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[Veronica Ward]
Okay, good afternoon, everybody. I suppose just a little bit about myself. I'm a primary school teacher, and currently teaching in Dublin 7 Educate Together, which is just on the corner of the TU campus.

So I like to look at integrating the arts with all the other areas of our curriculum. This year, I'm working as a special ed teacher. And I've also just started studying my final PhD in DCU.

And so yeah, I'll just explain a little bit about the project that I worked on with my fifth class students earlier in the year. So the project was using rap music, it was to look at International Refugee Day 2024, and the theme was home. So I worked in conjunction with my people.

So it wasn't me telling them what to do. It was a collaborative approach, which is something that we've heard so much about over the course of today. So the focus was to create a piece of rap, but also look at how we could use that in the broader context of the arts.

So we looked at video creation as well, we incorporated literacy. And we also incorporated, what I titled social studies on the title of the presentation, which incorporated history, geography, SPHE. And it covered a multitude of things.

And again, when we were working on this project, the draft specifications for the new arts education framework had been just released. So I was taking that into consideration and looking at well-being, and also the aspect of the children being digital citizens. And again, integration has such a huge role to play in the new specifications.

So all of that was in the back of my mind when we were working with the children to create this project. So why rap in education? Well, you may be wondering the same thing.

Why should I use rap? Well, Ellen in 2016, in an article said that rap creates a bridge between students lived experiences and academic content. And that makes learning both accessible and empowering.

And I think we all agree that we want to encourage our students to be as creative as they can, both in their language, in their literacy, but also in their communication skills. And communication skills isn't just the oral skills that we have. It can also be the visual skills.

So, as I said, the fifth class project, the children were to write their raps based on the overall theme or topic of home. And they were also looking at, and this came from them, they were focusing on themes like identity, belonging, migration, displacement. And so they were looking at very broad, complex ideas that maybe they themselves haven't got that much experience of.

But they were hearing it in the news, they were hearing about it on social media. So it was things that they wanted to delve further into and get a greater understanding themselves of. So as I said, the whole approach that I take is totally post-curricular.

So it's not just music in isolation or art or digital creation in isolation. It's looking at how can it be tied in right across the curriculum. So if we think about rap music, there's the writing process attached to that, thinking of the lyrics, and that would tie in with their literacy.

So they wanted to enhance their lyrics and their composition skills in composing poems. And they looked at things like alliteration and so on. And so the tools that they will need to enhance their literacy skills, but also they looked at things like the rhythm within the poems, the meter that is in the poems, and that tied in with their music composition.

So when they were looking at music, they were starting to think about the beats and how that would all tie in together. They also thought about how they could visually represent this and I'll discuss the storyboarding and the actual video creation later on. But again, they weren't just thinking in isolation.

They thought about, we need to find out about the experiences of children or adults who have experienced migration or displacement because at the time they were hearing a lot about the war in Ukraine and the refugees who were coming to Ireland. They were hearing about and they knew about the Syrian crisis and things like that. And they wanted to find out where are these countries, how far do they have to travel.

And so all the time it was tying into all the other aspects of our curriculum. So if we just focus for a moment on actual speech and music, there's a whole continuum and where does rap fit into this? Well, sometimes they say that the lines are blurred between the spoken word of poetry and the music that is found in rap.

So as I said, they were looking at the rhythmic speech, they were looking at the rhyme, the cadence that creates those musical qualities. And within a classroom situation, the children have their own views and they want to express those, but it's to get that conciseness and how can they actually articulate in maybe a very limited number of words what they want to say. And we were talking about amplifying voices.

In this case, they were looking at how can they be a voice for those who may not have a voice. So they wanted the message to be very short, very clear. So in many of the cases within the rap and it's common within rap music, there will be that repetitive nature where there will be a refrain that would continuously come back.

And so again, the words, the lyrics that they chose for that would have to be really, really strong, engaging. And again, it would have to fit a very tight rhythmic pattern. And so the children had to take time, draft, redraft their work.

