike students in studies relating to 

distant student mobility (Kelly et al., 2018; Gu et al., 2010), these 

students could successfully retain their home friendship groupings 



 

157 
 

during term and were inclined to gravitate back towards these.  

Nonetheless, in common with the students referred to in Finn and 

Holden’s (2019) research and indeed that of Christie (2007), the 

students who were the subjects of this research did not regard 

themselves as deprived of an “authentic” educational experience.  

There was no evidence of perceived disadvantage. The opposite was 

the case.  They were deeply grateful for and appreciative of the 

opportunity.   

 
Their futures post-education also exhibited features of dissonance from 

existing research (Findlay et al., 2010; Abella, 2006).  Some of this 

may be attributable to the prospect of Brexit which has significant 

implications for all forms of cross-border mobility from Northern 

Ireland (Murphy, 2019; Anderson, 2018; McCall, 2018; Phinnemore 

and Hayward, 2017; Stevenson, 2017; Higher Education Authority, 

2016).  For these students, Brexit created a further barrier to their 

mobility, both educationally and for the purpose of employment.  

However, regardless of the departure of the UK from the EU, the 

majority of these students saw their futures back in Northern Ireland. 

They did not aspire to contributing to the economy in Ireland through 

their employment there. Though some may consider short term 

employment in Ireland, their ultimate goal was to return to Northern 

Ireland. For most of the others, they proposed to continue to reside in 

Northern Ireland and commute to work in Ireland.  Their educational 

mobility across the border facilitated their aspirational existential 

immobility. 

 
This research therefore contributes to existing research in the field of 

student mobility in that it tentatively suggests that close cross-border 

mobility creates a distinct geography of student mobility.  This 

mobility differs in rationale and experience from international, 

European and indeed regional student mobility.   
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  8.4 Implications of this Research 

 
As student mobility from Northern Ireland to border Institutes of 

Technology appears to constitute a distinct geography of student 

mobility, it is important to reflect on the unique nature and meaning of 

this mobility.   

 
First, the border in Ireland and its significance for student mobility 

must be acknowledged. In this regard, the contested nature of the 

border appeared to be largely irrelevant in the psyche of these students.  

However, though the history of the border may have been consigned to 

the past and the border may be physically imperceptible, the 

demarcation it symbolises cannot be understated.  It simultaneously 

bound and expanded the identity of these students who relied on both 

their “Northerness” and “Irishness” in terms of their identity, while 

also marking the point of difference and a filter between systems 

operating in Northern Ireland and Ireland.  As such, the border 

presents both as a barrier in terms of the differentiation it denotes, 

while also as a bridge to be crossed by students who believe that the 

Irish part of their identity will deliver them through any disparity 

between north and south.  

 
Secondly, and related to the issue of difference across the border, the 

fragmented nature of integration between Northern Ireland and Ireland 

means that student mobility from Northern Ireland is unlikely to ever 

reach a high level. Notwithstanding the Memorandum of 

Understanding between the Government of Ireland and the UK 

Government on the Common Travel Area (2019), which provides that 

access to all levels of education will be assured to citizens of the UK in 

Ireland on the same basis as Irish citizens into the future, the 

differences, both real and perceived, in the constructions by the 
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students of the education system, health system, currency and cost on 

the other side of the border serve to inhibit student mobility.   

 

Though this Memorandum of Understanding appears to promise a new 

assimilated status to students from Northern Ireland with students from 

Ireland, where they will enjoy equal access to education, cross-border 

students will assume a status in which they are neither international 

students nor EU students, but citizens of the UK.  Future research will 

hopefully reveal how this identity impacts on cross-border study in 

Ireland as, undoubtedly, this altered status will have implications for 

cross-border student mobility on the island of Ireland into the future.  

  
Thirdly, following on from the difference in education systems on each 

side of the border, it is noteworthy that there was considerable 

confusion among students in relation to the designation as an Institute 

of Technology.  In the minds of the students, these are analogous to 

technical colleges in Northern Ireland and are therefore incapable of 

bestowing the qualifications sought. At the time of writing, it is 

interesting to note that both Institutes of Technology which were the 

settings for this research are engaged in negotiations as to their future 

status as Technological Universities.  Certainly, this status may do 

much to foster a more positive attitude on the part of prospective 

students and their gatekeepers towards pursuit of their tertiary 

education in such establishments.  Nonetheless, it is also incumbent on 

these colleges to provide increased information to students in Northern 

Ireland on their offerings in the form of stronger interface, more 

meaningful communications and the establishment of an active alumni 

association to reach prospective students there.  In this regard, building 

on the notion of networks, it is recommended that an alumni network 

might be capable of providing an accurate portrayal of what these 

students can expect when studying in these colleges in Ireland, rather 

than allow them to dwell on the assimilated imaginaries which they are 
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inclined to harbour when embarking on their cross-border educational 

journey.   

