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SEMINAR REPORT

1. Introduction 

The Refugee Lifelines seminar was organised by NIACE (the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education, England and Wales) and held at the Cross Corners Community Arts Centre in Leicester. It was delivered as part of the Making the Connections: Arts, Migration and Diaspora series, which aims to explore and capture the skills and experiences of refugees in the East Midlands. The NIACE staff involved in organising and convening the seminar were:

· Jane Watts, the project manager of the Progress GB Equal Development Partnership
· Ljaja Sterland, a project officer and advisor on the Upskill project
· Anne McLoughlin, the administration co-ordinator for Progress GB and Upskill
At the Making the Connexions network launch event held at the Y Theatre, Leicester, in April 2006, the participants had identified ‘employment’ as a relevant and important theme to explore in one of the ten linked seminars whose delivery would be supported by the network.
At the launch event the issue of employment and the right to work were raised as a fundamental policy issue, together with identity, status and the importance of feeling valued (O’Neill and Hubbard 2006: 18). Some of the discussions on the day centred on:

· the employment of artists in exile, many of whom are not able to use their art to generate income and achieve economic independence;

· the high level of unemployment and underemployment of migrants, in particular refugees and asylum seekers;

· the lack of awareness and utilisation of migrants’ skills, including artistic skills.
The potential for art practice to influence positively employment and employability, as an aspect of the integration process, was also identified at the launch event.

2. Background to the seminar

2.1 The Upskill project and Progress GB
NIACE welcomed the opportunity to explore the theme of employment to build on some of its existing work. Since 2001 NIACE had been involved in a number of projects that explored different skills, employability and employment support methodologies for asylum seekers, refugees and other migrants, both in the East Midlands and nationally. In particular NIACE led Progress GB, an ESF/Equal Development Partnership which aimed to address the barriers to appropriate employment for refugees and migrant workers in the UK. The NIACE Upskill project, delivered as part of Progress GB, explored and developed innovative vocational skills adaptation programmes for refugees and migrants with experience in one of three specific occupational areas: accountancy, business administration, and health and social care. The disadvantages that refugees experience in accessing employment and the consequences of such deprivation have been well evidenced and recorded in a number of NIACE publications (Waddington, 2005; Aldridge et al 2005; Gray et al 2005) and other reports (Bloch, 2002; DWP, 2005; Refugee Council, 2005). Addressing such disadvantages was one of the main aims of Progress GB, the Upskill project and the Refugee Lifelines seminar.
2.2 The representation of skills in a CV and the skills audit

Many asylum seekers and refugees find themselves in a particularly disadvantaged position, not just because they come from situations of conflict, war and human rights abuses, but because of their legal and socio-economic position in the UK. Together with some other newcomers, refugees often find they are unable to express the full extent of their knowledge and education using conventional western CV (Curriculum Vitae) models and prescribed job application forms, hence their abilities and potential are likely to remain hidden from employers. In addition individual employers’ attitudes or prejudices against migrants or refugees can further undermine their skills and knowledge. Participants on the Upskill project were supported to identify and access a range of skills adaptation opportunities to improve their employability and gain employment commensurate with their skills and aspirations. This was informed by a skills audit process which detailed their formal education and employment history as well as identifying other skills, knowledge and experience gained through less formal routes, and identified barriers to achieving their aspirations.  

The skills auditing process developed by NIACE is led by an experienced advisor and relies on the advisor’s excellent communication skills, an understanding of refugees’ and migrants’ situations, and a genuine commitment to supporting their labour market integration. One of the techniques used for the skills audit in order to aid participants’ recollection of dates and activities - sometimes going back two or more decades - is to create ‘timelines’, initially by marking the participant’s date of birth, the current date, the date of his or her arrival in the UK, and other significant dates that are less difficult to remember. This helps to fill in the gaps and to develop participants’ work and education histories. In practice, participants often told their advisors that things were different in their own countries in relation to education or employment, so the advisors encouraged them to explain these. As the refugees and migrants told their stories the advisors filled in the gaps on their timelines and their skills audit forms. However, the advisors became aware that, as this information was processed into the traditional CV format, the richness of refugees and migrants’ lives was not reflected, and therefore not represented to potential employers. The theme of the seminar and the approach were inspired by these experiences. 

