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Chapter 4

Literacy, legitimacy, and investment in language learning: the
experiences of a female Syrian refugee in the UK

Introduction
Literacy development has become a significant focus in understanding the processes of

migration and post-migration settlement. Yet research on literacy development in the
language(s) of host countries often assumes that migrant language learners are literate in their
first language (L1) - the amount of research about language learners who are non-literate or
have low levels of literacy in their L1 is relatively and surprisingly sparse (e.g. Bigelow &
King, 2015; Young-Scholten, 2015; Young-Scholten & Naeb, 2010). Only a small fraction of
current research explores the most vulnerable and severely disadvantaged second language
(L2) learners: those who have received limited education and/or have limited abilities to read
and write in their L1 . These learners are often referred to as LESLLA learners' (Literacy
Education and Second Language Learning for Adults). They are among the roughly 750 million
non-literate adults around the world (UIS and GEM Report Team, 2019), many of whom
migrate from politically fragile and/or impoverished contexts to highly literate post-

industrialised, democratic communities.

Migration flows, refugee resettlement schemes, the asylum-seeking process and the political
and economic instability in some relatively low-literate, impoverished regions of the world
have thus led to increasing numbers of low-educated language learners in countries such as the
USA, UK (Young-Scholten, 2015), Germany, Turkey, Italy (Bagna et al., 2017), and Finland
(Suni & Tammelin-Laine, 2018). Their experience of learning the language of their host
communities is a unique undertaking as often they are learning, in a new language, to read and
write for the first time. They take considerably longer to reach the same levels of proficiency
in the target language than their more educated/literate peers in terms of both metalinguistic
and linguistic development (Kurvers et al., 2006; Naeb & Young-Scholten, 2019; Tarone et al.,
2009; Schellekens, 2011), and face substantial challenges in acquiring the linguistic

competence and literacy skills that are essential for their integration.



This chapter will therefore explore the experiences of Nadeema, a 42-year-old Syrian female
refugee in the UK who had limited literacy in her L1. The chapter traces the ways in which
Nadeema’s migration and post-migration settlement experiences in the UK have impacted upon
her literacy development, her changing attitudes/identities, and her social mobility. We begin
by presenting the theoretical framework on which this paper is based: (1) investment and
identity(es) in learning English, (2) the communities of practice (CoP) framework, and (3)

literacy as a social practice.

Theoretical Framework

Investment and identity(es) in learning English
The relationship between language learning and identity has attracted increasing attention (e.g.,

Block, 2007; Giroir, 2014; Norton, 2000). This body of work offers new perspectives on
language learning, illustrating how learners’ identity positions can affect, positively and/or
negatively, their language learning processes as well as, in the case of migrants, their access to
host community resources. It highlights both how access to linguistic and interactional
opportunities is mediated by language learners’ social class, gender, race, (non-/low-)literacy,
religious and age identities, and the extent to which the conditions under which language
learners speak, learn and use the target language are shaped by inequitable power relations. For
some migrants, participation in their new host community and in/through its language(s) may
provide positive opportunities for self-expression, identity development and social mobility.
Identifying and being identified as legitimate speakers within their L2 discourse encourages
them to cross boundaries and learn the language of the host community (Norton, 2000;
Pavlenko, 2002). Yet, sometimes, immigrants might be assigned identities which are negative,
and, for them, unacceptable or incompatible with the identities they occupied prior to their
migration journey. They might find that their previous symbolic and material resources are not
valued, and they might be positioned as lacking in intelligence, incompetent, ignorant, or even
a burden on society. In such cases, “their desire to acquire the symbolic capital offered by the
new language might be in conflict with their resistance to the range of identities offered to them
by that language” (Pavlenko, 2002, p.285), and this will consequently impact their investment

in learning the host language and their social mobility.

Hence, identity and identities are dynamic, multiple, contradictory and potentially contested,
fluid, and continually changing over historical time and social space (Foucault, 1980; Weedon,

1997). This has important implications for L2 education and teachers; language teaching



becomes an intervention in identity formation and negotiation. As Pavlenko (2001, pp. 319-
320) argues, “the process of second language socialization and participation in new discursive
communities may entail significant changes in ways some L2 users perceive themselves and
are perceived by others”. In other words, language learning and socialisation may “transform

who we are and what we can do, it is an experience of identity” (Wenger, 1998, p. 215).

