


















































































































































































































































































































































































criterion is a 'schooled' literacy, which has become a basic skill in establishing it as the criterion 

of educability. As such Aisha's identities are shaped by 'illiterate' vs. 'literate' dichotomy. 

This dichotomy is also associated with profound ideological promises as well as with 

'ideological dangers for illiteracy which signify economic stagnation, political decay, and 

cultural disorder' (Janks, 2000:34): 

When I think about it, reading and writing play a major role in my life, being able to read 
and write didn't happen over night for me, it's not like I was 'illiterate' and all of a sudden 
I became a 'literate' person. I have been going to school since I was four years old and 
it's not like I have been 'blessed'. I'm quite an advanced reader and writer in Arabic, and 
over the last few years I have become more literate in English and it's mainly because 
there is a need for me to be able to read and write English for my immigration case 
(Aisha). 

Janks (2000) argues that an examination of the cultural differences associated with 'illiteracy' 

and 'literacy' need to more fully account for the colonial influences of the past (since the 

Yemen was colonised by the British for over twenty years), as well as the system of internalised 

colonization the women may impose upon themselves. For the women to internalize, or accept, 

a dominant-subordinate structure as 'normal' creates an internalised system of failure which 

Janks (2000) posits will no doubt result in low self-esteem and lack of motivation to transcend 

the traditional pattern of colonial domination for future generations of multilingual learners and 

their families (Janks, 2000:22). 

Aisha talks about literacy being both a catalyst for social change and a result of numerous other 

types of social transformation. She reminds us that literacy is not a neutral, one-dimensional 

tool, but rather a set of lived experiences that will differ from community to community. 

I've learnt that being able to speak English properly helps to have access to better things; 
do you know what I mean? It helps in getting a better education, better medical care; it 
also means being more aware of my own rights. I'll be more accepted when my own way 
of speaking English is accepted, and so I decided to enrol on the ESDL programme 
(Aisha). 

Kulick and Stroud (1993) claim 'literacy itself does not have agentive force to change societies. 

It is humans who are the active force in any transformational process accompanying the 

introduction of literacy' (Kulick and Stroud, 1993:34). When Goody (2002) describes 'the 

transforming effects of literate activity on human life' (p.2), he assumes that the advent of 

literacy will produce the same social and cognitive transformations no matter who learns to read 

and write, and no matter where or when literacy emerges. In opposition to this view, I concur 

with Schieffelin (2000), who writes how a 'community takes up literacy, how it develops, ho\\ 
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it is understood and deployed depends very much on the ideology, and context of those to who 

it is being introduced' (p.293). Thus my approach throughout this investigation has been to 

situate the literacy practices of my informants socially, historically and, for my research 

purposes, intertextually. 

Aisha talks about how language and literacy cannot be reduced to phonics in reading, spelling 

and grammar in the area of writing. She clearly feels that rather than thinking in terms of 

phonics, spelling and grammar, it is important to think about what kinds of literacy she and 

other multilingual learners need in order to read and think things critically: 

I feel strongly about the kind of learning that I'm involved in, the sort of technical skills 
I'm taught, and I know that that's why we are on the ESOL programme, but I can't help 
but think about the other skills we can be taught, there are other things that I bring to the 
class, that I would like to learn more about, but there is never enough time. The broader 
skills we need for survival, the skills that empower us as social and cultural beings. At 
times I feel kind of powerless in terms of my learning; what I mean is that we do 
sometimes get opportunities to air our views to talk about what we would like to learn, 
which the teachers make notes of and they promise to try to integrate more topics to the 
curriculum but it hasn't really changed anything, we still have to struggle with the 
learning modules that have been set (Aisha). 

Bill Green (in Comber and Green, 1998) refers to an 'instrumental literacy' which is made up of 

all those proficiencies one needs in order to be able to access a text and understand what it is 

doing to readers. One way of doing this, as Comber and Green (1998) propose, would be to 

integrate 'everyday texts' of multilingual learners into the ESOL programme. I strongly believe 

that multilingual individuals learn more about literacy and what it means to be literate outside of 

the classroom than they do in the classroom and so if in the classroom setting, multilingual 

learners are taught how to examine the literacies that they are involved in outside the classroom, 

they are then able to position and reposition themselves in the outside world. This way they 

become critical language users and will have a better understanding of how language works in 

order to reposition themselves in contemporary society in more powerful ways. By 

conceptualising literacy as a social practice, Aisha has not ignored the cognitive and semiotic 

processes involved in the production and reception of texts. Instead she talks about recognising 

that literacy practices which are deemed basic, functional, or of a higher-order, are embedded in 

issues relating to unequal distributions of power within communities and institutions. 

English is clearly important in terms of oral and written communication for Kalthum and Noora 

but they also feel strongly about the need to develop print literacy in Arabic as a local language 

and as a way of preserving their cultural identity and in a way resisting and refusing to privi lege 

mainstream and dominant literacies: 
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This worries me. Because like any other parent in my situation ideally I would like my 
children to grow-up being bilingual but this seems to be more and more difficult. My 
children say that when they dream it's in English, and until they begin to dream in Arabic 
they will then become bilingual. I am not just worried because they're at risk of losing 
their mother tongue, but along with the mother tongue there are lots of other factors, such 
as cultural identity, religious beliefs, cultural values and so on that are at risk of being 
lost. It's these that I worry about. I want my children to know their roots, to understand 
their culture, to understand the accomplishments people from our sort of backgrounds 
have made, but at the same time to be integrated into British society. It is possible to be 
both at the same time, I don't think you have to compromise who you are to be accepted. ... 
it just wouldn't feel right. For this reason I decided to enrol my children at an evening 
Arabic school (Kalthum). 

I have even noticed that the younger generations from our community have become more 
westernised and some can't even speak Arabic. I get worried because even though 
they're not my children they are part of our community and if we don't help them then we 
will lose them (Noora). 

Noora fears that the lack of print literacy development in her community language would spell 

the end of her culture for future generation of Yemenis. She views Arabic print literacy as a 

means to resisting the dominance of English to gain access to power in her native language. It 

became apparent through the interviews that she and the other women believe that obtaining an 

education is one way of helping their community move forward and they feel that Arabic print 

is one very concrete way that these Yemeni women can resist language domination and 

assimilation, even for the future generations of Yemeni women. The women talked about being 

worried that their children would lose their home language and become more associated to 

British cultures rather than Yemeni cultures. The women felt inferior within the dominant 

culture; however they had a sense of strong cultural identity, which they were keen to preserve. 

They constantly reveal their experiences of life at the cultural margins. They talk about a 

cultural bias commonly held against them and characteristics such as 'asylum seekers', 

'refugees', and feelings of 'cultural inferiority' are revealed by them. Therefore as researchers 

we need to continue to investigate this world, by linking cultures and cognition and analysing 

the dynamics of textually mediated communities of practice (Goody, 2000). This research has, 

in tum yielded contrastive studies, which examine the relationship between dominant, class­

based practices and those of multilingual learners (Martin-Jones and Jones, 2000; Barton and 

Hamilton, 1998; Kress, 1995; Street, 1993, 1995, 2001; Rockhill, 1993; Cummins, 2000; 

Blackledge, 200 I; Saxena, 200 I; Kenner, 2001; Hornberger, 2003). These studies suggest that 

the idea that there is a universal set of basic skills does not hold ground. Within this framework, 

typical classroom-based literacy is seen as just one of many kinds of literacy, namely, the one 

that comes closest to the literacy practices of socially powerful communities. This view argues 

that one source of educational problems for language minority learners is the fact that only one 
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particular set of literacy practice is valued and elevated to the status of the universal standard, 

not because of any inherent value, but because it is the discourse of those in power. Clearly 

these findings have strong pedagogical implications, which I will go on to discuss in Chapter 

Nine. 

Multilingual Practices: Discounted Literacies 

This theme focuses on literacy use in contexts beyond the classroom, which I labelled 

'discounted literacies' as an indication of how multilingual literacy practices are regarded 

outside the ESOL setting. Through this theme I analyse discounted literacies as those which are 

not regulated or valued by social institutions, but which have proven to play an important role in 

the lives of the informants. This is not to say that there is a shift of gaze away from classroom­

based literacies, but at a later stage in the study, I re-engage with questions of literacy 

instruction, understood as 'situated teaching and learning'. As Szwed (1981) writes: 

I propose that we step back from the question of instruction, back to an even more 
'basic', the social meaning of literacy; that is the roles these abilities play in social life; 
the varieties of reading and writing available for choice; the contexts of their 
performance; and the manner in which they are interpreted and tested, not by experts, 
but by ordinary people in ordinary activities (Szwed, 1981 :45). 

It is important that literacy practices are related to relations of social power and dominance. 

This investigation is motivated by a desire to make the 'invisible' literacies and meaning 

orientations of the multilingual home visible and accessible to the ESOL classroom, in the 

interest of improving outcomes for multilingual learners. Recent work by Pahl (2002) is also 

driven by making 'ephemeral' local family practices visible and available to be taken into 

account in the mainstream environments of the classroom. There is a powerful argument for the 

relevance of such studies, and as Baynham and Masing (2000) propose, it needs to be 

accompanied by some attempt to theorise the relationship between the local, home literacies and 

those of the classroom. Baynham and Masing (2000) add that 'we live in a literacy-saturated 

world; we live in a pedagogised world, where questions of pedagogy, implicit or explicit are 

never far from discussion' (p.21). 

Diverse texts and diverse features of language are becoming increasingly complex and 

increasingly part of everyday use. One of the central themes that run through the interview data 

is that there is no single literacy that can be taught or inculcated with simple equivalent value in 

cultural capital. Rather there are multiple literacies both taught and learned in the classroom, in 

the community and in the home. The very nature of the women's lives, as mothers, as learners, 
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as refugees, and as asylum seekers involves an extensive array of literacy practices. Some of 

these practices include writing personal letters to and from family members in the Yemen; there 

were also myriad legal formalities and correspondence for the women to go through from the 

Home Office, job centres, local colleges, and their children's schools. Throughout the 

interviews it was evident that literacy for the women is not a singular concept of a set of skills 

which they possess to varying degrees and which determine to a large extent their life 

circumstances. Instead, literacy for the women has proven to be plural, and there are many 

literacies, depending on what they were doing and where they were. The women talked about 

different literacies, depending on the contexts, and as Street (2001) explains' literacies are social 

practices, and they occur within webs of people and institutions' (p.8). This way all literacies 

are dynamic, and they are intimately related to 'relations of geographies of power' (Street, 

2001: 8). Street claims that: 

Engaging with literacy is always a social act even from the outset. The ways in which 
teachers or facilitators and their students interact is already a social practice that affects 
the nature of the literacy being learned and the ideas about literacy held by participants, 
especially the new learners and their position in relations of power. It is not valid to 
suggest that 'literacy' can be 'given' neutrally and then its 'social' effects only 
experienced afterwards (Street, 2001 :8). 

The women talk about participating in literacy activities that are rather more complex than those 

recognised in the ESOL setting, especially when the definition of literacy was extended to 

include literacy tasks which take into account the informal social networks that promote such 

tasks. Gonzalez, Moll and Amanti (2005) have advocated an understanding of this social 

network, termed 'funds of knowledge', which I have discussed in Chapter Two, as a method of 

enhancing teachers' understanding of learners from multilingual backgrounds. Throughout the 

women's narratives and their reflections on classroom experiences it is evident that through 

deploying multilingual and multimodal resources (by which I mean texts that use several modes 

of communication i.e. speech, writing, images, which are a characteristic of the many kinds of 

texts in the modem world) the women demonstrate a sophisticated meaning-making capacity, 

which can be set against the restricted version of literacy in the ESOL setting. However it 

would be right to say that some mainstream educational settings have been inherently limited in 

their ability to use more authentic contexts of instruction that could potentially benefit culturally 

and linguistically diverse learners (Au, 1993; Cummins, 1986; Foley, 1990). 

Discounted literacies, as described in Chapter Two, are literacies that are not regulated or 

systematised by the formal rules, and procedures of social institutions but have their origin in 

the purposes of everyday life. They are not highly valued by formal social institutions although 

sometimes they develop in response to these institutions. They are at times disapproved of and 

can be contrasted with regulated literacies, which are seen as rational and of high cultural value. 
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They are more common in private spheres than in public spheres. Some discounted literacies 

are hidden. These include those which are personal and private, where reading or writing are 

ways of creating a personal space. These are, to use Janet Maybin's (2007) phrase 'Over and 

Under the Desk' activities, which are more private and hidden. Contrary to this there are the 

regulated literacies defined as those which are privileged by their association with formal 

organisations, such as those of the school, the Mosque, the community, the legal system, 

commerce, medical and welfare bureaucracies. They are part of the specialised discourses of 

bounded communities of practices, and are standardised and defined in terms of the formal 

purposes, rather than in terms of the multiple and shifting purposes of individuals and their 

communities. In regulated literacies there are professional experts and practitioners through 

whom access to knowledge is controlled, to the extent that such regulated literacies, when 

grouped together, are given high value, legally and culturally. Regulated literacies are powerful 

in proportion to the power of the institution that shapes them. 

The areas of 'discounted' literacies described here can be compared with those, which Luis 

Moll identified in his research of Mexican-American households in the United States. Moll 

(1992) refers to 'funds of knowledge' in communities as the practical exchanges and responses 

to needs for information and resources shared across families, between siblings, neighbours, and 

friends. My informants have also developed knowledge of various legal and medical topics. 

Literacies are embedded in the social relationships that give them their meaning. Discounted 

literacies tended to be defined in relation to the regulated, the dominant and legitimised 

practices. The fact that some literacies are supported and legitimated by powerful institutions 

implies that others are de-valued. Many of the literacies that are influential and valued in the 

women's day-to-day lives are also ignored culturally; they do not count as 'real' literacy. 

Neither are the informal social networks, which sustain these literacies, drawn upon or 

acknowledged, as Kalthum and Aisha explain: 

I have lots of stories like this to tell and I have never really had the opportunity to tell 
them or even think about my experiences as 'real reading' or 'real writing' (Kalthum). 

The class should be a place where we can reflect on who we are, it's where we are 
supposed to be able to talk about the real us, it's a place where we should be allowed to 
bring the realities we live in our communities into the class (Aisha). 

The women talk about experiencing situations in their everyday life that had motivated them to 

develop a specialised expertise and launched them into new areas of learning in which they 

mastered all the resources they could find, including literacy. Often the activities inyol\ed 

encounters with social institutions, dealing with professionals, ways of communicating, acting 

and understanding. To interact with these situations and to have access to the knowledge 
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controlled by those in power, literacy became a key tool. At times these practices ranged from 

reading instruction booklets and guarantees for household items, devotional reading of religious 

and other inspirational books and deliberate investigations of unknown topics to do with the 

challenges their children faced at schools. There were also encounters with schools, where the 

women were acting on behalf of their children and dealing with systems which they found quite 

mystifying and opaque. Their efforts to obtain resources for their children were often 

frustrating and consumed a great deal of their time and energy: 

I call their children's school and talk to the teachers and head teachers and interpret 
what the schools are saying. I know what it was like. When my children were young I 
would go to the school and want to see and talk to somebody about my daughter, but 
because my English wasn't very good it was difficult. As a parent I felt powerless, I 
didn't know the system, it was not easy to enter the school, you had to understand the 
culture to be able to make sure that your children achieved. Even if I took an interpreter 
with me, I felt that the school would immediately assume that there was a problem. My 
aim was to understand the curriculum, and look at how I could help my children. Instead 
they gave me lots of government documents and told me to read them and if I had any 
questions to come back. I couldn't even understand any of them; some parts were about 
policy, research and other government agencies (Kalthum). 