 

Though mottled from a social and cultural perspective in terms of 

identity and integration, cross-border students’ experiences were 

unreservedly positive from an academic perspective and were not 

unduly tainted by feelings of otherness nor restricted by reason of 

crossing the border.  Some of the disinclination of students from 

Northern Ireland to attend Institutes of Technology in Ireland appeared 

to emanate not from the experiences of current students but from a 

genuine lack of awareness by them, their families and gatekeepers of 

the nature of such colleges.   

 
However, these are interesting times in Northern Ireland.  The 

apparent simplicity of increasing awareness among prospective 

students in Northern Ireland of the existence and nature of Institutes of 

Technology is now complicated by the departure of the UK from the 

EU.  The border, currently operating as a bridge to opportunity for 

cross-border education with resultant benefits to Northern Ireland in 

the form of skilled graduates, is already undergoing a process of 

mutation in reality and in the minds of students.  Future flows of 

students from Northern Ireland to Institutes of Technology will have to 

overcome increased psychological and physical barriers constructed in 

the aftermath of the withdrawal of the UK from the EU.   

 

  8.5 Further Research 
 

This study opened with the words of an ancient Chinese curse and 

presciently anticipated that times would become even more interesting 

in Northern Ireland.  

 
One of the consequences of the turbulent backdrop against which this 

research was set is that the border has acquired a new and raised status 

in the aftermath of the departure of the UK from the EU and, as this 
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study draws to a close, the Covid-19 crisis.  Both may have far-

reaching consequences for cross-border student mobility in Ireland.   

 

This study should be treated only as a starting point and a snapshot of 

the situation at a critical moment in time.  Its importance lies in 

confirming that the border as currently constituted operates 

simultaneously as a barrier and a bridge to educational opportunity in 

this distinct geography of student mobility from Northern Ireland 

across the border to Ireland.  Careful balance is required to ensure 

current levels of student mobility are maintained or incrementally 

increased.  Further research on this geography of student mobility is 

imperative to map changes which might alter the perception and reality 

of the border for prospective, current and former cross-border students 

after the end of the transition period for departure of the UK from the 

EU.   

 
As times are set to become yet more interesting, it remains to be 

discovered whether the current short step across the border in Ireland 

lengthens to a leap of faith. 
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Appendix 1: Table 1: Number of Students Domiciled in 

Northern Ireland Enrolled in Higher Education Courses in 

Northern Ireland, Ireland and Great Britain 2014/15 – 2018/19 

(Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency and 

Department for the Economy, 2020) 

 

2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 

Northern 

Ireland 44,295 43,415 42,505 41,755 42,165 

Great 

Britain 15,870 16,450 16,955 17,440 17,425 

Ireland 1,075 1,200 1,160 1,330 1,500 
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Appendix II: Table 2: Northern Ireland Domiciled 

Undergraduate Enrolments at Higher Education Institutions in 

Ireland 2008/9 – 2015/16 (Higher Education Authority, 2018; 

Department for Employment and Learning and Department for 

Education and Skills, 2015) 

 

2008/

9 

2009/

10 

2010/

11 

2011/

12 

2012/

13 

2013/

14 

2014/

15 

2015/

16 

UNIVERSITIES 

        Dublin City 

University 20 0 0 5 0 5 0 5 

NUI, Galway 25 35 60 30 15 45 45 85 

NUI, Maynooth 15 15 10 15 15 15 10 10 

Trinity College 

Dublin  335 335 295 260 255 235 210 320 

University College 

Cork 5 10 5 5 10 10 105 65 

University College 

Dublin 280 295 260 250 235 215 200 195 

University of 

Limerick 10 5 0 5 5 10 10 15 

INSTITUTES OF 

TECHNOLOGY 

        Dublin Institute of 

Technology  0 25 25 15 15 60 15 10 

Dun Laoghaire IT 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Dundalk Institute of 

