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Background

A major issue facing schools today is the presence of asylum-seeking and refugee (ASR) pupils in their midst, challenging teachers and management to find ways of addressing their diverse educational, emotional and practical needs.  Under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, all young people have the right to an education, to be protected from harm, and to develop their full potential, a perspective that is reflected in the Every Child Matters agenda.  There is, however, a tension between hostile national political discourses and humanistic values related to the education of the whole child, in the fissures of which schools are situated.

Purpose
This small-scale exploratory study aimed to uncover the experiences of ASR students in secondary schools, and their feelings of security and belonging in the UK.  A second strand of the project explored the messages which schools give students about forced migration, the experiences and needs of ASR students, and how such issues relate to school ethos and inclusive policies and practices.

Research Design and Implementation
The study used qualitative methods, and fieldwork was conducted in three contrasting secondary schools in England.  School A is a multicultural shire county school with a small number of ASR students; School B is a multicultural inner-city school with a large minority of ASR students; while School C is a predominantly White provincial school with a very small number of ASR students.  Research instruments were developed following an exploration of concepts of human security, the politics of belonging, and the philosophy of compassion, through a review of a range of literature and academic consultation. 

In each school in-depth, semi-structured, individual interviews were conducted with four ASR students, four ‘host’ students, the headteacher, and three staff closely involved in the education/support of ASR students.  Additionally, two mixed-gender group interviews, one with ASR and the other with ‘host’ students were carried out.  Interviews were recorded with interviewees’ consent.  Related documentary evidence was also collected, and data were collated thematically for analysis in relation to the research questions.

Findings
All three schools had an inclusive ethos and appeared to be welcoming and supportive of newcomer students, including ASRs, though presenting contrasting cultures in other ways.  The schools could all point to particular successes with ASR students.  Overall, there was not a wide divergence of opinion among students interviewed across the schools on key issues, and justice and fair-play figured highly in discussions about asylum, as outlined below.
School community 
· The school was experienced as a safe, secure environment by ASR students, and curricular, particularly language support, understanding, and encouragement given by staff were valued.  They felt included at school, not like a ‘stranger’, and were aspiring and positive about being in the UK.  Once settled, they wished to be treated like everyone else. ‘Host’ students’ perceptions were that ASR students would not wish to be singled out for special treatment.
· English language acquisition was seen by ASR students as key to their inclusion, and a period of social exclusion by ‘hosts’ experienced by some while acquiring English competency was particularly difficult.
· ASR students’ friendship groups are generally not homogenous.  However, differing cultural values sometimes constrains such friendships with ‘hosts’.  

· The multicultural character of Schools A and B meant that ASR students were not obviously visible in the school population, whereas in School C their perceived ‘difference’ made their social inclusion by peers sometimes difficult to negotiate.

Compassion

· Messages about migration and forced migration are delivered through the citizenship, PSE/PD, RE and geography curricula, though ‘host’ students generally seemed not to have retained much about substantive issues.  Some were more aware of ASR issues through the media than others.  ASR students commented on the unfair portrayal of refugees in the media, and that many British did not understand what they have experienced.  

· Scenarios about war dangers discussed in interviews with ‘hosts’ evoked a sense of compassion and injustice for children involved, and a response that Britain should provide asylum, and schools welcome such ‘deserving’ cases.
· Generally, ‘host’ students were ambivalent about whether Britain should be welcoming to ASRs.  Whilst acknowledging that justice demanded that asylum and safety be provided people escaping war situations, ‘boundaries’ within which such migration should be managed were discussed.  Questions of economic sustainability and the politics of allowing ASRs to seek employment whilst locals remained unemployed, as well as of population saturation levels and social housing were raised.  A number of students felt that a disproportionate burden was placed on Britain, and that it was appropriate for other ‘roomier’ wealthy countries, such as the US, to accept more ASRs.  In one school students concluded that diplomatic intervention at source would be a better role for Britain, and ultimately the most just and equitable solution for all.

Citizenship values

· ‘Britishness’ proved difficult to define, for both ‘host’ and ASR students.  Most students felt it did not equate to citizenship, and being British did not mean that you could not identify with another (bloodline) country as well.  Some ‘hosts’ were unsure whether immigrants could truly become British; some felt that the English language was crucial if foreigners were to become British.  In one ‘host’ group comprising many minority-ethnic students, the view was that being British meant being acknowledged as a British citizen: to be seen by others as British.

· ‘Home’ was seen as a comfortable place, with family, friends, safety and acceptance.  ‘Home’ is not synonymous with ‘belonging’, and one did not have to live somewhere to call it ‘home’.  One ASR student suggested that feeling safe was not necessarily a part of ‘belonging’, another perceived that any country could be a danger to foreigners.  One group of ASR students considered that respecting and being respected by the local community is an essential aspect of ‘belonging’.

Conclusions
This study has demonstrated that an inclusive ethos and appropriate support structures can help ASR students feel welcome, secure and part of a school.   Fully ‘belonging’ is more complex: it is negotiated in the interplay between ‘hosts’ and newcomers, and is mediated through layers of language, culture, and understandings.  Perceptions and debates in the wider society, including the media, can play a part in forming students’ awareness.  However, schools can play an important role in raising students’ consciousness on global issues and the ‘Other’ in relation to justice and human rights.  

Published Outputs
H. Pinson and M. Arnot (2007) ‘Sociology of Education and the Wasteland of Refugee Education Research, review essay,’ BJSE, 28:3, 399-407

M. Arnot (2007) ‘Valuing the stranger: one school’s approach to the integration of asylum seeking and refugee students.’  – article in preparation based on Case Study A. 

H. Pinson, M. Arnot and M. Candappa (2007/8 forthcoming) The Politics of Compassion: the education of asylum seeking and refugee students in the UK, London: Palgrave MacMillan 
PAGE  

Page 3
20/11/2007