Language plays a central role in identity construction. It is in and through language (linguistic
interaction) that identity is constituted; language and identity are mutually constitutive and
inseparable (Weedon, 1997). If language is a central element of identity, and if identity and
language learning are intertwined, how might the relationship of learners to the language being
learned, and towards learning and practising it, be conceptualised? In her early research, Norton
(2000; Norton Peirce, 1995) found that “high levels of motivation did not necessarily translate
into good language learning, and that unequal relations of power between language learners
and target language speakers was a common theme in the data” (Norton, 2013, p. 6). In other
words, learners who fail to learn an L2 are not necessarily ‘unmotivated’. Norton thus suggests
the concept of ‘investment’ as a way of linking learners’ desire to learn a second language,
their social context, and their changing and contradictory identity/ies. Learners ‘invest’ in
learning a language in the hope that they will acquire a wider range of symbolic (language,
education, friendship or recognition) and material resources (real estate, money or
employment), which will consequently increase the value of their cultural capital and social
power. As Norton (2016, p. 2) puts it, “this in turn provides for a wider range of identity
positions from which the learner can speak or listen, read or write”. Hence, an investment in
the L2 is also an investment in a learner's own identity and social mobility and, because identity
is multiple, contradictory and frequently a site of struggle, investment itself “is also complex,

contradictory, and often in a state of flux” (Darvin & Norton, 2016, p. 20).

Investment thus serves as a “significant explanatory construct” (Cummins, 2006, p. 59). A
language learner might be highly motivated, but not necessarily invested in the language
practices of a given context if, for instance, the practices are racist, sexist, homophobic, elitist,
marginalising, anti-immigrant, or anti-refugee, or if there are inconsistencies between practices
within the language classroom and language learners' imagined identities and communities.
Thus, language learners might gradually be excluded and positioned as unmotivated by
teachers, peers or institutional structures and systems. This positioning is likely to affect the

learners’ social mobility, that is, the movement of individuals or groups through social classes



and hierarchies, with opportunities for and barriers to mobility resulting from the inter-
relationships and interactions between a complex range of factors (Gurieva et al., 2020;
Blommaert et al., 2017). Social mobility can be further understood through Lave and Wenger’s

(1991) Communities of Practice (CoP) framework, to which we shall now turn.

Communities of practice (CoP) framework
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) useful CoP framework emphasises the quintessentially social

character of learning, and views learning as located in the evolving membership of individuals
in their new social communities and as occurring through participation and engagement within
those communities. According to Wenger (1998), learning is a process of participation and
cannot be separated from the context in which it occurs. Ultimately, learning can be conceived
of as shifts in identity as learners participate in new (to them) communities of practice and form
identities in relation to those communities: “learning and a sense of identity are inseparable.
They are two aspects of the same phenomenon” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 115). Learning is a

process of becoming, or avoiding becoming a certain person, rather than a simple accumulation

of habits, skills and knowledge.

The CoP framework is often cited by researchers interested in how language learning and
literacy are socially mediated and shaped in practice, and in how language learners construct
identities as they move from peripheral to full participation in social worlds. CoP is particularly
useful here as it allows us to conceptualise language learners as members of social and
historical communities rather than as isolated individuals, and opens up the possibility of
exploring the relationship between language learners’ sociocultural experiences and their
language and literacy learning. It also allows us to reinterpret such learning as a process of
participation in new linguistic and cultural communities of practice, in which learners may
attempt to gain membership. The concept of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ (LPP) is a
primary component of the CoP perspective; it proposes that participation in a new community
of practice is initially and legitimately peripheral, but then increases gradually in its
engagement and complexity. LPP is perceived as a positive and necessary point in which
newcomers are situated peripherally as a vital part of their apprenticeship experiences. Through
LPP, newcomers interact with longer-term participants in a given community and learn its
necessary knowledge and skills, become increasingly more adept at community practices, and
gradually move towards fuller participation in that community, thereby becoming legitimate

and active participants. LPP assumes that all newcomers enter communities with equal access



to community resources and experts of the practice and they all end up being fully fledged

participants and experts in their communities.

