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Abstract

This paper results of a research program which was carried out on the Greek island of Skiathos and its main aim was to define the children’s concepts on migration. The research process consisted of learning activities which were based on the life history and especially on the children’s inquiries into their family history. The vivid response of the children from both the nursery and the primary school to the “live” activities indicates the value of the life history as a methodology which could conduce to the approach of new and rather complicated subjects such as migration in the preschool and the school education. 
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Introduction

Life history is a common but as for its possibilities an unknown type of history. It is as familiar as the narrations of the grandparents to their grandchildren about the past. It is as simple as the verbal speech which avoids the constraints of the spelling and the meaning of the scientific terms. It is as immediate as asking for information to the person who stands just besides you. It is as human as the experiences of the ordinary people about the past.      

       Life history could additionally constitute an effective way of approaching difficult and rather sensitive aspects of the recent past, especially those which people aren’t willing to recall or to learn about. Notably in a contemporary educational environment it could constitute an effective, cognitive strategy which illustrates the different personal experience and develops bridges of creative communication and cultural interchange among the children. 

      During the last decade the synthesis of the local society was considerably changed due to the advent of people who derived not only from Balkan but also from northwestern European countries. This change is clearly reflected on the population of the local schools. It is estimated that one third of the children who are enrolled carry a different cultural burden of language, experiences, manners and customs. The current life history program which took place at the Second Primary and the Nursery Schools on the island of Skiathos has been experimentally applied with the participation of the five and eleven years old children. Its primary objective was  to identify their ideas of migration and to cultivate the interest of learning more about it as a part of the local social history. Moreover, the project was intended to promote acquaintance among the schoolmates through activities which presupposed some research into the family history.

We are schoolmates but not friends… 
Applying a constructive learning approach, the initial point of the particular research program was the children’s ideas on migration. Living for the last decade in a multicultural society doesn’t presuppose the acceptance of the different. For the eleven years old students the word migration had a particularly negative meaning. Their prejudices against their immigrant schoolmates made contact and cooperation with them almost arduous. Relatively a native schoolboy had said: “…I don’t have any immigrant friends, because I don’t trust them…” Additionally, some of them were prone to discriminate those who had derived from Balkan countries, especially those from Albania, from those who had come from northwestern European countries. According to another child “…There is no problem with the English migrants. Those aren’t reactive like the Albanians…”  The children’s attitude depicted the perception which their social environment had of superior and inferior cultures and it was coping with the predominant stereotypes which had been cultivated by their families. It could be also noticeable that the use of language had an exceptional validity. By the native students the knowledge of the Greek language was considered as a means of power against their immigrants schoolmates. In contradiction to that, the latter often used their mother tongue as a means of defense and secretion. “…I don’t like to insult me in their language. They do that in order not to understand them.” In both groups of children the life history was considered as a chance of expressing ideas and emotions, which had remained repressed for a long time, in order to keep a rather sensitive “equilibrium” in the class. 
   The “live” activities

After gathering and sharing children’s impressions of migration were already known, the next stage of the research consisted of activities which were based on the knowledge of their personal and family history. “Seeking for our history” offered a more tangible aspect of the past. It was perceived as a direct link with it.
 Besides, a regressive rather than a chronological approach could contribute to the conception of aspects of the past in our local society during the relative period of time.  (Fig.1)  
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Fig.1:  Learning my history, my family’s history, the history of the society I live.  

       At the same time the children made themselves familiar to the process of interviewing. Additionally, the recognition of the value of the personal experiences contributed simultaneously to the process of self-recognition, especially when those experiences were being presented to their classmates. It should be mentioned that all the activities presupposed the cooperation with the family, because it constituted the main source of the information. In particular, the children were given information about the type of each exercise and then they collected the appropriate oral material by interviewing their close relatives. As they had kept notes in forms which had drawn themselves, they completed the similar, formal forms which were given at school. When an activity was completed by each student according to his/her personal pace of learning, the collected information was presented in the class orally without the constrains of the written speech.  It was noteworthy that they were much attentive to the presentation of their schoolmates, willing to make relative questions. Throughout the activities the children discovered effortlessly and oppositely to any theoretical approach that the ‘difference’ as for the origin was a common feature in the life history of most children. The migration was described as a part of the children’s life experience and it acquired a multi-facet meaning according to the different personal narrations. It should be mentioned that immigrant children who used previously the word “move in”, they were gradually describing their coming in Skiathos by using the verb “emigrate”. 

