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Preface
Established in 1995, English Language Partners Hutt offers a range of services to people who have English as a second, or other language (ESOL), in the Hutt Valley. These services include one to one classes with a volunteer home tutor, English language groups, English for employees, and pre-literate English classes. In 2010, we undertook a review of ESOL literacy provision in the Hutt Valley which identified a gap in provision for beginner level learners and as result we decided to start a new English Language Literacy group. We employed Tajinder Kaur as the class teacher who as an experienced ESOL practitioner but new to refugee learners gave us a unique opportunity to capture her observations of this experience. The scope of this report is contained within this context and should be read as such. Our thanks go to Ako Aotearoa and Hutt City Council for their support of this project.
Christine Cook, Manager English Language Partners Hutt.
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Tajinder Kaur has worked in the teaching industry for more than 15 years.  Her teaching career began after graduating from the Royal College of Music in London, teaching music and vocal studies in primary schools and also private tuition. Since moving to New Zealand in 2002, she has been employed in a number of roles in international language schools; Teacher, Head Teacher, Deputy Principal and Director of Studies.  
She has worked as a volunteer at Gurudwara Sri Harkrishan Sahib, New Lynn, Auckland teaching English to migrant children and adults.  This year she has had the privilege of starting a new ESOL Beginners Class for English Language Partners Hutt primarily for refugees who have recently arrived in New Zealand. 

Tajinder is also a Kundalini Yoga Teacher and has held regular classes in London and Auckland. One of her aims is to facilitate this powerful technique in the community to promote physical, mental and spiritual wellbeing. Tajinder has a keen interest in Sikh devotional music and is looking forward to spending a month in Punjab, India at the end of the year. She holds a firm belief that teaching is her vocation in life and through teaching she is also a student.  

Introduction

 

This report is based on a new ESOL Beginners Class introduced by English Language Partners Hutt which commenced in February 2011. The class is made up of an average of 12 learners at one time, the majority are Columbian refugees, most of whom have recently arrived in New Zealand. The Colombian learners have more than six years education and most are literate in Spanish. The learners from Myanmar are not literate in their native language but have attended an English Language Partners Literacy class and some have worked with a home tutor. No learner has had more than 13 years of education.

 

Most international students who come to New Zealand experience a settling in period but they can be sheltered from major culture shock because they are generally in a group and the language school usually offers accommodation and a range of support services. They are also generally well educated, from wealthy backgrounds and have a career or study path mapped out.  They can also return to their native country after improving their English skills with good prospects.

 

In this report, as an ESOL teacher for over 10 years I have endeavoured to capture the observations from teaching, for the first time, a class predominantly made up of new arrival refugees. Without identifying individual learners, I have recorded what I have found to be the most significant differences in teaching and learning processes between working with these learners compared with my experience in private English language schools teaching fee paying international students. The report covers a period of two terms up to July 2011.

 

This report has also been supervised by an experienced psychotherapist working for Refugees as Survivors, Ranka Margetic-Sosa.  By focussing on the refugee experience these sessions have provided great insight and have helped to identify some factors which may interfere with the learning ability and experience of former refugees.

Impact of learning ability, process and outcomes of refugee learners  

The most significant difference I have witnessed in teaching former refugee learners is that progress is often painstakingly slow because of their difficulty in retaining and recalling information. What appears to have been a successful lesson with language outcomes satisfactorily met is often followed by the language having to be repeatedly reintroduced in subsequent classes.  For these reasons I have taken a different approach from standard ESOL lesson planning and traditional lesson stages. The target language presentation may have to remain on the whiteboard throughout the practice and production stage and it may not be possible to complete the lesson plan and it may be necessary to adapt, repeat parts of it, or abandon it altogether.   
With regard to poor concentration and short term memory interferences I found it useful to implement review stages throughout the lesson and feel that reviewing and recycling should be constant, ongoing and built into the teaching and learning process.  The target language can be reinforced by using a variety of supplementary materials and repeated through delivering ‘integrated skills’ lessons. Reading and writing give the learner reflective learning time and this has met with positive outcomes.  I also realised at the beginning of the course that weekly tests, which might be the norm in an ESOL class, would be futile and instead opted for informal quizzes or games in pairs or small groups, which reinforced learner success and also gave way for a happy and relaxed classroom environment. Another equally significant difference is that I have been exposed to a greater diversity of individual needs, which in turn is more demanding. For these reasons, a class of no more than 10 learners would be appropriate. 

