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by Ian Cornell, Social Science Dept. Park Hall School nr Birmingham

In the summer of 2003 my year 9 citizenship class requested that we dedicate some lesson time to discussing what they described as Britain’s Asylum ‘Crisis’. Their interest had been largely prompted by the treatment of the issue by the tabloid press and the strength of opinion that they had noticed in their homes and the general community. 
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During initial discussions on the issue I had been alarmed by the strong, one-sided and prejudiced views that a number of students had formed against those seeking asylum in Britain. Highly provocative tabloid press coverage had helped to perpetuate ill informed views about the realities of the asylum  application process and the benefits given to those that are eventually granted asylum. Students confidently discussed their outrage that asylum seekers were (they had heard) given council housing, cars and mobile phones – all courtesy of the tax payer and at the expense of the benefit demands of the British people. 

After these initial discussions I agreed to cover the debate on asylum seekers in the next few lessons. The students, in return, promised they would try and explore the issue with an open mind and a willingness to question the views of those around them.

Lesson 1: Learning the words, seeking the facts

We began the next lesson by establishing that there was no point in debating the Asylum issue until we had spent time learning the facts and developing a command of the appropriate terminology. 

In order to achieve this we developed a flash card game focussing on 6 words and 6 facts that the students had to learn. (The materials for this game are shown on the following page.)

Students were provided with the 12 flash cards with each card displaying the fact or definition on the one side, with the other side remaining blank (the same effect could be achieved by photocopying the adjoining page but leaving the words / figures side blank).

Students used their text books (“Activate! 3”  by Bhavini  Algarra, pages 18 and 19) to find the words and figures which they wrote decoratively on the back of the cards. Once the cards were completed students played with them until they were able to recite all of the words and numbers correctly when given the appropriate definition or statement (or vice versa). Students then tested each other in preparation for a test on all they had learned next lesson. The cards were then kept in an envelope glued into their  books.

Lesson 2: Carrying Out Research

During the previous few weeks our class had been joined by Yoshi Hiromoto from the University of Birmingham who had been researching the attitudes of students towards the teaching of global citizenship. 

For our background research Yoshi recommended that we log on to www.dep.org.uk/globalexpress.com. 

Global express is a monthly subscription magazine covering current issues and events in a way that is intended to be accessible to young people. The Global Express website can be used to access back issues – creating a valuable bank of information on issues like those covered in Edition 19 on ‘Asylum Seekers’. This edition proved an invaluable resource as it covered key definitions and terminology; quotes from Asylum seekers; information on the law regarding refugees; The Rights of Asylum Seekers; Factfile on Afghanistan and famous refugees. To accompany this information Global Express provide a wide range of activities for the classroom. These formed the basis of our second lesson with the sorting activity based on examples of Newspaper Headlines being of particular interest to the students. Above all, these materials encouraged students to empathise more with Asylum Seekers; recognising the horror and hardship that many are running from. Many students began to use the term ‘refugees’ rather than Asylum seekers as they felt it was more positive and began to see the granting of Asylum as a national responsibility rather than a resentful ‘bind’.

Lessons 3 and 4: Writing the article

Once the students had become more informed on the issue of Asylum seekers they were asked to write an article which was intended to offer an alternative point of view to those that had been offered in the tabloid press. 

Students were encouraged to use the information from the Global Express article 
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as well as their flash cards to meet the grading criteria listed in the box below.

Students were given one lesson to complete a draft of their article and were booked into a computer room for the following lesson so that they could type their articles up in the style of a newspaper article. The completed articles were proudly displayed on the corridor outside our classroom (see picture). One of the best articles was written by Sarah Barns and extracts from it are displayed on the adjoining page.



Extracts from Article by Sarah Barns

Asylum Snatchers?

“In Britain Asylum Seekers are stereotyped as people who are easily let in to the country and given everything they desire. In this article I will prove this wrong.”