Interestingly, however, language learning projects that have applied the concept of LPP (e.g.,
Giroir, 2014; Kanno, 1998; Norton, 2000) have found that LPP, as Kanno (1998) argued, “is
not how it is” (p. 128) and that learners “are often blocked from the very resource that is vital
to their acquisition of the L2: opportunities to interact with native speakers” (p. 129). That is,
language learners are not always offered LPP and their paths toward full participation are not
always sanctioned. Language learners can be denied access to community resources due to
unequal power distributions based on language ideologies, community biases, and
discriminatory practices around social dimensions such as religion, social class, race, gender,
literacy level, and linguistic proficiency. How language learners negotiate those structures of
marginalisation and peripherality and assume more powerful identity positions remains an

important area of investigation.

Literacy as a social practice
Central to this chapter’s approach is the notion of literacy as a social practice. Literacy is a key

aspect in migrants’ lives as it is central to the development of the skills and knowledge
necessary to interact and integrate effectively in their new communities of practice. From this
perspective, literacy is a social practice as it occurs in individuals’ everyday lives and activities
within their communities of practice (Street, 1997), and takes account of literacy’s different
meanings for different cultural groups (Barton, 2007). A ‘social perspective’ on literacy does
not focus on people’s acquisition or use of technical skills in formal education, but rather on
the ways people use written language in their everyday life (as both a producer and/or consumer
of written texts). Within this perspective, literacy is conceived primarily as a social activity
with specific social purposes, meanings, and outcomes. Thus:
o Literacy is best understood as a set of social practices; these can be inferred from events
which are mediated by written texts.
o There are different literacies associated with different domains of life.
o Literacy practices are patterned by social institutions and power relationships, and some
literacies are more dominant, visible and influential than others.
o Literacy practices are purposeful and embedded in broader social goals and cultural
practices.

o Literacy is historically situated.



o Literacy practices change and new ones are frequently acquired through processes of
informal learning and sense making.

(Barton & Hamilton, 1998, p. 8)

This indicates that literacy is socially and culturally embedded and mediated (Carter, 2006). It
is shaped and mediated by language learners’ learning history, identiti(es), past experiences,
the dominant views in their families and wider communities, and the imagined benefits, if any,
literacy carries for them. For example, for LESLLA learners, literacy could be something they
were able to manage reasonably well without, and thus it might be of little status. On the other
hand, it could have a high value as it is something that they were deprived of; in this case,
literacy might be seen as a tool of empowerment. Thus, “the cultural embeddedness of literacy
along with the individual differences that apply to all human beings means that it is difficult to
predict for a given learner what added value they think literacy skills will bring” (Suni &
Tammelin-Laine, 2018, p.29). Not only does literacy vary within social contexts and cultural
ideologies, but its meaning and purposes are grounded also in inequitable relations of power

(Street, 1997).

Method

An ethnographic research methodology
The data in this chapter are drawn from a wider 14-month-long ethnographic project which

aimed at understanding the language learning and related identity experiences of a group of
fourteen adult Muslim Syrian refugees recently arrived in the north-east of England. The
project focused in particular on the intersection of their investment in learning English with
their social, class, gender and religious identities, both within and beyond the ESOL classroom,
and sought to draw out the participants’ emic perspectives on their experiences, that is, their
own meanings for social actions and their own understandings of their social world (Davies,
1995). The larger dataset included semi-structured interviews with the fourteen refugees and
their ESOL teachers and the manager of the institution; classroom observations and field notes
alongside audio-recordings and subsequent transcriptions of classroom events; learner diaries
in their L1, either written or audio-recorded according to the participants’ preferences; learner
shadowing, both in-class and beyond; researcher diaries; and a collection of relevant documents
which ranged from classroom handouts to UK job-search forms and related paperwork. The
learners were interviewed twice in their L1 at the start and end of the project and the interviews

were audio-recorded. Data was collected both in Arabic (with subsequent translation into



English) and in English, the multiple sources enabling the clarification and corroboration of
data across the project through a process of triangulation. The use of different research methods
in tandem compensated for their individual shortcomings and exploited their respective

benefits (Brewer & Hunter, 1989).

