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Introduction
There has been much press coverage of problems arising
from the displacement of refugees and recent settlers who
have arrived in Britain. A clear message has been that the
authorities and the majority of people in Britain lack relevant
information and show outright ignorance of where people
come from and who these people actually are. An example
of this was that one council placed 700 people together,
housing Bosnians, Serbs and Croatians in one building.
Gangs formed amongst certain youth and terror infested the
very people who thought they had already fled such
persecution. Recently, after the death of a refugee in a
Glasgow estate, a Somalian stated that he would rather die in
his homeland full of all its problems, than in a country which
so despised him and people similar to him.

The treatment of asylum-seekers and refugees in the UK
has been the focus of much recent debate, perhaps more than
at any other time in history. Unfortunately much of this
debate has been hostile. Opinion polls commissioned by the
Refugee Council and Oxfam (1998) and Reader’s
Digest/Mori (October 2000) show great public hostility to
refugees. More optimistically, the Refugee Council/Oxfam
poll indicates a greater awareness of refugee issues among a
more sympathetic audience, typified by membership of a
faith group or human rights organisation.

In Worcestershire in the West Midlands, the government
has proposed building a detention centre in an area
previously used for burning animal corpses during the BSE
crisis. There are already demonstrations against this and
people are showing media indoctrination by stating that they
do not want ‘them taking our jobs and homes’. When Eve
Spence from Malvern DEC proposed to a secondary school
that they address the issue of Refugees in her next workshop,
the teacher was not as positive as he had been about the
other themes saying this was a sensitive issue.

In DE circles, we have had many discussions on how to
counteract the negative media attention refugees and asylum
seekers receive and the political rhetoric in Britain. DE
centres have tried to get funds to do this, but have found that
often money is given to larger NGOs such as the Refugee
Council or to Diaspora Black groups to meet social and
training needs. Comic Relief have again decided to focus on
refugees as one of their key themes for the year 2002. Are

there ways we can work towards better informing and
educating people about refugees in the work we do? Packs
exist but are we sharing experience and good practice with
each other? Are there discussions within the DE world about
how to improve on work already done in this field? There
have been stories of success and this article focuses on the
work of DE people and groups utilising the refugee
experience.

Some examples of effective DE using the
refugee experience
Miso’shi, a Ghanaian artist and educator, settled in Chorley,
Lancashire writes, ‘I am now in contact with some African
refugees in Wigan. I am starting some work with them on
how to use their experience in DE in schools, similar to what
I do’.

Averil Newsham, from Teesside One World Centre, has
run an effective session with Sixth Form students and four
refugees (from Sudan, Kosovo, Libya and Zimbabwe). She is
hoping that together they will be able to write up this work
as a resource. The nature of the work is difficult because of
the social setting in NW England. In order to make the work
sustainable it needs to be built into funding applications, but
this can be problematic, so they need to find ways of getting
round the problems.

Theodros Abrahams from Praxis wrote: ‘Our
development education programme is progressing. ...we are
currently undertaking a feasibility study in partnership with
UNHCR to find out ways to employ refugees in the
international development sector (mainly NGOs). I hope the
findings will provide an interesting dimension to the
disappointing level of employment opportunities provided to
refugees by NGOs and implement initiatives to overcome the
real barriers’. Praxis are also heavily involved in advocacy
work where they encourage their members to write to the
British government and others to counteract in-balance in the
representation of refugees and asylum seekers.

Global Link
‘Fortress Europe’ is an interactive multi-media exhibition on
seeking asylum in Britain, and forms a major part of Global
Link’s work. As well as running refugee awareness
workshops with pupils and teachers in the Northwest
alongside the exhibition, Global Link hire out ‘Fortress

Utilising the experience of refugees in development
education

The way the international community responds to refugees and, in some cases, has contributed to their plight, is an
example of the global interconnections and responsibilities highlighted by the events of September 11 and their
aftermath. Rosemin Najmudin discusses the lack of information and understanding about the refugee experience
among the UK population and introduces the work of a number of development education organisations which are
working to address this problem. 
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Europe’ to groups all over the UK, from LEAs in London to
church groups in Chichester and Salford, NGOs in Scotland
and Devon, and STAR (Student Action for Refugees) groups
in Nottingham and Glasgow. These groups have used the
exhibition with pupils, teachers, the general public, social
workers and police. Within formal education the exhibition
has been hired by geography, PSHE and RE teachers, Ethnic
Minority Achievement Services and LEA Citizenship
advisors.