The class runs for 10 hours per week over 32 weeks during school terms. I feel these hours are adequate for the learners as all day study would be challenging due to family commitments, and some students have regular appointments with WINZ, Refugee Services, Pathways to Employment, and medical visits. The learners are not charged so the class runs subject to demand and funding.
For me, there are notable differences in the learning environment where in the language school there would usually be a mix of more nationalities in the classroom, and there is an opportunity for students to meet, socialise and practice language skills during breaks, lunch or at after school activities. However, my class learners are somewhat isolated with no other learners to mix with outside of their group.  There is also less mobility with regard to new learners arriving and graduating therefore, learners are ‘stuck with each other’. Additionally, the class is held in a community centre offering Citizens Advice, Refugee Services, as well as other support services.  All these factors have a positive aspect of security, familiarity and peer support but I feel I need to challenge this by encouraging learners to go outside these boundaries and practice their new skills in the wider community.  This is particularly important as my learners will go home and speak in their native language with their families, so it is beneficial for me to set some practical tasks for homework such as joining the library, make a phone call in English, find information, read a story to your child, watch a movie in English. I also encourage parents to practice English with their children, without forgetting to give respect to the importance of maintaining their first language.

Although there are clear and at times challenging differences in the learning and teaching experience in the refugee learner class, patience and an understanding of some of the factors that may impact the learning ability of refugees as survivors of trauma are paramount. 

· Lack of education in country of origin.  Learners may not be used to learning and therefore not equipped with learning strategies.  For this reason, it is essential that learning strategies are implemented in the classroom as part of the lesson. It is possible that education may have ceased or been interrupted by war or civil unrest. They rely on the teacher for instruction and constant feedback.  (There is certainly more demand with respect to needing approval and upon reflection I have witnessed this as a very positive 
trait because it is of utmost importance for them to succeed.) A learning strategy such as exploring different ways of recording and recycling new vocabulary and/or target language could be implemented.  For example, demonstrate spider grams, 
picture labelling, topic clusters on the whiteboard, play games such as ‘the hot seat’ or ‘the alphabet shopping game’, elicit ideas from learners and get learners to explain/demonstrate.  