Participants
Of the fourteen Syrian participants in the project, eight were female and six male, with ages

ranging from 19 to 49. Thirteen participants had come to the UK via Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq
under the UK’s Vulnerable Person Resettlement Scheme (VPR), while one participant had
travelled directly from Syria to Britain. The participants came from various cultural and socio-
economic backgrounds in Syria, and had differing levels of linguistic proficiency and of
literacy. While ten had received six years of schooling or less, two had university degrees. Ten
participants did not know any English before arriving in Britain, while four knew very little.
None of them had previously experienced living in a non-Arabic-speaking country. The focus

of this chapter is on Nadeema as she was the least literate in the participants’ L1, Arabic.

Nadeema: the focal participant

Born in Damascus, Syria in 1975, Nadeema reported herself, and was reported by others, to be,
‘illiterate’ in her L1, Arabic, as she needed to look after her mother who had been severely
burnt with boiling oil. Her literacy test results confirmed that she had limited literacy as she

was able to recognise few letters, a limited number of words, and a few common phrases.

Literacy was not regarded a necessity for females in Nadeema’s home village. As an adult, she
had married and had five children. In interviews, Nadeema reported that she had been
constantly ridiculed by her family-in-law because of her reported ‘illiteracy’, which appeared
to contribute to low self-esteem. During the research, Nadeema often described herself as
‘illiterate’ and ‘ignorant’, this self-reported ‘illiteracy’ emerging within the data as a crucial
identification for her. Accompanied by her family, Nadeema left Syria for Jordan in 2012 and
moved to England in 2015. Nadeema noted that she was deeply saddened about coming to
England which was entirely her husband’s decision. Nadeema described immigrating from
Jordan to the UK as moving from ‘heaven to a prison’. After being in the UK for three years,

Nadeema did not appear to change her attitudes:



Speaker | Original language Translation
Nadeema | Jsist 1 e o) aedn 5. 330 ins W | T don’t like it here...Still, if I have the

2 0Yle 2 | choice, T swear by God I'd go back to

Jordan.

(Nadeema, phone diary, 13/12/18)

Since arriving in the UK, Nadeema’s family members (her husband, four children, and sister-
in-law) had made rapid progress with learning English. Although she was not a shy person,
Nadeema was quiet in the ESOL classroom and reported being bullied by her ESOL classmates
(we shall examine later how her low L1 literacy and social positioning as ‘illiterate’ interacted
with her investment in learning English). Although Nadeema often complained about living in
the UK, she seemed to be dedicated and stable in her investment in English, not missing any
English classes, attending voluntary English-learning courses at the weekends, and reporting

that she asked her children for help studying English at home:

Speaker | Original language Translation

Nadeema | Jsla ae Ul ) ¢S alail Jsla e U | I’'m trying to learn English. Yeah, I'm

Asts gy s gy dsls dea s | trying and Tl keep trying. I do want to

learn I do want to learn.

(Nadeema, phone diary, 08/07/17)

Approach to Analysis
The project followed a broadly ethnographic and interpretive approach. Taking account of the

participants’ diverse backgrounds and experiences, the aim was to see the world through the
Syrians’ eyes from an emic perspective, understanding “the participants’ meanings for social
actions” (Davis, 1995, p.433). Thus, the consequent interpretive stance in this project aimed
not to discover meaning and truth deposited a priori (Walsham, 1993), but to explore how the
social world was made meaningful and interpreted from Nadeema’s own perspective, as this
would shape her behaviour and stances. The approach to the formal analysis was based on the
‘constant comparative method’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) which involved the discursive
procedure of constant going back and forth through the data and coding it for themes that

emerged; it required moving repeatedly between the concrete and raw data and abstract



theoretical knowledge, “between inductive and deductive reasoning, between description and
interpretation” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.202). It also involved constant re/checking with
the participants of our interpretations. The analysis and report of the participants’ experiences
and stories in the remainder of the chapter therefore involves the authors as co-constructors of

% <e

knowledge in order to understand and present Nadeema and other participants’ “multiple
perspectives, multiple voices, and multiple interpretations” of their experiences (Merriam,

2009, p. 12).