2.3 The alternative CV – the Refugee Lifelines seminar approach
The seminar set out to bring together refugees, artists and other interested practitioners with members of the Making the Connections network, to explore the concept of the CV, its role in the process of economic integration, and to engage with alternative approaches to exploring and recording refugee experience. The method involved working in small groups, comprising a story teller, an artist, and one or more story recorders. The number of participants in the seminar was defined by the number of roles that the seminar format offered. We considered it more possible to achieve safe space, trust and confidentiality if numbers were restricted to participants who were able to engage actively in the seminar. In consultation with the network steering group it was decided to form three small groups with the possibility of expanding to four groups, according to the interests of participants. While the artist and refugee story tellers were engaged by NIACE directly, the role of the story recorder was open to the members of the network. Their role was to record the narrative, so that a life or work CV could be created.
In terms of embracing the Making the Connections network’s commitment to participatory action research and participatory arts principles, the story tellers, together with others invited to participate in the workshop, were consulted on the proposed format and were able to suggest any changes which would be necessary to ensure that they could participate. We explained to potential story tellers that we would be embarking on something innovative, with safeguards being put in place around confidentiality, professionalism, and the voluntary contribution of what constitutes one’s life story. The creation of a safe environment was accomplished by agreeing some ground rules. The approach drew heavily on community development practice and action learning. Whilst our approach was innovative and unlike anything that we had done before in this context, it was informed by the feedback provided by participants in the NIACE projects who appreciated the opportunity to tell their stories and have their voices heard:

‘An increase in self esteem often accompanies the skills audit process, as it enables refugees and asylum seekers to reflect upon and feel good about their previous experience and achievements (Aldridge et al., 2005: 10)’.

The brief for artists was consistent with the Participatory Arts approach ‘to help make visible people’s experiences and ideas for change’ (O’Neill and Hubbard, 2006:6). A number of refugee artists were approached to participate in the seminar, both as artists and story tellers. One artist chose to tell his story and to produce a visual expression of his narrative. In addition to the artists working in small groups, John Perivolaris kindly agreed to take photographs of the event. He leads on the network’s Image Makers Subgroup,
3. The Seminar

3.1 Welcome and introductions

Jane Watts, as seminar convenor, started the day by welcoming all those present. Of the sixteen people expected, fourteen were able to attend, and their number was increased slightly by the arrival of some additional participants later in the day. With reference to the highly participative Open Space methodology, Jane reinforced the message that those present were the right people to be there and whatever they brought to the day was the right thing to bring.
3.2 Maggie O’Neill, who leads the Making the Connections network together with Phil Hubbard, introduced the aim and underlying principles of the network and its work.
3.3 Jane Watts proceeded to introduce the background to the seminar’s theme, speaking from the experience of the Progress GB partnership and the Upskill project. She referred to current immigration policy, which restricts some people’s access to employment and opportunities to improve their employability. Eurocentric recruitment practices and processes that lack sensitivity to individual refugees’ cultural backgrounds, including their political and socio-economic situation, place further restrictions. Overcoming such disadvantages is challenging for individuals who have to fit into the existing unfamiliar systems and procedures. The agencies that wish to support refugees and migrants also encounter challenges, having to work within the regulations and restrictions arising from the legislative frameworks, policies and prevailing negative attitudes.
3.4 Ground rules 
Jane then engaged all participants in agreeing the ground rules in relation to the seminar activities and any products such as seminar reports, visual and narrative records. Suggestions were made about suitable ground rules and participants were asked to contribute to those suggestions. The following ground rules were agreed:
· the story teller to have the right to anonymity;

· ownership of the stories and the right of the story teller to express their own story as they wish;

· the story teller leads the story;

· the story recorder writes what is said;

· the story teller to read the record and confirm it;

· not to make interruptions in the middle of the story. The story teller can invite questions/interruptions and others’ stories;
· consider the time scale – when do the stories end and when can we continue?

· consider the ownership of the stories – who will have access to the stories after today?

· be aware of
· emotion
· listening 

· timings
The ground rules also referred to some practical arrangements:

· mobile phones
· lunch arrangements 

· the opportunity to commission art work following publication on the website
· Consent forms for photographs – did participants wish their photographs and names to be included in publications?
Ground rules were established to create ‘safe space’ for the participants, particularly the story tellers. The story teller could tell as much about their migration story and 'life CV' as they felt comfortable to tell. All were informed that the findings of the workshop, made anonymous on request, would be shared with the wider network through a report and at a seminar scheduled for November, which would be hosted by Northampton University.