· Not literate in native language.  There are learners who are not literate in their native language (for some learners it could be an oral language), and who have only developed reading and writing skills in English since coming to NZ. I would like to mention here that when this was revealed (by the learners) in class, they won instant admiration from their peers.  This is where the teacher needs to be more patient and make more allowances, for example, assist a student who is having problems with spelling and possibly adapt the pace or shorten the activity to achieve greater success.  Give feedback on the process rather than the goal.  This should instil an incentive of hope.
· Concentration problems.  Some learners clearly demonstrate difficulty concentrating on set tasks and there are many reasons for this.  It is helpful if the teacher goes to the learner and checks they have understood the instructions for the task and quietly assists and encourages. This can be met with positive outcomes especially if the problem was related to the task directly.  It is not uncommon for a learner to daydream, ‘switch off’ or leave class intermittently.  
· Self-perception. Often low self-esteem is matched with low expectations. This is particularly prevalent during the resettlement phase for refugees. 
· Motivation.  Success builds motivation, interest and confidence.  When the teacher works from the learners’ interest area the learner has input and is playing a vital contributing role.  One way the teacher can assist in this role is by allowing the learner 
to self-correct or check work in pairs or small groups.  When each learner is given a whiteboard marker and told to write the answers on the board, there are usually no errors or even spelling mistakes.   I remember the first time we did this the learners were waiting for me to spot an error and how delighted they were when I told them it was perfect.
· Distrust.  Trust is something we usually assume.  For example, trust in a person of popular acclaim, confidence in an established business, a school with a good reputation. There is an expectation that we may develop respect and in turn have trust in that person but refugee learners tend not to trust anybody.  They need time to work it out and have an attitude that it is ‘ok’ but not trusted. Distrust within the refugee community and anxiety among certain peers was witnessed on occasion at the beginning of the course. It is important for the teacher to pay close observation to the learners’ different needs and be prepared to make allowances. By way of advice it is extremely important to learn and use learners’ names as soon as possible, to make sure your feedback is honest, and treat learners as individuals but have the same standard level.  It is even more important not to have a favourite learner and it is wise to politely decline social invitations although you can share and give some personal information about yourself when appropriate. As a teacher have faith that your learners will succeed - and share this faith.
· Fear of authority figures.   Authority is assigned to the role of the teacher but many refugees have been abused by authority.  It is very easy for them to feel shame because a refugee learner may think they are the only one who did not understand or get it right.  
Tension could arise if learners believe the teacher may become angry, possibly leading to agitation among peers. For example, talking when the teacher is talking.  
· Sleep problems and tiredness.  These are common concerns for refugees and learners openly talk about difficulty sleeping.  Some students also have health problems which may be contributing factors to tiredness in class.  This can be somewhat disruptive and sometimes interferes with production
· Behaviour.  The classroom environment can be uneasy and can cause anxiety and there may also be anxiety around certain peers.  There may also be disruptive patterns of behaviour for those exposed, or subject to, mild to severe trauma.  A learner may become agitated, want to go outside, withdraw, or show signs of being overwhelmed. In addition, ongoing mild to severe health problems may also influence behaviour and can cause a disturbance in class.  

For people who have experienced trauma a group setting can be challenging and for those who are severely traumatised it is anxiety provoking.  Noise is a common stimulus.  What might be a ‘lively’ standard for an ESOL class, becomes ‘amplified’ noise for refugee learners.  Too many people speaking at the same time can aggravate, agitate or be a stressor.  This has been a common occurrence and it is therefore a good idea to be sensitive to increased noise levels in the classroom and any stress responses so that a teacher can attempt to reduce levels of noise without quashing the levels of enthusiasm.

In order to maintain harmony and positive classroom dynamics it is wise to discourage peers from using their first language.  If I am explaining and two or more students with good intentions are also trying to explain what is clear to them, it can become ‘overload’ for the student who is confused.  This situation can rapidly rise from mild frustration to agitation and aggravation.  

I believe that an observing faculty is required by the teacher since there are more subtle things going on that one needs to be constantly aware of. Variations in emotions can be sudden and often without notice such as changes in mood to impatience and/or anger with self and/or peers. I need to make different types of allowances, for example – allow them to go home, or leave class temporarily and it is wise not to force or persuade someone to stay or do anything punitive. 
I have developed an awareness in these situations that the learner has their own coping mechanisms and so permit them to do whatever it is that makes them feel safe. It is important to not restrict, and instead try to have a calming impact.  When observing a pattern of behaviour, I let it happen, but make sure my feedback is with the individual.  A common factor for a person with a traumatic background is overload with outbursts of “I don’t understand nothing!”, “Teacher! Teacher!”, followed by emotional frustration and/or congestion, (freezing, hands over ears, slapping head), which are coping strategies signalling overload. A course of action I have found effective is;
CALM - go to the individual, assist, direct, check for understanding
KIND - gently motivate, say you will return

CARRY ON - return to the group

DIFFUSE- shift attention from the learner

DEFLECT - revisit the individual to take away focus, offer positive feedback on process/result

This process can have a very positive outcome by way of a ‘transformation paradox’.  An ‘overload’ situation first deemed challenging by the teacher, if handled sensitively, may well 
give rise to very positive outcomes.  After personal experience of this situation I can now report 
students who are now feeling more comfortable in class, having shifted from great uncertainty with self to supporting others and showing genuine interest in their peers. This certainly displays great personal endurance.  