The women also frequently confronted welfare benefit-related problems, where for example 

completing forms, translating birth certificates meant entitlement to benefits. Other legal 

problems were related to issues and encounters with the police, the Home Office, courts and 

insurance companies. A variety of legal problems arose for the women at different stages of 

their lives. The skills involved in discounted and local literacy practices were learned 

informally, they were acquired in the women's homes, in their neighbourhoods and their 

community through the everyday perplexities and curiosities of their lives. 

On examining the women's literacy practices it was possible to expose some of the injustices of 

bureaucratic texts. An example is when Noora was denied the right to housing assistance and 

was at risk of homelessness, and whose suffering often seemed irrelevant. Noora's account 

deconstructs the prevalent ideology and pathology around the welfare system which views those 

on state benefits as a drain on resources, instead portraying the reality of the lives of people who 

suffer poverty, poor nutrition, poor medical assistance and dental care, in sub-standard housing, 

and without work or a sound education. Noora explains: 

I still think it's important for me to continue to learn English, because I get lots of forms 
from the social services department, from the housing department, and when I don't fill 
them in, I lose money and the rent doesn't get paid .... But 11011' it seems that everything 
depends on these forms and being able to fill them in is really important. I still try to fill 
them in, like the TV licence, the meter readings, the change of circumstances form and 
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even the ones we get from the passport office .... But I find that most of our lives are tied 
to these forms, and we have to keep the social benefit department updated if anything 
changes in our circumstances. I wanted to go to Yemen a year ago for a visit, but I 
basically had to get permission from them to say if it was okay for me to go. Because had 
I not told them, they would have discontinued my benefits and sent me more forms to 
complete. The forms make me feel like a number on a file that needs to be regularly 
reviewed otherwise I would lose my entitlements (Noora). 

Norton (1995) considers how negative experiences related to schooling, feeling of fear and low­

esteem follow people into adulthood and the discourses around literacy uncover the way in 

which 'schooled' literacy is the only valued literacy, leaving the many who cannot easily access 

this abandoned (Norton, 1995). Examples of the women's engagement with bureaucratic 

literacy practices such as the homeless section, the benefits department, the Home Office, 

Asylum seeker and Refugee organisations assert that without extensive mediation, only 

powerful 'schooled' people can easily 'get things done' and so gain access to even more 

resources and more power (Norton, 1995:67). Studies have shown that literacy, as a resource in 

itself is not enough for those people disadvantaged by society. The examination of the women' s 

social uses of literacy clearly show that literacy is not the only key to social inclusion, there 

needs to be cultural, economic and structural changes such as affordable housing and a more 

inclusive educational policy for there to be any impact on social exclusion. 

Blommaert's (2001) study explores narrative inequality in the Belgian asylum procedures by 

means of a complex of preconditions for communication, noticeable in recorded interviews with 

African asylum seekers in Belgium. According to Blommaert one of the characteristics of the 

administrative world we live in is the unchallenged assumption that bureaucratic and 

administrative clients should have complete control over the medium and communicative skills 

in which bureaucratic and administrative procedures are being carried out. In England 

administrative procedures seem to require highly developed literacy skills as well as access to 

standardised variety of a language. It is interesting to note, as Blommaert (2001) highlights, 

that literacy requirements seem to increase in size and scope the lower one gets in the hierarchy 

that is society. The women in this investigation were generally on low incomes and often had to 

go through complex paperwork in order to receive social welfare benefits, access to social 

housing, medical treatment and even education for their children. Barton, Hamilton and Ivanic 

(2000) regard bureaucratic literacies as 'mechanisms for cultural control and surveillance as 

well as reflections on how globalized capitalist routines and procedures are replacing local 

interactions and local languages' (p.78). Recognising that language and literacy are never 

power-neutral is essentially important, because if educators fail to recognise this. the languages. 

literacies and cultures of multilingual learners will continue to be neglected. Thus, Jim Collins' 

(1995) comments that 'modem educational systems produce stratified literacies; where elites are 
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socialized to an interpretative relation to texts, and non-elites to a submissive relation to texts' 

(1995: 84) become pressingly relevant. The classroom setting itself also seems to reflect and 

reproduce a stratified social system, in which national bourgeoisies have been defined b\ 

reading, especially book reading. Collins (1995) speaks about the development of a 'schooled' 

literacy as being a hegemonic project involving the displacement of non-standard varieties of 

language and 'a shunting aside or discrediting of alternative literacies' (Collins, 1995 :48). One 

result of such system is the discrediting of the practical knowledge of out-of--classroom 

literacies of non-elites and an enduring marginalisation of out-of-classroom literacy as 

'impractical and unrelated to life and its struggles, combined with an embracing of a realist, 

dramatic aesthetic literature' (Collins, 1995:56). The literacy practices that the informants are 

fully involved in take place in different spaces; these are at times at the local oriental 

supermarkets, on the streets of the local neighbourhoods, at the mosque, at home or even at the 

community centre. If ESOL educators allow multilingual learners' literacy experiences into the 

classroom, the ESOL classroom then becomes a space where local and global domains can be 

reflected, as Kalthum explains: 

The class should be a place where we can reflect on who we are, it's where we are 
supposed to be able to talk about the real us, it's a place where we should be allowed to 
bring the realities we live in our communities into the class. Our class is a small family, 
made up of women who have rich life experiences. It's a cultural place and we have even 
tried to make the displays reflect this cultural diversity. The displays are full of memories 
of happiness and sadness, sadness at the loss of our friends, those who have been 
deported. We aren't really prepared for this part of the asylum process, I know it's 
always a possibility, but the people around us never know, they don't know if their friends 
have been deported, where they have gone to, or how we can stay in touch with them. I 
just wish we had more time to talk about these sorts of experiences in class, particularly 
in Arabic, because many of us suffer in silence no one is able to talk us through this 
sadness of having friends taken away from us. But we are always expected to focus on the 
more important bits of learning that we need to complete (Kalthum). 

The literacy practices the women identified are rooted in everyday purposes and networks. The 

women draw upon and contribute to such knowledge, which is often local, procedural and 

minutely detailed. Literacy learning and use are integrated in the women's everyday activities 

and the literacy elements are an implicit part of such activity. These literacies are as diverse as 

the social practices. They are hybrid in origin and often it is clear that a particular activity may 

be classified in more than one way since the women have a mixture of motives for taking part in 

a given literacy activity. The integration of discounted literacy practices in the informants' 

everyday lives leads to other kinds of embedding where literacy events written and spoken 

language are often integrated. Denzin (1991) explains that print and other media are integrated: 

literacy is integrated with other symbolic systems, such as numeracy. and visual semiotics. 
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Different topics and activities occur together, 'making it challenging to perceive the boundaries 

ofa single literacy event or practice' (Denzin, 1991:82). 

Religious Literacies: Words of Sacred Texts 

In consulting varIOUS literature I found that religious literacies are often misunderstood, 

neglected and even, at times, disparaged. Through the theme of 'religious literacies', I seek to 

demystify this literacy practice by providing a detailed description, which includes an analysis 

of the religious literacy practices in the lives of the informants. Through this theme, I have also 

highlighted that Qu'ranic literacy in particular is an intense, vibrant and esteemed cultural 

practice which I hope goes some way to laying to rest some of the more pejorative notions that 

it is predominantly a matter of rote learning with little or no recourse to meaning (Gregory, 

1997; 2000). 

The informants are from a community which is multilingual, multiliterate and multicultural. 

The languages, literacies and cultures of this community are woven together, and the informants 

combine these processes into their lives. It is a dynamic, ever-shifting and evolving process. 

The informants talk about classroom practices being modelled not only in the home, but also in 

other community-based locations such as the Mosques. Furthermore, they talk of aspects of 

both classroom literacy and community literacy meeting in a third space (Gutierrez et aI, 1995), 

that of the Mosque, where they are fused into a practice that can no longer be termed home, 

school or community, but is a complex and vibrant amalgam of all three. Third space explicitly 

emphasises the role of the physical and social place in which people interact. There are three 

main theoretical views of third space. One view positions third space as a way to build bridges 

from knowledge and practices often marginalized in classroom settings to the conventional 

academic knowledge and practices (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, Alvarez, et aI., 1999; 

Gutuerrez, Baquedano-Lopez, Heath, 1983; and Moll et aI., 1989). This third space is 

particularly important for the informants attending the mosque because it provides opportunities 

for success in a learning environment while also making a space for their marginalized voices. 

The second view is one which considers the third space as a navigational space, a way of 

crossing and succeeding in different linguistic communities (Lee, 1993; New London Group, 

1996). In this third space learners are taught navigational skills through their everyday 

knowledge and practices which in tum help develop conventional academic knowledge and 

literacy skills (Wong, 1996; Hammond. 2001; Lee, 1993). The final view of the third space is 

one of cultural, social and epistemological change in which the competing knowledge of 
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different spaces are brought into 'conversation' to challenge and reshape literacy practices (Moll 

and Gonzalez, 1994; Seiler, 2001). 

Through a mapping of the literacy worlds of the informants, it became evident that attendance at 

a Mosque school or a Qur'ran class where the women learn the basics of Islam and how to read 

the Qu'ran is a common practice amongst my informants. Most Mosques in the United 

Kingdom cater for men, women, and children, though there has traditionally been a problem of 

adequate numbers of female teachers, and Mosque organisers often find it difficult to recruit 

qualified and experienced female teachers. This often results in girls and women being 

educated in Islam and in how to read the Qu'ran at home. Qu'ranic literacy, its acquisition, its 

practice, and its maintenance playa vital role in the life of many British Muslim families 

(Rosowsky, 2006). From a multiple literacy perspective, readers give meaning to texts in 

culturally and historically embedded ways. In focusing on the under-researched and under­

represented area of religious literacy practices, I have highlighted the repertoire of 

reading/writing genres, with which the informants are engaged, because multiple literate 

practices define communities, personal identities and power relations. My focus on religious 

literacy comes out of the desire to represent an under-represented set of literate practices. 

Rosowsky (2004) describes religious literacies as situated practices pertaining to a model of 

multiple literacies. Religious values and practices are part of the communicative competence 

that individuals navigate in modern, multicultural societies (Rosowsky, 2004). Baker (1993) 

notes that in some instances there are very distinct contrasts between religious and secular 

practices. Religious and secular literacies represent diglossia where the use of different 

languages for various functions in different contexts (Baker, 1993). He goes on to add that 

scriptural texts and their associated text-based practices can serve a variety of functions, all of 

which carry an element of a 'socially-ratified sacred character' (Baker, 1993: 18). Purves (1998) 

argues that group performance of liturgy and the individual reading of sacred texts can bind 

communities, and provide spiritual sustenance. 

Oral recitation of sacred texts such as the Qu'ran is a practice through which the Yemeni women 

ratify and transmit texts. Purves (1998) suggests that recitation can also form a foundation of an 

individual's membership in the community. Writing about Qu'ranic literacy in Indonesia, 

Baker (1993) comments: 

Submission to a single, complete and unchanging scripture is the bedrock of Islam's 
radical monotheism. The ability to affirm a faithful commitment to what has been 
revealed in this one text by reciting the words precisely as they have been written must 
extend to all Muslims. Qu'ranic recitation, then, is especially noteworthy as a mode of 
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literacy that cuts across all segments of society; it serves to absolutely distinguish 
believers from non-believers without yet distinguishing the more from the less literate' 
(Baker, 1993: 102). 

Thus in liturgical and Qu'ranic study group settings (which most of the informants attend), 

sacred texts are performed, for the most part orally, ritually and communally, not silently by 

lone individuals. These practices link religious reading to older strategies of literacy history, 

when oral, communal reading was the norm rather than the exception. Literacy values and 

practices in one sphere can also facilitate literacy in another sphere. Street (1984) considers that 

on the personal and societal plane, literacy skills that come from a religious sphere may have 

application to other aspects of life. Street (1984) found that traditional Islamic reading practices 

in Iran facilitated commercial literary, where 'Maktab' students learnt various types of 

transferable literacy skills including conventions of Arabic script, conventions of layout and 

presentation and strategies of non-sequential reading. 

It is important to bear in mind that as individuals we belong to multiple and overlapping 

communities, and these identities and affiliations are mediated by and signalled by language 

differences (New London Group, 1996). Religious literacy values and practices can dominate a 

culture, as in orthodox cultural groups, or they can be part of a repertoire of values and practices 

that many modem individuals control. Many of us navigate multiple literacy communities, 

some less visible, mainstream and less researched than others. Secular and religious values and 

practices co-exist in many of our lives (Sarroub, 2002). Throughout the interviews with the 

informants, but in particular with Noora, religion seems to playa central role in much of her 

Yemeni culture, which suggests that there is a close link between her religious beliefs and 

identity. The critical role of religion as it contextualised literacy practices was observed 

amongst Noora and the other women. The women attended a local mosque for regular 

teachings of the Holy Qu'ran, some also attended to learn Arabic. Religious texts and texts that 

had religious connotations such as prayer schedules (see Glossary of terms), the Islamic 

calendar (see Glossary of forms) were always at hand whether in the women's homes or at the 

ESOL class. During numerous visits to the women's homes, I noticed entire shelves of 

religious texts, most in Arabic with some English translations. Religion and education are 

clearly I inked for the women. Historically, schools in many of the villages in the Yemen were 

built and run by religious missionaries, and they tended to provide the only opportunity for 

women and girls to become literate in the Arabic language. The religious-orientated schools 

provided women with opportunities to learn Arabic literacy in addition to bringing religion into 

the daily routines of the school and home life, as Noora explains: 

I began learning to read Arabic about three years ago at the mosque. All the women lIsed 
to attend the mosque twice a week to learn the HOZ1" Qu'ran but I was always ren' 
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embarrassed about going because I couldn't read. The committee at the mosque realised 
that many of the women were unable to read and write Arabic so they began running a 
beginners class. Lots of women enrolled at the class because they felt it was okay to say '1 
can't read or write', nobody would criticise them, after all that's what we were there for, 
to learn. I felt Arabic was much easier for me to learn to read,· maybe it was because I 
spoke Arabic and I could relate to the meanings. When I was eventually able to read 
Arabic fluently I felt like I had accomplished something huge, I felt like I could pick up 
any Arabic book and read at the top of my voice because I could now read. Since I have 
been going to the mosque my reading has really improved, but I was getting a lot of 
support and encouragement there. Learning to read Arabic has enabled me to -write 
letters, read Arabic newspapers, write Arabic poems, and of course learn the Qu'ran 
(N 00 ra). 