Results

This section answers the question of how ‘literacy’ as a social construct was implicated in the
experiences of learning English and identity construction and development of Nadeema. It
starts by exploring the negative bearing that Nadeema’s reported ‘illiteracy’ had on her learning
of English and her gendered identities as a mother and a wife. This is followed by a discussion
of the impact of her literacy in her ESOL classroom and how she was positioned by her ESOL

classmates and finally the impact on Nadeema herself.

Nadeema’s ‘illiteracy’ as gendered and a constraint on learning English
In what is clearly a gendered issue, nearly two-thirds (63%) of the world’s 750 million low-

literacy adults are women, according to UNESCO Institute for Statistics report published in
2017. As that same report argues, denying women the right of literacy can have implications
on the entirety of their life. Low-literacy is “analogous to the oppression of women in general,
and amplified when the two factors together create an intersectional double bind” (Parker,
2012, p. 4). For Nadeema, her low-literacy was not merely a background variable; rather, it
was a central lived experience in the mosaic of her life experiences and identity. The word
‘illiterate’ and its synonyms were mentioned 53 times by Nadeema in her self-report data’. At
the very beginning of her first interview, Nadeema spent quite some time expressing her
frustration at ‘being illiterate’ and the restrictive implications of this ‘illiteracy’ for her sense

of self and her journey of learning English:

Speaker | Original language Translation

Nadeema | <im e 0¥ (il o5 8 Ul g Jiswnny | They {her in-laws} made me feel that
bt blal 18 gloaty olli ac T 51 8 | ’m less of a person because I can’t read
45 S oS S USS Sla Jalad 4 | and write. Sometimes they call me and




sy (e G 58 e 0 (5l ae
g_sl‘: 9SA‘A"..~.5

say ‘what did you learn? Come on tell
us some English words’ although they
know no English at all. They just want

to ridicule and humiliate me.

(Nadeema, interview, 15/08/17%)

Because women were seen as primary carers and literacy was not perceived as important for

females in the Syrian village of her childhood, Nadeema’s parents decided to stop sending her

to school so she could look after her sick mother and newborn sibling. Hence, the roots of

Nadeema’s low-literacy could be traced to gendered and cultural ideologies, and this seemed

to shape her life and experiences, also limiting her social mobility. Due to her lack of literacy

skills, Nadeema reported that she was perceived by her in-laws as inadequate for her husband

who had only experienced 6 years of schooling himself, and she reported consequently being

often characterised within the family as a woman devoid of intelligence and character:

Speaker Original language Translation
Nadeema oy Lo dll 5 Sl Wbl J13as Ay ) | Sometimes my son asks me something
L) s 19 8 ey 8 ) ol 330 B8 6 | and T say sorry I really don’t know. He
on e dae ) s 5 Ssaying V5158 | once said “Is there anything you
o83 u e | know?!” Back in Syria my children
used to respect me very much and even
fear me, but they’ve changed here
massively...
Researcher |  4alll (lie ) seale 3aaine &bl cuaddl s | Do you think it’s because you often
$aaa il 54, S | depend on them with the English
language?
Nadeema O 5l seale 4iga Jdae Lo gl Sl | You mean that I no longer have
oa d&a 51 € e SSI 8 | authority over them? The fact that they
know more than I do? Yeah that’s
correct.

(Interview, 15/08/17)



Nadeema’s low-literacy in Arabic seemed to shape not only how she was positioned in the
home as a mother, wife and daughter-in-law but also her prospects of learning English in the
UK; she was positioned as an inadequate language learner. Nadeema remarked that her two
daughters and two sons, aged respectively 16, 12, 24 and 10, and her husband had made quick
and significant progress learning English, while she had not. She explained the gap between
her and her family’s English as the result of her reported ‘illiteracy’ making her progress far
slower, with the result that she became reliant on her children which, in turn, tilted the balance
of in-family power in their favour. This was supported by our observational data from
Nadeema’s house which showed that her children sometimes commented and laughed at her
progress in learning English and her English pronunciation. Hence, Nadeema’s lack of literacy

was both shaped by and also shaped her gendered identities.