But most important, the engagement with the students, they had to make sure that their structure was still flexible enough that when they went to put it into a musical format, that it could tie in. And it also gave them that option to express themselves. So the pitch at which they used or the words that they may have stressed was maybe reflective of what they saw as the importance of their particular message that they were getting across.

So I think the focus is how do we actually design a unit of work like this? So the first thing, as I know Francesca alluded to this morning, is to actually facilitate it. Don't be the ones that are controlling the project.

It is important that the theme that we've heard over and over again today is it's important that the children, it's their voices that are coming through. It is what they want to discover. So just a general brainstorming session where the children get to think about what words come to mind when you say home, and then try to fit that into the different areas and the different subject areas of the curriculum.

And roughly a lesson like this would normally take around six to 12 hours. It could take even more depending on how engaged the children actually become in this topic. So in this case, it ran well over the 12 hours with the children kind of taking the research behind and finding out about the countries where these children came from, and finding out the history behind and maybe the history of rap music and that.

So it sparked their imagination and they were willing to do the research at home. So it was very much a flipped classroom. They were doing the work at home, coming in and discussing it with myself and discussing it with their peers.

And then they could, you know, debate. Well, I don't think that. I don't think that.

I believe it should be this way. So again, you're developing all those collaborative skills, but also the questioning, the critical thinking that that children need to develop as their 21st century skills. So again, it's all the time they're working towards producing a final product, which would be a rap performance and a video animation, which the children wanted.

Every year we do Arts Week towards the end of the school year. I personally believe that it shouldn't be just that one week that we focus on, but that is the week that we assign within our school. And the children were earmarking this as the day that they were going or the week that they were going to showcase their performances and to the rest of the school community.

So if we look at, as I said, it was over a series of six different lessons. And if we look at lesson one, it was very much just an introduction to the concept of home and refugees. So home is very much a universal concept, but it holds vastly different meanings for each of the children and as it would do for all of us.

So through reflective journaling, the children, you know, they could write down their initial thoughts, but they could also then break up into smaller groups and they could discuss that, looking at what they had as similar points and what was different. But again, all this time they start thinking about, well, that's what it's like for me and what would it be like if I was less fortunate? And if I was the child who was being moved from one location to another, if I was a child who was homeless, what would that feel like?

And so the children were developing their own empathy and they were understanding what it's like for these children, having never experienced this themselves, they were getting a taste of what it was like. So that was kind of our first initial session, which kind of then we moved on and we started thinking about, you know, migration through music, how can we express this? So obviously, the whole focus was going to be on the format of rap music.

So I found some examples of rap music and that the children may or may not have been familiar with. And many of them remember the Waving Flag rap from the collaborations with Will.i.am and that. So it was something that they were familiar with, but they weren't necessarily familiar with the backstory behind it, where the artists themselves come from migrant backgrounds, or they are heavily involved with the immigrant community.

So obviously, being primary school children, it was very important to vet the lyrics and make sure that you came up with songs that were age appropriate and the lyrics were appropriate to them. The children then start thinking about the instruments that they might need if they were to perform their own rap. Many of them, when we went through the songs and that instinctively, they would start clapping along and become familiar with the whole idea of the rhythm and the set beat that there might be within the use of rap music.

So again, at the end of each activity, there was always some kind of activity that I could assess as a teacher. Do they understand the whole idea of analyzing the lyrics of music? Do they know how it was constructed?

And again, a lot of that would be through discussions within the classroom, but also their own kind of journaling that they would then share just with me. And the third lesson explored poetry, the actual writing of the lyrics. So the children would start a blank page and just brainstorm keywords that they wanted to include.

They worked in small groups for this activity. So there was a lot of collaboration, a lot of compromise, because obviously some children may find some words more relevant and more dominant within their particular context. So it was to find that balance.

But again, it was tying in with the literacy curriculum that we were covering at the time. So we were looking at things like metaphors, and we were looking at alliteration, we were looking at different tools that we can use within our English writing, and how they transfer across to our own musical lyrics. And so again, it's very much looking at the devices, the poetic devices that we use, and how they can transfer across.

Some children did need some modeling. So again, that would be a differentiation within your classroom. And some just naturally have that poetic skill.