The women would often share religious texts at the ESOL class, although this tended to be in 

the form of 'Over and Under the Desk' activities (Maybin, 2007). These texts were often about 

Muslim women's rights in Islam, issues relating to marriage, divorce, Muslim diets, raising and 

educating children in western society, and even ways of dealing with aggressive and violent 

husbands. I also noticed at times that their discourse in Arabic was peppered with religious 

references, indicating the importance of such texts on their textual encounters. The boundaries 

between language, literacy, religion and education were blurred and in many cases, religion 

seemed to determine opportunities for education, which in tum determined the languages and 

literacies learned and practiced. Religious literacies seemed to playa prominent role for Noora. 

For Noora language, literacy, religion and schooling were very much intertwined into a whole. 

Purves (1998) explains that since 9/11, the language of scripture has been heard more frequently 

in national and international discourse, and with ever more urgent appeal to cultural and 

national identities and allegiances (Purves, 1998). The language of sacred texts is a powerful 

tool; it is authoritative and poetic, evoking strong responses from listeners. Purves (1998) 

highlights how the language of sacred texts articulates and evokes shared values, it can also be 

used to articulate and mobilize cultural identities, especially in these times of cross-cultural 

conflict. Noora talks about the horrific events of September the 11th and London bombings 

which seem to have had a major impact on the Yemeni community and more so on individual 

women, where they talk about a feeling of their faith being under attack, and young Yemeni 

men suspected of having terrorist links, being arrested and detained without trial. 

The terrorist attacks have put our communities at the centre of all of this conflict. Before 
September I t h attacks and the London bombings everybody was okay, there were no 
problems between the local Northtown people and the Yemenis. You know the Yemeni 
community has been here in Northtown since the 1940's and like other immigrant 
communities we faced racism and discrimination but we have never felt like we were 
being watched. Now people have to be careful even though they may not be doing 
anything wrong, the police raid people's homes, they detained two young men a fe)-.' 
weeks ago (N oora). 
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In describing the informants' religious literacy practices as diverse, culturally based and 

culturally created, the informants explain that these practices are connected to social actions and 

relationships through performance and authority. Baker (1993) states 'all texts comprise sets of 

genres-typical texts and utterances that perform typical; pragmatic, information. and aesthetic 

actions' (Baker, 1993:77). Rohde (2002) argues that literacy researchers and educators, 

policymakers and the general public need to be cautious in demanding conformity with western 

practices and values. In the years following 9111, much attention has focused on Islamic 

literacies (Rohde, 2002; Schulevitz, 2002; Stille, 2002). Discussing issues on the origins of the 

Qu'ran and Islam, Andrew Rippin at the University of Victoria in British Columbia reportedly 

cautioned that: 

Freedom of speech in the Islamic world is more likely to evolve from within the Islamic 
interpretative tradition than from outside attacks on it. Approaches to the Koran that are 
now branded as heretical-interpreting the text metaphorically rather than literacy were 
widely practiced in mainstream Islam a thousand years ago (Stille, 2002: 10). 

As Rippin's remarks suggest, religious literacy practices and values have historical as well as 

cultural dimensions. Current international conflict highlights religious texts as being tied up 

with cultural and religious ideologies. It has become common since 9111 for national leaders to 

brand international enemies as 'evil' and 'satanic' labels that call forth historically based 

religious ideologies. Current world events suggest an era in which ideological battles will be 

fought increasingly through worldwide mass media, and where different literacy practices come 

into increasing contact. Purves (1998) suggests that national leaders will continue to use sacred 

texts to lend spiritual authority to their words. Understanding how sacred texts are read will be 

part of understanding how we live in the world of the 21 st century. The growing visibility of 

religious ideologies and their relationships to political agendas, including the use of Biblical and 

Qu'ranic texts in speeches by international leaders, highlights the importance of understanding 

religious literacy practices. 

Digital Metaliteracies: A New Communicative Order 

Through this theme I explore the fundamental role of new technologies in the lives of my 

informants. Communication environments in today's society have been altered by new 

technologies and media, and so people's literacies are redefined in terms of new texts and 

practices (Kress, 2003). Through this theme I also analyse the informants' use of digital 

literacies as evolving and augmented by new information technologies. 
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The society we live in is increasingly mediated by information and communication 

technologies, and we cannot afford to ignore the implications of new technology use for literacy 

practices. Some academics have gone as far as to suggest that 'researchers who fail to 

acknowledge technology issues in their work may have to face the reality that their findings 

may be seen as outdated, incomplete or irrelevant' (Labbo and Reinking, 1999:486). Through a 

review of the literature on digital literacies (Snyder, 2001; Kress, 2003; Kenner, 2004: 

Lankshear and Knobel, 2003) I found that some researchers (Lankshear and Knobel, 1997: 

2003) have openly embraced information and communication technologies, claiming they 

enhance communication, empower and democratise the classroom setting. On the other hand 

fundamental models of schooling offer a discourse that is more cynical of new information and 

communication technology because of the apparent power enforced which they see as yet 

another form of social control. One cannot dispute that new technologies have and continue to 

alter everyday models of communication and as such they playa fundamental role in our lives 

and we have all been affected in one way or another. It would be true to say, as Baynham and 

Prinsloo (2001) have indicated, that the communication environment and literacy practices have 

been irrevocably altered by new technology and media, such as the internet and e-mail, in ways 

that communication has been similarly altered in the past by the introduction of writing 

technologies, innovations such as typewriters, printers, the telephone and now mobile phones. 

Goody (2000: 155) states that 'changes in modes of communication do matter and have 

fundamentally altered the life of mankind', but how things have changed, for whom, why, and 

with what results needs to be looked at carefully. Schieffelin (2000) also reminds us, 'we know 

that societies differ significantly in ways of taking up and organising literacy factors, therefore 

ideology cannot be separated from literacy; since multilingual learners acquire literacy skills in 

the context of certain social forces that emphasise the importance of formal education as part of 

becoming 'modem' and 'developed' (p.293). Multiple literacies emerge with technological 

changes (Kress, 2003), for example the development of e-mail conventions and the recognition 

of digital and multimedia texts as standard in domains from bureaucratic communications to 

language arts curricular. The concept of multiple literacies is imperative for studying literacy 

practices and values within culturally and historically defined contexts (Health, 1983; Street, 

1984, 1993). This broader cultural and historical view helps researchers to see general patterns 

of literacy, which have been implicated in the educational disadvantage of ethnic minority 

learners or individuals from non-mainstream groups (Au, 1980; Delpit, 1995; Health, 1983). In 

a time of rapid evolution of the technology of communication and rapid increase in global 

intercultural communication, there is a need for models of multiple, situated literacies that can 

guide literacy research, teacher education and reading instruction for the future (Kress, 1999; 

Pare and Smart, 1994; Reinking, 1995). Furthermore, a variety of communal and solitary 

reading and writing practices continue to coexist and to be redefined by changing technologies 
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and social conditions. Emerging digital text genres and reading and writing practices coexist 

with more traditional texts and practices are redefined in terms of new texts and practices. 

Marsh (2006) explains that: 

New kinds of readers and writers are emerging from the current proliferation of digi­
textual practices in which children, young people and adult read and write using a range 
of technologies (Marsh, 2006:4). 

Digital literacy allows an increased amount of individual control over text production, 

transmission and reception. Some have argued that, with the advent of digital communication, 

the time when ritual use and school curricular can dictate authoritative texts and interpretations 

is passing (Graff, 1994). According to Alan Purves (1998:93) 'centres ofleaming' have shifted, 

historically, from the oral words of rituals to the written words transmitted through libraries and 

schools, and they are now shifting in digital Cyberspace. 

Aisha talks about understanding and being able to draw upon the cultural dimension of literacy 

involving a realisation that the ability to operate language and technology systems is always in 

the service of participating in 'authentic' forms of social practice and meaning. 

Writing and reading particularly through e-mail has also helped me establish aspects of 
my own identities, because like I was saying earlier, I don't just have one identity ({uA), I 
have many (Aisha). 

Aisha and the other women use texts and technologies to do things in the world, and to achieve 

their own and at times other's purposes, whether in the context of the ESOL classroom or in the 

community. 

Nowadays I use the Internet on a daily basis; I use it for lots of things. I use the MSN 
chat, but only in Arabic because I can't type very well in English. But in Arabic I am 
really good, I sit and chat with my family who are still back home in Yemen for hours. 
particularly during the evenings, because then the children are in bed and I can just type 
away freely (Aisha). 

These examples of their digital literacies show sophisticated intertextual and intermodal 

processing. Such modem literacies open worlds of literacy for the women, and lead to immense 

learning. Lotherington (2004) argues that modem literacies are a hallmark of the educated 

person, and foundational to social conceptions of education. Given their historical evolution, 

modern literacies will not be simply supplanted by new modes of knowledge transmission. 

However, literacies are continually evolving and modem constructions of literacy are being 

continually augmented and transformed by post-modem literacies in the classroom 

(Lotherington, 2004). The informants are learning for the future, not the past. However 

learning for the future is not the main focus of the ESOL curriculum or ESOL testing which 
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seems to be the final arbiter in the informants' literacy acquisition. The women are able to 

access knowledge, to navigate data field, to write themselves into the world - skills that they use 

on a daily basis in digital practice, but such skills go unrecognised on the ESOL programme. 

The informants' multiliteracies will help the women to create, access and problem-solve the 

sophisticated digital communication that increasingly characterizes contemporary social and 

economic life. As such these literacies should be recognized and incorporated in the sort of 

gate-keeping instruction of ESOL programmes that will ultimately validate or invalidate their 

education. ESOL practitioners need to examine multilingual learners' sophisticated digital 

metaliteracies, which are increasingly required in contemporary communication (Simpson, 

2002). Kress makes the point that communication has always been multisemiotic (involving 

visual and actional multimodes of communication) and illustrates how text has changed in its 

form as the 20th century has progressed (2000; 1997). Increasingly, we are sending and 

receiving more information through imagery and less through print in our texts. This is evident 

in print vehicles such as newspapers, but it is exacerbated in information and communication 

technology where multimedia potential is highly dynamic, as Warschauer (1999:8) explains: 

Whereas print has some graphical features, the ability to include a broad range of media is 
greatly expanded on the web, thus potentially challenging the textual emphasis of print 
literacy. It is in the computer-based multimedia on CD-ROMS and on the World Wide 
Web that the integration of text and audiovisual material is most complete, with the 
processes of reading and writing transformed into multimedia interpretation and authoring 
(p.8). 

Cope and Kalantizis (2003) also point out that the elemental structure of text as understood in 

modem terms has been revolutionized through digitisation: 

Linguistics, visual and audio meanings are constructed of the same stuff in the digital 
environments. This contrasts with the world of print in which the physical production and 
rendering processes for the visual and the linguistic were more conveniently separated. 
The consequences in the digital era are a trend to mulimodality, to the fabrication and 
distribution of texts, which integrate linguistic, audio, and visual modes of meaning (p.2). 

This means putting the emphasis on 'authentic contexts, forms and purposes, of learning along 

the axes of literacy and technology, text and information' (Lankshear and Synder, 2000:65). 

Aisha talks of being 'literate' in the digital rhetoric, which she sees as more than the capacity to 

encode and decode, to grasp meanings inscribed on a page or a screen or within an established 

social practice (Street, 1984). Being literate also involves the 'capacity and disposition to 

scrutinise the practices and universes of meanings within which texts are embedded' (Lankshear 

and Synder. 2000:65). Being literate also entails the capability to enter actively into creating, 

shaping and transforming social practices and universes of meanings. When Aisha talks about 

reading or writing. she draws on the cultural experiences she has had in her life. These at times 
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may come from different parts of the world. If literacy is understood as a global and social 

practice it is then possible to begin to understand why multilingual learners need to 

communicate not only across different cultures, but also in relation to changing global 

communication. When Aisha was talking about e-mailing her family she was drawing on her 

identity as an individual who uses the Internet and she seemed to be locating her global identity 

alongside her local identity within the ESOL classroom. The e-mail system has also made 

communicating in any language a local practice where one does not have to go very far to 

communicate. 

Here, Aisha illustrates the need to move beyond narrowly defined explanations of literacy in 

digital rhetoric to ones that capture the complexity of real literacy practices in contemporary 

society. 

Communicating with my family this way has kind of helped me survive, survive the 
uncertainty I've lived since I arrived in England and survive the episodes of longing for 
home. Writing and reading particularly through e-mail has also helped me establish 
aspects of my own identities, because like I was saying earlier, I don't just have one 
identity ({;JA) I have many (Aisha). 

I found the women to be highly motivated by the use of technology. This motivation was tied 

very closely to specific uses, ones that met their need to settle into a new country, but to also 

maintain links with the Yemen. Through Aisha's use of the Internet, her identity is formed 

during interaction and she is creating identities via digital literacies not only in the home 

language but also in English. Turkle (1995) has noted that the Internet provides opportunities 

for multiple identity opportunities. Digital literacy also provides contexts for multilingual 

learner identity formation through hybrid uses of language(s), in diverse ways that help to 

empower them. Literacy needs to be conceived within a broader social order, what Street 

(1984) has called a 'new communicative order'. Significantly, this new order takes account of 

the literacy practices associated with screen-based technologies. It recognises that print-based 

practices are associated with only part of what people have to learn to be literate in today's 

society. The emergence of this new order is directly associated with the development of an 

electronic communication system characterised by 'its global reach, its integration of all 

communication media, and its potential interactivity' (Castells, 1996:329). The study of 

literacies and languages in homes, schools and communities has recently become more 

spatialized. Recent work by Leander and Sheehy has considered that literacy practices produce 

space, that they need to be seen as spatial as well as temporal (Leander and Sheehy, 2004). 

Kenner's (2004) work in homes has documented the importance of satellite television on 

upholding home and community languages. Digitised literacies cut across institutional 
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boundaries and the growth of Internet cafes in inner city urban areas has increased access to 

many other cultural groups and identities than previously. The tracking of these new digitised 

literacy and language practices is under-researched. Attention needs to be paid to the multiple 

linguistic and symbolic resources multilingual communities draw on when using web-based 

texts (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003). Models of these forms of change have enabled researchers 

to identify how people take hold of these practices in new and improvisatory ways. New 

information and communication technologies also have significant implications for literacy 

practices (Snyder, 1997,2001), so much so that a new communication order is emerging. With 

the changes associated with the use of new technologies, language and literacy educators are 

beginning to take account of the increasingly blurred boundaries between different areas of 

knowledge and different theoretical perspectives. Denzin (1991) argues that to regard 'literacy 

and technology studies' as separate enterprises is becoming increasingly untenable. Theorists in 

this field now have a common concern: 'making sense of the construction of meaning within a 

new communication order' (Denzin, 1991 :56). 

This investigation highlights the importance of understanding diversity in relation to the 

everyday use of literacy by Yemeni women who have distinct cultural practices related to 

literacy use. Even within the group of women who are from the same linguistic community 

there are different literacy skills and uses of literacy from each other. They have different values 

and life experiences. Amongst the women there is a wide range of literacy, language, culture 

and life experiences that are tailored closely to their values and identity and the purposes of 

using literacy in their cultural and social context. An example highlighting this reveals that the 

women were able to use advanced communication and information technology. When I visited 

the women at home, I found that they were very confident at using satellite receivers, television, 

video players, DVD players, mobile phones, computers and surprisingly Ipods. All of the 

informants were confident about using various forms of technology to help them maintain their 

own culture (by watching films on Arabic satellite channels) and at the same time to have 

contact with the dominant culture. 

