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31st January 2006

An ACTA overview of the issues around the settlement and provision of services for new arrivals from Africa

Background to the overview

In response to a discussion item raised during a Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA) workshop in Perth in October 2004, and consequent interest expressed from the Commonwealth Department for Education, Science and Training (DEST), it was decided to carry out an informal mapping of the current state of national refugee education provision and to identify issues surrounding the education of African refugees in Australia.

ACTA, as the national body representing the TESOL profession in Australia, is in a unique position to collect and collate data from all States on matters such as this.

This document provides a summary of the information collected by ACTA from its member organizations and through its contacts with providers of services for refugees in each of the states. 

ACTA gathered the responses from key personnel working in the field.  The information is comprehensive and provides a good indication of:

· the educational services currently being offered to African refugees in Australia 

· the allocation and sources of funding for those services and, importantly,

· the greatest challenges in the provision of effective education services to this group of Australian residents as identified by the people in the field
Introduction 

In 2004-5, 70% of refugees entering Australia under the Humanitarian program were from Africa. This illustrates the shift in Australia’s resettlement priorities from the Balkans to Africa. This shift brings with it particular challenges for those providing services for refugees, both in the short and long term.

As DIMIA has acknowledged ‘This case load often has larger families, with higher levels of poverty, lower levels of education and English proficiency and more serious physical and mental health issues compared to earlier cohorts’ (The Enhanced Proposer Support Service, NSW)

Education providers recognise there are unique challenges in providing the African refugee population with the skills they require to function successfully, and to their capacity, in Australian society. These challenges will require new responses from Governments, as it becomes clear that the needs of this refugee cohort are quite different from previous immigration waves in Australia. This report is intended to guide Government in the formulation of those new responses.

Data collection

Initial collection of data for this exercise occurred in the first half of 2005 through ACTA state associations which were asked to respond to the following questions:

1. What general and specific provision for African refugees is there in your sector?

2. What is the funding source (state, commonwealth etc)?

3. Where gaps in the provision of services exist, are these the result of

    (a) funding provision

    (b) funding criteria

    (c) funding allocation processes 

    (d) Other policy /practice issues

4. What key issues / concerns can be identified in the current funding and provision of services and support to this targeted group?

5. What additional resourcing is required to support African refugees?  

These responses were collated (see Appendix A) and used as the basis for discussion for a National Teleconference chaired by ACTA in July 2005. During this teleconference key issues around the provision of services for refugees were identified and recommendations were made. 

This report summarises the original data, and the additional input from the National teleconference and presents the recommendations on behalf of the member associations of ACTA.

Recommendations

On the advice of its member associations and on the strength of the data collected from those members, ACTA makes the following recommendations regarding the provision of educational services to refugees: 

1. Resourcing for the Commonwealth New Arrival program must urgently be reviewed to reflect the extra time and tuition that refugees require in order to reach functional levels of language proficiency and general living skills.  This could be facilitated through the establishment of a differentiated funding formula for refugees.  It should be noted that the current formula has remained unchanged since 1983, and was not designed for students with interrupted education.
2. The hiring and training of a range of staff equipped to deal with all aspects of settlement, in particular, qualified and experienced ESL teachers to reduce class sizes, additional bilingual officers and interpreters across the full range of African languages, additional trained African counsellors, homework tutors and transition staff to support learners as they move from on-arrival programmes to mainstream schools

3. Equity in real terms in regional resourcing to ensure that refugees, teachers and institutions in regional areas receive adequate support for programs despite not having a ‘critical mass’ of refugee numbers.

4. The coordinated provision of links and information to new settlement contractors. It is essential that those responsible for settlement know where services are based so that students can be placed in schools where there is a sizeable program.

5. The establishment of a coordinated approach to the education and settlement of refugees, both within states (to avoid duplication of services and reduce gaps) and across states (to ensure that effective programmes and resources are being shared).  Not only does this approach conserve resources but it also ensures uninterrupted learner pathways and ensures that learners receive their full entitlements.

6. The establishment of specific Professional Development programs for all teachers, counselors and community providers aimed at understanding the social, emotional and educational needs of these learners, as well as their cultural diversity and pre-migration experiences.

7. Continued research, particularly long-term quantitative and qualitative studies, into how current programs meet the needs of African refugees both in terms of effective pedagogy for  teaching of the curriculum,  their effectiveness in preparing for the transition to work or further study, and also social integration.

8. The development of programs and resources that meet the new and specific needs and learning styles of African learners.

9. The development of community liaison programs, particularly for regional communities with little history of new arrival settlement.

10. Investigation into how additional economic support can be accessed to help refugees meet the non-compulsory but nonetheless necessary, educational programs such as learner driving, swimming lessons, school resources and excursions.

11. The development of culturally appropriate assessment tools to assess the ability levels of this special needs group.

12. Additional childcare places, and the facilitation of the transport of preschool aged children between their part-time childcare and preschool placements.

