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National Curriculum  Subject and topic

This project lends itself to several different subject areas. So far it has been done in the following:

· English

· History

· Citizenship

· EAL (withdrawal)

Context

Over the last six years I had the opportunity to do this project in many different settings:

· whole class in mainstream English in a Camden school,

· whole class during the International Day, again organised in a Camden school;

· EAL withdrawal for beginners supported by bilingual assistants in three Westminster schools,

· Targeted Stage 3 EAL students in one Westminster school,

· Whole borough events – One day Refugee week workshop with students from different schools working together.

Also, following the INSET session that I delivered for the Redbridge LEA this project was developed in Redbridge schools as a whole borough project. In one of their schools it was done across the Year 9 as a History project. The project ended with a beacon even in the Redbridge Teachers’ Centre where students representatives from secondary and primary schools gave presentations of their work. Posters made by students were later exhibited at the Teacher’s Centre and the local shopping centre.

The schools that have welcomed this project are typical inner London multicultural schools: between 40% – 90% EAL pupils from a variety of backgrounds, high number of refugee students and high mobility. However, it is worth highlighting that in my experience native English speakers have responded well to this type of work. Obviously, the relevance of this project will be different from a group to group. For example, to bilingual children this project will be affirmative in terms of the value of their first language, while to monolingual children exposure to other languages as a part of their learning will contribute to raised linguistic awareness and multicultural/multilingual ethos.  

The lesson/project:

This vignette will outline in details the first lesson which is then used as a model for the students to develop their own narratives. Also, in case that the project is done in partnership with a mainstream teacher or an EAL teacher, they are also offered to take one lesson to present their narrative. Please, note that the project can take between 3-5 sessions depending on the student group.

The aims of the project are:

· to provide structured opportunities for creative use of students’ experiences, cultural and linguistic background;

· to work with different media in order to develop an enriched written expression;

· to raise students’ self-esteem and achievement by giving high profile to their own writing;

· to engage with the wider community through publications and exhibitions;

· to develop language awareness in terms of bilingualism on the individual level and multilingualism in the school and community context.

Theme:

Places We Had to Leave 

In the introduction to this project the theme is explained to students as focusing on a special place that everybody has – either because they were born there or because they lived there or even because they had had one special day there. Central to this theme is the idea that ‘places make us who we are’. This theme has been chosen in order to allow for the exploration of identity through focusing on: surrounding, culture, history, poetry, art etc. Students are encouraged to bring to sessions artefacts, photographs, objects, poetry, stories etc. and use different media to enrich their writing. The final ‘product’ of this project is a poster that includes: writing in two languages, photographs, maps, poetry, drawings.  

Identity exploration in working with EAL learners is a principle promoted by Jim Cummins. A project like this one falls into the category of critical autobiographies:

“Another example of a language use activity that clearly promotes identity exploration together with literacy skills development is the writing of critical autobiographies in which culturally and linguistically diverse students write about experiences and events in their lives (Benesh, 1993; Brisk, 1998). Brisk points out that in writing of critical autobiographies students should examine and discuss their lives from a variety of perspectives: linguistic, cultural, economic, sociological and psychological, and try to understand why things are the way they are.”

(Cummins, J, 2000, Language, Power and Pedagogy, Multilingual Matters, Clevedon, p 279)

Modelling:

Modelling is done by the teacher/s. The oral presentation and then the writing is developed around ‘five elements’. These elements can be: photographs, objects, poems, stories, video material, music, sound tracks.

For my presentation I use the following elements in order to communicate specific content and identity messages:

- Soundtrack to Walter defends Sarajevo (popular TV programme in Bosnia): I use this soundtrack as a way into talking about my childhood, growing up and going to school in a different country. 

-Photograph of the ruins of the Bosnian National Library: discussion about history, monuments, manuscripts, why historical monuments were the target of the distraction in this particular case; having to leave country because of war.

-Two short documentary videos about Bosnian artists: these videos made by the British journalists challenge the negative media representation of refugees and that is the focus of the discussion.

-Clip from a comedy programme Surrealists of Sarajevo (showing John Lennon in Sarajevo during the war creating Imagine). This clip is used for a cross-cultural discussion on humour and use of materials in another language.

-Poem Message by Mak Dizdar. The poem is taken from a bilingual book and this opportunity is used to promote bilingual texts and point out their value. Students are encouraged to bring bilingual books in their language.

To summarise: The elements are used to provide the structure and to promote autobiographical writing that engages students as writers and students as audience (and teachers) with different layers of one’s history, culture, language and society.

The recommendation to teachers, when modelling, is to select elements that communicate the desired content, but also selected identity messages. (For example: in the above case two short documentaries were chosen specifically to address the issue of refugees and media representation of them, because there are many refugee children in our schools. As a result a few refugee children felt confident to expose that aspect.) 

The introduction of the project and this oral presentation with discussion takes most of one lesson. At the end of the lesson I show students the poster made by myself based on the ‘elements’ used in my presentation. Each poster has a standard part which is a photograph of the student/teacher and the introduction to his/her poster. This is one of the introductions:

 Hello, I’m Imad.

I come from Lebanon. I had to leave because it was dangerous. 

I came to England in July 1999. 

I speak mainly Arabic and I know French, English, some Spanish and some German.

Now I live in London. I go to St. George’s School. I am in Year 8.

My interests are: Science, Maths and designing.

In the future I would like to be an owner of the scientific laboratory.

Imad, who was a beginner in English at the time, used a writing framework for this part. This student was highly literate in his first language, Arabic, and he was encouraged throughout the project to do all of his writing in both languages. Imad welcomed this opportunity, which was also helped by the fact that the EAL teacher participating was an Arabic speaker too. 