At various stages of the interviews the women talked about being involved in highly diverse and 

complex interpersonal communication, which seem to playa central role in their lives. Kalthum 

would regularly send e-mails, attachments and SMS texts to her relatives back home in the 

Yemen, updating them on her situation and important events that have taken place in her life. 

She would often also send photographs as attachments from her e-mail account, which she had 

scanned using the scanner at the ESOL centre: 
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Since then I have been fascinated with computers and when we first came to England I 
insisted on buying a computer for me and the children to use at home. When I was at 
college in Yemen I learnt how to use the Internet and since then, my fascination of 
computers has developed even more. Nowadays I use the Internet on a daily basis; I use it 
for lots of things. I use the MSN chat, but only in Arabic because I can't type very well in 
English. But in Arabic I am really good, I sit and chat with my family who are still back 
home in Yemen for hours, particularly during the evenings, because then the children are 
in bed and I can just type away freely. Typing in Arabic feels very normal, kind of 
natural, I think of what I want to say and as I'm typing it's like I'm having a conversation 
with the person at the other end so I can type quite fast. The Internet has become a kind 
of a lifeline (Aisha). 

Aisha also uses the Internet regularly to make contact with her family in the Yemen. She would 

often set up the web cam, and chat on line for hours. She also talked about using MSN 

messenger and texts to communicate: 

The Internet has become a kind of a lifeline. I really look forward to going home and 
having my own space to chat with my family and friends, I feel warm, comfortable and 
close to them, I don't feel as far as I am, miles and miles away. When I e-mail them, it 's 
usually through my hotmail account and it's all in Arabic (Aisha). 

Such textual practices illustrate the advanced skills these women have acquired but which do 

not seem to be recognised or shared in the ESOL setting. At times, I observed Aisha sharing 

printouts of photographs (sent to her e-mail account as attachments) with the other women in 

the class, but once more this seemed to be more of an 'Over and Under the Desk' (Maybin, 

2007) activity discussed just before the teacher began the lesson or at the end of the lesson. 

Such textual practices provided the women with an array of opportunities to discuss and share 

their textual experiences. These examples are indications of the women's extensive engagement 

in digital literacy practices in the home which have significant implications for ESOL educators, 

in that there is a need to recognise and build on the women's competence as 'text bricoleurs' 

and designers in the communication, language and literacy curriculum (Lankshear and Knoble, 

2006). At present, there is limited recognition of these digital literacy practices in ESOL 

settings, which means that multilingual learners have restricted and at times limited 

opportunities to develop confidence and expertise in information technology in the ESOL 

setting. Multilingual learners need opportunities to engage reflexively in technologies in order 

to engage in complex, multi-layered reading of popular culture (Marsh, 2006). 

Spaces of Authoring: Literacy Narratives 

A recurrent theme highlighted in the data analysis is the important role stories play in the lives 

of Yemeni women. 'Story' has been identified as a site where the informants explore 
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representing differences (Bruner, 1984; Polkinghorne, 1988; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Measor 

and Sikes, 1992; Phillips, 1994; Goodson, 1992; Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Connelly and 

C landinin, 1994) and this representation of differences is a core interest of this investigation as I 

explained in Chapter Five. This study indicated that telling oral literacy narratives provides an 

imaginative space through which the women were able to develop a cultural sense of the literate 

self. This theme also addresses narrative inequality in the asylum seeking process, as described 

in Aisha's story. In this theme, asylum narratives are explored, with a particular emphasis on 

their role as localizing discourse. Here the role of narratives in the asylum process is discussed, 

and the contextualizing role of narratives and 'text trajectories' (Silverstein and Urban, 1996). 

particularly in Aisha's story is highlighted. Having worked as an immigration 

translator/interpreter for a number of years, I have come to appreciate that the asylum procedure 

relies heavily on an investigation of applicants' stories. On her arrival in England, Aisha was 

interviewed as to the causes and motives of leaving Yemen and seeking asylum in the United 

Kingdom. The general format applied in this procedure is that of a criminal investigation, as 

Aisha explains: 

Walking through the court doors, it brought memories back of the days at Heathrow 
airport where we were searched and interviewed under police caution. At the immigration 
court, the children and I were asked to walk through metal detectors to empty our 
pockets, bags and present our documents; lfelt like a criminal (Aisha). 

Aisha's asylum narrative played a central and critical role in her application for asylum. The 

basis on which her application was examined is a textual set of statements taken from her, in 

which she explains her motive for seeking asylum in England and provides reasons and motives 

for that desire. Inconsistencies in the stories are a major cause for refusing refugee status to 

asylum seekers (Blommaert, 2001). Through my work as an immigration translator/interpreter. 

I was astonished by the fact that in a highly advanced contemporary legal system, which is 

backed by complex, sophisticated and high-tech forensic sciences, the British asylum procedure 

relies and continues to rely heavily on narrative analysis. Through Aisha's story I have 

highlighted aspects of the structure and functions of narratives in an attempt to show how they 

represent crucial textual encounters for multilingual women. 

A isha and Saba talk about certain forms of narrative being privileged over others: 

This wasn't a chance for us to speak our voices. The immigration officers didn't want to 
hear our stories, they didn't want to hear about our experiences and difficulties. We were 
not allowed to tell our stories, instead we were interrogated about places we had been to, 
it was like they didn't want to know who we were and why we 'were here, they just lranted 
questions to be anrn'ered with short brief answers, no feelings and no emotions (Aisha). 
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We all have our own stories to tell about our journey to England, and most of the time I 
feel that our stories are silenced, because other stories are more important, other stories 
may ftt in more comfortably with what stories are about. My story doesn ·f really fit in 
anywhere, I'm not sure if Iftt in anywhere either! (Saba). 

Dell Hymes and Courtney Cazden (1980) investigated 'the possibility that one form of 

inequality of opportunity in our society has to do with rights to use narrative, with whose 

narratives are admitted to have cognitive function' (Hymes and Cazden, 1980: 126). They found 

that the use of particular ways of narrating which focused upon the expression of emotions and 

personal experiences voiced in an 'anecdotal' mode were easily dismissed, while other narrative 

modes in which academic voicing and emotional detachment were more prominent, were 

clearly privileged, as Aisha illustrates: 

There wasn't an opportunity to elaborate; to tell the story like it really was, without all 
the legal jargon. When my barrister read my statement out to me, I kept thinking, 'I didn't 
mean this and I didn't mean that' but because it was a question and answer session that 
had been turned into my story, but in their words. I kept asking the barrister about why 
my own words couldn't be used?' he insisted the words had to be 'acceptable' and my 
exact words wouldn't be 'acceptable to the courts'. I couldn't help but feel powerless. I 
realised that I really didn't mean much to the immigration officers, my story wasn 'f 
important; Ijust became another case file that needed a decision (Aisha). 

Aisha is confronted with a continued fundamental problem of narrative inequality where 'access 

to the discursive resources that shape who can talk, when, in what ways, and with what effects' 

(Briggs, 1996: 13), is not one that can be captured, as Briggs rightly points out in 'negotiation', 

which suggests some degree of equality and fairness and a facility of choice for those 

marginalized. Briggs (1996: 13) notes that the power asymmetries and conflicts are invisible 

because their: 

Embeddedness in administrative procedures are normalized for members of the 
autonomous middle class, which are imbued with great prestige as the symbolic 
custodians of a socio-political system qualified as just, egalitarian and democratic (Briggs, 
1996: 13). 

Without recourse to the long and detailed narratives about home, escape and fear of persecution, 

Aisha was unable to make her motives and causes for seeking asylum fully understood: 

We were all treated the same; like we had done something wrong, and today we were 
going to be punished for it. Our names were not read out; instead our case file reference 
numbers were read out. We were told to speak on~r when asked to speak, and we were 
told to give as brief as possible answers to any questions asked How can my ans'wers be 

201 



brief? How can I tell my story in afew sentences? How can my struggles be told in afew 
minutes? Did that mean that it would only take the courts afew minutes to decide on my 
fate, on my destiny, on where I would be living, on thefuture of my children? (Aisha). 

Hymes (1981, 1996, and 1998) and Haviland (1996, 1997) emphasise the importance of 

narrative-textual shape and narrative-textual dynamics as crucial ingredients for interpreting and 

understanding texts. Blommaert (2001) explains that these approaches to text need to be set 

within a: 

Wider project that bears affinities to that of critical discourse analysis that can be 
summarized as investigating language as a social process in order to gain a more precise 
insight in power relations (B lommaert, 2001: 74). 

In my work as an immigration translator, I came to appreciate that there is an obvious narrative 

inequality in the context of asylum applications in England, and this is mainly because the 

asylum procedure involves a complex set of discursive practices and language ideologies that 

are in practice being used as criteria for 'truth', 'trustworthiness', 'coherence' and 'consistency" 

(Blommaert, 2001). Such discursive practices require access to communication practices that 

are often far beyond the reach of women like Aisha and others seeking asylum, not only 

linguistically, but also narrativley and stylistically (Blommaert, 2001:75). Aisha talks about the 

way in which communication practices are mobilized for 'making sense' of her asylum 

application; but at the same time it suggests narrative inequality when measured against the 

expectations inscribed in the discursive patterns of the asylum application procedure, of which I 

am often too familiar. Briggs (1997) notes that the fact that 'talk is often structured vis-a.-vis 

mediated relationships it bears to objects and texts that are dispersed in time and space' (Briggs, 

1997:454-5). Such preconceived criteria oftextuality and narrative appropriateness are inscribed 

in practices of noting, summarizing, reading narratives, and translating within the asylum 

procedure, which themselves form part of a huge text tradition, accepted within British law. 

This process of re-structuring talk into institutionally sanctioned texts involves a dynamic of 

entextualisation that is based on power asymmetries. Briggs (1970) suggests that the lack of 

attention to the critical functions of densely contextualised narratives is due to the particular 

treatment of texts in bureaucratic procedures, particularly the shaping of textual 'trajectories' 

(Silverstein and Urban, 1996; Kell, 2006) in which 'original' stories are continuously reformed 

and reformulated. 

Aisha's asylum narrative may maybe seen as being too messy for the immigration courts to be 

easily inserted in the asylum procedure. Aisha told her asylum story in Arabic to an interpreter. 

this was then handed over to someone else, who translated and transformed it into an ordered 

and patterned written narrative, which was later squeezed into the boxes of a standard form: 
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The immigration officer was taking through an Iraqi interpreter who we found reanv 
difficult to understand, because she spoke a different kind of Arabic, the accent and 
dialect were different and so I remember asking her to repeat the questions time and time 
again. I was asked about everything from the moment I was born to the moment 1 left 
Yemen (Aisha). 

Consequently, her asylum story is edited several times by other people, who select from the 

story parts that look 'truthful' and the ones that seem 'unlikely. What is lost in the process is 

the narrative of space, place and time that is at the core of such stories and as Blommaert (2001) 

comments: 

Those parts of the stories in which applicants bring international conflicts and phenomena 
such as war, famine, and poverty into their own experiential space, related personal 
motives to them, and offer this as arguments for obtaining asylum. However, as soon as 
this 'noise' has been cut off from the applicant's story, the chances of being understood, 
believed and supported are very slim (Blommaert, 2001 :444). 

Aisha talks about stories being a site where she can explore representing difference, and this 

representation of difference is at the core of this investigation's attempts in highlighting 

multilingual learners' textual experiences. As a significant site of struggle are literacy stories, 

which exemplify the 'arts of the contact zone', which, in Mary Louise Pratt's (1994) terms, can 

be seen as 'social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in 

contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power' (p.34). Because literacy narratives so often 

focus on the meeting and clashing of identities, languages, and cultures, literacy stories allow 

multilingual learners -those 'others of the academic landscape hitherto largely represented by 

teachers speaking on their behalf-themselves to enter into and influence the contemporary 

debates surrounding ESOL education' (Soliday, 1994:55). 

Bartlett and Holland (2002) assert that the literacy practices and traditions of disadvantaged 

linguistic communities are typified by paradox and contradiction. Seen as an 'at-risk' social 

group, Yemeni women are also inheritors of a tradition of social struggle in which literacy is the 

signifier of liberation and literary endeavour is one aspect of a multifaceted cultural 

achievement that combines oral and literate traditions. Bartlett and Holland (2002) note that: 

Sustained literate encounters with European scripts and literate traditions are now more 
than three and half centuries old. For various native people, that encounter has been 
marked by the painful awareness that literacy and schooling bring cultural genocide and 
self-loss that literacy can provide essential tools for cultural documentation and 
preservation and that contemporary circumstances make necessary a reworking and 
transcending of the oral vs. literate, tradition vs. assimilation dichotomies (Bartlett and 
Holland, 2002:46). 
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The literacy narratives in this investigation provide a space where women like Aisha and others 

can defamiliarise their ordinary language use and perform imaginative acts of self­

representation in order, as Eva Hoffman (1989) puts it, to translate 'between the two stories and 

two vocabularies, without being split by the difference' (p.87). 

Noora's story of everyday life is a tool she uses to enhance her own personal success as a 

learner on the ESOL programme; and her story can be an important resource if used effectively 

in ESOL practice, which can be used to enhance her teacher's understanding of difference and 

shape the practitioners' response to the different versions of literacy. 

I used to dream about telling stories to my own children, in the same way that my mother 
used to tell me stories, but now I just share my stories with husband, but it's not the same. 
Men don't really like to listen to stories; I don't think they like to listen full stop!! But it's 
good you're listening to my story, because I think that everybody has a story to tell, and 
it's okay telling your story but whose listening? I have lots of stories to tell, about our 
community, about our struggles, about our future, but they're not really important stories 
for everybody else (Noora). 

In this way, literacy narratives contribute to the broader goal of building a more dialogical, 

effective ESOL curriculum that both respects and responds to the voices and stories of 

individual multilingual women (Baynham and Prinsloo, 2001). Examining the multilingual 

literacy practices of the women through an oral narrative framework can provide insight into the 

ways in which literacy is practiced and valued within a specific community, and these insights 

may, in tum, help educators design a literacy curriculum that is more relevant and authentic to 

this community. Street (2001) claims that an important task of literacy research is to make 

visible the complexity of local, everyday, community literacy and textual practices. Through 

oral stories, the women in this investigation have been able to bring to light some of these 

issues, and because traditionally, Yemeni women have tended to rely on their memory for 

record keeping, (they seem to pride themselves in their memories), their stories have been an 

opportunity for them to exercise such skills. A link between the tradition of storytelling and the 

desire to tell memories of struggles and the migration experience emerged from their stories. 

Stories are also an important aspect of traditional Yemeni culture, and this tradition has helped 

shape various current literacy practices amongst the women. In the Yemeni culture, story 

telling is also a form of traditional education, as Kalthum explains: 

I've never really talked about my experiences this way, even though it's quite natural 
particularly in the Arab culture to tell stories. We live for stories, we breathe stories, my 
great, great grandmother, told stories, my grandfather even tells us stories about his life. 
This is the way we learn, it's a part of who we are, storytellers (Kalthum). 
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While stories play an important part in the Yemeni culture, the women felt that stories do not 

seem to be valued highly in the British culture, which they believe was due to fewer extended 

families, and a more contemporary lifestyle, which has meant there is limited time for stories. 