Technology 40 40 45 55 80 80 120 125 

Cork Institute of 

Technology 0 0 0 5 0 5 0 5 

Galway-Mayo IT 5 5 0 0 5 5 5 10 

IT Blanchardstown 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

IT Carlow 0 0 5 5 10 10 20 15 

IT Sligo 5 5 5 20 15 30 30 30 

IT Tallaght 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

Letterkenny Institute 

of Technology 35 25 30 25 40 40 50 65 

Limerick Institute of 

Technology 0 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Waterford Institute of 

Technology 0 0 0 0 5 5 0 5 

IT Tralee  0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

TEACHER 

TRAINING 

COLLEGES 65 95 75 45 60 50 25 0 

OTHER 

COLLEGES 10 30 30 15 0 10 15 10 
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Appendix III:  Letter to the President of the Institute 

of Technology 

 
  

[Date] 

Re:  Research Study - Cross Border Students: Small Step or Leap 

of Faith.  The experiences of third-level cross-border students 

from Northern Ireland crossing the border to study in an Institute 

of Technology in the Republic of Ireland 

Dear President, 

I am currently undertaking a doctoral research project within the 

School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work at Queen’s 

University Belfast.  As part of this project, I am undertaking a small-

scale research study into the experiences of cross-border 

undergraduate students from Northern Ireland crossing the border to 

study in an Institute of Technology in the Republic of Ireland.  The 

purpose of the study is to elicit the experiences of these students to 

understand how current and future cross-border students can be 

facilitated and accommodated in Institutes of Technology in Ireland.  

The purpose of this letter is to seek your approval to conduct 

interviews and focus groups with invited undergraduate cross border 

students in this Institute of Technology.   

It is proposed to invite eight students from the Institute to participate in 

in-depth interviews while a further eight students will be asked to 

participate in a focus group.  Proceedings during the interviews and 

focus group will be noted and recorded using audio equipment from 

which transcripts will be generated.  The research design is in 

accordance with the Queen’s University Belfast Policy and Principles 

on the Ethical Approval of Research and has been reviewed and 

approved by the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social 

Work at Queen’s University Belfast. 

Individual participation is voluntary.  All information obtained during 

the process will be treated confidentially and will not be passed to any 

other Institute member of staff or student.  All participants’ identities 

together with the identity of the Institute will be anonymised in the 

final dissertation.  All data obtained during the research process will be 

stored in a private, password protected computer.  The anonymised 
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transcribed data will be retained by the School of Social Sciences, 

Education and Social Work at Queen’s University Belfast for a period 

of up to five years in compliance with its data handling and security 

policy.  All audio-recordings of interviews and the focus group will be 

destroyed immediately following completion of the dissertation.  

For your information, I attach the information and consent forms 

which I propose to issue to participating students pending your 

approval.  

If you wish to discuss any aspect of the study, please do not hesitate to 

contact me at sduffy27@qub.ac.uk.  For information, you can also 

contact my supervisor, Dr. Cathal McManus, at 028 9097 5914 or via 

email c.p.mcmanus@qub.ac.uk. 

 

Thank you for your assistance. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:c.p.mcmanus@qub.ac.uk
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Consent Form  

Research Study 

Cross Border Students: Small Step or Leap of Faith.   

The experiences of third-level cross-border students from 

Northern Ireland crossing the border to study in an Institute of 

Technology in the Republic of Ireland 

I have read the attached information letter which explains the nature of 

the research about the experiences of cross-border undergraduate 

students from Northern Ireland crossing the border to study in an 

Institute of Technology in the Republic of Ireland.    

 

I understand that the letter is asking me to participate in interviews 

and/or a focus group  

 

I understand that all the information gathered will be kept strictly 

confidential and that my name and the name of the Institute will not be 

included in any reports. 

 

I understand that participation is voluntary and that I am free to 

withdraw my consent at any time until 20
th

 June 2019.  

 

I understand that this research will be published in form of a Doctoral 

dissertation. 

 

Please tick the following boxes to indicate you agree to participate in 

this research study: 

 

☐ I AGREE to taking part in interviews in the above research  

 

☐ I AGREE to taking part in a focus group in the above research  

 

Signature: ______ _________    Date:____________ 

  (Name)   
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Appendix IV: Participant Information Letter and 

Consent Form 

  

 
 

[Date] 

 

Re:  Research Study - Cross Border Students: Small Step or Leap 

of Faith.  The experiences of third-level cross-border students 

from Northern Ireland crossing the border to study in an Institute 

of Technology in the Republic of Ireland 

Dear Student, 

I am currently undertaking a doctoral research project within the 

School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work at Queen’s 

University Belfast.  As part of this project, I am undertaking a small-

scale research study into the experiences of cross-border 

undergraduate students from Northern Ireland crossing the border to 

study in an Institute of Technology in the Republic of Ireland.  The 

purpose of the study is to elicit the experiences of these students to 

understand how current and future cross-border students can be 

facilitated and accommodated in Institutes of Technology in Ireland.  

