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For the past three years I’ve been teaching refugees and migrants in the Intensive English Centre (IEC) at North Lake Senior Campus in Perth.  In July 2008, thanks to a WATESOL scholarship, I had the opportunity to attend the ACTA Conference in Alice Springs.  Together with Kath Moore, the Deputy Principal of the IEC, we presented our ideas on particular strategies and processes that address the social, emotional and academic needs of students from a refugee background.  Important research into the psychosocial needs of African refugee youth was recently published by Haig and Oliver 2007.   This report refers to the ‘frustrations’ experienced by ESL teachers in addressing the broad needs of these students. (Haig and Oliver 2007, 70) I will outline some creative methods involving music and drama that have been used successfully to address these needs.
In 2004, I made the transition from being an English and drama teacher to an ESL teacher.  The incorporation of music into the language classroom has been a totally natural one since music has been an important part of my life for as long as I can remember.  Soon after my arrival at the IEC it became obvious that the students were also passionate about music – mobile phones, i-pods and MP3 players being a common student accessory.  It seemed worthwhile to harness this student passion to facilitate the transmission of language and culture.  I was lucky to be led by Kath Moore in the IEC.  Her strong faith in the use of artistic processes to teach and inform students from other cultures (particularly refugees) has been the greatest inspiration to me since I have been at North Lake.    I know there are many pedagogies that can connect students to a new culture, but music and drama are particularly successful in bringing people together in a shared learning experience.
Creating a shared experience in the ESL classroom is possible in many ways.  Common methods include the class novel, an excursion or an incursion.  But the most powerful methods of all involve music, drama and art processes because they have the power to totally engage the student and to develop interactions and connections within the group.  Something as simple as a call and echo song at the end of a lesson can bring about cohesion and shared enjoyment.  Whilst this is probably the simplest strategy to incorporate as it does not require instruments (beyond the voice) or any specialist musical knowledge, there are cross-curricular ‘projects’ that have the power to cover a wide range of ‘intelligences’ for the learners and create a lasting memory of the experience.
Two years ago I recorded a song in the classroom to broadcast on our lunchtime IEC radio show.  The song, The War Is Over, by Marron Cassell from Liberia, was sung by some of the female Liberian students and I’d like to quote from this song to paint the picture of their refugee experience.  “After many years of suffering/ carrying bundles on our heads / from place to place / no food to eat, no clothes to wear, / no shelter, no security…”  At the time, and to this day, these lyrics serve to remind me of the enduring nature of refugee trauma.  The study by Haig and Oliver (2007) documents the experiences and wide ranging needs of African refugee students in Western Australian schools.  The study also identifies the common characteristics of these learners i.e. illiteracy in their first language, fragmented families, disrupted schooling and significant trauma and emotional distress.  Other features, such as unfamiliarity with academic English, low performance levels and high expectations were also noted.  Refugee students can exhibit a range of problems that are frequently associated with ‘the lower attainer’ such as “low self-esteem, poor concentration and reading and writing difficulties.”  (Taylor 1994, 15)  However, identifying methodologies that cater for these particular ESL students is an important part of the Haig and Oliver (2007) study.
Taylor (1994, 15) identified several strategies to use with ‘low attainers’.  These were: “routines and varied repetition”, “anything rhythmic”, “colour”, “games or physical activities” and “simple challenges”.   I have found that these strategies are particularly helpful when working with refugee students.  The Haig and Oliver (2007) study, with its focus on African refugee students, also mentions the importance of addressing basic needs such health and hygiene before further learning can take place.  A relevant curriculum including sufficient oral language activities and real life tasks is also considered important.  With this in mind, I will dwell for a while on the importance of speaking and listening.

Due to time constraints and other pressures, speaking and listening can be taught less frequently than reading and writing.  This is in direct opposition to what we know about the importance of speech in the development of language and in the development of higher order language functions such as informing, deducing and reflecting.  It is my belief that drama offers life-like contexts to develop these functions and I would like to elaborate on the use of drama in the language classroom.
In 2008, a West Australian theatre company, Spare Parts Puppet Theatre, began a project entitled ‘The Million Puppets Project’.  This became the stimulus for a cross-curricula unit involving art, design and technology and ESL English.  The IEC class engaged in this project was made up of large proportion of refugee students from an African background.  By looking at the processes involved, it is possible to identify some important strategies that work with this cohort of students.  Puppetry, apart from having universal appeal, has the added advantage of providing anonymity to performers if that is important to them.  Quite often, anonymity is of great importance to refugee students who have suffered persecution in their country of origin.

These are the stages involved which I have adapted from Beyond the script – drama in the classroom (Ewing and Simons, 2004, 100-101)
1) Introduce the ‘picture’  (in this case a tortoise)
2) Name the characters

3) Build the field

4) Develop ideas (using improvisation)
5) Create a character profile

6) Develop the role

7) Do questioning in role

8) Do journal writing

9) Share drafts

10) Do playbuilding (e.g. What if… we lived in a world without humans?)
11) Collaborate on a scenario

12) Incorporate music (simple chords and melody)

13) Assessment

a. Criteria discussed with students

b. Reflection is important

14) Reflection tool: Audio/Video recording

15) Reflection – Journal e.g. “I could sing behind the screen.  No-one knew it was me.  I could use my voice and puppet – no-one knew it was me.  People found out afterwards – that was OK.  My puppet had an earring like me.  This was cool.  The people laughed.”
Whether a puppet play is the chosen tool for engagement, or another genre, the product becomes an intercultural text that is shared by the participants.  Intercultural texts can be spoken, played or sung.  The tasks can be real, but the content can be metaphorical or simply ‘fun’.  It is important to choose the content carefully.  Requests for anonymity need to be respected.  During the playbuilding process, the words they choose will be the words they want to share.  The puppet play was performed to the IEC student body in the school auditorium.  Two original songs (including a rap song) dance and drumming were part of the performance and the students reflected on the experience in their journals.  I found that the students quoted lines and sang songs from the play long after the unit was over.
I would like to finish with a case history from the IEC at North Lake.  The student is from Burundi.  He is 17 years old and his name is Richard.  He came to Australia without any English and had spent 10 years in a refugee camp in Tanzania.  
Richard has a particular passion for music and this passion has proven to be of great assistance to this student in overcoming significant trauma from his refugee experiences.  He has identified isolation as one of the hurdles he faced when he first arrived.  “Everything was new for me.  At that time, I was given a card from and interpreter who I could call whenever I needed help.  That meant the world to me when things were so difficult for me.”   Richard mentions the importance of music in his adaptation to Australia – both culturally and linguistically.  “Writing songs in English was a help to me.  I wrote songs for my guitar class in the IEC.  We formed a group and started to sing songs at different concerts.  I wrote the lyrics and music to some songs.”  One song that Richard wrote is entitled ‘Everything is Cool Here’.  The repetition of the line ‘I never saw a lovelier country than yours’ is particularly poignant. 
In conclusion, the use of arts processes in the ESL classroom is of great value in addressing the needs of refugee students.  Engagement through music and drama leads to: academic, linguistic and social progress, self-expression, assimilation, pride in culture of origin, exposure to broader communities and experiences different from one’s own and a sense of healing and wellbeing.  It is important to “sustain a sense of inner stability and trust even in unwelcome and difficult situations”.  (Dowrick, 2005, 4)  Creative processes offer students the opportunity to develop or regain a much-needed sense of identity, stability and trust.  This is a critical component which needs to be addressed in the early phase of a refugee student’s arrival in an Intensive English Centre.
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