Session two:

For the session two all students bring their own ‘elements’ and they talk the group trough why they have chosen certain elements and what it is they want to write about them. Also in this lesson, everybody gets to complete their poster introduction, as described above.

Session three:

If there is a teacher working in partnership, this session is used for their presentation and discussion. 

Also, students are given the opportunity to report back on the research they have done in order to find out historical, geographical etc. facts about the place they are focusing on.

Further one or two sessions are needed for students to complete their posters and give oral presentation. It is also recommended to find the ways of giving value to this piece of work by finding appropriate space for displaying it or presenting it. For example, in Westminster students’ work was exhibited during a conference organised by the LEMAS team and the students were invited to visit the venue, Regent’s Hall, Oxford street, during the lunch hour. The students had lunch and talked to the delegates who were interested in their work. 

Teaching and Learning:

The following principles originate from Writing Non-fiction Module, Key Stage 3 National Strategy. They have been linked with: Jim Cummins’ work on academic language development and identity negotiation through ‘transformative pedagogy’.

1. Providing motivating context ensures that writers have something to say

By focusing on the theme Places We Had to Leave the group is focusing on a shared personal experience everybody is able to relate to.

Also the fact that the requirement is to write in their first language and in English greatly contributes to providing a motivating context.  

2. Establishing the purpose and the audience 

In the introductory lesson it is established that the purpose of the group is to use personal experiences, cultural and linguistic backgrounds to develop writing and effective presentation skills. Students are informed that their work is going to be exhibited.

One of the key principles of this project is the fact that an authentic audience is provided. Therefore it is planned so that the displays are ready for example, for a forthcoming conference and students are invited to see the exhibition during lunchtime on the day of the conference.

Why is providing the authentic audience made one of the key principles of this project? This principle is based on recommendations that Jim Cummins made in Language, Power and Pedagogy. According to Cummins, providing an authentic audience has great influence on motivating language use:

“… we see the positive effects on integrating students’ sense of self with active language use and engagement of literacy. A student who sees herself as a Young Author, capable of writing creatively in two languages, will read more extensively and write more enthusiastically than one who is confined to a passive role within the classroom.”

( Cummins, J, 2000, Language, Power and Pedagogy, Multilingual Matters Ltd, Clevedon, p 278)

3. Gives writers opportunities to develop, sharpen and revise ideas:

This principle allows us to take literacy beyond its core meaning and engage in developing ‘critical literacy’ meaning providing opportunities for collaborative critical inquiry in order to enable students to relate curriculum to their individual and collective experience and to analyse broader issues relevant to their lives. It also encourages students to discuss ways in which social realities might be transformed through various forms of democratic participation and social action.

(Adapted from Cummins, J, 2000, Language, Power and Pedagogy, Multilingual Matters, Clevedon, p90)

In our sessions some students from Kosovo, Eritrea, Lebanon and Somalia felt comfortable to talk about the ways in which political conflicts effected their lives. A student from Cuba demonstrated a great sense of historical and political awareness too.
4. Encourages collaboration during planning , drafting and proof-reading

Each session had built in time for sharing ideas and doing work-in-progress presentation. Often it happened at the beginning of the session that students were given the opportunity to report on the research they had done as their homework.

Some students from the same country of origin self-initiated working together on one poster.

5. Gives students access to references materials to support writing – eg word banks, dictionaries, etc.

The above were available and in addition also books with relevant content in terms of providing information on history, geography and cultures of relevant countries.

What did students think about the project?

The participants were asked to fill in an evaluation form at the end of the project. These are some of their comments:

Q: Did you enjoy working on this project?

It was brilliant! Writing in my language after three years! Being able to share my memories with others. Being able to write about my country.

I did enjoy working on this project because you can express what you think about your country and let people know about it.

I noticed a lot of interesting things in other’s people work and I think it’s great not to forget where we come from.

I found interesting to write about our country and to see things from other countries.

During the course I understood many things about my classmates and their countries.

Q: What do you think about being given tasks in your first language?

I think it is good because other students can see the way we write and we can see how they write.

It is great, because if someone else from our country reads it, it can make him very happy.

I think this is good, because people who don’t know English can read in their own language.

It is good. It makes me remember my country and it stops me not forgetting.

I think it is good and I found it difficult.

I enjoyed writing in Farsi. It made me feel happy and a little sad, because I thought about Iran.

Concluding comments:

· I was personally pleasantly surprised to find a high level of language awareness amongst these students already – which is demonstrated in their project evaluation.

· Making the opportunity for the students to see their work exhibited in Regent’s 

Hall in Oxford Street was greatly appreciated by the students and their teachers.

· We had excellent feedback from the delegates at the conference regarding the 

exhibition, but also making the students a part of the conference.

· Alan Bradley, one of the EAL teachers, did a presentation on leaving Preston. Students who were from other countries very much appreciated hearing about Britain and English culture from a personal point of view of their teacher.

-    I wanted to include examples of students’ work, but taking just a piece of writing 

      in English from a poster that has many other elements is taking it out of context.

· One of the best outcomes of this project has been the fact that a group of Year 7 

Pimlico students requested doing the same project after seeing the displays in their school. The teacher, Megan Rawlins, who did the original group in partnership with myself is now rerunning it on her own. Also another interesting point about this is that the ‘authentic audience’ in this case have self-initiated becoming participants.

· At the end I would like to thank the following teachers who welcomed this project and made it happen in their schools: Jennifer Scallan, Megan Rawlins, Frances Hodge, Khulood Khatlan, Alan Bradley and Jill Pullan.