To facilitate the study, I propose to conduct interviews and focus 

groups with invited undergraduate cross border students in this 

Institute of Technology.  As it is hoped to engage with as broad a 

cross-section of cross border students as possible, students will be 

selected based on gender, age and ethnicity.  Selection will also be 

based on school and programme in the Institute. 

As part of the study, eight students from the Institute will be invited to 

participate in in-depth interviews while a further eight students will be 

asked to participate in a focus group.  The duration of the interviews 

and the focus groups will not exceed one hour and will take place 

between 10am and 4pm on a normal college day.  Proceedings during 

the interviews and focus group will be noted and recorded using audio 

equipment from which transcripts will be generated.  The research 

design is in accordance with the Queen’s University Belfast Policy and 

Principles on the Ethical Approval of Research and has been reviewed 

and approved by the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social 
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Work at Queen’s University Belfast.  The consent of the President of 

this Institute of Technology has also been obtained. 

All information obtained during the process will be treated 

confidentially and will not be passed to any other Institute member of 

staff or student.  However, it is important for you to be aware that if 

any information is divulged which raises a suggestion of illegal 

activity, I am obliged to disclose this to the relevant authorities.  All 

participants’ identities together with the identity of the Institute will be 

anonymised in the final dissertation, a copy of which may be held at 

the library of Queen’s University Belfast.  Records of interviews and 

of the focus group will use an anonymous code to distinguish between 

participating students.  The coding will be stored separately from the 

data collected as part of the interview and focus group process.  All 

data obtained during the research process will be stored in a private, 

password protected computer.  The anonymised transcribed data will 

be retained by the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social 

Work at Queen’s University Belfast for a period of up to five years in 

compliance with its data handling and security policy.  All audio-

recordings of interviews and the focus group will be destroyed 

immediately following completion of the dissertation.   

It is important to emphasise that participation in this study is entirely 

voluntary.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not in any 

way affect your relationship with the Institute or Queen’s University 

Belfast.  Participating students are free to withdraw at any time up to 

30
th

 June 2019 when data analysis will be completed. 

If you consent to participate, please complete the form overleaf and 

return it to my office (S139 – beside the Coffee Well) within seven 

days.    

If you wish to discuss any aspect of the study, please do not hesitate to 

contact me at sduffy27@qub.ac.uk.  It is also possible to contact my 

supervisor, Dr. Cathal McManus, via c.p.mcmanus@qub.ac.uk or on 

(028) 9097 5914.   

Thank you. 

Yours sincerely, 

  

mailto:c.p.mcmanus@qub.ac.uk
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Consent Form  

Research Study 

Cross Border Students: Small Step or Leap of Faith.   

The experiences of third-level cross-border students from 

Northern Ireland crossing the border to study in an Institute of 

Technology in the Republic of Ireland 

I have read the attached information letter which explains the nature of 

the research about the experiences of cross-border undergraduate 

students from Northern Ireland crossing the border to study in an 

Institute of Technology in the Republic of Ireland.    

 

I understand that the letter is asking me to participate in interviews 

and/or a focus group  

 

I understand that all the information gathered will be kept strictly 

confidential and that my name and the name of the Institute will not be 

included in any reports. 

 

I understand that participation is voluntary and that I am free to 

withdraw my consent at any time until 20
th

 June 2019.  

 

I understand that this research will be published in form of a Doctoral 

dissertation. 

 

Please tick the following boxes to indicate you agree to participate in 

this research study: 

 

☐ I AGREE to taking part in interviews in the above research  

 

☐ I AGREE to taking part in a focus group in the above research  

 

Signature: _______________________   

 Date:________________ 

  (Name)   
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Appendix V:  Interview Questions 

Re:  Research Study - Cross Border Students: Small Step or Leap 

of Faith.  The experiences of third-level cross-border students 

from Northern Ireland crossing the border to study in an Institute 

of Technology in the Republic of Ireland 

Where are you from?  Do you travel daily to college or have you 

decided to rent close to the college?  What is the distance to the 

college from your home? 

What were the motivating factors influencing your decision to study 

across the border in Ireland?  Why did you elect to attend this 

Institute?  Why did you decide not to study in Northern Ireland/Great 

Britain?  Why did you decide not to study in Dublin/Galway/Cork? 