Whereas in the Yemen it was the elders who often told the stories, as Kalthum explained 

storytelling happened in the evenings, when people sat together and shared stories. Kalthum 

believes that this lack of interest in traditional storytelling, even within second and third 

generation of Yemenis in the United Kingdom, is a direct impact of migration, because most 

stories were passed down from generation to generation, but due to migration, there is now a 

generation gap where stories seem to have been lost. The women's stories appear to be a place 

where they can explore what Victor Turner (1980) calls 'liminal' crossings between worlds. In 

focusing upon those moments, narratives become sites of self-translation where one can 

'articulate the meanings and the consequences of their passages between language worlds' 

(Soliday, 2001: 157). Aisha talks about narratives allowing her a way to view her experience 

with literacy and language as normal and acceptable. By foregrounding her acquisition and use 

of literacy and language as acceptable and a natural process, Aisha has the opportunity to 

explore the role of literacies in her everyday life. When given the opportunity to evaluate her 

experiences, she is able to achieve 'narrative agency' (Holland et aI, 1993) by discovering that 

her experiences are, in fact, interpretable. I found through the interviews that literacy narratives 

can also help to expand the women's sense of personal agency when they discover not only that 

their own stories are narratable, but also that through their stories they can engage in a broader 

critical dialogue with other multilingual women and with the wider audience (Briggs, 1997). 

Here Kalthum talks about stories being a rich and complex social practice through which she is 

able to establish her identity as a language user in culturally diverse ways: 

I have lots of stories like this to tell and I have never really had the opportunity to tell 
them or even think about my experiences as 'real reading' or 'real writing' (Kalthum). 

Importantly, telling oral literacy narratives provides an imaginative, although not fully 

understood, avenue through which individuals can develop a cultural sense of the literate self. 

As Arabic women, within our families we routinely practice representing, even fictional ising 

the nature of literacy to ourselves in ways that are also culturally specific; my parents told 

stories of my achievements with literacy at school, they told stories of their own successes and 

failures in learning to read and write, and even my own children tell literacy stories by 

embedding literacy events within the plots of other stories they tell, and so as Arabic women 

ours is an oral tradition, and we continue to tell stories. 
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Noora's story exemplifies that she and the other women are lifelong learners who have 

overcome barriers in an effort to create the lived experiences they hope to have. The narratives 

in this study have allowed N oora and the women to tell their stories. In it they discuss and 

reflect on their experiences and learning and they seem to have a much deeper appreciation for 

themselves as learners who have grown because of their life experiences. They believe that they 

have an important story to share, as Noora explains: 

But it's good you're listening to my story, because I think that everybody has a story to 
tell, and it's okay telling your story but whose listening? I have lots of stories to tell, 
about our community, about our struggles, about our future, but they're not really 
important stories for everybody else (Noora). 

Gee (1985) writes 'one of the primary ways human beings make sense of their experience is by 

casting it in narrative form' (p.l1). Thus, as humans we tell stories about our lives in order to 

understand ourselves, and these stories, in tum, affect who we are and who we become. Grumet 

(1991) remarks that 'We are, at least partially, constituted by the stories we tell to others and to 

ourselves about experience' (p.69). Bruner (1987) adds that this concept of the self as formed 

through discourse narration and dialogue-is similar to O'Conner's (1989) notion of voice as a 

'socially orientated construction' (pA8). Bruner (1987) posits a connection between individual 

and cultural autobiographies, similar to O'Connor's relation of individual and cultural voices: 

Given their constructed nature and their dependence upon the cultural conventions and 
language usage, life narratives obviously reflect the prevailing theories about 'possible 
life' that are part of one's culture. Eventually the culturally shaped cognitive and 
linguistic processes that guide the self-telling of life narrative achieve the power to 
structure perceptual experience, to organize memory, to segment and purpose-build the 
very 'events' of a life. In the end we become the autobiographical narratives by which we 
'tell about' our lives. And given the cultural shaping to which I referred, we also become 
variant of the culture's canonical forms (Bruner, 1987: 15). 

Both O'Connor (1989) and Bruner (1987) regard that individuals and their cultures shape and 

are shaped by each other; 'individual selves are formed within the limitations of culturally 

possible narrative, and cultures depend on individuals adopting and expressing cultural voices 

for their reconstruction' (Bruner, 1987:65). These dialectical relationships-between story and 

self, voice and culture, suggest that narrative can play a powerfully positive role in the 

multilingual classroom (O'Connor, 1989). According to Witherell (1997), 'the teller or receiver 

of stories can discover connections between self and other, penetrate barriers to understanding, 

and come to know more deeply the meanings of his or her own historical and cultural narrative' 

(p.94). 
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To conclude, the women view literacy as an empowering tool in the struggle against educational 

inequality and injustice in England. They frequently expressed a belief in the importance of 

education for them and for their children if they are to succeed in British society. They equate 

education with improving the place of Yemeni women in mainstream society and even back 

home in the Yemen. They felt that if they were better readers and writers they would be able to 

tell their stories better. Stories for the women seem to be a powerful motivator for many of their 

literacy practices. They speak about the powerful need to share their stories. For many 

displaced asylum seekers, refugees and multilingual learners' storytelling has been transformed 

from a way of passing down cultural and linguistic traditions within their own ethnic groups to a 

way of educating the wider world about their experiences, both through oral histories and 

written texts. 

Concluding Thoughts 

Finally, through this analysis it has been possible to observe how in daily life multilingual 

women draw on different literacy practices at different stages in their lives and how they read 

and write in diverse ways. The results of the analysis paint a multifaceted picture of literacy use 

in the Yemeni community. Two of Barton and Hamilton's (2000) elements of literacy as social 

practice have proven to be especially pertinent to this study; firstly that literacy practices are 

purposeful and embedded in broader social goals and cultural practices, and secondly that 

literacy is historically situated, and literacy practices are dynamic and changing. These literacy 

practices are historically situated within the contexts of the women's lives. Their practices are 

also dynamic and changing as the women incorporate the relatively new communicative 

technology of the Internet and as they transform traditional storytelling practice into print 

literacies. These discussions will now be summarised and presented in the overall findings of 

the investigation in the first part of the next chapter. The discussions and findings also have 

important implications for Policy, Research and Practice, which will be discussed in detail in 

the second part of the following chapter, titled 'Conclusions and Reflections'. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Conclusions and Reflections 

Introduction 

In this chapter I begin by presenting the overall findings of the study. The discussion then takes 

a reflexive tum as I debate the limitations of this particular study and provide a detailed 

presentation of the implications of the findings for policy, research and practice. The chapter 

will end with a personal reflection on the researcher journey. 

The Overall Findings of the research 

I begin by presenting the overall findings of the study by revisiting the research questions and 

addressing each one in relation to the findings. As I have previously stated, it is my belief that 

if a study conducted with multilingual learners is to be soundly based, the findings should 

address important implications. In an effort to demonstrate my commitment to this principle, the 

implications of this study for policy, research and practice will be discussed in this chapter. 

Textual Practices o/Yemeni Women 

In order to investigate the textual practices of Yemeni women, I asked: 

What is the nature of the textual experiences practiced by Yemeni Women? 

In order to investigate the textual experiences of Yemeni women I have explored their literacies 

through their life histories and from these, considered the ESOL classroom that they attended. 

In a mapping of their literacy practices in this way, distinctive literacies in various domains 

were identified; literacies in everyday life, in the community, in the learning setting and in the 

women's homes are all contrasted in their practices. The domains tended to be more fluid, 

whereas the practices were more hybrid. The findings show that in their out-of classroom lives, 

the women were engaged in a wide range of diverse textual practices. Their literacy practices 

appeared in multiple forms that have socio-political, cultural and ideological significance. I 

have engaged with the informants' narratives to explicate how literacies flow from and within 

their everyday social practices and how they make sense of their everyday literacies. The 

findings demonstrate that there is a privileging of certain literacies and the marginalisation of 

others through certain social practices and contextual features. The informants' narratives 

illustrate that they are involved in a wide range of literacy activities where the use of Arabic and 
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English texts is an integral part of their daily life. The women felt that literacy was key to their 

own social mobility and to changing their disadvantaged positions within mainstream society. 

The findings also revealed that their literacy practices came into being through larger political, 

economic and cultural forces from within both the Yemeni community and mainstream British 

society. The findings suggest that it is impossible to understand the structures and functions of 

such forces outside of their own community contexts. This investigation has also revealed that 

Yemeni women's literacies tended to not be highly valued by the social institutions of which the 

women are part. Their literacies were not seen as regulated literacies or as those which are 

privileged by their association with formal organisations of the workplace, the legal system, 

commerce and welfare bureaucracies, since such practices are defined in relation to the 

regulated, the dominant and legitimised. 

A number of implications, which will be discussed in greater depth in the second part of this 

chapter, follow from the findings in relation to the above research question. The first is that it is 

important that ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) education becomes more 

inclusive of multilingual women's diverse languages and literacies. An understanding of the 

women's literacy narratives can enhance classroom practitioners' awareness of multilingual 

literacies. In this way literacy narratives of multilingual learners contribute to the broader goal 

of building a more dialogical, effective literacy curriculum that both respects and responds to 

the voices and stories of individual women (Roberts et ai, 2007). Examining the nature of 

Yemeni women's literacy experiences provides insight about the ways in which literacy is 

practiced and valued within the Yemeni community, and these insights may help educators and 

policy makers design a literacy curriculum that is more relevant and authentic to its community 

ofleamers. 

Social and ideological approaches to languages and literacies 

I used a critical lens to investigate the informants' textual practices further, and posed the 

question: 

How are Yemeni women positioned with regards to a social and ideological perspective 

of literacies? 

Through this research question, I have unpacked the informants' understandings and 

perceptions of literacy. It was important to investigate their response as part of the larger fabric 

of social practices and cultural beliefs in relation to literacy. The women viewed literacy as not 
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just about being able to read and write but also about being able to utilise these skil1s in a 

socially appropriate context. Literacy for the women is a socio-culturally constructed activity, 

which happens in various social and cultural settings. The findings revealed literacy for the 

informants as being bound up with their identity and practices. Taking an approach that looks at 

literacy as a social practice in this investigation has involved acknowledging that the ESOL 

(English for Speakers of Other Languages) classroom is only one of many settings where 

literacy takes place. 

The findings in relation to this research question demonstrate that there are various literacies 

that coexist differentially within social spaces, which are shaped by the social actions and 

imperatives of the Yemeni community. In view of these findings, the main implication for 

practice is the importance of educators advocating a pluralized notion of literacy to help 

multilingual learners negotiate a broader range of text-types not only via print, but also sound, 

images, spaces and their multimodal integration. A further implication is the importance of 

examining the framework of literacy that underpins ESOL practice, in order to reveal how 

particular literacy pedagogies are prioritised, and at the same taking a close look at the learners' 

own views of literacy. 

Textual practices, identities, and intercultural encounters 

Here I set out to explore the informants' literate identities in order to answer the question: 

What impact do the textual practices of Yemeni women have on their identities, 

intercultural encounters and the social institutions of which they are a part? 

The findings to this research question illustrate that the informants' use of texts affects not only 

their own identity but also the character of the social relationships and social institutions of 

which they are a part. Literacies, like other uses of languages, entail social identities. Identity 

for the women is recognised as entailing figured elements and aspects that relate to culture, 

which include socially shared meanings (Holland and Cole, 1995). The findings reveal that 

cultural artefacts play an important role in the informants' identity formation and they use 

cultural artefacts to modulate their behaviours, and emotion to overcome disadvantaged social 

positioning. The findings revealed that the informants' textual practices are infused into their 

identity as multilingual learners. The informants bring their identities into the making and their 

cultural experiences are also inscribed within these practices. An obvious implication for 

practice is that educators will benefit from understanding the historical existence of a 
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traditionally subordinated learner identity within a dominant educational framework. If 

multilingual learning settings are to reflect the changing orientations of society, educators have 

to enquire of themselves and their practices in order to address their understanding of 

multilingual learners' identities. 

Literacy practices being recognised and narratives being heard 

In relation to narrative inequality and recognition of particular literacies, I addressed a third 

research question: 

In taking account of power relations, what are the struggles that Yemeni women 

encounter in their literacy practices being recognised and their narratives being heard? 

Through this question, I have explored the question of power and cultural form as they are 

raised and developed throughout the women's narratives. My findings in relation to this 

research question suggested that the complex issues of language, text, textual access, social and 

cultural domains and power relations all work together to contribute to a pattern of gains and 

losses for the women, who have crossed linguistic and political borders in an effort to improve 

their lives. It has been revealed how the power relations construct and privilege certain 

discourses and texts. The women's literacies are embedded and their nature and meanings are 

shaped by broad cultural-historical frameworks and specific cultural practices. The findings 

also illustrated how one particular form of literacy practice is valued and elevated to the status 

of universal standard, not because of any inherent values, but because it is the discourse of those 

in power. This question has helped to make local practices more visible and available to be 

taken into account in the multilingual classroom. The findings revealed that the use of 

particular ways of narrating such as the use of expressions, emotion and personal experiences 

were easily dismissed, while other narratives in which critical voicing and emotional 

detachment were more prominent, were clearly privileged. This study reveals that there is a 

fundamental problem of narrative inequality, particularly in the context of asylum applications. 

The above research question has highlighted various implications, the first being the importance 

of recognising multilingual learners' literacy practices outside the classroom setting and 

ensuring that multilingual literacy practices within the classroom also account for learners' 

identities outside the classroom. When the women's out-of-classroom identities are recognised 

alongside their classroom identities, a positive link is created where both 'home' 

identities/literacies and 'classroom' identities/literacies are brought closer together through their 

multilingual textual practices. Another implication highlighted through this research question is 
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that educators need to move from the tendency to value more highly learners who more closely 

represent the mainstream in their language, ethnicity, socio-economic background and life 

experiences than those from non-mainstream groups. It is important to engage in a pedagogy of 

inclusion by providing an environment in which multilingual women are not silenced, where 

they can voice, through narrative their histories, their way of learning and can claim a place in 

educational discourse. A further implication is that educators need to exploit the relationship 

between the outside world of multilingual learners and the classroom in terms of how such 

learners relate to curriculum topics and explore their different ways of reading and writing 

(Conteh, Martin and Robertson, 2007). A way of doing this is by bringing in their experiences 

and placing such experiences in central educational discourse, both in research and practice 

(Hornberger, 2003). We also need a pedagogy that legitimates their histories and narratives. 

This involves having a clear understanding of multilingual womens' backgrounds in order for 

their literacies to be recognised and incorporated into their learning as a way of validating their 

literacy experiences. 

Informing Classroom Practice 

In view of classroom practice, I addressed a fourth question: 

In what ways are the informants' literacy practices accounted for in the ESOL setting? 

The informants' stories and reflections on their experiences in the ESOL classroom reveal 

limited opportunities for recognising the dynamic implication between literacy and identity that 

the women navigate on a daily basis across multiple settings. The classroom setting, a culture 

in its own right, constructs classroom-based ways of thinking and behaving. The informants 

engage in classroom-based literacy to the degree they tended to be enculturated into ways of 

thinking, talking, valuing and behaving that underlie classroom culture. When the women were 

presented with culture rooted in mainstream ideology they were reluctant to relate to such 

culture and ideology and talked about being disengaged. 