Summary

Whilst funding is crucial in meeting many of the needs identified by this report ACTA recognizes that funds need to be well-targetted so that they benefit larger numbers of learners. Therefore,  ACTA recommends the establishment, in the first instance, of a national strategic response that would allow  those working in the field of refugee education and resettlement, across all sectors, to meet, identify their common challenges and share the resources, programmes and policies that individuals, institutions and Departments around the country have already begun developing to meet those challenges. Its important that researchers be a part of these networks so that they may not only share the significant work they are doing but ensure they undertake future research that meets the needs of classroom practitioners. A nationally coordinated network of this kind can then clearly identify where the serious gaps are, as well as work on initiatives that could be rolled out nationally eg. the development of an inservice Professional Development course for teachers. 

Such a plan requires a federal initiative but ACTA would be pleased to work with DEST in ensuring that there was a broad range of participation across States and from all sectors working with refugees. ACTA also offers its expertise in any other consultative capacity that would serve the needs of ACTA’s constituency.

Without increased support these Australian residents will simply add to the statistics of those who fall below the national literacy benchmarks, and are educationally and socially at risk. The number of Australian students below the national literacy benchmarks is already unacceptable and the remediation of this is something that DEST has rightly prioritized for 2006. Support of refugee language programs is support for literacy skills teaching. ACTA believes there are opportunities to link Federal funds earmarked in 2006 for the improvement of literacy skills in schools to projects that support the literacy development of refugee learners.

APPENDIX A

1. General and specific provision for African refugees 

Currently, there are specific language learning provisions provided for the adult and school age / child refugees sectors.

Adults

The language learning needs of adult refugees are primarily met through the AMEP (Adult Migrant Education Programme) which provides up to 510 hours of English tuition for those with less than ‘functional’ proficiency in English. An additional 100 hours is available under the Special Preparatory Programme (SPP) for those who hold Humanitarian visas and are assessed as having special needs arising from their pre-migration experiences, and 400 hours are available for those between 16 and 24 and with less than 8 years schooling. The majority of SPP participants are from Africa.

School aged learners

The language learning needs of school age refugees are met through existing ESL programmes in schools in each of the states and are essentially funded through the New Arrivals Program and ESL general Support program. Whilst some states have been able to provide services specific to the needs of refugee learners from outside their allocated ESL budget (the Refugee Student Assistance Scheme in NSW and an African bilingual officer in NT,  Transition Officers and the Language and Multicultural Education Resource Centre in Victoria, others (eg the ACT) have had to redistribute existing resources to meet the specific needs of refugee learners particularly those from Africa. Many Intensive English Centres in the states have independently developed special programmes and established low-literacy classes to try to meet the specific needs of their refugee students. However there is little opportunity for the sharing of ideas, curricula and resources.

Research

AMEP offers some research opportunities to look specifically at the special needs of low literacy learners and the focus of their National Forums in 2005 and 2006 has been on the settlement needs of refugees, from Africa in particular. Universities are also undertaking research with different projects from University of Western Sydney, Monash University and Adelaide University looking at African students in schools.

Agencies

Some states have instigated various interagency collaborations, with Education Department ESL officers represented on Departmental and Non-Government Organisations (NGO) groups dealing with settlement issues. eg Migrant Resource Centre, Australian Refugee Association, state torture and trauma groups and DIMIA. Community liasions have also been forged with charity and church groups, community police and health services. However it must be noted that these collaborations are not uniform across states.

2. Funding sources 

Adults

Educational services to refugees are funded through both Commonwealth and State(or Territory) funding.  On-arrival programmes for adults are generally funded by the Commonwealth via AMEP, with supplementary funding available through DEST’s Language, Literacy and Numeracy Program. 

School aged refugees

This group is funded via the Commonwealth’s New Arrivals Program along with State or Territory funding. The proportion and allocation of State funding varies between the states. Typically Commonwealth funds are used for on-arrival programmes and State funds are used for ESL support once students have left their on-arrival courses. School aged refugees receive approximately half the Commonwealth funding that adult refugees receive.

3. Gaps in the provision of services existing from:

(a) funding provision

Extra provision of between 100 and 400 hours has been made for certain categories of adult refugees via the Commonwealth’s Special Preparatory Program. This has been in effect since July 2004 and an evaluation of the effectiveness of the extra provision would be of benefit at this time.

In Victoria in 2005 it is estimated that around 25% of new arrivals have had disrupted schooling. African refugees in particular require longer stays in on-arrival programmes, beyond their ‘funded’ allocation.  Most States report that African students stay in on-arrival programmes for at least 12 months, as opposed to the average 6 month stay, and that this extended period is still not long enough for them to attain the proficiency level of other migrant students who have schooling experience. In the ACT for example this shortfall has been made up using Territory ESL funding which has resulted in less money available for mainstream support of all ESL students.