So it's very much the children are working at their own pace. It is very much at their level. And it is very much they're the ones that are leading the learning.

The fourth lesson was tying in with both the historical and global. So this was where your history and geography may come into it. So you were looking, the children were finding out the history behind why these people had to move.

And they were plotting and finding out about the cultures, is there anything like the musical cultures of those countries, and then trying to tie that in with their raps if necessary. So sometimes they would take a traditional kind of rhythm, or a traditional tune that they would hear, and they would use that as the backing track to put their lyrics to. And so all the while, they're building up their particular skills, and they're gathering all the, they're building step by step so that they can have the final product of their rap.

The fifth lesson looked at recording the rap itself and creating the video. So this was where they brought everything together. And the students tried to make that transition from the written word into performance.

And obviously, the audio recordings were easily done with the laptop and tablets that we have. And video, the video recordings, I'll go into that a little bit later on. But they used similar tools to iMovie or Adobe Spark.

But again, that list is endless. And some of the children thought about the costumes that they were going to use, and things like that. But as I said, I'll discuss that a little bit, one detail later on.

And then the final lesson was the actual showcase. So yes, they produced these raps. And yes, it was for a particular reason.

And they wanted to learn more about these countries and about the experiences of these children. But at the same time, they wanted to spread the message. So they were sharing the voice with those that didn't have a voice, they were sharing it with the wider school community.

And all of the raps were then performed as part of Arts Week for the whole school community. But they also entered their raps into the Irish Refugee Council's competition, which was run in conjunction with News Today. And one of the groups was successful, and they placed second in that.

So again, it was they were giving a voice to those that really may not have a voice. So when it came to storyboarding and creating the actual video, there were so many more skills that they had to develop. So many children were used to recording videos or creating TikToks, but they didn't really think about the process that they may have needed to go through in order to create those.

So the first step was, obviously, they got their storyboards in their groups, and they were working in the groups to design how their video was going to look. So where were they going to set it? Was it going to be an actual, like, were they going to play a starring role in it?

Or were they going to use illustrations to visually represent what they were saying? So one group, what struck me was there was one group decided that they wanted to do it as visual representation rather than for them to be the starring role in their video. And they used a black sack with pieces of, like, clothes and things hanging out of it.

But it was the concept and the thought behind it was that, yes, often these people are running, and they may not have time to pack a suitcase or whatever. So they put things into the sack, and they bring it. I know it's very stereotypical.

But at the end, it was very deep when they said, well, sometimes that represents that, like, black sacks are used for rubbish. But is that how some people will often treat these people? So it was quite deep coming from them.

But again, it was the thought process behind it, the very specific nature in which they chose the image and how dramatic it was. Another group decided that they were going to take the starring role, and they went out to the yard, drew a white line in the middle of the yard, and literally it was just them stepping over. It was the symbolism of them crossing the border.

So again, it was thinking all the time from the sketches that they did on their storyboard pages to actually the setting, the scene, where were they going to create that? Was it going to be in the classroom, out in the yard? Was it going to be just animated?

The characters, so how are those characters positioned? Thinking about the facial expressions as well. So all the time it's tying in different elements of the art.

So overall, it had a very impactful experience for the children, but also for myself. We sat down at the end and we reflected on the actual project, and we thought about what worked well for us, what didn't work well. The one thing the children all agreed was that it was a much more fun experience to learn different things about poetry rather than just reading a book.

They liked the idea that they got to actually compose it themselves and to use the different visual materials to create their video, that they weren't just consuming the videos that they see on the internet. They were actually producing their own that replicated what they saw. All the while, obviously, we're hoping and definitely happy that the empathy was fostered within the children, where they were thinking about others, not just themselves.

Again, as has been said numerous times throughout today, the whole idea of ownership and engagement, the children were at the center of that. They were the ones that were driving this project. They were the ones that were responsible for the creative process.

They were the ones that were motivated to continue and try and extend it. So the video editing was continuously done, they would go back and they would make sure that it perfectly matched the lyrics with the images that they saw. But again, the children were always reflecting on their understanding of what does it mean for home, what does it mean for identity, and what does it mean for displacement.