“As asylum seeker is a person who has to flee their country and seek refugee status in another country. Recently, many people have had to flee Afghanistan. They have to escape from here because if they do not they could get arrested, viciously murdered or brutally raped.”

“Before Asylum Seekers are let into the UK many checks and regulations must take place. Asylum Seekers are granted residency in Britain if they meet the United nations convention definition of a refugee. This states that they must have ‘a well formed fear of persecution on grounds of race, religion, nationality or membership of a particular social group or political opinion.’”

“When eventually refugees are allowed into Britain they are not put up in five star hotels with room service just a telephone call away. Far from it, many of them are put in to run down, cockroach infested hotels where as many as 40 families live on each floor sharing one kitchen. Children as young as four have to sit in foul, shabby, grimy corridors all day because there is no room for them anywhere else. These children are lonely, terrified and unaware of the hell around them. These people have done no harm to anyone; they really need help to rebuild their lives. Before you judge Asylum Seekers remember they are not animals, they are just human beings wanting a normal life for themselves and their family.”

“Refugees and other immigrants help the United Kingdom in many ways. For example, 30% of doctors in the NHS were born outside the UK.”

“Asylum seekers are just people that long for a safe, healthy, happy life. Please do not think that the minute refugees enter Britain life becomes easy. These people face a lot more fear and agony before things begin to improve. Asylum Snatchers? No, asylum seeking-safety.

 

For a Grade C Your article must have


A headline


3 facts about life in Afghanistan


An explanation for why people seek Asylum from countries like Afghanistan. 





For a Grade B your article must contain answers to the following questions


On what grounds is an Asylum seeker granted residency in the UK?


How many Asylum Seekers were there in 1999?


How many of them were granted Asylum?


What happened to the others?


Which European country is the most popular destination for Asylum Seekers?





For Grade A your article must 


Describe sympathetically what life is like for Asylum Seekers in Britain





For Grade A* your article must 


Describe 4 good things about Britain’s immigrant population. (For ideas refer to your ‘immigration game’ cards.) 
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Park Hall students Sarah Barns, Sarah Beades and Natalie Baker in front of the Year 9 Citizenship display on ‘Asylum Seekers’.





Their work and comments can be seen on the following page.








Feedback from Sarah Beades





“I really enjoyed the work that we did in our citizenship lessons on Asylum seekers and refugees because this was an unbiased lesson where no-ones views were right or wrong. I particularly liked learning new facts that intrigued me as they were different to what I had previously heard about asylum seekers.”





“I even found myself telling my family new facts about asylum seekers that began to change their biased opinion, which was that asylum seekers are here to claim and steal our benefits. I believe that many people in my class had formed the same biased opinion, this was partly due to the influence of families, the media and society. We were all pre-judging these people on the basis of stereotypes without really knowing anything about them or the lives they had fled. If people understood what Asylum seekers were running from then maybe they would acknowledge that they would do the same in that situation.”





“I believe that these lessons helped me have a more sympathetic response to these people who are only after a better life for their families.”





“Without these lessons I would still be another prejudiced person who didn’t really know both sides of the argument. I was glad to talk about something that mattered in my life and affected my society. I had the chance to put my views across and I learned from other pupils in our discussions. We have to take a step back and look beyond our own personal views to gain new knowledge. I do not believe that we have the right to condemn genuine asylum seekers, as it is not really possible to understand unless we look at things from the point of view of the victim.”





Feedback from Natalie Baker and


Sarah Barns


“I found the work on asylum seekers interesting as it was something fresh and new and relevant to society. Rather than working out of books we had discussions and played games which made the lesson more enjoyable. I was surprised to find out how much refugees have benefited our society in the past and how life for asylum seekers isn’t as easy as the media make it out to be.”





“However, I do feel that we only really looked at one side of the argument. I did feel a lot more sympathy towards refugees but I believe to form a final opinion I would have to look at the facts supporting the other point of view.”