3.5 Group discussion about the concept of a ‘life CV’
Jane introduced this discussion by explaining that the recruitment represented by a CV does not always reflect our strengths and real life experiences. Nevertheless, this is the tool that is often used within the selection process to illustrate our skills and abilities within the workplace. The cultural differences in the global market place are not always reflected in the required CV format. The concept of the CV is not universal and in some countries it is not used at all. Judging another person’s value based on their qualifications and educational achievements may not always be acceptable in some cultures; whereas in others it is the main way through which paid employment is offered. In the UK, a CV and covering letter are often used as the basis for submitting job applications, and in some cases they are the main tool for obtaining work.

Following this introduction, participants were invited to work in pairs, to identify three key facts from their life that would not be conveyed in the conventional job CV, and to consider a life CV that would include the missing information. Participants were asked to provide headings, which they felt should appear on a ‘life CV’, to show how much someone had to offer to the community and employers. The following suggestions were made in feedback to the group:

· transferable skills

· family

· transitions

· adaptability

· caring responsibilities

· social context

· values and beliefs

3.6 Small group work
Delegates worked in three small groups. Each group contained a 'story teller' (a refugee or migrant) and an artist. In one group the refugee story teller, who is an artist himself (he is a painter and a graphic designer), had a dual role. The other two artists were both ‘word artists’: one is a performance poet and the other is a graffiti artist. The aim of the artists was to find ways to represent the stories using their preferred art forms and in a non-CV format. Two groups had two story recorders and one group had only one. They wrote the narrative either verbatim or by shaping it into a ‘life CV’ format. Other group members also did drawings or made other creative responses to their own or others’ stories.  

The following groups were formed:
Group 1:
Maria (story teller), Helen (story recorder 1), Judith (story recorder 2), Nazir Tanbouli (artist). 

Group 2:
Bruno Ngumbwe (story teller and artist), Phil (story recorder 1), Laurie (story recorder 2). 

Group 3:
Coco (story teller), Maggie (story recorder), Anne (story recorder), Panya Banjoko (artist).

3.7 The stories, reflection and discussion
The key elements and findings from the workshop were discussed in this section by all the participants. This session began with one of the artists Panya Banjoko reading the two poems that she had written about the life of Coco Bernard Kambala Kalenga.  

3.7.1 Coco’s Story (group 3)
Poem 1

My name speaks of who I am

Of where I’m from

My name given to me by my grandfather

By my father and my mother

My name is personal to me

Reflects my personality and identity.

War zones trouble the borders of my home

Big or small, Belgium or France

From the Congo I sing and dance

From birth I grew, parents loved

Until their depart.

Political issues spoke freely from my father’s tongue

‘Accidental’ accident one day and he was gone

A fugitive accused of conspiracy

Leaving all behind for a new country

No choice, No voice…As I grew some more

New languages, new thinking opening of a new door

As I adapt to change, experiences range

Coping, hoping, developing

From lawyer to systems analyst

From producer to economist

Options change

Values and beliefs remain.

Poem 2

Economist becomes a bus driver

Lawyers sweep streets

Social issues we have to keep

Legacy of colonialism frames and beats

Can we make our own decision on our own two feet?

What happened before

Affects us now

Clash of ideologies we seek a how

East West axis is critical

Under developed situation political

We raise our hands to speak

Voice our feeling out loud

Prepare to run for our life, as accusations run rife

What happened before

Affects us now

Clash of ideologies we seek a how

How can we explain this

Under the thunder of a fist.
Coco’s Life CV (story recorders 1 & 2 combined)

“My story is not easy to tell. My name is Coco; my family name is Kalenga. In England people in administration call me ‘Kalenga’ – but  my name has African consonants. My name is Bernard Kambala Coco Kalenga. I am from the Congo, located in the central part of Africa. There are two Congos - small and big. Where I am from was colonised by the Belgians. The other was colonised by the French. We speak French as our main language. 
“Back to my name. When I arrived I had trouble at immigration and other public services when asked to give my name. They asked for my name: “What is your surname?” In our system (French) the first name is your Christian name – so Bernard. Now I can understand that my surname is my family name. I mean my father’s name. Me, my brothers and sister are Kalengas. My personal name is Kambala, taken from grandfather (my father’s father), and I grew up with that name. In my country people call me Coco Kambala – it is my grandfather’s name and my father took his name. It is our culture.