In the ESOL classroom: low-literacy as a hindrance
Nadeema attended pre-entry (pre-Al CEFR) ESOL classes which focused on both the ‘four

skills’ of speaking, listening, reading, and writing, and on supporting migrants with their
experience of living in a new community. Learners attended classes for 10 hours per week over
four days. With around 20 learners in a class, the curriculum was organised thematically,
covering themes such as transportation, employment, housing, jobs, health, community
resources, and hobbies. Nadeema’s pre-entry class was particularly ‘work’ or ‘job-seeking-
driven’.Nadeema, however, found that her limited L1 literacy impacted on her learning of

English, as she struggled to comprehend what was happening in the ESOL classroom:

Speaker | Original language Translation

Nadeema ae S ol ST 5 )8 G ym e Y | Because I can’t read and write in
oo Wil 8 agdl ac Lo Caally e | Arabic, I'm really struggling in the

L3 e L i ISV | classroom. T don’t understand anything

| e fian 5 ) galatn caally e siul | at all...They [other students] do learn
alina 5 ol il | 558y 2 Y 35S | and understand better than I do because
.22k | they write down in Arabic the meaning

and pronunciation of the English words.

(Nadeema, interview, 20/04/17)



On many occasions, Nadeema revealed how she was positioned by her Syrian classmates as an
‘incompetent’, ‘deficient’ and ‘slow’ language learner, which was confirmed by the data gained
from her fellow ESOL classmates during the wider research project. She believed that her
inability to write down the meanings and translations, in Arabic, of English words was the most
significant reason for her falling far behind her classmates, and was unaware of other factors,
such as study skills (Olson, 2002; Ong, 1988), that would most likely have enhanced her ability
to succeed in the ESOL classroom and in L2 learning. After 4 academic years in the Pre-entry
class, Nadeema stated that she did not get moved up (member check*,13/12/18), while some
of her classmates reached Level 1. When discussing the classroom, Nadeema downplayed her
capabilities and subjugated her knowledge and abilities to that of her classmates. Despite her
slow progress, Nadeema never lacked interest or investment in learning English. To sum up,
Nadeema’s gendered-based low-literacy seemed to be socially constructed as a tool of
hegemony which relegated her to subordinate and disempowered identity positions as a mother,
wife, daughter-in-law, and language learner. Her lack of literacy was integral to how Nadeema

saw herself and others as language learners and individuals:

Speaker | Original language Translation
Nadeema e oSy gl Ulal Cacally el 3 | sometimes I understand what the
Lo g Lele Ailegd (455 aulaall A5 Ss5 | teacher is saying, but I don’t feel brave
sl iS5 ) 8 G jaa e (Y (Sa) T st | enough to answer because I'm illiterate
Ll sSes ale AdS 3 Sal glia Glay | in Arrabic. T think to myself I might say

.U e | a word, but this word could have

another meaning.

(Nadeema, phone diary, 08/07/17)

In many ways, the narratives of Nadeema mainly centred around her positionality as ‘illiterate’.
These negative social positionings accumulated and clustered over time and manifested
themselves in Nadeema’s identity work as an unconfident language learner (Davies & Harré,

1999) who was inhibited to speak English and participate in the ESOL classroom:

Because I think it’s her first experience of education...she does plenty of cheating

(laughs) and you have to do you find your ways to get the right answer to get the



approval from the teacher so you know she’ll copy... she’s still very dependent on
other people.
(ESOL teacher, interview, 12/07/17)

In the ESOL classroom, it was observed that Nadeema relied heavily on other women to
communicate her message in English and get things done. Of all the language learner
participants in the research, Nadeema was the least confident learner inside and outside the
ESOL classroom. While her limited English proficiency appeared to play a role, it seems that
her lack of literacy in Arabic factored into her own understanding of her subject positions in
English and consequently her confidence to speak English. From the identity position of an
‘illiterate woman’ who was discursively positioned as ‘ignorant’ and ‘less of a person’,
Nadeema did not see herself as a legitimate language learner who had the right to try out and
make mistakes. She wanted to speak English and participate in the classroom, but to her, her
inevitable stumbling, errors and low self-esteem were grounds for exclusion and ridicule by
her community members. By choosing not to contribute (as the quotation above illustrates),
she chose to perform the role of a ‘silent woman’ in order to save face and avoid ridicule and

rejection, contributing, in a way, to her own marginalisation.