What programme are you enrolled on?  Why did you select that 

programme?   

What were your experiences in applying for the programme?  Did you 

experience any difficulties in enrolling on the programme?  To what 

extent were these difficulties attributable to the fact that you resided 

and went to school in Northern Ireland before embarking on the 

programme? 

Financially, what has been your experience of attending the Institute?  

Are your financial circumstances notably different from those of other 

students in the Institute? 

Describe your experiences in adapting to life in the Institute.  How 

have you fitted in academically/socially/culturally/politically?  How 

would you compare your experience with that of an Irish resident 

student/a non-Irish EU student/non-EU student in the Institute?  Did 

you experience any particular barriers?  To what extent, if any, has 

your status as a cross-border student impacted upon your student 

experience in the Institute?  To what extent, if at all, has the Institute 

assisted you in adapting to college life as a cross-border student?  Does 

your status as a student from a border space assist you in adapting to 

college life in another border space?  Are there discernible differences 

between the two border spaces?  

To what extent, if any, have you felt the need to adapt to successfully 

integrate into the life of the Institute? 

What has been your experience of crossing the border to attend the 

college?  What do you perceive as the benefits of student mobility, if 

any?  To what extent do you view yourself as a European mobile 

student, if at all?  To what extent are you aware of the influence of EU 

law on your right to pursue your studies across the border in Ireland? 

What are your plans for when you complete your studies in the 

college?  Will your qualification be recognised in Northern Ireland?  

Will your qualification be regarded as inferior or superior to those 

obtained in Northern Ireland or GB?  What are the benefits of 
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attending the Institute?  Do you derive any particular benefits from 

attending the Institute as a cross-border student?   

What are the barriers to cross border student mobility you have 

encountered?  Does the prospect of Brexit have any impact on your 

experience?  Has your perception of crossing the border changed with 

the prospect of Brexit?     
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Appendix VI: Themes for Focus Groups 

Re:  Research Study - Cross Border Students: Small Step or Leap of 

Faith.  The experiences of third-level cross-border students from 

Northern Ireland crossing the border to study in an Institute of 

Technology in the Republic of Ireland 

a)  Motivating Factors 

What were the motivating factors influencing your decision to study 

across the border in Ireland?  Why did you elect to attend this Institute?  

Why did you decide not to study in Northern Ireland/Great Britain?  Why 

did you decide not to study in Dublin/Galway/Cork? 

b) Experiences in Application Procedure as a Cross Border Student  

What were your experiences in applying for the programme?  Did you 

experience any difficulties in enrolling on the programme?  To what 

extent were these difficulties attributable to the fact that you resided and 

went to school in Northern Ireland before embarking on the programme? 

c) Distinctive Identity of Cross Border Student 

Do you perceive yourself as being “other” as a cross border student?  

What has been your experience of crossing the border to attend the 

college?   

d) Adaptation to Life in Institute as a Cross Border Student 

Describe your experiences in adapting to life in the Institute.  How have 

you fitted in academically/socially/culturally/politically/financially?  How 

would you compare your experience with that of an Irish resident 

student/a non-Irish EU student/non-EU student in the Institute?  Did you 

experience any particular barriers?  To what extent, if any, has your status 

as a cross-border student impacted upon your student experience in the 

Institute?  To what extent, if at all, has the Institute assisted you in 

adapting to college life as a cross-border student?  Does your status as a 

student from a border space assist you in adapting to college life in 

another border space?  Are there discernible differences between the two 

border spaces?  

To what extent, if any, have you felt the need to adapt to successfully 

integrate into the life of the Institute? 

e)  Benefits of Cross Border Student Mobility 

What do you perceive as the benefits of student mobility, if any?  To what 

extent do you view yourself as a European mobile student, if at all?  To 

what extent are you aware of the influence of EU law on your right to 

pursue your studies across the border in Ireland? 

What are your plans for when you complete your studies in the college?  

Will your qualification be recognised in Northern Ireland?  Will your 

qualification be regarded as inferior or superior to those obtained in 

Northern Ireland or GB?  What are the benefits of attending the Institute?  

Do you derive any particular benefits from attending the Institute as a 

cross-border student?   
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f) Barriers to Cross Border Student Mobility 

Describe the barriers to cross border student mobility which you have 

encountered.  Does the prospect of Brexit have any impact on your 

experience?  Has your perception of crossing the border changed with the 

prospect of Brexit?     
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