So I suppose the whole process was done through an inquiry-based approach, which obviously fits in with our cross-cultural theme. But all the time the children are developing those skills, they're problem-solving, they're thinking critically. But it stems not just in the arts.

The arts is kind of the core that everything else kind of emulates out from. And so I think that it was definitely a worthwhile activity. And the children got so much out of it.

And I think that by having it an arts-based activity, where the focus was on rock music, it gave all of the children, whatever their level, an opportunity to shine. Whether it was they excelled at literacy skills and they could write the poetry, whether it was they loved being a performer, that was their opportunity to shine. And I think that's the key, that we have to allow the children to look at where they're at and see where their talents lie and let them shine through.

And I think the arts is the way that opens up the entire curriculum for all of the children that we teach. So I suppose in conclusion, we can say that by completing the RAP activity, it certainly amplified the voices of those that may not have a voice. As I said, it encouraged the children to think critically and creatively across multiple subjects.

The whole multidisciplinary approach definitely enhanced the children's engagement, their creativity, and also their social awareness. And I suppose the one thing to consider, all of us, and even the children themselves, is that the arts as such is so powerful. It has the opportunity to address so many world issues and to actually raise voice.

And the things that we learn in the curriculum, it's not just a page in a book. There are connections with the outside world. And I think the children start to see that if we can show them through the arts and through cross-curricular integration that it is a possibility.

So just to finish off, this is the RAP that was on news today that came second in the competition.


You don't have to flee. We can make you free. We'll get you a home.

You won't be alone. No more war for you. You won't be trapped by me.

Everything is great. God will be on your side. You're safe here.

No need to fear. You're safe here. Eight times a year.

You're safe here. You don't have to starve. You're safe here.

We'll get you a job.


I know being a refugee is hard, but we can help. We'll get you food in order to provide you with a shelter. We can make you feel better even when you're down.


Whether you'll be just fine, it's up to you. You're safe here. No need to fear.

You're safe here. Eight times a year. You're safe here.

You don't have to starve. You're safe here. We'll get you a job.

No need to run. No need to flee. You can live in a small country.

Everything's great now that you're here. There's no more war. It's so clear.

You're safe here. No need to fear. You're safe here.

Eight times a year. You're safe here. You don't have to starve.

You're safe here. We'll get you a job. You're safe here.

Eight times a year. You're safe here. No need to fear.

You're safe here. It's time to choose who you're going to save. How can we start from where you're saving kids?

You're a child.


I know your life didn't go as planned. But now you're in this Irish land. This is the end of our land.

You should know, this is a camp. We are your nirvana boys now. Start from where I go boys.

[Veronica Ward]
Okay, thank you. I'm sure you've got lots of questions. Anybody would like any kind of references?

Or if you'd like any copies of the lesson plans or anything like that, just drop them in. Could I just get the background music? Background music was actually royalty free.

So as part of the process, it was teaching them all about copyright as well. So yeah, it's royalty free.

[Audience member]
Where did you find it?

[Veronica Ward]
We went through Paints the Bay. Which is kind of... That would be fun to work on too.

So yeah, I just double checked that the copyrights, it was eligible for use back then. Thank you.

[Audience member]
Thank you for showing us all the step-by-step of all of these plans. That's wonderful. I was wondering if you were to do this again with a different group of students, considering any difficulties that you faced from the first time you've done this, what is something that you would change?

[Veronica Ward]
Yeah, because it's very much led by the students, every group is going to be different. So I suppose that the main problem was time constraints. So trying to manage that time.

So maybe give them clearer timelines and deadlines. But overall, every group is going to be different. And that's the whole idea of inquiry-based learning.

It's coming from the children, you're facilitating their learning. So in this case, the whole process was driven by them. So I would say time was probably the biggest thing that I'd work with.

Every class is different. Thank you. You're welcome.

[Audience member]
Are you aware of any other RAP projects that are ongoing in schools?

[Veronica Ward]
As far as I know, that was just the project that was there at the time. I have to admit, I haven't followed up to see if there's any other ones that are ongoing at the moment, but I can certainly look into it.