English literacy as a tool to claim more powerful gendered identities
Responding to our prompts, Nadeema explained the relationship between her investment in

learning English and the challenges she was experiencing:

Speaker Original language Translation
Researcher | ac <lil 5 caa i€ (55K olas o il | You said that learning English is
S Sl ae b b cula caalls 3% | extremely  difficult  and  you’re

¢ | struggling in the classroom - what is it

that keeps you going?

Nadeema | o s Vs die 55 die aladl &a Ul | T want to learn English just like my
G o e Gual 50 o st Ma | husband and children. I just want to feel

Ul G Gle 51 58l 63l gles s a )l | equal to them so they are not better than
LOse i L S Jie s Jie [ me. T also want to prove to my family-

in-law who constantly bullied me that




I’'m just like my husband and

daughters. I’'m not less than them...

(Nadeema, phone diary, 08/07/17)

Through developing her reading and writing in English and the concomitant expansion of
linguistic capital and symbolic power (Weedon, 1997), Nadeema saw that she could begin to
reconstruct and modulate her identities (i.e. mother, wife, language learner, and daughter-in-
law) as ‘equal’ and legitimate in the communities that were important to her. She realised that
the condition of ‘the oppressed’ was not immutable, and she could become, through learning
and literacy in English, a legitimate member in her communities. Nadeema’s self-reported
‘illiteracy’ was, in effect, a tool of consciousness-raising, leading her to challenge and change
oppressive social structures. English would provide Nadeema with more than new
communitive codes — “it also becomes a powerful marker of group identity, a sense of ‘us’ ”
(Egbo, 2004, p.248). For Nadeema, English was a tool of social connection and identification

with her own family and a wider community of literate and educated people:

Speaker | Original language Translation

Nadeema Lo b mlaill dum 3 (e iy 925 (5 0S| Learning English is a compensation for
Lo Lalas | @ missed educational opportunity in

Syria.

(Nadeema, interview, 15/08/17)

Thus, English literacy would be the catalyst to break free of the stigmatising discourses around
‘illiterate’ people in her intra- and inter-worlds, and to become a literate person that she and
her family would admire. This supports Norton’s (2001) argument that “an investment in the
target language is also an investment in a learner’s own identity, an identity which is constantly
changing across time and space” (p. 166). Despite her dislike of and disinvestment in the UK,
Nadeema was greatly invested in learning English as this was also an investment in her
gendered and emerging literate identities. It is crucial to note, however, that Nadeema’s ability

to imagine more powerful and positive literate and gendered identity positions was originally



triggered and enabled by her participation in new communities of practice with different

ideologies and practices of gender, age, and literacy:

glea Gl J 8 ol Ul | ST 5 ) )8 Cualad
Lo (g Gl L O s (Al 8 ja

X PRSMINNS JUPIE PR BY BTG JUNEX N
alai pe e Y Ol iy () sl

Ul alasl a3 U1 Jade 5 ol sSlle & 5 ) <l s

Lo () 5lS ) sie sl

Speaker | Original language Translation
Nadeema s lan s 4aaY) saay il by sen a4l | Back in Syria my sister went to a

literacy programme and learned to read
and write in Arabic...but I felt ashamed
because of my in-laws...when I came
here and found out that people who are
older than me are learning, I was

encouraged to go to college. I should

learn I’'m younger than most of them

[ESOL learners].

(Nadeema, interview, 15/08/17)

This aligns with Wenger’s suggestion that leaving a community of practice can also involve

“seeing the world and oneself in new ways” (1998, p. 55).