“My oldest daughter’s name is Luendu (my mother’s name) – Karen Luendu Kalenga. In England she is Karen Kambala. I am telling you this to show how difficult it is to fit into the system, in fitting my name to the British requirements. This is a challenge.

“My name is Bernard Kalenga (father’s name), Kambala (grandfather’s name) and Coco (nickname) - this is a too long name. Now I am known as Coco Kambala. It is more friendly and I like that. I say this so that you understand how hard it is for us to fit in to the system.

“I was born of two people: a TV presenter and a journalist. My dad died 36 years ago and my mum in 2002. Dad died in a ‘car accident’, even though there are a lot of things surrounding his death. Political issues. He was speaking freely and frankly and this did not please the political parties. An accident was organised and he lost his life. In 2002 mum had a heart attack. We were brought up by my mum as a single mum and also at a certain level by our grandparents and our father’s brothers and sisters. We had a chance to go to school and achieve well and go to university. 

“My grandparents wanted me to become a priest, so I was sent to a seminary boarding school, far away from my family, and where I spent about five years before getting a State Certificate (the equivalent of a UK GCSE) and changing my mind to moving to further education.

“I studied Law at the University of Kinshasa, 1987-90. One of my uncles suggested studying IT. For him the Law was good, but for employment and salaries, IT was better. So I switched to IT and got a degree in systems engineering and then had further training around the country, working for companies. For example, a mining company (Gecamines – mining copper and diamonds). Then I was given a one-year contract. So I changed to another company – TV broadcasting -  and was given a job as a systems manager providing help and advice to the system and staff. The job was good. A good salary and I had the chance to start my own business in TV production.

“At school - boarding school - I did not like English. Because it was hard. We would find excuses - “Oh, I am sick… I need to go to toilet…” - and I did not think that I would be somewhere where I would need English. If my English is not good now it is because I was going away from English class then!

“Back to business. I started my business and designed two TV programmes. The first was about young people who after university cannot find jobs. So you can train as an accountant but after your studies you cannot find a job, and instead might drive a taxi, or a bus, or start up a small business exchanging currency - just to get some money. I designed a programme to address this, and collected testimonies from these people and aimed to tackle the issues. The objective was to raise awareness of this situation and find a way how this could be solved. This TV programme was called “Je ne suis qu’un petit débauché”, the French translation for “I am a little displaced”.
“In the UK, for instance, I can’t work as a systems engineer, but I can be easily offered work in a factory. Am I not a little displaced in this case?!? In the TV programme we just tried to valorise qualifications, experiences and raise awareness.

“The second TV programme was called “ Mémorial du Siècle” (“Memorial of the Century”) and we explored, among other topics and issues, how the issue of the Cold War impacted upon life today – so how the past has an impact on the present – looking at the past to understand the present in all aspects. “Why is our economy down?” “Why is our social life so sad?” The answers were found in debate and discussions.

“The two TV programmes were a challenge for the notoriety’s. In 2002, apart from the job and business, I was also working on French Radio as a consultant – doing analysis, on air, by telephone (a large programme) in a programme talking about politics.
“Songs of War. The Congo shares boundaries with Rwanda, Angola, Burundi, Zambia, Congo-Brazzaville, Uganda, the Central African Republic and Sudan. I was talking about this in my analysis and my view was that former Rwandan army forces came to the Congo as refugees after the current Rwandan government took the power; and it looked like we could not guard our borders to prevent those defeated army forces to re-organise themselves in order to go back to Rwanda and spread trouble and shed blood once more in another genocide. So the Rwandan government believed it had the right to send its regular armed forces to occupy Congolese land beyond the boundaries. This could be understood as a kind of what is called in international relations “preventive diplomacy” - meaning by doing so securing themselves some square miles of Congolese land beyond the boundaries, to prevent their enemies from organising themselves and attacking the current regime from the Congo Democratic Republic - since the Congolese authorities did not do anything to manage those “particular and special refugees” from Rwanda.
“People were going to Rwanda from the Congo to make trouble and I said we should be honest about this. As an independent I could say this and it was a way of asking our government to do the job. Even today there are soldiers from Rwanda still in the Congo. Still today there is fighting. My view is we have to take responsibility. I was accused of conspiracy, of betrayal. My TV programme was stopped and my agency was closed and my equipment taken – my programmes were seen as trouble. In French there is a saying: “If you want to drown your dog you accuse it of rabies”.

