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Voices in exile

Adil

I’m a father of two lovely girls.  I’ve been in Leicester for nearly ten years now.  I’m originally from Iraq and my mother tongue is Kurdish Sorani but I studied in Arabic.  I graduated in Baghdad University and I was an Arabic tutor in Baghdad University for a year.  
I came to UK in 2000, went through the asylum journey, then I was successful in my asylum application and settled in UK.  My family joined me, my wife and my child. And now we expanded.  We are four rather than three, we’ve got another daughter born here in 2003.  I work for Refugee Action for over eight years now.  At the moment, I’m one of the advisors at Refugee Action.  This is me.

Before English, I learned and used to teach Farsi, Arabic and Dari.  So English is fifth language for me, not second language.  

I grew up in Kurdistan until the age of twelve and after that we moved to Baghdad.  I completed primary education in a province of Diala, then moved to Baghdad and completed my secondary school in Baghdad.  My primary schooling was in Arabic.  In the province of Diala, we weren’t allowed to use Kurdish language in that city.  In that city there was a dispute between Arab and Kurd and the government at that time didn’t allow anyone to study in their own language, the Kurdish people especially.  The study was only in Arabic only.  The Kurds resident in Baghdad were a very small minority, a very small number, so we had to speak Arabic outside with friends and other students in the classroom.  

After secondary school, you ‘ll be instituted to another level of education for another three years after secondary school, like a preparation to get to university.  You have to do the baccalaureate exam.  I was one of the successful students.  I studied Arabic at university.  
There was only one political party in Iraq at that time, the Ba’ath party.  Anyone who wanted to study in a university or do a degree had to join the Ba’ath party.  So, we’ve been forced to join, even just to sign the paper.  But in your inside, you are not a real member.  

We had a choice to study another language in the university, so I’ve chosen Farsi to study as well.  I was very fluent in Farsi as well.  There were international students at the university as well, mainly from the Middle East, from Yemen, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iran.  Because lots of families moved from Iran to Iraq at that time, their children studied in the schools and universities.  Another position I had at the university was in the student union, I was the Head of the Student Union for three years.  So that opened the doors for me to communicate with all the students at different levels and in different languages.  Some students wasn’t confident in talking Arabic language so I had to force myself to speak with them in their own language to make them understand.     
In Iraq, English is one of the subjects you study through from primary school ‘til you graduate.  From Year 4 in primary school, it’s compulsory to study English, from the age of 10.  Language is one of my skills and was one of my interests because: Number One, I had lots of relatives, they speak different language so that motivated me to speak different languages and just look at them – Oh, that cousin speaks that different language, let me be like him.  So it was my desire from the beginning to speak the different languages.  I was one of the very successful students in the class in English.  All the exams I have done in English, it was very high marks in all of them.  

Why did you flee Iraq?

Because of political situation in Iraq, if you are not joining the Ba’ath party you would not be able to study and to have a position as a teacher at the university.  So, I have been to sign up for the Ba’ath party.  Then, in one of the meetings, I gave them my personal view and that’s affected my position and I was arrested by them.  I was able to flee from the prison after an arrangement with the officer, who made me to escape from the prison and get out of the country.  My departure from Iraq was ... when you’ve been in prison and you know the consequence of your views will make you be in prison forever or you’ll be killed, then you don’t have any choice.  Rather, to get out from that prison and to get out of the country.  It wasn’t my first choice, to leave the country, but rather to protect yourself and to be alive ... it was the best choice, just to leave.   
Was the UK the first country you came to?

