Application for a 2007 Carrick Citation for Outstanding Contributions to Student Learning

______________________________________________________________________________


1.  Citation 

For creating pathways to productive citizenship for recently arrived refugees through access to higher education with a supportive learning environment.
2.  Overview
When I finish my studies . . . . I hope to be in a position to help others in need, just as I have been helped by the Community Futures Australia Project.
 [James Padiet
, second year Nursing student]
The Australian Community Futures Project (CFA) is an innovative tertiary studies program delivered through partnerships between Australian Catholic University (ACU) and the Catholic Education Offices (CEOs) Sydney and Parramatta and is sponsored by a variety of community groups. The purpose of the Project is to facilitate access to university studies for refugees, specifically members of the Sudanese community. The Project offers special entry provisions, improves learning outcomes through a modified program of study, provides mentoring and some financial aid in the form of textbooks as well as a small travel allowance. Further, in relation to the Sudanese community, the Project facilitates integration, acceptance and understanding within the wider community by promoting positive role models as well as building social capital. Under the CFA Project between 2004 and 2007, 35 students have begun studies at ACU in Teacher Education, Nursing  and Business.
Students in CFA are selected by a process of interview which assesses their prior educational experience, competence in English and readiness for tertiary study. Approximately 120 individuals were interviewed between 2004 and 2006. Those unsuccessful in gaining a place at ACU received career guidance. Those accepted are offered Commonwealth-supported places together with a modified program to cater for individual needs. For example, in 2006 and 2007 Nursing students were placed with international students for the units Nursing English, and Education students in 2005 were offered a special unit in Information Technology Studies. Other special arrangements include additional library orientation and study skills sessions, individual mentoring to cater for pastoral care needs, and limited financial support. 

I have been closely involved with the CFA Project from its inception, attending community and reference group meetings and participating in the selection process of students, and provided the basic needs analysis for the Project design and implementation. As CFA coordinator I have negotiated special arrangements at all levels within the University.  In addition, I am responsible for liaising with the students, the ACU Foundation and CEO Sydney, which manages financial aspects of the CFA Project and represents the interests of the external community stakeholders.  
In my role as lecturer, CFA Project coordinator and mentor, I have had the privilege of working with a group of students who are resilient and determined in their struggle towards productive citizenship in Australia. I have learned that real and effective access to education involves not just the obvious language and learning support provided through classes in study skills and the provision of financial assistance, but also enough peace of mind to allow for concentration. 

Adhieu Akoi, a second-year Business student, expresses the view of many students when he says, “The help I got gave me a strong feeling that this society is behind you. Without the project, I would not have started”. 
3.  Statement addressing selection criterion 4:

Respect and support for the development of students as individuals – 
Assisting students from equity and other demographic subgroups to participate and achieve success in their courses

The CFA Project has several unique features. Firstly, there had not been any coherent effort in the university sector to create a pathway to meet the psychosocial as well as the language and learning needs of recently arrived refugee students. Resettlement for refugees is a long and difficult process which often includes significant culture shock, health issues related to malnutrition and psychological problems such as post-traumatic stress disorder. Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program since 1999 has targeted individuals at risk: those who have spent long years in refugee camps, unattached youth and single mothers. Sudanese make up the vast majority of the annual intake of more than 12,000 and of these more than 75% are under 30 years of age. These factors, which make settlement difficult, have been compounded by Australian welfare service providers struggling with unfamiliar African customs and culture. In general, refugee students tend to fall between the cracks. They are neither international students, with the financial resources to access special pathways via fee paying tertiary courses, nor local students, with the native speaker language competence and cultural knowledge assumed in mainstream programs.
Secondly, the CFA Project presents a successful model of community engagement to address equity issues and develop social capital. Education is highly valued by the Sudanese community as a pathway both to individual and community prosperity. It was with the intention of gaining access to tertiary education for those who wished to upgrade qualifications or to begin study that community leaders approached the Archdiocese of Sydney to seek assistance. The resulting CFA Project involves collaboration between an ethnic community, a university and two school systems, CEOs Sydney and Parramatta, together with sponsorship by a philanthropic foundation as well as other donors from the community. Because this is an innovative project, it has required new forms of collaboration as well as constant reassessment and redesign.
My role as student advisor and mentor, traditionally part of a coordinator’s role, has been quite intense. Individual students have discussed a range of problems with me from practical financial issues to the stresses of managing study as well as the deeply personal results of traumatic, life-threatening experiences. In our group of students there are several community leaders and young men who were “lost boys” – so named because they had been kidnapped as young children, endured long periods of time walking across Sudan fleeing from their captors and spent years in refugee camps without parents or relatives. There are also mature students who have either completed, or have had interrupted, tertiary studies. Each of them requires academic advice about the best path to qualify as a professional as well as support and encouragement to deal with frustration and disappointment when qualifications are not recognised or credit not granted. For example, I facilitated the transfer of one student from the 2005 cohort into the Bachelor of Environmental Science degree in 2006 but with lengthy and demanding negotiations. There have also been difficult discussions which involved encouraging prospective, or in some cases enrolled, students in a respectful and positive way to take leave and pursue further English language study. As Agostino Wol, first-year Bachelor of Habilitation student, points out “a lot of support is needed because of the language difference” and, in response to this, I organised for such students to attend English language units and Orientation programs normally run for international students.
In my role as lecturer, I have confronted some interesting issues which challenged my ideas about both content and pedagogy and resulted in sometimes fascinating discoveries. I  refer to the Australian Studies unit in 2005 as an illustration. Because this was a special unit for a closed cohort of Sudanese students, I was able to create a flexible and collaborative teaching and learning environment which introduced students to such new concepts as problem-based learning and critical reading. In first semester 2005, I decided to teach on Saturday mornings to allow maximum access for students who were working during the week and so that I could incorporate the volunteer tutors who offered to support student learning. Our classes created a learning community in which we were all learners and teachers, asked genuine questions, explored each other’s customs and conventions and constructed knowledge together. Volunteers included ACU staff and students, members of the reference committee, teachers and ESL advisors from CEO Parramatta. Some attended regularly, while others came for only one or two sessions. The content of the unit evolved in response to needs and interests which were focused by questions about what students needed to know concerning teaching in Australian schools and what teachers needed to know about African children in their classrooms. During the classes I introduced and scaffolded learning styles, such as group work, and assessment strategies, such as oral presentations, that students would encounter in mainstream study.
Student evaluations from this initial unit in 2005: Australian Culture and Society, ETHN107, showed a high degree of satisfaction with content and delivery. 83.4% of students strongly agreed or agreed that their English language skills improved while 88.1% strongly agreed or agreed that “The lecturer challenged me to develop new insights”.
As a mentor, I have developed close relationships with most students in the project. Each student is interviewed at the beginning and end of each semester in order to discuss progress, set goals and identify ways in which learning needs can be met. Many students visit me regularly for specific purposes, such as help with an assignment or for more general conversation about managing family responsibilities, work and study commitments. As my focus is always on building confidence, these relationships have shifted as students gain increasing independence. They always know that I care for them as individuals and I will do everything I can to support their learning endeavours.
4.1  Evidence of the Sustained Effectiveness of the CFA Project
The CFA Project is sustainable because of the support developed within the ACU community and the collaboration established with community agencies which recognise the social justice imperatives as well as the community benefits in supporting access to education for refugees.