“They (the government) look at small things: “That man  ...raises people’s awareness, and people like his broadcasting, let us wait for the moment and see what happens…”. After the radio analysis I had to leave the city, leaving family and business to get here.

“It is not easy to live in a new situation but I had to. I had no choice. I needed to move to a new society. I started to take English classes to improve my English. In the Congo when I am learning English it is in French and then in English, but not getting very far. I was experiencing new ways to learn a language. When I went to college to enrol I had to change the way of stating my names – Christian name, given name, surname – to Christian name and surname. I had to transfer my way of understanding to adapt to the English system. To integrate you need to speak English; otherwise it is not possible.
“My friends, neighbours and brothers’ experiences together we put into a framework to help the community, starting with our experiences, what we were facing every day. So some people could go shopping without help and we tried to encourage people to go shopping and learn English. I would say my first experience of learning English in England is that people encourage you to carry on. In France and Belgium they laugh at you. To create confidence in the community members, I say: “Don’t think about the way people behave at home. Here no-one will laugh. Be confident”. We are about 100, and 80 go to school, shopping without an interpreter. They have confidence. I have achieved what I want for myself and my community. Newcomers will be surprised.
“My journey starts with law, IT and, today, a new area: community work. I have a broad picture on life. Now my life CV has given me the chance to journey from law, IT and experiencing different areas and responsibilities. In my spare time I make music. I am in a band called “Les Elus” with some friends from the Congo. The English translation is “the Elected”. I am in charge of artistic development. We have mixed styles – playing blues, rumba, jazz, zouk and salsa. I play guitar, keyboard and sing. Sunday 12 to 5 in the Old Market Square, Nottingham, I will be spending time. We are playing.

“I am studying at Derby University (Community Regeneration) and am going into the third year. I may change to International Relations and Global Development, Third-World Development Studies, or stay with Applied Community Development.

“My journey started in the past from what I learnt from my parents as a young kid. I would see my dad and next minute he is on the telly – like a magician. I used to say, “How did he do that?” I was growing up with questions all the time, thinking critically, questions and answers that went into a glossary; a glossary I made much of. 

“I wanted to do journalism like my parents, but I was advised that journalists do not get swiftly promoted. It is a hard and risky life and if you are young it will take ages to move on to achieve a higher status. ‘Do Law!’. I had two choices, journalism or law. These are my passions. I went into IT with no planning and without conviction, but I was motivated. I did channel my passions, and I stayed and achieved my degree. I write now for a French magazine ‘Planet Enrique’. I am publication director without any money. Every day the socio-political issues come through. I am part of a small reflective group of academic people from my country. We share thoughts and strategies and bring a small contribution to changing the situation in our country. I am in charge of production. We are based in Newcastle, Birmingham and Derby. It is a national group.

“I am now five years in Derby and I have set up a small community group -  all are friends of mine - to bring support to our community members. I am here after leaving my country and experiencing oppression. I love doing work that is needed. “
3.7.2 Maria’s Story (group 1)

Nazir Tanbouli read out his version of a CV called the ‘Antichrist CV’, which illustrated his view of other people’s perception of him and the negative stereotypes which he has experienced. The Antichrist CV was inspired by Maria’s story of growing up and migrating, and of the difference in expectations and realities that migration has brought to her and to her family. The following is the story recorder’s narrative of Maria’s life CV:

Maria’s Life CV (story recorder 1)

To start with formal things: 

Maria grew up in a tiny village in south Germany. It was conservative, rural, with strong folkloristic traditions. Her father ran an agricultural college attended by international students from all different continents, and very diverse; a son of Haile Selassies and much less affluent. For Maria this provided a window on the world in an otherwise monolithic community. It was ‘endlessly exciting’. She grew up feeling that people have common traits underneath: ‘When the chips are down we’re the same underneath it all’. 
Mutual understanding, happy experience, docile attitudes and intense xenophobia = village culture too narrow.

Did languages – English and French – this led to teaching. Ticket out. Lived in Nigeria and Iraq. Different insight from … one.

In English unit met British husband. Their work took them to Africa and Middle East. Husband’s career to end in Germany. Couldn’t translate to ...
Returned to UK for him to progress to a place where he could move back.