No.  UK never was my choice to come, and I was shocked when I came to UK.  But I’m not regret of being in the UK now.  
I will explain to you how was my journey.  When I left Iraq, after the arrangement from my family and they have spoken to the prison staff. We have people we know, before I was detained, and then we paid them a big amount of money just to get me out. Then I left Iraq and went to Turkey.  And that was through an agent, who made me hide in a place in a car, designed to smuggle people to another country.  So my first country I arrived was Turkey.  But no one can apply for asylum in Turkey, because as soon as they know you are from Iraq they will deport you straight away because they have an agreement with the Iraqi government at that time.  I was in Turkey for a few days then made an arrangement with another agent to go to Germany.  My family arranged with that agent to pay him extra amount of money in order for me to get to Germany safely.  So he promised them that I will be sent to Germany.  And the day when was my departure from Turkey, one of the guys who worked with the agent, told me my destination would be Germany.  And I was so happy for that, because I have lots of relatives and friends and cousins, all of them in Germany.  So, after the arrangement they took us by car from Istanbul to Izmir, for 7 – 8 hours.  Then, there they packed us in boxes and they told us we will be put in a special lorry to get to Germany.  This wasn’t only myself, we were about 6 or 7 people.  And it was a special arrangement, to have water, bags, and things like that for the journey for 6 or 7 days.  
And after about 4 or 5 days, we were arrested in Dover.  I thought ‘this is Germany’ but then I looked at the signs ‘Dover Port’ and thought to myself, ‘Oh my god, what’s going on? Where am I?’  The immigration officer came to us and spoke to us and said, ‘Oh, you are in England’.  The agent cheated us and he took more money from me, to send us to Germany and I turned up in England.  So, what I can do? Nothing.  From that day, I had no choice but I was in England.  My nephew was with me as well.  He had no problem.  His problem was that he was my nephew and he was in trouble but because of me when I was arrested. He came with me because my health wasn’t good through the journey.  So we claimed asylum and we started our life here in UK in 2000.  

We were taken to an accommodation centre in Ashford, in Kent.  We stayed there for three or four weeks.  My application for asylum was rejected and I didn’t get a decision until two years later.  

We were dispersed to NASS accommodation in Hull in Yorkshire and we were in Hull for five months.  As soon as we arrived there, my nephew and myself, we started to register at the college. At that time, we were allowed to, straight away.  We registered in an ESOL class and after a few days they did some tests to check the level of English, which level we need to be.  So, I was in advanced course because of my previous experience in university and my study in English, as well.  So, my nephew stayed in the beginners’, so we’ve been separated.  I’ve achieved the high level in that advanced course as well.  

At the same I was referred to the Prince’s Trust to a volunteers’ course and that course was for three months.  I was one of the best people who gained the highest mark at that course and that’s been arranged for me to meet Prince Charles!  It was in Aston Villa, in Birmingham and he invited all the people in the country who had achieved a very high level in their voluntary work and in their studies.  So, in 2001 November I met Prince Charles.   
When we were dispersed to Hull, around 2,000 asylum seekers were there.  Life was very dangerous there and there was racial harassment and lots of problems.  A few asylum seekers had been killed.  In my involvement with the Prince’s Trust, we did lots of projects on the course.  One of them was about raising awareness about refugees and asylum seekers so I went to the University of Hull, the colleges and the schools to talk about the journey of refugees and the reasons refugees come to this country.  We did a performance in front of 2,000 students and although my English wasn’t very good at that time, I did talk about refugees and asylum seekers’ experiences.  And lots of students volunteered, because of the way I described my life and the way I had left my wife and child, now over 11 months old.  But I haven’t got any idea what happened to them.  It was very very sad and very difficult and very emotional.  Lots of students came to me and they wanted my contact number, to keep in touch.  
We did lots of voluntary work, raising awareness through the schools.  And we thought about talking to young people because lots of the problems came through the young people at that time.  And try to change some of the perceptions they had.  Also we visited lots of hospitals and spoke to staff and schools.  