The findings in relation to this research question highlighted a number of important 

implications. Educators, researchers and policy makers need to chart possibilities for inclusion 

by weaving multiple literacies. Policy makers need to begin to look at ways of empowering 

ESOL practitioners and multilingual learners, in order for the learners to become active 

participants and fully engaged in the decision-making process of their learning. In recognising 

that education is political, multilingual learners are able to critically negotiate their role in 

society in order to develop the capacity to transform their world. 
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Limitations of the Study 

As I approach the end of this investigation, I have realised how research IS not without 

dilemmas and looking back, I ask how could I have improved this study? 

Firstly, I could have pursued in greater detail what the women had to say about literacy 

practices specifically in Arabic, as the use of the Arabic language was an important aspect of 

their textual practices. Secondly, I could have extended the focus beyond the ESOL setting and 

the home and have addressed their literacy practices specifically in the mosque setting. By 

doing this I would have been able to trace the influence of Qur'anic literacies on their textual 

practices and the on-going construction of their literate identities. 

In terms of methodological limitations, life history research requires extensive time to collect, 

transcribe, translate and analyze the data. While it is true that life history research is more time 

consuming, it nevertheless has proved to be compatible with understanding the subjective 

reality of multilingual womens' textual experiences in this study, placing each informant 

squarely in the context of her own life experiences. Life history research is also often criticised 

for its limited generalisability due to its small sample size as opposed to a statistically 

representative sample of cases. It is acknowledged that the findings from this study are based 

on a small scale sample which cannot purport to be representative of the Yemeni community or 

of multilingual women generally. However, the desire in this study is not to present a set of 

findings which can be generalised, but to use this data to draw out themes and patterns which 

may offer 'crystallisation' (Richardson, 2000) of theoretical concerns with regard to the literacy 

experiences of multilingual women. 

Within the investigation, the ethical and moral implications of doing research within one's 'own 

community', as discussed in detail in Chapter Four, led me to question the ways that I acted, the 

way I dressed and how I presented myself as an ethnic female novice researcher. My ability to 

speak Arabic, and my understanding of the Yemeni culture inevitably involved moving between 

the private and the professional space and so I acknowledge that the interpretations I have made 

are provisional and are informed by my ideological standpoints. I am accountable for the ways 

I have conducted my research and constructed this text and my justification is in my ongoing 

attempt to bring to the fore the textual experiences of multilingual women. I will now go on to 

discuss in detail the implications of the research findings for policy, research and practice. 
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Implications for Policy 

Through the analyses as presented in Chapters Nine and Ten and based on the view that 

literacies are embedded in cultural, linguistic, ethnic differences, validating these differences 

within mainstream education culture is important in order for multilingual women to be 

empowered as learners. The findings from this study have provided examples that legitimate 

multilingual womens' histories and stories. By proposing pedagogy of difference, I believe that 

educators, researchers and policy makers can chart possibilities for inclusion by weavmg 

multilingualliteracies into policy, research and practice. 

lanks (2000) explains that a better understanding of critical pedagogy in multilingual learning 

has the potential to influence educational policy. Current policy concerning ESOL learners, 

which reflects the trend towards national standard-based education and standardized 

assessments, is often perceived as conflicting with the philosophy of critical pedagogy because 

it does not take into account the specific backgrounds, needs and interests of individual 

multilingual learners. Imposing the same standards and the same measure of success on all 

learners, no matter where they live or what their current social or economic situation is 

extremely problematic. Lankshear and McLaren (1993) regard research that looks at the 

individual successes of multilingual learners in a critical program, not on the basis of 

standardized tests but in tenns of how they use literacy and other skills to negotiate successfully 

with institutions such as welfare departments, employers, schools, and housing authorities, as 

having the potential to provide policymakers with examples of the utility of non-standardised 

measure of success. Luke (2004) notes that the standard framework associated with ESOL 

education has long been criticised for relying on an under-theorised understanding of literacy as 

a fixed set of skills, developed independent of the context of learning and the infonnants being 

studied and which rely on codification of standards and levels of progress. Luke (2004) 

comments on how policy makers have to date tended to focus upon this autonomous mode of 

literacy where measurable nonns of literacy acquisition are directly linked to employability such 

as the Skills for Life ESOL Framework (2006). Therefore, there remains a need to document 

such policy interaction and its impact upon the development of multiliteracies in wider society. 

Although I do not wish to give the impression that I am making the naiVe assumption that this 

study has significance beyond its unique situation, I hope that the findings, when disseminated, 

will be illuminative for policy makers, researchers and educators who work \vith multilingual 

learners. 
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Implications for Practice 

Literacy is synonymous with literate behaviour. It incorporates ways of talking, reading, 

writing, valuing, that is, ways of being in the world (Gee, 1991). Through the analyses of the 

research data as presented in Chapter Eight, it has become evident that the ESOL setting. a 

culture in its own right, has constructed classroom-based ways of thinking and behaving 

(Michaels, 1989). The informants are engaged in classroom-based literacy to the degree that 

they are enculturated into ways of thinking, talking, valuing, and behaving that underlie 

classroom culture. Classroom-based literacy practices are also less accessible to multilingual 

learners since their personal and community literacies are seldom represented in the culture of 

the ESOL classroom (Cook-Gumperz, 1986; Gee, 1991; Heath, 1983). 

Differences between the home socialisation and classroom expectations have contributed to 

educational disadvantage, where the women's limited knowledge base and resources are often 

perceived to be the reason. But what about the role of institutions and educational agents? 

Several studies citied by Davis and Golden (1994) point out that educators often adopt 

programmes and practices that are not responsive to the needs of learners from diverse 

backgrounds. Pre-service and in-service programmes have failed to change attitudes, and 

providing information and opportunity for reflection about ethnic minorities have been limited. 

Davis and Golden (1994) highlight that some ESOL educators may have beliefs and attitudes on 

language, literacy and social behaviours that reflect mainstream classroom culture and their own 

socio-cultural experiences. These beliefs and attitudes are supported by and embedded within 

the educational system (Roberts and Sarangi, 2001; Roberts, 2001). There is tension within 

establishments attempting to move away from such values while at the same time holding on to 

mainstream classroom culture that represent mainstream values (Baynham and Prinsloo, 2001), 

as Noora explains: 

The teacher doesn't know what we're talking about, and any chance we get to talk we do. 
The teacher sometimes shouts 'English ladies please, some of you have been here for 
years and still can't even read or write '. We find it really difficult to share our 
experiences in English, it doesn't feel the same and it feels like we are pretending to be 
something we're not .... Sometimes we even write small handwritten message in Arabic to 
each other so that the teacher doesn't understand. It's a shame that we're not allowed to 
speak Arabic in the class, because I find it much easier to discuss things in Arabic 
(Noora). 

Noora talks about literacies emerging from 'contexts of struggle' (Lave and Holland, 2001). As 

such we need to consider the extent to which stressing particular ways of reading and writing 

and interacting with texts are a part of capitalist tendencies, which need to be critically 
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addressed. But importantly, educators need to recognise how they are contributing to particular 

ways of reading and writing, and Barton and Hamilton (1998) suggest that this can be done by 

distancing themselves from 'dominant text and discourse', and instead by exposing themsehes 

to new sites and possibilities through engaging in the 'simultaneous learning and unravelling 

that is so central to multilingual I iteracies , (Barton and Hamilton, 1998:38). Hence it is 

important to ensure that multilingual literacy practices within the learning setting also account 

for learners' identities outside the learning setting. When the women's out-of-classroom 

identities were recognised alongside their classroom identities, a positive link was created where 

both home identities and classroom identities were brought closer together through multilingual 

textual practices. 

Macedo (1994) argues that those who defend a 'Western cultural heritage' fail to recognize that 

disadvantaged groups do not possess the same cultural capital as those in dominant groups; this 

failure contributes to unequal power relations in educational institutions (Moll, 1992). Macedo 

(1994) also explains that some educators tend to value learners who represent the mainstream in 

their language, ethnicity, socio-economic background, language, and life experiences than those 

from non-mainstream groups. Taylor (1997) writes: 

Race, gender and socio-economic status are all factors that critically affect whose 
'literacy' counts. There seems to be a limit to how much success there is to go round, and 
not all types of knowledge or ways of knowing are recognized (Taylor, 1997:2). 

The informants' stories reveal that when they were presented with a curriculum rooted In 

mainstream culture and ideology, they were unable to relate to that culture and ideology and 

they became passive learners. Shor (1992) notes that all people enter the learning setting as 

motivated learners, but when they sit year after year in classrooms that are not tuned into their 

backgrounds and experiences and where their own ideas are not valued, they lose their 

motivation to learn and become passive or even non-participant. Auerbach (1993), Canagarajah 

(1999), Phillipson (1993), and Skutnabb-Kangas (2000) have been critical of some ESOL 

professionals and materials alike for their hegemonic tendencies, particularly in their 

representations of the target culture. They claim that some ESOL practices are hegemonic in 

that mainstream British cultures are portrayed as dominant and superior to the culture of the 

multilingual learner. In addition, I would argue that such criticism needs to go beyond simply 

being culturally sensitive, but rather examine the impact of the perception of the target culture 

on the native culture. By this I mean that when multilingual learners perceive the target culture 

as well as their native culture in positive terms, then proficiency in the additional language can 

be enhanced (Baynham and Prinsloo, 2001). 
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Reflecting on the findings of this study, I highlight a number of implications for practice in 

relation to community cultures. One implication is that cultural differences can take on new 

meanings within pedagogy of difference that encourages multilingual learners. According to 

Giroux (1992): 

To engage the richness of their own communities and histories while struggling against 
structures of domination. To move in and out of different cultures, so as to appreciate 
codes and vocabularies of diverse cultural traditions in order to further expand the 
knowledge, skills, and insights that will need to define and shape rather then merely serve, 
in the modem world (Giroux, 1992:246). 

Working within a 'pedagogy of difference' framework involves supporting learners to challenge 

dominant discourses orders to reshape their own knowledge, to reshape new hybrid identities 

and possibly change configurations of politics and power (Rodriguez-Brown and Mulherb, 

1993). A second proposal is that educators should promote 'weaving multiple literacies' 

(Masny, 1999:3) in the learning setting. By adopting a broader vision of literacy as one that 

incorporates reading the world, it is possible to view literacy as transformative. Collins (1995) 

explains that multiple and competing literacy practices point to notions that becoming literate 

has more to do with reading the world than reading the word. The challenges to literacy in 

reading the world are all the more urgent when constructing identity with multilingual learners. 

Through interventions at the initial stages of learning, Collins (1995) proposes that it is possible 

to engage in a 'pedagogy of inclusion' (p.23) by providing an environment in which 

multilingual women are not silenced, where they can find a voice through narratives, their 

histories and their way of learning and claim a place in educational discourse. This is a 

significant way to make sense of their own experiences. In addition, it seems that if learning 

supports dominant attitudes and discourses, this will only further marginalize learners whose 

languages and cultures are different from the mainstream (Ernst-Slavin, 1997). Ernst-Slavin 

(1997) explains that a pedagogy of difference that affirms home, community and classroom 

cultures reproduced through multiple literacies constitutes a basis for reading and writing 

critically, with the view that literacy is embedded in relations of power and that certain forms of 

knowledge are privileged over others. Classroom-based discourses can be a resource not to 

serve mainstream positions, which reproduce marginalisation and alienation in society, but as a 

basis to engage in discourse practices that transform social inequalities in the multilingual 

setting, in the community and in the broader segments of society (Cummins and Hornberger, 

2007; Creese et aI, 2007). 

The findings from the womens' stories illustrate that it is important that ESOL practice becomes 

more inclusive of the womens' diverse languages, literacies and textual practices. This way we 

can ensure, as Heath (1983:64) indicates, that learners' 'different ways with words have a place 
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in the classroom'. Importantly, for the women in this study, this 'place' need no longer be in 

the periphery. We cannot continue to ignore their experiences; instead we need to invite them 

into the classroom setting, the women need to be encouraged to look at the language they use. to 

discuss, to debate the textual practices they are involved in, and to draw on their out-of 

classroom literacies to be able to engage more fully in their learning. We also need to look at 

ways of empowering multilingual learners to become active participants and fully engaged in 

the decision-making process of their own learning. One way of doing this is by focusing on the 

individual learners' involvement and participation in their own learning. This would mean 

taking a leamer-centred approach, in which multilingual learners set their own learning goals 

and determine their own curriculum. This would also involve educators placing value on 

multilingual learners' prior experiences, backgrounds and culture, and thus reshaping the 

curriculum to work towards the multilingual learners' goals. As such, educators would need to 

stress the active role of the learner in creating and defining the value of what is learnt, and 

placing emphasis on the value of education for its contribution towards a just and fair education 

(Janks, 2000). 

The findings illustrate that the women's literacy experiences have been shaped by culture in 

diverse ways, which reflects their histories and social locations. ESOL provisions have often 

overlooked cultural issues when teaching multilingual learners. Such issues include taking into 

account the traditional values and practices of multilingual learners. Giroux (1997) advocates 

that one of the most important things educators, curriculum designers and policy makers can do 

is to learn about the culture, everyday experiences, language and community that make up the 

reality of marginalized multilingual learners. Giroux (1997) believes it is necessary to develop 

a pedagogy that is 'attentive' to the histories and experiences that such learners bring to the 

learning environment (p.l40). It seems that only when educators are attentive to multilingual 

learners' realities can they develop teaching practices that access and validate the different kinds 

of cultural capital that influence the way multilingual learners make sense of their learning 

(Hornberger, 2003; Cummins, 1989; Bhatt, 1998). 

Research indicates that educational goals have fallen short of validating the cultural and 

linguistic backgrounds of ethnic minority learners in mainstream and community education. The 

informants in this study share the belief that even though learning English is critical for their 

effective participation in British society, they also recognise the cultural barriers they encounter 

in their own attempts to learn English, as indicated by Noora and Kalthum: 

The teacher doesn't know what we're talking about, and any chance we get to talk we do. 
The teacher sometimes shouts 'English ladies please, some of J'ou have been here for 
years and still can't even read or write '. We find it really difficult to share our 
experiences in English, if doesn 'f feel the same and it feels like we are pretending to be 
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something we're not. The teacher has a hard time getting us to 'speak English' to each 
other, but what do you expect (Noora). 

Well at the class I live a different life to the one I live at home. The experiences I have 
had in life, my country of origin, the language I speak, the faith I associate myself 'with, 
the cultural background I'm from, all of these kinds of things feel like they're taken away 
from me when at the class (Kalthum). 

In Noora and Kalthum stories they talk about being silenced in a process that devalues their 

culture and their unique perspectives on life, literacy, language and identity. Noora and 

Kalthum, like the other women, were placed in low-track, entry level classes that may have 

overlooked their needs for effective literacy instruction. The women felt that the ESOL 

practitioners were well intentioned, but it was often misguided beliefs that prevented them from 

effectively learning English and participating in wider educational spheres. The women were 

informally measured by their ability to speak and communicate in English. The lack of 

validation for the women who maintained a positive attitude towards learning English resonated 

with Macleaod's (1995) findings that reveal how learners with similarly positive attitudes were 

consistently 'thwarted by diminished social expectation for their progress' (p.47). An 

implication of the classroom fieldwork data is that multilingual women need to engage in 

meaningful activities in the learning setting, and not be limited to routine activities that remain 

at the periphery of what is validated in mainstream learning. 