The “live” activities

a. The personal time-lines 

    By drawing their personal time-lines the students had the opportunity to recall their memories and to place them within the wider context of real events in the local society. That constituted a kind of acceptance, especially for the children who had immigrated recently. Besides it was a constructive activity which promoted a deeper understanding of the time, not only its objective, single meaning but also its subjective, multiple interpretations according to their personal history. In particular, the year two thousand was for the eleven years was important for different reasons. In that year some of the children had come to Greece for the first time. The succession of the events was being better perceived too. 

b. The family tree    

    The students acquainted themselves with the process of interviewing by collecting information from their close- relatives, not only from their parents but also from their grandparents. Thus, they were given the opportunity to move a little further into the past. The included information was about the date and the place of birth, the occupation and the number of children which their ancestors had.  Those elements were written in a “trunk” type of family tree, which was considered as the easiest scheme. It was notable too that many children discovered unknown aspects of their family past such as that some grand-grandparents of them had migrated to other countries too. By interviewing at least two generations they realized the change in the life-style in different places and periods of time. 

c. The family’s map

    The presentation of the family tree and the movements of its members presupposed the use of specific maps. Thus, the students made their own maps on which they impressed the route of their parents and forefathers according to the information they had collected. In that way they were reinforced to orientate themselves not only in the passing of the time but also in the changing of places. Additionally some of the children seek for information about these places and collected photos which they combined in a mosaic- synthesis.  

  d.   The family photo-mosaic

   Apart from the family trees the children had collected recent and old photos from the members of their family and they stuck them together in a kind of mosaic. Some of them had gathered pictures even from five generations. They all perceived the continuity of their family and acknowledged the value of belonging to a family with a long history. At the same time they had the opportunity to combine oral and visual evidence of their family’s history.

e. The identity of a heirloom

    A heirloom which is passing from generation to generation could be an effective link for the members of a family. The students made a specific form by which they accentuate the identity of their heirloom. That form comprised the origin of the object, the accurate or the approximate date and the place of its fabrication, the names of its predecessors, and a representative photo according to the relative information which they collected by interviewing their parents. Through this activity the children realized that each object has got apart from the real value an emotional, subjective meaning to each one. Besides, they made belief that precious are not only these artifacts which belong to outstanding people who lived in ancient times, as is usual, but also objects which can reveal different aspects of the recent past and evoke relative considerable reminiscences. Besides, “the objects could lead back to the people who used them and through doing this we are drawn to an appreciation of ourselves and of those who have forgotten”. 
     

       As the students had acquainted themselves with the process of drawing information by interviewing the third stage of the research program was applied. The preceding discussion about the interview and the meaning of the oral evidence, which was previously unknown, contributed to the formation of some new, detailed instructions (for the interview). Afterwards, a questionnaire was made by all the students out in order to collect more specific information about the contemporary migration at the area. More specifically, the list of questions which were decided to be included in the questionnaire were grouped into five thematic axes: The  “motherland”, the “decision to migrate”, the “journey”,  the “arrival” and the” new life”. 