Asylum seekers were very new to Hull at that time.  It was interesting but very tough.  What can you do?  Do things that you hope will change something.  You can’t just sit down and say ‘Oh I can’t do anything, that is difficult,’ and just moan about life.  Nothing can improve. But if you just do something, hoping things will change, then just a small hope may change something.    
At first when I came to England, English language was very difficult.  When we studied English in primary school to university, it was just from books and we never used it daily.  Just studying books, and reading, doing exams based on only the one book.  But when I arrived, I thought it was the best thing, just to mix with people.  Don’t be with your own community most of the time because you will enclosed on yourself.  You can’t learn.  And if you talk to Arabic or Kurdish people, you will still communicate with them.  From the beginning, I mixed with people, did lots of voluntary work and things like that to be close to English speaking people to achieve something.  I am very glad I achieved a good level of English.     
How did you find out about the ESOL course in Hull? Did you see an advisor?

What happened was, when we went there, there were other asylum seekers before us. 

So we did ask: ‘What are you doing?’ 

They just said: ‘We’re doing nothing, we’re going to town, we just walk around because we’re not allowed to work, we’re not allowed to do this and that’.  

And I just thought: ‘Anything to do to improve your English level, because if you are here, you need to communicate in English?  You are coming to the society which is English society so you need to know some of their language and some traditions.  For example, if you go to town, how can you manage to ask for something?’
They said, ‘Well, we don’t know, we just point for things.’

And I said: ‘How long can you do that?  Because one day someone will just be rude to you and tell you to get out from the shop’.

So I thought, just to go to the accommodation provider and ask where can I learn English.  And they told me, you can go to the college and there’s ESOL class available and you can register.  

I went with my nephew to the college and I asked the receptionist and they told they don’t know anything about ESOL class.  Then I said, well can you please make sure you gave me the right information.  They asked us to wait.  Then we were very lucky, after a few minutes a lady came and said, Oh yes, I know where courses are going on.  You need to go there and ask, and this is their phone number.  

I imagine that your English class in Iraq was quite formal.  When you went to the ESOL class did you find it very different?

It was completely different.  It was very interesting because the teachers in Iraq had a very formal way of standing, talking and interacting with people.  But the flexibility of teaching here was very interesting because the way the teachers here teach, makes you to like that subject.  But in Iraq, it was dry.  Also, always you feel there’s a barrier between you and the teacher in Iraq.  But here I found there’s no barrier between you and the teacher.  You can ask question and be more close as you want, to get what you want to understand.  
So, the method of teaching on the ESOL course I attended was very very interesting.  The first thing that attracted my attention, was that the teacher came and he put his leg on the table.  And I thought that was very disrespectful against me.  Then I noticed there was another person, who crossed his legs and faced his shoes to the teacher.  And I thought, this must be a very usual thing to be done.  But in Iraq if you do like that, you’ll be banned.  If you’re a teacher, you’ll be banned from teaching and if you’re a student, you’ll be kicked out.  I give this as an example. But the teacher kept his respect, he tried to be more close, more flexible, more informal.  He tried remove any labels from the at people.  So, yes, I think there’s a flexibility of teaching here.

In the advanced level class, there was even different levels between students.  Also, bear in mind the age of people, this makes you different to the other students there.  Because of my age at that time and the age of the other students, I felt that type of teaching that teacher used was suitable for some of them and not suitable for the others. Still within that advanced level, he needed to make some kind of separation between who is very advanced, who is less advanced.  

 In Baghdad University and in Iraq generally, you don’t see teachers coming to the level of the student.  They are always formal, they are just giving their lectures in a formal way.  You can’t ask questions and things like that.  They do what they want and then it’s up to you to understand or not, or just to make more research.  But here it was very very different, so I believe if the system that’s being used here was used in Iraq, people would be more interested and learn in a better way.  
Until June 2001 I was in Hull.  Then I left Hull because of some issues in that area and on the recommendation of the college and the Prince’s Trust, I was dispersed from Hull to Leicester with my nephew.  So when I came here, on the first day I was just going around to see where I am and know some things.  The second day, I was at Leicester College and I applied for the teaching course.  I registered for ABC Stage 1 teaching course, a six month course in Leicester College and I did that and I achieved the qualification for teaching so I can teach students over 16.  So I can teach ESOL class.  But under 16, I’m not allowed.  
With that, I also did some voluntary work for Leicester Race Equality Council.  It was a project called RASAD, and then I became a registered interpreter after I got my work permission.  At that time you were allowed to apply for work permission if your asylum application had not been considered within 6 months.  I started to support myself.  I worked as a freelance interpreter for Kurdish, Arabic, Farsi and English.  I was in demand, because at that time the majority of asylum seekers were from Middle East and from Afghanistan.  So, I have supported myself since then.