Having a broader and more accurate understanding of the literacy practices and activities that 

occur in the homes of multilingual learners can also help classroom practitioners be better 

equipped for meeting the needs of multilingual learners. The women's stories in this 

investigation have provided a way of gaining insight into the lives and literacy practices of 

multilingual women as well as promoting some of the neglected aspects of their learning needs, 

such as supporting the developments of home language and culture, addressing learners' home 

literacies in the classroom setting, and examining factors which have an impact on their learning 

experiences. An important finding highlighted in this investigation is the belief that educational 

systems are political (Shannon, 1992). Decisions about who is to teach, what curriculum to 

follow, what material to use and what language to use are all political decisions. Shannon 

(1992) remarks that the decisions educators make regarding literacy programmes, lesson goals, 

materials to be used, teacher-learner interactions, are 'negotiations over whose values, interests 

and beliefs will be validated at school' (p.2). Hence, all of these decisions are indisputably 

political. As such, educators need not only teach curriculum content but should also educate 

multilingual learners about the political and social inequalities that have prevented them from 

accessing wider educational spheres. I also feel that classroom practitioners need to educate 
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themselves in terms of understanding that what happens in the larger society has a significant 

impact on what happens in the learning setting. This involves recognising that educational 

institutions are not isolated from larger socio-cultural realities, and the achievements of 

disadvantaged learners can be seen as a by-product of what is occurring at the societal level. 

This understanding can also help classroom practitioners to transform the curriculum, so that the 

classroom culture does not mirror society's inequalities. In recognising that education is 

political it can also serve as the means for multilingual learners to critically understand their role 

in society in order to develop the capacity to transform their world and for ESOL practitioners 

to begin to resist privileging mainstream cultural practices, languages and experiences. 

Friere (1998) refers to the importance of dialogic communication between educators and 

multilingual learners as one means of actively involving such learners in their own education. 

Freire (1993) writes: 

Only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also capable of generating critical 
thinking. Without dialogue there is no communication, and without communication, there 
can be no true education (p. 73). 

In his work with adult literacy students in Brazil, Freire (1993) developed what he called 

'generative themes', which were used to help adults learn to 'read the word' while 

simultaneously learning to 'read the world'. Based on his observations and discussions with 

community members and learners, the 'generative themes' were designed to bring up issues 

important to particular students in his classes. This demonstrated the importance of engaging 

learners in discussions of relevant issues, which help them understand that even without the 

ability to read the word, they are capable of reading their world and therefore are active subjects 

in their learning (Masny, 1996). Such ways of allowing learners to critically examine their lives 

and the society, in which they live, enables them to realize that they are capable of reading and 

writing, and naming their world, and they start to question the culture that has been imposed on 

them, starting to see themselves as key players in the decisions concerning their learning 

(Masny, 1996). Most educators are hopeful that critical literacy pedagogy will promote the sort 

of social awareness and critique necessary to challenge social inequalities. However, I feel that 

this pedagogy should be extended to the multilingual learning setting, in order to promote the 

empowerment of multilingual learners. Along with empowering multilingual learners, it is 

important that these learners are given access to powerful discourses, which in turn gives them 

greater access to power in society. This I think needs to be made an explicit part of \\hat 

multilingual women should be taught, with opportunities for them to talk about why such 

conversations exist, question why educational discourse is constructed and reproduced as it is 
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and ask who has traditionally benefited from this approach. If multilingual women are 

supported in investigating and reflecting on the various social inequalities and in appreciating 

relations of power, they are then better prepared to make choices in relation to their learning. 

In the informants' stories the women talk about the classroom practitioner In this being 

motivated to include the 'home' literacy practices of the women into classroom based practices 

but she was often limited by the constraints of standardized tests and had little time to bridge the 

home-classroom divide. Although inviting learners' experiences and stories into the classroom 

is an important and valuable part of good practice, practitioners seeking to encourage hybridity 

of home literacy practices still remain without guidelines and support. As such, there needs to 

be more concrete guidelines for ESOL practitioners about how and in what ways they can 

support their learners through a social literacy framework. I also believe that responsibility lies 

with classroom practitioners in deciding whether and how to teach dominant literacies without 

becoming complicit in the reproduction of power. Street and Roberts et al (2000) suggest that a 

way of doing this and bridging the home-classroom divide is by encouraging classroom 

practitioners to be ethnographers of their own classroom. ESOL practitioners need to find out 

what knowledge multilingual learners bring to the classroom and to build upon that knowledge 

A further implication is that a social practice approach to literacy argues for the importance of 

researching local culture and perspectives on literacy and building this knowledge into the 

teaching of multilingual learners, as well as using it as a basis for the discussion and 

investigation of multilingual learners' literacies. Lankshear (1997) explains that this is about 

acknowledging and respecting the existence of 'other' literacies and recognising that they are 

part of a specialised and powerful set of practices which need to be used to complement and 

enhance the practices of the home and community. Bianco (1998) asserts that as educators we 

also need to find ways of developing a reflective partnership with multilingual learners, which 

can mediate between homes, communities and the learning setting. This partnership can 

enhance the multilingual learners' sense of their own expertise and authorship in helping them 

to take control of their literacies and put them to work in benefiting themselves and their 

communities (Lo Bianco, 1998; Kalantzis and Cope, 2000). 

From my experIence of being in the ESOL classroom, I recognised the important role 

practitioners play in encouraging multilingual learners to make the classroom space their own, 

through their linguistic resources, their languages and their support for each other. I also found 

the women welcomed the opportunity to bring some of their life experiences into the classroom. 

There was a value of creating a space for the women to talk about their lives, where learning 

another language is partly about taking on a new voice and a new set of identities. The women 
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have a clear sense of the value of their home language and literacy, and they operate 

successfully in their home, the community and in the print society in which they are a part. 

Being able to speak, read and write Arabic are also important features of their cultural identity, 

which can be seen as a symbolic response to the cultural domination represented by English 

instruction in the learning setting. Therefore it is important to incorporate multilingual learners' 

languages into practice, and provide access for learners to become more involved in the 

planning of their own education. A final implication for practice is the need to continuously re­

evaluate practitioners' notions of access, acknowledging that in order for multilingual women to 

want to attend ESOL classes, they must negotiate strategic identities which will enable them to 

"invest' in learning English, without compromising their "investment' in their home language. 

As such, it is important to consider their role in this process. Luke (2003) explains that if 

multilingual learners are to invest in multilingual learning, they need to see the multilingual 

classroom as a real place where their identities are central to the teaching, learning and 

programme development. The classroom context needs to tap into their identities as women, as 

learners, as mothers and as community members. As illustrated through the informants' 

narratives, their interest in attending the classes shifted across time and space as they took on 

different roles and identities in and out of the learning setting. Pierce (2000) has proposed that 

we think in terms of 'investment' instead of 'motivation', where there are sometimes multiple 

and sometimes conflicting identities of learners, we should focus on how shifts in identities 

within particular contexts shape the level of investments in learning. 

Implications for Research 

I started this investigation by saying that my own interests lie in the areas of education for social 

justice. I am interested in those aspects of research which entail collaborative relationships with 

informants as active agents in the research process. I am also interested in research paradigms 

that work at directly benefiting community members and those which support action for change 

in informants' lives. In short, I am interested in blurring the lines between research, pedagogy 

and activism and aligning this work with a social justice research paradigm. This investigation 

has highlighted the importance of literacy research exploring cultural differences in order to 

explore the relationship between power-situated knowledge and the ideology that serves to 

maintain the relative power of individuals in ESOL settings. Since power-knowledge 

relationships are maintained in terms of inclusion/exclusion, we need to examine who, what and 

how certain educational practices disadvantage particular communities. Research needs to 

examine which literacies are taken up, by whom and in \vhat context. In the process, it maybe 
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possible to find out how a given discourses can be legitimated. Moreover, the findings in 

relation to home and classroom literacies have led me to propose that classroom practitioners 

need to engage in a pedagogy that legitimates voice in diversity, recognising that multilingual 

learners reading/writing the word and the world differently is rooted in and influenced by social 

cultures and social histories. 

Multilingual literacy research needs to look beyond the reductionalist model in order to consider 

the complex social features of language and literacy. Street (2005) explains that this would 

involve viewing language and literacy as 'a process rather than a fixed entity and as a resource, 

rather than a set of rules' (2005: 13 7). This perspective, as Street suggests, will help researchers 

explore the role of language and literacy in implementing social agendas and in establishing 

relations between multilingual learners and their role in establishing and challenging power 

relations. Through this perspective I recognise that the women in this study deploy 'hidden 

knowledge' of literacy and language, which they use to accomplish their daily tasks. My role in 

this investigation has been to bring to the surface and to unpack these hidden dimensions of 

multilingual literacies. Hopefully by identifying the 'hidden' features of multilingual literacies, 

classroom practitioners, policy makers and researchers may begin to recognise the diverse 

textual practices multilingual learners are engaged with. 

Moll (1992) advocates that theory and research need to take a different direction which 

challenges the popular, but narrow skills-based perspective of literacy in addressing changing 

literacy demands and practices. There is growth and diversification of types of texts and so 

access to emergent and diverse literacies implies changes in what it means to be a literate person 

in today's society. O'Connor (1994) notes that the challenge for researchers is to devise 

research initiatives that will inform effective practice, mediated by new information and 

communication technology, at all levels of education (O'Connor, 1994). An important 

implication for research is the need to extend and enhance our understanding of the ways in 

which the use of new technologies influences, shapes, and at times even transforms textual 

practices. More importantly, apart from the work done by Simpson (2002, 2005) there seems to 

be a major gap in screen-based and digital research informed by the notion of multilingual 

literacy as a social practice. And so the challenge for researchers is to also devise research 

initiatives that will inform effective practices for multilingual learners, mediated by new 

information and communication technologies. Phillipson (1992) argues that the advent of 

information technology needs to influence educators because information is being visually 

encoded and decoded in a shared symbolic system that has new capabilities. The processes by 

which multilingual learners today are creating and accessing contemporary texts and 

generalizing these literacies across digital media are highly instructive to educators. Hence. 

223 



educators need to explore ways of including digital literacies in the lives of multilingual 

learners, to plan inclusive educational practices, and to validate the acquisition of new literacies. 

An implication for research in this study is the need for systematic investigations that examine 

both process and product of the linguistic and cultural dimension of multilingual literacies and 

that account for the influences on language learning. Research needs to explore the literacies 

multilingual learners are learning and creating through media and question and whether these 

innovative and expanding literacies are being recognized and incorporated in multilingual 

learners' literacy learning. There is much to be said about the emerging digital literacy 

practices of multilingual learners and what is learnt from the content of the digitalliteracies they 

are engagmg m. Research also needs to question the epistemology of digital literacies, 

questioning how the borders of the encoded world have shifted now that encoding and decoding 

information has gone beyond the literal boundaries of alphabetic print form. Literacies are 

being continually transformed by post-modern practices. Therefore literacy agendas should 

acknowledge such transformations in order to engage with digital literacies that are increasingly 

framing social communication. 

The findings have illustrated that there are imbalances of power across sites of the home and the 

learning setting, and the issues of whose literacies count and in what context is of importance. 

As such, research needs to identify what languages and literacies are recognised for whom and 

by whom, and research need to pay attention to issues of identity, language and institutional 

forces in considering this question. Phillipson (1992) explains that, increasingly, research is 

focusing on the relationship between identities and migration and the need to support the 

linguistic resources of migrating communities. However, through conducting this investigation, 

I realised that in-depth ethnographies of home and community literacy practices, particularly in 

multilingual settings, remain under-developed. There is also an urgent need for more 

researchers from local communities with the linguistic resources to examine literacies across 

multiple domains. 

In adopting an ethnographic approach to studying the literacy practices of multilingual 

communities, Barton, Hamilton and Ivanic (2000) suggest that researchers can 'reflect broader 

social relationships' (p.12). Such research will give rise to broader understandings of how in a 

particular community, literacy is regarded and practiced. Rockhill (1993) advocates that 

researchers need to build on addressing what types of approaches and methods would suit 

different communities in order to examine the literacies of those communities. Rockhill (1993) 

also suggests that the literacy field would benefit greatly from a better understanding of what 

exactly is taking place in multilingual classrooms. Also, research designed to capture the degree 

to which different aspects of multilingual learning across the country can help broaden our 
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understanding of the prevalence of critical practice is needed. In addition, Silverstein and Urban 

(1996) propose that it is valuable to conduct in-depth research which attempts to modify their 

services to reflect multilingual learners' needs. A final implication for research is the need for 

further studies that look at how literacy pedagogy can contribute to social justice and social 

change for multilingual communities. Spradley and McCurdy (1997) advocate that research 

needs to yield insight into literacies in the lives of multilingual learners with the aim of 

contributing to research that challenges injustices. Therefore one needs to examine how the 

social practices of multilingual learners empower them to challenge inequalities and change in 

their lives. 

Concluding Thoughts 

The women's VOIces and narratives in this study are important components for a truthful 

account of their literacy practices and I bel ieve that Yemeni women have very important stories 

to tell which will, hopefully, help bridge the gap in the theoretical knowledge on multilingual 

womens' literacy practices. I hope that my study will contribute to shaping theory to critically 

shifting the paradigm in literacy studies. I also hope that my study plays a role in challenging 

and denaturalising dominant beliefs regarding perceptions of multilingual learners' values of 

literacy and education. A close examination of the informants' literacy practices has unearthed, 

identified and named previously invisible literacies. This, I hope, will serve to affirm and 

validate local literacies and cultural diversity in the hope of resisting what has been called 

'linguistic imperialism'. I also hope that in adopting an ethnographic approach to studying 'my 

own people', I have assisted in shifting traditional power relations between researcher and 

informant and broadened the analysis of issues from the social contexts of informants' lives', 

leading towards a fair and just education. 
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FINAL THOUGHTS 

Reflections on Researcher Journey 

New Understandings of Literacy 

Through this investigation, I feel that I have had a breakthrough in my own understanding of 

literacy. Two of the most important insights for me have been the concepts of 'multiple 

literacies' and literacy as a 'social practice' (Street, 1995). The notion of multiple literacies has 

had several implications for this investigation, because linguistic communities have different 

ways of making meaning and so literacy means different things to different groups. Instead of 

thinking about literacy as an entity (something you either have or don't have), thinking about 

literacy as a social practice has been revolutionary for as me as a novice researcher. Coupled 

with the notion of multiple literacies, literacy has been framed as a social practice that a 

particular community values (Street, 1995). Therefore in order to change autonomous 

definitions of literacy, the social practices that keep such definitions of literacy in place have to 

change. As I have explained throughout the thesis, for me literacy entails knowing not only the 

skills associated with the ability to understand the printed word, but also the range of practices 

associated with the printed word and the social uses of these practices. In this perspective, 

literacy is affected by the historical, economic, political, and socio-cultural context in which we 

all live, and so it must be viewed in terms of its use and value in our own communities. 