She returned for three years to teach lads, but husband unable to find job. Came back to UK, starting whole new life. Turned to out.

When came, thought about moving within Europe, so assumed no problem translating skills. Although found it easy to fit in. Left Germany easily, but not prepared for difference. Pregnant when moved. Wanted to maintain easy access to Germany.

Came as temporary arrangement. Realised the professional structure was completely different to UK. Felt de-professionalised; experienced total alienation. Arrived in 1985, the height of the Thatcherite revolution. Unprepared for anti-Germany ‘utterings’ from Government. Amazed by mis-representation of Germany. Saw government line as pure anti-EU propaganda. About France and Germany setting together after war to absolve centuries of conflict. Wake-up call. Not only are things seen differently, but was unprepared for anti–EU agenda -  at level of government, but also in schools she worked in.

First teaching job was a deprived school in Brighton. Unprepared for the cycle of deprivation. Trying to do job, teaching children. Instead of trying to work with UK’s old, bad resources, made own materials. Parents complained about lads working so hard.

Resulted in first severe prejudice – kids smashing car window – “Fucking German!” - for giving lads homework.

Realised professional structure, social attitudes towards teaching and learning were completely different. No respect for education. Severe culture shock.  After second similar school, decided never again. Started working at university level after moving to Leicester.

All ……. As long as no integration to form life and work. Teaching in Germany is easy. School finishes at 1.30pm. Here, either childminders or part-timers with no career progression. Writing university courses, paid hourly rate. Teaching eight hours on … courses, compared to staff members on permanent salaries. Not prepared for Thatcherite legislation which discriminated against part-timers.
Learned how system worked through working in school. Shocked by haphazard institutions. Under-funded ‘kindergartens’, etc. Here mums who volunteered. Very shocking. When dealing without childminders, notwithstanding the politeness, difficulty without communication. Tried to be as English as possible. When the relationship came to an end, she was told she had been incredibly direct. Still recognised as extremely German.

Shock. In African, Middle Eastern context few misunderstandings. Twenty years later still can’t tell what people think. Can’t decipher politeness and false matey-ness from continental perspective.

Equality in terms (first names) but huge divisions. Can’t see behind friendly masks. It is very painful that children get prejudice second-hand. The history syllabus is really anti-German. Second world war right-wing systems, always stopping at 1945. Kids fed on Hitler, totalitarianism, from tender age. Daughters called ‘Miss Hitler’ and ‘Nazi’s daughter’. When her daughter entered her new school in 2006, she was described as ‘Nazi’s daughter’.  

At university, whenever pointing out professional difficulties, this shutter coming down. “We do things this way, we are not going to do things the German way.” Promoted through Government.
Any comedian makes anti-German jokes. So many war films. Seven AM Sunday morning cartoon about Polish girl who had to hide because the Germans were marching in wearing boots.

Every TV programme, adverts – whenever there’s a football match – it is all anti-German. Anti-German feelings everywhere.

In the history syllabus, the UK syllabuses all deal with the war period and people’s experiences of fleeing Germany in the Nazi era. If I’m an Indian, a West Indian, I’ve got community representatives and so you can’t get away with it. 

While it concerned her ok, but without children, with no community to back her up. Kids can be called names and no one would even take it seriously. The fact that it’s painful for her and it is not taken on board. Always dismissed as a joke – “Don’t be so sensitive!”. As a German in England, you can’t win.

If you say we’re not like that anymore, then still insulted. Because we are scarred by the past, there is no community in society to retreat to. Learned to distrust even in community. Feel amazingly isolated; end up between the chairs. Other people have created a niche where they can be themselves. Hasn’t experienced this in the artistic community. Photos of Germans with alternative experiences. Not getting away from institutional prejudice.

A serious bloody wound that’s not even allowed to heal.

Left Germany to flee German identity. Having been part of a politically aware society, to come here and be met by all this prejudice, as if all the reform never happened. People are aware of prejudice towards people outside but not so aware of the deep-rooted prejudice. Her husband was also unprepared for the experience and anti-German feeling.

Joined family, enabled father-in-law to talk about the war. This was the catalyst that enabled people to talk.