Some students have left the program for a variety of reasons: as a result of pregnancy, ill health, lack of sufficient English language skills and for other study or employment opportunities. Even for exiting students, it is possible to identify positive outcomes in terms of skills, cultural knowledge and self- esteem. Of the cohort of 24 who began studies in 2005, seven students are enrolled either in full-time or almost full-time University courses and two are on temporary leave. However, of the ten students from the 2006 cohort, eight are continuing and two are on temporary leave. Improvements in selection, orientation and language support account for enhanced levels of participation and academic success. In addition, students from the 2005 and 2006 cohorts are now accessing mainstream services more readily and no longer depend so closely on contact with me. James Malith, now in his third year in Teacher Education at ACU says, “Since I came to ACU I have gained a lot of knowledge. . . . More than that my confidence has increased . . . I have participated in a lot of presentations in front of English-speaking students”.
The effect on the ACU community in general is summed up by academic staff member, John Maskell:
The Community Futures Project (CFA) is mutually beneficial . . . as the presence of the Sudanese students enables us in the community to embrace the reality of ever-changing multicultural Sydney. I feel that our diversity as a University continues to strengthen the intellectual and academic qualities for the broader population.
4.2  How my contribution is recognised by fellow staff, the institution and the community
My work with the CFA Project has led to its engagement within ACU more widely as academic staff in all three Faculties (Education, Arts and Sciences, and Health Sciences) are now involved with the program and it is used as an exemplar for other pathways programs. This contributes to the project’s sustainability. Since the CFA was one of the first higher education initiatives to address the educational needs of refugee students, it has attracted significant community interest from the very beginning and was nominated by ACU for a B-HERT (Business/Higher Education Round Table ) award in 2006.
I have been invited to share the expertise I have gained in the following ways:
· In March 2005 I was asked to coordinate the Project as well as teach in it and from 2005 I have represented ACU at several reference group meetings, and a meeting with the philanthropic organisation providing financial support and with The Honourable Christopher Bowen, Federal Parliamentary Member for Prospect.

· In March to May 2005 I coordinated the academic input for a one-day conference: Teaching African refugees run by Association of Teachers of English to Speakers of other Languages (ATESOL) at which my students and I presented the keynote address. 

· In November 2005, a student representative from ACU and I were invited to present a paper about the Sudanese Pathways Project at an international conference on refugee issues entitled  Hope Fulfilled and Dreams Shattered: from Resettlement to Settlement. Contacts made at this conference resulted in follow-up from RMIT to share information.
· In February 2006, I was invited to present at an Australia-wide teleconference of The Refugee Network. I have now been included as a participant in bi-monthly conferences.
· I am currently a consultant to Sydney CEO, researching and evaluating the innovative Literacy Transition Pilot Program at the Catholic Intensive English Centre, which seeks to improve educational outcomes for Sudanese children moving from primary to secondary school.
· I have been invited to participate in a Sydney CEO reference group to explore the needs of Sudanese youth in the Catholic school system.
· Between 2005 – 2007 there has been significant media coverage of the Project both in local and national newspapers.
In February 2007 I received the 2006 Margaret Balint Award for services to the ACU community specifically for my work with the CFA Project.
“One of the key conference messages to teachers focused on the positive: refugees bring more than they can carry”  [Quoted from my opening address in an article about the 2005 ATESOL conference, 

The Australian 18.5.2005].
Indeed, refugees bring not just the experiences of trauma but also resilience and determination which, if nurtured and developed, will bring rich gifts to the community. Education is regarded by all refugees as one of the most important pathways to building new lives and becoming productive citizens in a new land. For the Sudanese refugees who rarely owned a book or touched a computer before arriving in Australia, effective access to tertiary education means understanding and meeting needs not usually found in first year University students. Their educational journey requires pathways through practical obstacles as well as guidance through personal challenges. As a former refugee in Australia, I feel privileged to share in this journey as coordinator, lecturer and mentor and to participate in such a positive exemplar of the social justice mission of ACU. 
� Students are named with their knowledge and consent.
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