Reflections with reference to the refugee experience

Definition of the term ‘refugee’ from: the convention relating to the status of refugees – article 1. (a) (2)
“Owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country: or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.”
Upon reading the definition of ‘refugee’ at a tutor training workshop (English Language Partners Hutt), by Ranka Magetic-Sosa the word ‘fear’ immediately struck me as it is repeated three times within the definition. It made me consider, how much of that fear exists in the classroom  During the resettlement phase in the host country there are multiple factors of concern; social, economic, occupational, linguistic to name but a few.  Concerns for family left behind and the situation in their home country are periodically expressed by learners in the classroom. Many learners fear that they will never overcome their linguistic problems and get a job, or that it is a far away dream.  It may be difficult for them to anticipate the future and they tend to be in a more ‘here and now’ moment as well as in the past. From witnessing patterns of classroom behaviour, as mentioned above, signs of coping with trauma are evident.  For some there is fear of getting it wrong even though there are no consequences and with these issues in mind, it is important for me to have a non-judgemental acceptance of the refugee learner. As stated by Ranka, you will work with your learner by empowering them.
· Do not discriminate and try to come from a point of neutrality. As a teacher of refugee learners it is important to let go of any prior assumptions about refugees that you may have. 
· It is important for the teacher not to get entrenched in the refugee experience but rather take into account the experience of the survivors.  
· Do not underestimate. Refugee learners are a group of resilient people who cope surprisingly well with a hard learning situation.

· Do not have ‘favourites’.    

· Be predictable – in your role as a teacher.  Establish familiarity and routine as much as possible through activities, tasks and course materials.
· Adapt a flexible approach to lesson planning and language aims and take into account the individual needs of the learner.  
· Give clear and checked instructions

·  Positive feedback with a motivational approach.  Never punitive.   Give feedback on task process not only task completion.

· Give your learners choice, such as plenty of opportunity to share ideas, contribute vocabulary items, choose their own speaking topics and make decisions regarding homework tasks.  

· Be in tune with your learners.  Not too hard, not too easy-and for each student that is different.  

· Keep the information load down. Too much can mean ‘overload ‘for some learners.

· Repeat! Review! Recycle!

· Run target language and/or theme through integrated skills lessons for optimum exposure.

· Allow reflective learning time; reading, writing, taking notes, reviewing.  

· When introducing new vocabulary and speaking topics, incorporate grammar points already recently covered.   
· Find out about learners’ interests and start from the learner to build something into your lesson plan.  Negotiate topics as this consolidates ‘relatedness’, helping the learner become more involved in the learning process and develop awareness of their goals.

· When choosing topics try to select, edit or adapt what is relevant or appropriate. For example, drawing your family tree is common practice in an ESOL classroom but may be inappropriate in the refugee classroom.  If in doubt, leave it out.

· Encourage peer support.  A person cements their learning by teaching others and this also develops relatedness.
Conclusion

As a teacher of refugee learners you have the opportunity to help learners’ transition in their current situation and it is very rewarding to see the results of the teaching and learning relationship.  I believe that success in the refugee ESOL classroom can be measured in many 
ways other than by pure academic or linguistic terms.  Over the past months I have observed vulnerability matched with huge endurance. For some there has been a significant rise in personal goal setting, an appearance of better health, better concentration and participation in pair and group work.   There has been a dramatic improvement in confidence for the class as a whole, which has given rise to accelerated learning. In addition, positive changes in group dynamic with increasing support of peers lending to a more pleasant and relaxed learning environment. There is now a sense of belonging, an integral part of the educational as well as healing process.  Not to mention the joy of students advancing to their next level of tertiary education.  One final observation of the differences in teaching compared with my previous experience is the sincere gratitude which the learners express at the end of every class. 
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