Maria’s Life CV (story recorder 2)

Growing up in Germany

MONOLITHIC TINY

Alongside

OTHER INFLUENCES


TRAVEL

FUTURE HUSBAND (Scottish English)

 

UK

Culture Shock of expectations

NAZI LABEL

‘De-statused’
ISOLATED/MISREAD


Angry

Self-righteous past (parents)

Victimised future (children)


NO TRUST

NO COMMUNITY

NO SELF LOVE


Passive/powerless

Negative labels

Cultural isolation

Identity unclear

?

3.7.3 Bruno’s Story (group 2)

Bruno talked of the importance of freedom, not just from war and persecution but also freedom to make choices in his life. He talked about the restricted freedom of his life prior to fleeing to the UK and as an asylum seeker. He presented his life CV by showing the group his painting of hands tied together with ropes:
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The following is Bruno’s life CV narrative as captured by two of the story recorders.
Bruno’s Life CV (story recorders 1 & 2 combined)

Bruno is Congolese. He has been waiting for his asylum claim to be decided for six years. He has completed a Graphic Design course at Derby College, and is pursuing this as he think he stands a better chance of getting work if he develops his graphic design skills rather than his obvious skills in fine art. He shows some of his art – scenes of a market in the Congo, and sand pictures of an antelope or ibex - and talks at length about the relationship between fine art and computer-aided design. He doesn’t talk about the civil war in the Congo that began in 1997, and the circumstances that led him to seek asylum in the UK. Nor does he talk much about his life before he left Congo in any detail, and though he thinks Derby is ‘fine’, he doesn’t really have much to say about his new home. But he does want to tell us ‘his’ personal story, a story in which it seems many of the key decisions have been taken out his hands:

“I want to talk about freedom. Here in the Western world people take freedom for granted – they get it easy. But ever since I was born I never had it for a single day. Back home, we were reliant on our parents, and couldn’t challenge them like kids over here. But I thought once I left home, I’d be free. But then there was school. Travel could have made me free, but I’ve never been a citizen of a country, free to travel, with a passport. A proper person. You never feel a true human being until you can travel, push yourself.

“And then in 1997, our country fell into a hole it never got out of. I ran from the situation. I thought I might get freedom somewhere else. But six years later I have no way of moving on. The law won’t let me work. I feel like a prisoner. I’m now 35 and I’ve had no freedom in my life, but still others around me take freedom for granted.” 

The story was short, but then Bruno showed us his prepared sketch: a vivid pencil sketch of a pair of hands, bound with a rope. We talk about his art - does it make him feel free when he is painting or sketching?
“Yes, but I should be free to show it. It should be seen by others, not just a few in the East Midlands.”

Bruno goes on to talk of his decision to return to his art:

“At school I did business administration, but not for me. I never use it. It was for my family. So I returned to my art, which my parents never understood.”

He then returned to the present, reflecting on how his current predicament has changed him and his art:

“Policy makers, the Home Office, they don’t know how you and your family are affected. I used to laugh a lot, used to be a happy guy. The whole thing has affected me. Do I look like an outgoing guy now? At college, I at least used to see people, talk. Now I stay at home, and so painting is my only form of expression. In 2004 my language skills were developing at college, and I had a language assessment before I started my course and I was fine. But now I don’t even talk for an hour a day. Perhaps this would be fine for some, but not for me.
“My picture shows that I have never spent a single day free. My journey to freedom continues, but someone is holding me back. Now instead of thinking I will escape this situation, perhaps I was born to be just like this. Maybe I will die like this. Maybe it’s my destiny.
“Should I fight for my freedom? Well I am strong enough, mentally. I keep my family life together too. But you can say you are a freedom fighter, but if it is out of your hands then the system doesn’t allow you to be that person.
“When my first child was about to be born, I worried about my expectations and what I could provide. I made paintings just for him, so he can see when he is older how I felt in 2003 about that situation. When I left Congo, I left many pictures behind because I felt I was moving on. Now I don’t feel that, so I want to leave this art for my family to look back on. No-one much else sees [my] art. I maybe meet with some [people], but not many more than two. I don’t get to see people much now.
“Remember, for an African man, life begins late and ends early. In my case, my life has always been in someone else’s hands.”

3.7.4 Reflections

Each seminar participant gave their own reflections about the day:
· The need to understand how one’s identity is shaped internally and externally by historical and cultural contexts - What’s in a name?
· The use of different skills and expression mediums that have been brought together have resulted in different presentations of people’s lives. It is important that these are highlighted and this should be encouraged.

· Hearing personal stories helped us to understand the situation people are in and highlights the wasted talent within our society.