‘Fortress Europe’ was inspired by the German exhibition
‘Labyrinth Fluchtweg’ and is designed for adults and young
people from Year 6 upwards. Each participant passes through
a ‘labyrinth’ of eight stations as if they were a refugee
seeking asylum in Britain. Through a soundtrack on a
walkman they are accompanied by refugee voices interacting
with border and immigration officials and tabloid media. 

You are 16, and from Uganda. Your parents have been
killed. 
You may be next. What do you do? ...............
Flee to the UK where they have promised to protect your
human rights.
You are 40, a Kurd from Iraqi Kurdistan. Your criticism of
an oppressive regime and your work means the state
wants you dead. What do you do?.....
Flee to the UK where they have promised to protect your
human rights.
But when you get there you are told you’re a scrounger –
you’re bogus – you should be sent home – and you
deserve to get beaten up.
Welcome to Britain.
(Fortress Europe) 

The exhibition challenges
racism against refugees within
the media and UK legislation
and aims to develop empathy
for refugees through a greater
understanding of what it feels
like to be a refugee. It is premised on the idea that
experiential learning is the most profound and effective form
of learning. A powerful emotional experience is created
through the moving stories on the tape, the disturbing music,
the unique and claustrophobic ambience of each ‘station’
and the fact that each participant is making the journey
alone, due to the isolating nature of the walkman.

Where possible Global Link has worked with a local
refugee in delivering workshops with pupils and teachers,
usually charging their services to the hirer as they have no
funding themselves to cover their costs. Evaluation shows
consistently that if pupils have the opportunity to meet a
‘real’ refugee, unlike the refugees they meet in the tabloid
media, many of these negative stereotypes are challenged.
This has been extremely successful with one particular
refugee. As well as pupils hearing for the first time in their
lives stories of persecution, imprisonment and torture, the
refugee challenges the negative media stereotype: he had a

well paid job in his country of origin, a large house, a car,
and a family whom he misses terribly. He is now doing a
PhD and speaks better English than the pupils themselves.
He works, has rejected the offer of food vouchers, and
desperately would like to return to his country. In every way,
he challenges the stereotype of refugees leaving their
countries for economic reasons, being scroungers on the UK
state, and wanting to settle in the UK permanently.

It has not always been so successful with other refugees
Global Link has worked with for shorter periods because
there has not been the time to develop a relationship with
them and help them couch their experiences in terms the
pupils can understand. The principal difficulty now is that
the refugee they worked with for a few years has moved to
London and as yet they have not found someone with whom
they can work as easily. Building a relationship with a
refugee colleague is crucial and, unfortunately for Lancaster,
not many refugees are dispersed to this area.

With every pupil workshop they evaluate the pupils’
before and after knowledge of, and attitudes towards,
refugees. This evaluation is neatly woven into the exhibition
in the form of a ‘passport’ which pupils take with them and
which is fingerprinted on their journey. It contains personal
details, quiz questions which they have to answer before they
go through the exhibition and questions they have to answer
when they come out. In their evaluation for a Comic Relief
funded tour of three venues, 89% of pupils said they thought
refugees should be treated better than they are now. 

Responses to the exhibition have included: 

I was shocked at what
refugees go through. I had
never thought of such things
as language differences. I
realised the great fear they
must feel. It was a shock and I
felt angry at the way Britain
treats refugees.

I was scared; I kept biting my nails! Also, I was mortified
that that kind of thing really happens.

It was brilliant – I especially like the tape used – it was
much better and helpful than only writing. The tape
brought it all to life. The tape effect will help it be
remembered better.

The exhibition was initially funded by Amnesty
International, CAFOD, the Churches Commission for Racial
Justice and Support for Asylum-Seekers in Liverpool.
Global Link received a small grant from Comic Relief in
1999 to tour it to three venues. They now hire the exhibition
out to organisations nationally charging labour and other
costs because they have no separate project funding for it.
‘Fortress Europe’ has been exhibited in over 25 venues
around the country and demand is increasing. Global Link is
now applying for funding to develop the exhibition into a 40
foot mobile trailer which can be more easily toured around

Evaluation shows consistently that if
pupils have the opportunity to meet a

‘real’ refugee ... many of these negative
stereotypes are challenged.
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the country, and which can be exhibited in public places
such as town squares and festivals.

GEMK (formerly Milton Keynes World
Development Education Centre)
Rosemary Clarke, co-ordinator of GEMK, has made many
attempts to extend their work on Refugees but has so far not
managed to obtain funding. Potential partners for the work
are CORD (Christian Outreach Relief and Development), a
charity which specialises in helping refugees and which has
developed some imaginative ways of increasing
understanding of their lives, WEDG (World Development
Group, based in Canterbury) and The Milton Keynes
Asylum Seekers Group (MKASG). 