On leaving the on-arrival programmes the students then require intensive educational and pastoral support once in mainstream schools. As a result an existing State ESL budget has simply been spread more thinly, thus pushing other ESL students out of the spectrum of ESL support. In NSW it is estimated that this has resulted in up to 40,000 students, identified as requiring ESL, not receiving any teaching support.

No extra provision has been made in Commonwealth New Arrivals funding for refugees with disrupted schooling. There has generally been no increase in State funded support for ESL students in schools to reflect this need.
(b) funding criteria

The funding criteria do not differentiate between the different categories of New Arrival students although it has been estimated that refugees from Africa require three times the support of other refugees.

Most African refugees enter the country through the Special Humanitarian Program, and visa categories within this program attract differing levels of Commonwealth funding despite the fact that all Visa holders (regardless of visa sub-class) are eligible to access the same school programmes supporting refugees.

(c) funding allocation processes 

The administration and allocation of what funds there are is generally satisfactory, however retrospective funding can result in under-funding in real terms. State funding is also often left to the discretion of the principals of schools which may occasionally lead to inappropriate usage of resources.

(d) Other policy /practice issues

· Mainstream schools and post compulsory providers enrolling students after they exit intensive on-arrival programs are having difficulty meeting their English language learning and welfare needs 

· Counselors are already stretched and need training in cultural awareness and special needs 

· Assessments (language and ability) are typically being made through the use of culturally-biased materials and the possibility of misdiagnosis of learning difficulties is great

· The pastoral care needs of refugees, particularly those fleeing strife and trauma, are not being adequately met 

· As the African refugees are represented by a diversity of cultures and languages, many of the small emerging communities do not have role models or interpreters / bilingual assistants available 

· Adult refugees are under considerable pressure to obtain paid employment quickly and this requires flexibility in planning classes that can accommodate part-time work patterns

· Whilst it is known that the numbers of refugees with interrupted education coming into Australia will increase (eg South Australia has seen a 70% increase in African refugees in their New Arrival Programs in a 12 month period), their settlement patterns cannot be predicted and this results in difficulties in planning appropriate and timely responses and resourcing

· A number of government and non-government organizations provide resourcing and support for refugee communities; however an absence of a coordinated approach results in duplication of services and programs in some areas and a complete absence in others

3. Key issues / concerns in the current funding and provision of services and support to this targeted group
Increasing numbers of adult refugees are settling in regional areas. Facilities in regional areas need access to staff professional development and programmes that have been found to be effective elsewhere eg. Access ESOL for Migrant Youth  offered in TAFE NSW South Western Sydney Institute, and the ‘preparing for work’ programme at Thebarton Senior College in South Australia.

Adult refugee education is a long-term process, with learning pathways long and not necessarily linear. Information on possible education and career pathways needs to be made available to refugees on arrival so that may begin the pathway in a considered and informed manner.

Limited childcare places also impact upon the potential effectiveness of adult refugee programmes. A related issue is the education of preschool aged refugee children, who are unable to attend pre-school (typically half-day programmes)  because of the difficulty their parents have transporting them from childcare to preschool during the day because they themselves are attending language classes. The children therefore miss the opportunity for early intervention literacy development.

In the 16-24 age group it is not always clear which agency is the best equipped to serve the needs of refugees, particularly those with disrupted schooling. Whilst schools may be the logical choice, in regional areas there may be no ESL support. If they remain in TAFE their disrupted schooling background means they need to pick up courses in other content areas, particularly maths, and this is subtracted from their total hours allocation for language learning. 

The dispersion of refugees into regional areas results in a lack of critical mass of students, consequently there is inadequate funding to deliver appropriate support programmes.

School age refugees students present significant challenges to the mainstream schools they enter. They usually have significant gaps in educational background which means they are not only learning English language but also content and concepts. They often have psychological, and sometimes physical trauma as a result of pre-migration experiences with war, abuse and neglect.

Mainstream school staff are unfamiliar with the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of these learners and lack training in meeting their specific educational and social needs.

This group of learners is also the most economically disadvantaged and have difficulty paying for activities that are part of the curriculum eg learn to drive courses and swimming lessons and this lack of access further affects their educational and social learning.

There is an urgent need for more research into the education of child and adult refugees, and for current research to be used as the basis for Professional Development programmes.
4. Additional resourcing needed to support African refugees 

Young adult refugees with little formal schooling would benefit from funded Transition to VET programmes. Funding for programmes in work experience and to assist in finding employment for refugees would also be beneficial.

Research into the learning styles of African learners would result in the development of programmes, and materials that would be effective in the classroom, both adult and school age.

In addition, the following would be of benefit to this group:

· an increase in qualified and experienced ESL teachers to reduce class sizes

· additional bilingual officers and interpreters across the full range of African languages

· additional trained African counsellors

· homework tutors and schemes

· transition staff to support learners as they move from on-arrival programmes to mainstream schools

· the development of resources that meet the learning needs and styles of these learners

· professional training in cultural awareness particular to refugees from Africa

· professional development for mainstream teachers and community leaders and workers
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