      At that phase of the program our first interviewee was the mother of a pupil who came from Albania. It is also necessary to mention that it was quite difficult to persuade the mothers to come at school and talk about themselves. They seemed to try to forget that aspect of their lives. A mother who called for that reason characteristically said:  “All this is far away now…” Despite the initial hesitance, the first interview was carried out in the class and the students had the opportunity to test their questionnaires. Moreover, they acquainted themselves with the process of interviewing during which they were considerably concentrated. It could be notable that the immigrant children asked more essential questions. They focused on the difficulties which the mother faced when she came to Greece as an immigrant too. All the pupils kept notes with enthusiasm and then we recalled and discussed some abstracts of the narration. At the end of the interview each student wrote a short, relative report. A second interview was taken place two days later as we had invited a mother who had migrated from Poland. It is worth mentioning that this time the children were imposing questions according to the specific content of the narration. Actually, they were given the impression of following the logic of the narrative.
 Besides, they had the opportunity to realize a different aspect of the migration especially referring to the reasons which compelled the particular person to change her life. During the followed discussion we found on the map the places to which the interviewee referred and then we sought for information in written sources about the country of her descend. Then in groups of four or five persons the children undertook to interview other migrants who were relatives of them or lived in their neighborhood too. Previously the children cooperated with their migrants-schoolmates in order to find other people who had immigrated. Then the abstracts of the relative material were selected and presented by the students in order to make a comparative study about the migration and its effect on the local area. A respectable oral material about the education and the language in the migrating countries was collected. Additionally, some of the objects which the children brought in the class were placed in an old opened suitcase on a desk and constituted a small museum collection which was titled “a suitcase full of dreams”. 

        When the children were asked again about migration on their island their answers were quite differentiated from the initial ones. In particular, their ideas weren’t affected by negative, overwhelming emotions. In contrast to that, they were more objective and critical by giving explanations about the migration. As an 11 years old schoolboy said “Some people come from other countries because they couldn’t make money or they couldn’t make their house there. They don’t want to leave from Greece, because there are more jobs to do…” Furthermore, some of the children put themselves in migrants’ shoes, as they referred to the possible reasons which compelled those people to migrate. For instance: “The migration could be the only solution against the poverty.  In that case I would give the rest of my money to live in a rich country…” In addition to that, they discussed in open-minded way the difficulties which they faced, when they came in Skiathos especially as for the language. “When I first came here, I liked it a lot. But when I went to the nursery, I didn’t understand anything. I couldn’t cope with the Greek language…”  It was considerable that a great part of the children were used the word “friend” referring to their relationship with their immigrants schoolmates. “The migration is interesting. We make friends. We learn their manners and the customs…” The immigrants children  acknowledge that “all the migrants don’t have a good behavior”. The knowledge of the Greek language was underlined as a difficult task for them. Furthermore, they didn’t relate the migration only with the people who came from Albania but also with those who came from other countries too. At that, they could discriminate different factors of push and pull or a combination of them which had caused the migration. “In Poland life was difficult, because of political reasons. Here life is different. There are many jobs.”  Finally they were acquainted with the meaning of relevant terms such as racism, immigrating country, discrimination, prejudice. “Many children in my class are immigrants and we are friends. The racism is not good…” “In Greece quite often the racism and the prejudice prevail. There is no difference among English, French or Albanian people. The concession helps to have all good relationships… ” 

         The primary aged children broadened their knowledge about the migration at the local area. They were able to conceive its “multifaceted” aspects through the voices of the people who experienced it and talked about it. They listened to their personal life history with respect and empathy and reconsidered it in relation to the changes in the local social history. Furthermore, they acquainted themselves with the process of interview as a method of collecting evidence about the recent past and developed relative oral skills such as posing questions, listening and discussing.  

Life history in the nursery school

   Referring to the early years children the project intended to identify if they understand the differences in the origin of their schoolmates. The activities were compatible to the specific features of this age and they were based on the immediacy of the oral communication and the effect of the image. In particular the initial point of the project was to recall the names of the members of their family. The immigrants children mentioned the names of their relatives, which were considered as uncommon by the others. Also they stated that their grandparents were living in another country. The infants seemed to discriminate the “different” despite the egocentrism of their age.
 We also found on the map Skiathos island and we stuck its photo on it. At the same way the photos of the countries which were named were placed on the map too. Furthermore, the infants drew their family house and they put on it the photos of the members of their families which had already brought. The last stage was consisted of narratives. The mothers of three children came to the kindergarten and narrated each one her personal story of migration.  When the story was finished, we recalled it through discussion and then they drew pictures which were related to the content of the narrative.  Most of them depicted the “journey to here”. 

