	A hot afternoon classroom on the edge of the Gibson Desert comes alive with the adventures of a Pakistani teddy bear called Dost and Kamula, a Northern Territory camel.




Dost is an exchange student – well an exchange bear if you must- who has been taken into the hearts and imaginations of the Indigenous primary school students of the remote Northern Territory community of Walungurru near the border of Western Australian. He is a cultural ambassador inspiring in these kids a desire to know about Asia. The children are also keen to know what’s going on with Kamula, who they packed off to Fatimiyah Girls’ School in Karachi in Pakistan. Kamula sends regular photos and email updates; “Yesterday I went home at lunchtime with Umme Farwa we had dahl for lunch”. “What’s that?” the kids shout.

Now it’s Dost’s job, with the help of the teachers, to explain the ingredients, the recipe and show them how to cook it. The final taste test across the whole primary school results in a unanimous, “Dahl is Palyalingku” which means “very good” in Luritja. The children take Dost off on a bush experience and give him a taste of really delicious tucker- barbequed kangaroo tail. The photos and story of that experience fly across the web and are read eagerly by a classroom full of kids in Pakistan.

Dost and Kamula will spend six months with their host schools and then return to their homes and friends before flying off to a new country and a new bunch of kids-ready to be immersed in another Asian culture and to send reports of their adventures back to their friends. 

Husband and wife team, Bob Carter and Virginia King arrived in this isolated community 18 months ago from Bairnsdale in Victoria. Their students had concepts about the whole Australian continent because of the famous artists in their communities who travel to exhibitions across the country and report back on their travels. Bob and Virginia saw an opportunity to extend their students’ horizons and include in their curriculum, studies of our nearest neighbours; the peoples of Asia. But how to do that when most students were struggling to achieve basic literacy skills?

“We had two powerful tools” says Bob,” High interest books such as the Snapshots of Asia series, put out by the Asia Education Foundation and the compelling Teddy Bear Exchange program.” The program links schools, teachers and classrooms across Asia and the world. It is a rich resource and ideas exchange for teachers. Schools send exchange teddy bears to each other and the bears’ experiences generate in the students an enquiry learning based explosion of interest in the country and culture that is hosting their bear. The Walungurru kids didn’t have a teddy so they sent the camel.
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A hot afternoon classroom on the edge of the  Gibson Desert, comes alive as the kids hear reports on life from their camel in Pakistan, read out by the ever busy Dost. He generates so many questions and so the kids and teachers turn to the Access Asia texts to find out more. For the first time they are drawing maps of the world.

This innovative program has enjoyed the encouragement and support of the principal, Jennifer Kite, the school’s teachers and the whole community.

But that’s not all! The kids in Pakistan are eagerly awaiting email updates from Dost, who, of course, needs a hand in writing them. These Indigenous literacy students verbally dictate Dost’s reports, all in the first person, to the teacher who writes it on the board. “ Yesterday I went on a bush walk with the girls and they showed me how to collect and prepare bush medicine- it’s really good if you have cuts or a headache. The children then copy the text and email it along with some photo journalism documenting Dost’s adventures to the kids in Pakistan.

“It’s not just cute,” says Bob, “ It’s compelling”. The kids love Dost and insisted that he be put on the roll. Dost and Kamula have generated a compelling desire to read and to write- to communicate with other kids in Asian countries. The program is a rich mix of imaginative creativity, enquiry learning, studies of Asia and literacy development. And it’s really cute!

	"The exchange between Walungurru School and Fatimiyah Girls’ School operates through the iEARN network.  iEARN (International Education and Resource Network) is a global, teacher-facilitated, non-profit network through which a wide range of collaborative education projects operates.  There are many exciting projects like the Teddy Bear Exchange in which schools can be involved. More information can be obtained from the iEARN Australia web site: www.iearn.org.au, the iEARN International web site www.iearn.org or from iearnoz@iearn.org.au
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