Different communities practice different literacies (Heath, 1983; Scribner and Cole, 1981; 

Street, 1984), and these literacies develop out of and interaction with spoken uses of language 

within these communities. I appreciate that this perspective of literacy is a broad one, but I feel 

that it takes into consideration the plurality of literacies, it acknowledges that literacy practices 

involve not only the use of print but the social interaction associated with the use of print, and 

affirms the critical importance of investigating the wider context in which textual practices are 

embedded (Street, 1995). 

It was not until my postgraduate studies when I discovered the New Literacy Studies and I 

began to consider literacy as being socially situated. It was here that I encountered the debate 

between the whole language approach (Goodman, 1986; Goodman & Goodman, 1981; Smith, 

1999; Blau, 1999; Weaver, 1988; Newman & Church, 1991; Watson, 1989) and phonics-based 

approach (Chall, 1983; Foorman, 1995; Adams, 1988; Dykstra, 1974: Haskell, Foorman and 

Swank, 1992) which I believe is extremely limiting and marginalizing of the multiplicities of 

literacies that surround us. In addition, I entered the realm of social literacy because I felt it \\ as 

more aligned with my stance of working towards a more just vision of education. In 
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discovering the New Literacy Studies, I also learnt that if a social practice approach is to have 

influence beyond academic readers, then the work needs to be made more accessible to others. 

We need to move away from situating literacy research firmly in the academic field. where there 

are limited avenues to getting classroom practitioners and others interested in literacy. into the 

field of New Literacy Studies making research and theories accessible to those outside of 

mainstream academia, otherwise we will continue to reproduce systems of power that we claim 

to be trying to eradicate. Therefore, if the New Literacy Studies is to become a real and practical 

movement within the education system, and not just an academic philosophy, we need to find 

ways in which practitioners, learners, and policy makers can and do hear, and as Barton and 

I vanic (1991) assert' if a progressive educational theory is shouted in the forest, and no teachers 

or students are there to hear it; does it really make a noise?' (Barton and Ivanic, 1991 :77). My 

attraction to the New Literacy Studies has also grown out of dissatisfaction with concepts of 

reading and writing throughout my own school experience. I very much felt that the concepts of 

reading and writing that I was taught as a multilingual young person were based on over­

simplistic psychological models of literacy, which failed to take account of social phenomena 

and did not look beyond pedagogy and the learning setting. 

Growing up in a working class family on an inner city council estate immersed me in the 

discourse of marginal educational experiences that made it challenging for me to succeed in 

school. My background, the housing estate and my parents' limited English meant I had to 

learn about being critical, analytical and about rhetorical conventions and literacies valued in 

mainstream education. When growing up, I found the cultures of the school world 

uncomfortable and unrecognisable and at the same time I found the literacy practices in my 

home in conflict with those at my school. I was often told by my teachers that I had to leave my 

community to succeed. I never left. The literacies that I learnt at home amongst my family and 

community were not like those that dominated mainstream literacy education. Shaped by the 

cultural forces of social class, ethnicity, and language, these differences became more 

significant over time. My home literacy was shaped by culture and context, which influenced 

the way I approached literacy in school. My home literacies were a way of knowing, a way of 

making meaning, and a way of performing my identity. My home literacies were not aligned 

with those valued in school; at times I felt I had to make choices between my identity within my 

home and community and the identity valued and rewarded in the classroom. Nevertheless, I 

grew up in a print-rich environment of newspapers, books, Internet, mobile phones and 

computer games. This environment prepared me for a literate life, but not necessarily an 

advantage in adapting it and succeeding in mainstream education (Alzouebi and Pahl, 2006). 
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Native Researcher and Native Methods 

As an ethnic minority researcher, this study has inspired me to look critically at existing 

methodologies in order to create research methodologies that work from a native perspective. 

Researchers like Tuhiwai Smith (1999) and Kaegley (1990) assert that native researchers have 

not only the right but also the responsibility to develop their own native research methods, 

which must be congruent with native values and traditions accountable to native communities 

(Smith, 1999). However, I strongly feel that if this is the case, such methods need to reach 

mainstream academia and not just remain for the purposes of the community. Tuhaiwai Smith 

(1999) suggests that: 

As native researchers we need to utilize such methods not just at institutions controlled by 
the natives or the locals, but even at the most prestigious Western universities and in 
academic fields which are not related to native life and native ways (Tuhaiwai Smith, 
1999:41). 

A widely accepted aspect of many Western research methods, which I have always been 

uncomfortable with even during my undergraduate studies, is that as a researcher one must 

remain neutral and unbiased and removed from one's personal opinions and from the whole 

research process (Patton, 1986). As a researcher from a multilingual minority ethnic 

background, I bring to every stage of the study my own style and my personal powers, which 

include my strengths and weaknesses. I also bring my personal skills and experiences, my 

dreams, my visions and my family history. These experiences influence how I am involved in 

the study as a multilingual woman, a mother, a daughter, and a sister, which in tum influences 

my behaviour as a researcher and educator. Therefore I feel that I need to be part of my 

research and I need to actively participate in the process. 

Making a social impact was an intention of the current study. My intention was to make a 

positive difference for the informants, and I hoped to be able to bring about a positive change 

for the Yemeni women participating in this research, to help the Yemeni community and to 

enhance readers' understanding of the history of the Yemeni community. Initially, I felt that I 

could do all this through my doctoral study. Tuhiwi Smith (1999) wrote that research which 

involves native people as individuals or as communities should set out to make a positive 

difference for those researched. This is also congruent with the notion that if research is to: 

... playa useful and progressive role in the process of decolonisation; it will ultimately 
require a political commitment in support of indigenous peoples and an unambiguous 
recognition of the colonial role, played by mainstream paradigms (Smith, 1999: 193). 
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Tuhiwi Smith (1999) also argues that when native individuals become the researchers and not 

merely the researched, 'the activity of the research is transformed, questions are framed 

differently, priorities are ranked differently, problems are defined differently; people participate 

on different terms' (p.193). 

Where do I Stand? 

As a female, multilingual novice researcher, my own philosophy stems from being marginalized 

not only in mainstream education but also in my career as an educator; as such I seek to 

promote equality in educational research. My own values are formed by the community I have 

grown-up in, my faith, my social status, and my home language. As such, my philosophy stems 

from experiences as a disadvantaged individual, and so I seek to challenge the status and 

promote equality for those othered in similar ways. Here and throughout this investigation, my 

voice as the researcher has and will continue to be heard as I negotiate and reflect on my own 

positionality. In my earlier discussions of researcher positionality in Chapter Three I talked 

about literature often referring to the researcher as predominantly an 'insider' or an 'outsider', 

where each carries with it certain advantages and disadvantages. However, through this study I 

feel that I have unveiled some of the complexities inherent in either status and have 

acknowledged that the boundaries between the two positions are not all that clear, and not that 

simple, because as researchers we can be insiders and outsiders to a particular community of 

research participants at many different levels and at different times (Steier, 1991). It was not 

just a matter of identifying myself either as an insider or outsider, but rather making explicit the 

factors that have influenced my understanding of and approaches to the research. For me, there 

were two main factors that contributed to debate positioning; firstly my ontological assumption 

and secondly my epistemological assumptions. These assumptions are shaped by my own 

values and beliefs that are based on my political allegiance, faith, sexuality, gender, ethnicity, 

historical and geographical location. The way I am situated in this study and all the abo\'e 

assumptions, inform the sense I make of the world and no doubt have implications for my 

research. Hence I have had to be reflexive and reflective throughout my study in 

acknowledging and being honest and explicit about my stance and the influence it has had on 

the research process. Being present and visible in the research, I cannot pretend that I do not 

exist; I cannot forget my personhood, my history and all that it entails. As such my research 

cannot be and has not been value-free, neutral, objective or even uncontaminated by my 

presence, and I reject hiding myself behind discourse which attempts to neutralise, minimize. 

standardise, contain, control. distance, and disengage my personal experiences. 

229 



For me, credibility has been important. When I initially entered one of the research sites, the 

ESOL setting, I did not feel that I was perceived as being competent; I had to counteract the 

negative perceptions of my credibility because of my race and gender. Such experiences may 

not be universal to all ethnic minority researchers but I felt that I had to set out to prove myself 

credible and combat credibility challenges from various gatekeepers to the research site. It 

would have been impossible for me to enter the research site unmarked by my social position in 

society. I cannot help but feel that if a white, middle class male had entered the research field 

he would immediately hold the privileged status of 'researcher', whereas I am considered as 

'one of the people', I am constantly forced to move between worlds and identities. I hope that 

seeking out and recognising my own positionality with respect to my own research area and 

reflecting on my own positionality has provided a reflexive account of my research journey. 

Throughout this study, it has been important for me to discuss my personal influences, to 

acknowledge my personal and cultural history, and to discuss the impact it has had on my 

research. My personal influences have come from a belief that educational policies and reforms 

are viewed solely through the lens of educators and policy makers where learners' voices have 

been suppressed. Therefore, policies, reforms and hierarchical structures have not been viewed 

from the learner's point of view. Through a reflection on my own positionality in this study, I 

have come to appreciate that positionality is determined by where one stands in relation to the 

'other', and more importantly that these positions are not static, but shifting. At the same time 

as reflecting on my positionality, I feel that the power-based dynamics inherent in my research 

needed to be exposed, because as Merrian and Simpson (2000) argue, power is not only 

something that one needs to be aware of, but something which needs to be negotiated in the 

research process. As a female researcher from a minority ethnic background, I was concerned 

with foregrounding the experiences of my informants and in my informants having an equal 

relationship with myself to ensure an empowering research experience for them in their 

construction of knowledge, in the hope of them being equally in control of the research (Merrian 

and Simpson, 2000). I was very conscious of the power-dynamics of the research from the start, 

and in particular of my position and the positions of my informants. The power dynamics of the 

data collection process were negotiated both by myself and by the informants. I had to 

negotiate the power dynamics of my situation because being affiliated to the university and 

having gone though a university education, I felt this carried weight with the women. This, 

however, was not enough because I had to draw upon my personal skills and understandings of 

the Yemeni culture and Yemeni womens' roles within their own community in order to 

establish rapport with them. A close look at my fieldwork experience revealed multiple 

positioning and complex power dynamic factors bearing on eliciting information and 

representation through the research process. 

230 



In the initial stages of the data collection process, I felt angry when the women talked of 

experiences that I initially found to reflect acceptance of their marginalisation. However, I 

came to see that my anger was of a deeper historical past. I am a daughter of this generation of 

women and on one level these are my mothers. As the women spoke of living within their 

particular patriarchal world, I was angry and saddened for my mother and mothers, because in 

many ways this is the world I have actively rejected through my process of 'growing up'. It 

became apparent to me that I rejected that world without critical thinking and certainly never 

strove to understand how my mother may have thrived within that world. Just as I hope that my 

daughter will not see me as 'Other' this awareness has alerted me to rethink my own 

positioning. This experience has also enriched my life and my study. As researchers we need 

to address, and not to hold aside, our own subjectivity. Okely (1992) notes that this is not a 

'navel-gazing' exercise, but one that 'strives to use self-awareness in order to contexualize the 

specificity of ourselves and to transcend it' (Okely, 1992:34). Opie (1990) also states: 

Our own reactions indicate the historical subjectivities of self as we have constructed 
them, thus the acknowledgement of discomfort or non-comprehension allows competing 
or compatible discourses to become visible. They force us to identify and question our 
own values, stereotypes, and truths. They draw attention to the paradoxical, the 
contradictory and the marginal as well as the compatible (Opie, 1990:42). 

Writing with all my soul 

When writing this thesis, I wrote with all my being, my soul, my mind, and my heart. I realized 

that words were only artefacts until 'they' became 'me' and'!, became 'them'. Writing this 

thesis has given narrative coherence to my experience and the links in my lived experience have 

given coherence to my writing. In writing this thesis I have also come to realize that I thrive in 

discontinuous spaces that are always shifting. During the course of the investigation, it came to 

light that a running theme of my family history has been physical displacement, from my 

grandparents, who moved to Jordan as refugees, to my parents who moved to England as 

refugees, to my fathers' career moves and struggles within educational establishments, and later 

my own displacements. Uprootedness appears to be a family legacy, and I have come to 

appreciate how this discontinuous space is the site from which my reflexivity emerges. My 

being, my narratives, and my identities are familiar with finding their roots intersect in liminal 

spaces. Some may even characterise my writing as: 

Anxiously crossing various theories, texts, intertexts, and spheres of practice. unable to 
settle into clear linear course, neither willing nor able to stop moving. transient and 
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transitive, traversing the criss-crossing of spatial, temporal, experiential, and narrathe 
realities (Pollock, 1998:91). 

Through this study I have reflected on my past, I have found that interwoven with my narratives 

is my fragmented identity. The experience of writing this thesis has helped me to trace back 

patterns in my life in order to understand that discontinuity is my ritual and have learned 

continually to inhabit marginal emotional and physical spaces. The process of co-constructing 

the women's stories was for me a recollective process because I entered the various textual 

layers and stages of my life as a reader and writer. In the process of writing, rewriting and 

performing their past I have a better understanding of the womens' literacies, and being 

engrossed in a reflexive epilogue I have been able to reflect on this process of writing. Denzin 

(2002) reflected on this performative and therapeutic nature of his writing and stated: 

I seek a writing form that is part memoir, part essay, and part autoethnography. a form 
that uses the techniques of minimalist fiction: plot, characterization, dialogue, more 
showing than telling. I write from the scenes of memory, rearranging, suppressing and 
even arranging scenes, forgoing claims to exact truth, or factual accuracy, searching 
instead for emotional truth, for deep meaning (Denzin, 2002:259). 

Final Thoughts 

Finally, and in many ways similar to Denzin (2002), through the process of telling I was also 

showing my fragmented identities to myself and to my informants. Yet each re-reading of the 

womens' stories is another event that triggers more memories and connections. Using Denzin's 

(1997) construction of reflexivity, and as a reflexive researcher, I have attempted to 

acknowledge my own positioning in the telling and the told. I have attempted to acknowledge 

that I 'produce a partially situated text that opens up a previously repressed, ignored, or over 

interpreted comer of cultural life' (Denzin, 1997:221). In my own writing, I find myself in that 

liminal space of writing and my own personal and critical processes. I now know that I am 

involved in the construction of messy texts. Denzin (1997) described these messy texts as: 

Text that are aware of their own narrative apparatuses, that are sensitive to how reality is 
socially constructed, and that understanding the writing is a way of framing reality. 
Messy texts are many sited, intertextual, always open ended, and resistant to theoretical 
holism, but are always committed to cultural criticism (Denzin, 1997:23). 

To conclude, it would seem that goodbyes represent a ritualistic ending to social dramas, but in 

this research goodbyes are my own family rituals. Goodbyes are of particular significance in 

my family. My grandparents bid farewell to their homeland and so did my parents. They have 

never recovered a sense of place, and home for them became a roof over their heads. The\ 
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accepted these geographical relocations and embraced displacement as a way of life. These 

displacements have led me to construct goodbyes as a liminal space. 
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