The aims of this work would be to: 
a) promote understanding of and greater empathy for

refugees, asylum seekers and migrant workers
b) use issues surrounding refugees, asylum seekers

and migrant workers to deliver aspects of the
citizenship curriculum, focussing particularly on
Key Stages 3 and 4.

c) provide educational opportunities in community
settings (the adult sector)

Project rationale: Secondary schools are wondering how they
are going to fulfil the statutory requirements of the National
Curriculum in Citizenship. A recent poll carried out by
Reader’s Digest demonstrated the misunderstanding that
exists about the proportion of ethnic minorities within the
UK (estimate 25%; reality 7%) and the resources made
available to asylum seekers (estimate £120; reality
£35/week). Whilst the general public give generously to help
refugees in times of national disasters such as the
Mozambican floods, they are less keen on local resources
being used to support asylum seekers in the UK. There have
been reports of asylum seekers being left at the local
Newport Pagnell service station on the MI. The Citizenship
Curriculum anticipated the incorporation of the Human
Rights Act and this would form a useful introduction to the
topic. Refugees have contributed a great deal – cf Einstein. 

The British Refugee Council
The British Refugee Council’s mission is ‘to give practical
help to asylum seekers and refugees and promote refugees’
rights in Britain and abroad.’ Its work is informed by five
core beliefs, summarised as: a commitment to human rights
and a belief that asylum is a fundamental human right;
valuing diversity; impartiality; integrity; making a
difference. Its work addresses the entire refugee experience,
from causes of flight to settlement or return. Its primary
objective is to ensure that the whole range of refugees’ rights
is respected – from safety to the opportunity for each
individual to reach their potential. In order to achieve its
objectives, the British Refugee Council focuses on four key
activities: providing direct services to individual asylum
seekers and refugees; supporting other agencies who provide
services for refugees; providing information about refugees;

and influencing the policies of governments and other
organisations that affect refugees.

It is currently seeking a grant for a three year project
which aims to increase awareness of refugees, their
migration and life in exile, among young people aged 4-18
years, focusing on particular curricular areas and
opportunities. The project will achieve these aims by
working with development education centres and other
organisations (as multipliers), producing teaching material
for children and young people, using refugees as school
speakers and implementing an extensive teacher training
programme on raising refugee issues in schools. Again they
have not received funding for this, even though they have
received funding for other projects.

The Refugee Council intends to publish a third edition of
its popular teaching resource, We Left Because We Had To. It
is anticipated that the second edition (published in 1996) will
have sold 6,000 copies by June 2001. The book aims to raise
awareness about refugees, their migration, organisations that
work to support refugees, solutions to refugee movements
and how refugees are received in host countries. It is targeted
at use in different curricular areas, including PSE, RE, social
studies, humanities, modern studies, history, geography,
English and drama. The proposed new edition of the book
will take into account the new citizenship programme of
study in England and Wales and similar curricular
development initiatives in Scotland and Northern Ireland.
The Refugee Council also wants to extend the work they do
in schools, target teacher training and organise an innovatory
oral history project in 2002-2003.

A final thought
Whilst visiting my 91 year old friend we were discussing this
article. My friend said to me, ‘What I read in the newspapers
today reminds me exactly of what I read about the situation
with the Jewish people at the start of World War II.’

References
HMO, Government White Paper (2002) Secure Boarders or Safe Haven:
Integration with Diversity in Modern Britain? London
Praxis (2002) ‘Secure Boarders or Safe Haven: The Rhetoric and the
Reality of the Government’s New Asylum Bill’, in Summer Newsletter
2002, Praxis, London 
Rutter, J. and Stanton, R. (2001) ‘Refugee children’s education and the
finance system’, in Multicultural Teaching, 19.3 

Edited by Rosemin Najmudin, Consultant for the
DEA. With many thanks for their help to: Rosemary
Clarke from GEMK; Miso’shi an artist and educator
from Chorley, Lancs.; Averil Newsham, Teesside One
World Centre; Gisela Reynolds from Global Link,
Lancaster; Theodros Abrahams from Praxis, London;
Marion Walter from WEGD, Canterbury; and the
Refugee Council, London.

For further information about Fortress Europe, see
www.globallink.org.uk or phone or email Global Link
on 01524 36201, globallink@gn.apc.org