In November 2001, I joined Refugee Action as a volunteer interpreter as well.  At the beginning of 2002, I became a member of staff for Refugee Action.  A job became vacant, I applied for it and I got the job as an asylum advice caseworker.  So, since 2002, I worked for Refugee Action until now.  

After two years from my arrival in UK, I had my interview for my asylum application and was granted refugee status.  I was apart from my wife and my child.  As soon as I was granted asylum, I made contact with my wife to make her way to Syria to apply for family reunion through the British Embassy there.  So, she and my daughter joined me in September 2002.  I was very happy but it was very difficult from the beginning because two extra persons, and my child was only 5 years old and had no word of English.  It was difficult to force her to go to the school.  She was crying.  Every day we were taking her to the school and she was crying there and the teacher would call me asking me to pick her up.               
Since 2002, after my wife and my child arrived, I decided to do another course at the university here.  It’s called Diploma in Housing and Community Regeneration.  It was for two years, part-time.  So, in 2004, I was working as an advisor at Refugee Action, had family responsibilities and doing my diploma.  My wife registered for ESOL classes as well, in Surestart.  She gained Entry levels 1, 2 and 3 and her English is now perfect and we are very pleased with that.  

We speak at home, pure Kurdish Sorani and also I help my children with their homework to motivate them and encourage them to do their homework and sit down with them.  I buy lots of books for them to read in English but spoken language at home is Kurdish.  I’m very proud of both of them, they do very well at school.  Their reports and their level of achievement is very very high.  All the meetings I had with the teachers at the school, they are pleased with both of them.  My older one is in Year 8 and the other one in Year 2.  So I am very pleased that both of them have a good understanding and are very happy at school.  They are even sad in half term, because they will be away from school.  
Because of your experience, and in your professional opinion, how important is it for asylum seekers to learn English when they arrive?

Without learning English, even if they get status they will be failed in their life. It is very crucial, it is very important that they learn English from Day One.  Not to leave it to 2 months, 3 months, 6 months later because as soon as they arrive, they’ve got some motivation to learn English and to run their life smoothly after that.  As soon as they have that barrier or put English as a low priority, they will not learn.  I know some people been here in UK before I arrived and still they can’t speak five words.

What kind of impact do you think that has on an individual?

 It’s a huge impact. Number one, people may lose trust in themselves. Second, they will be not useful for the society at all. And another thing, that will affect the economy of the country as well, if they don’t speak and write and are educated, how can they work?   I believe in all job sectors a level of English is needed, so people can communicate effectively.  If they don’t speak English, how can they take employment?  

If they’re not allowed to learn English, if after a months, they’ve been granted asylum, so then the authorities expect them to work but how can they work if they don’t learn English and they don’t know how to find the places to search for work, how to communicate with an employer.  So, all that will be difficult for people to integrate and enjoy their lives. 

In the Middle East, people believe that UK is one of the ‘golden states’ in terms of education, in terms of human rights, respect.  It is one of the expectations that people can come here, can learn, work and also live in peace.  So if they can’t learn, how can people enjoy their lives?  How can they integrate?

I hope that every asylum seeker is given the opportunity to learn from the first day they arrive in the UK.  If you look at other countries in Europe – Sweden, Germany – it’s compulsory for them to learn the language from Day One.  So let we put that pressure on asylum seekers because they will be benefiting in the future from learning English.  So, this is the hope I have.
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