        At the end of the project it was ascertained that the infants could recall easier the names of their parents and their grandparents in the frame of the concept “family”. Additionally they could discriminate the relationships among the members of their family. “I’ve got two grandmothers. The mother of my mother and the mother of my father”.  Furthermore, they cultivated oral skills such as describing their families, replying to relative questions, listening and concentrating on the narrator. Additionally they acquainted themselves in using photos and pictures as symbolic ways of presenting and describing their families.

Life history in education

According to a concurrent research program in which teachers of Greek nursery, primary and secondary schools in Athens, Volos and Skiathos participated, it was ascertained that the use of life history is restricted. Most of them defined it as the type of history which is oral and thus hasn’t got the validity of the written sources. On the contrary, the photographs were considered as a more convenient and effective way for the conveyance of the knowledge. Surely, the oral evidence and the images could be a compatible educational material. However, life history doesn’t constitute only an additional educational tool but it could be a wide cognitive procedure which is based on the active participation of children and the discovery of the knowledge.      

       The National Curriculum comprises the use of the life history in the education of all grades but without offering distinct instructions for its implementation. Indicatively, the restricted knowledge of the particular methodology was considered as an additional preventive element according to the educators who participated in the particular research. Moreover, a considerable number of them appreciated that the lack of time in the class and the “inelastic” structure of the curriculum constitute the main reasons for not using it. For all, the relative programs which were conducted in foreign countries presupposed the cross curricular activities, because life history itself is inter-scientific.
 

             It is worth mentioning the tendency of the educators to combine the life history with the narrative and the monologue exclusively. In contrast, life history in school constitutes a “dialectical” cognitive procedure in which more individuals than those who are directly related with the school education could participate. Actually it diverts learning into a social, live process in which the continual interchange of ideas and experience is being promoted. Indisputably, the use of life history in the approaching variable aspects of the recent past could contribute to the participation of people, whose lives are connected both with the past and the present. Besides, when life history is exclusively related with events of the national history, as the educators claimed, a great number of people could be secluded, such as the children who originate from different countries and variable cultural environments. The additional difficulties in the use of language could dissuade them from understanding of the past itself. But life history’s interests lie with the processes of remembering the past and indisputably of composing that past into a spoken narrative. 

                Life history activities in school are based on the oral communication. Referring especially to a life history program about migration the oral skills take precedence over the written ones. Thus, the inequality in the use of the native language is being confined. At the same time, it facilitates the immigrant children to communicate their ideas and to cultivate linguistic skills. As for the content of the program, a multilateral approach of the specific subject indicates at the same time the “feeding” of the learning procedure with many–faced and multilingual stimuli and the interchange of those among the children. Thus, emphasis is being laid on the content of narrations and the value of the experience.  

              When members of various communities are invited at school, which constitutes a considerable official institution, they have the opportunity to raise their voices talking about themselves and their “motherland” and sharing their experiences as immigrants. In that way they   can gain acceptance of the other people. At the same time, the immigrants students manage to offer resistance against the social stereotypes by conveying their culture. Accordingly, the native students can realize hidden aspects of their society such as its multicultural nature. Besides, seeking for the history and the culture of other people contribute to discovering more aspects of our history and civilization.
      

 Conclusion

Life history can contribute to the recognition of the difference, because it presupposes the multi-facet, research approach of it. Moreover, it constitutes a flexible, child-oriented methodology which is adjustable to the special needs of a multicultural learning. It could foster the creative communication among the students and their acquaintance with the multiple aspects of the recent past. Fore mostly, it is based on the human experience and provides the possibility peoples’ lives and voices to be diverted from parallel and conventional to secant and cooperative in the construction of the present and the reconstruction of the past.
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