· The stories were very moving and the links between historical stories and present lives very interesting.

· People can perceive the same situations differently depending on their view of the historical context that is still affecting our lives.

· The different forms of expression through art could disseminate the messages to a wider audience. We currently have unwritten rules within our society of how a CV should be written. Maybe this format should be challenged.

· The importance of bending the rules sometimes.

· ‘I particularly liked hearing the stories from different perspectives.’ Victimisation and negative labelling often means there are no positive resolutions. The session explored prejudice to both refugees and migrants as well as against white individuals within a white world.

· ‘Whilst it is important to acknowledge and work with diversity there are many similarities too. Others’ stories had a lot of similarities to my own.’
· ‘It was a privilege to hear X’s story and it highlighted the adaptation to change and transition and the new languages, experiences and way of life.’
· ‘I was impressed by X’s ability. It was also interesting seeing the different roles of a story recorder and story teller. The analysis of the story was important.’
· ‘It is important to hold on to our values and beliefs.’
· All the storytellers were surprised by how much they had to say and were pleased with the careful attention with which they had been heard. They felt that they had spoken more about living here and now and how our past had changed to fit into future but also reflected that the future has been different from their expectations about it. 

Jane Watts reflected on the seminar by acknowledging that the emotions that were stirred up by this issue confirmed the importance and relevance of providing opportunities for people to talk about their life experiences and how they have shaped them.
The physical environment of the Cross Corners Community Arts Centre in Belgrave, Leicester, provided an excellent venue for the seminar. Cross Corners is a community venue which is used for arts workshops for all kinds of participants, and therefore had appropriate equipment. The building, in the gardens of Belgrave Hall, had an informal atmosphere and the participants had sole use of it, which meant that they could relax. Had it not rained on the day, the participants would have been able to use the gardens. Nevertheless the seminar was well catered for by the welcoming staff and the accessible building.
4.  Conclusion 
4.1 The exploration of issues of migrants’ skills, their representation, employability and barriers that was the subject of the Refugee Lifelines seminar illustrated that migration and adjustment to one’s life in exile or in Diaspora is clearly one that is laden with emotions that fade very little with time. The personal and powerful revelations came as a surprise to the storytellers themselves and to the seminar organisers. The storytellers said that they had initially engaged with an intention to talk about their work-related histories and skills. However their stories revealed the complexities of lives and in particular issues relevant for crossing cultures, borders and other physical as well as societal barriers. The complexity of the concept as well as the process of integration were illustrated by the life stories of the seminar participants. Some of the themes that emerged from the seminar are summarised here.
· The stories shared in the course of the seminar brought together the participants’ past and present situations; exposed the disparity between the experience of leaving and the sense of belonging to one’s country of origin, as perceived by ourselves and by others; and reinforced the need to take a holistic view of our lives.
· It is evident from the text narratives produced by the story recorders that we view our present through the lens of our past experiences. At the same time those around us view us through the lens of their perception of our past ,which they also project on our children. Our life CV does not just affect us as individuals but also those around us and our future generations.
· There is both a desire and a perception of a need to fit into the new community rather than adapt it to suit ourselves.  
· The participants’ stories also conveyed how their current position as an asylum seeker, a refugee, a migrant, or a newcomer has overtaken their thoughts about themselves and become their defining feature. At the same time there is an awareness of the negative attitudes towards newcomers. Bruno’s story about his lack of freedom to make choices about his life echoed Nelson Mandela’s words about freedom: ‘For to be free is not to merely cast off one’s chains, but to live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of others’.
4.2 The workshop explored some alternative approaches to recording skills and experience and aimed to show the richness, resilience and robustness of the refugees’ experience, including such experiences as living in exile, cultural cross-cutting, skills recognition processes and language.

As a result of the seminar, with participants engaging in a range of activity - storytelling, listening, producing visual art, as well as writing - we have been able to gather a range of materials. The narratives produced on the day illustrate the importance of viewing refugees and other migrants’ employability potential within the context of their life experiences, including their past, their journeys as well as their current position as shaped by their experience. Developing recruitment practices with alternative ways of presenting and demonstrating employability skills could facilitate the recognition of the true potential and talent of refugees and other newcomers, that would otherwise remain hidden and unrecognised. Photographs taken on the day, which can be viewed in the separate PowerPoint document, add another dimension to the reading of the text narratives.
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