It is perhaps ironic that the migrant context, which Nadeema had strongly resisted, caused her
to critically re-evaluate her previous conceptualisation of what she could do as a 42-year-old
self-reportedly illiterate woman, consequently producing her age and gendered identities in the
UK in ways that benefited her processes of learning English and identity (re)negotiation. Her
adoption of new identity positions was not entirely a product of her own free choice and agency;
it was co-constructed in collaboration with her new communities of practice that sanctioned
and validated these identities. Nadeema’s discursive renegotiating of dominant cultural, low-
literacy, age, and gendered diaries aligned with the findings of many studies that suggest that
the processes of language learning and participation in new discursive communities might
trigger significant changes in how some language learners and users position and are positioned
by others (Giroir, 2014; Kinginger, 2004; Norton, 2000). Language learning multiplies
possibilities for self-expression and provides opportunities for agency in the performance of

the self in new communities of practice:



Speaker | Original language Translation

Nadeema | 1) gl Jad allal lis alail ae Ul | I’'m learning English so that T can got

1) ol Allalle || Mad (g 150 25 5330 | out alone, to buy things on my own
Ul s o 518 gual Caa | without the assistance of anyone. At
least if I get lost, I can read the name of

the place I'm at.

(Nadeema, interview, 22/04/17)

For Nadeema, English literacy offered the independence and the freedom that she had been
deprived of all her life whilst positioned as an ‘illiterate’, marginalised woman. In essence,
Nadeema’s imagined identity as an independent and empowered woman was as much a
reconstruction of her low-literacy gendered identity in the past as it was an imaginative

construction of her sense of self in the future (Norton, 2001).

Conclusions and pedagogical implications
The evidence from this project shows how Nadeema’s self-reported non-literacy in Arabic

directly and/or indirectly, and positively and/or negatively, impacted on her sense of self and
her (dis)investment in learning English in and outside the ESOL classrooms. Because Nadeema
had a great sense of investment in her emerging literate identity, she was extremely invested in
learning English; reading and writing in English and the concomitant expansion of linguistic
capital and symbolic power was the underlying motivation which encouraged her to learn
English despite her very slow progress. Nadeema’s lack of literacy in Arabic, however,
appeared to have restrictive effects on her learning of English. Consequently, she appeared to
have low self-esteem and confidence, which explained her hesitance to speak and take risks in
and outside the ESOL classroom. An ‘illiterate’ woman, from her perspective, does not have
the right to make mistakes; nor is she the equal of her more literate and educated classmates.
The intricate fusions of low-literacy and English learning experiences and opportunities
indicate that the process of ‘non-literacy enactment’ in language learning is rarely simple and
straightforward, and may entail paradoxical pathways for the same individual learner as we

have witnessed in the case of Nadeema.

Teachers and other practitioners, including institutional managers, who are more critically

informed about the role of low levels of literacy in learners’ prior experiences, narratives and



understandings of their own lives can better appreciate the length of time it can take such
learners to read and write in the target language and the considerable challenges they face while
learning the language of their new communities. Teacher (and institutional) awareness of low-
literacy language learners’ experiences and challenges is central to developing a fuller
understanding of, and offering support for, any challenges low-literate language learners might

face both in the classroom and outside the classroom more generally.

Additionally, specialised teacher training and professional development are vital to address the
slow progress and the unique challenges and frustration that LESLLA learners face (Condelli
et al., 2010; Naeb & Young-Scholten, 2019). Condelli et al. (2010) state that working with
well-qualified teachers improves LESLLA learners’ chances of success. There is significant
evidence that the adult language learning and literacy sector in many European countries seems
to fall behind quality standards (Schellekens, 2011); it is increasingly underfunded with a
growing eliance on part-time, unpaid and unqualified volunteer teachers. For example, there
has been a real terms reduction of 60% to UK government funding for ESOL in recent years,

from £212.3m in 2008 to £105m in 2018 (Refugee Action, 2019).

The findings of this investigation also suggest that traditional and conventional models of adult
language learning and literacy provision and progression, which can take years to complete,
fall short of meeting the linguistic needs for the migrant language learner, many of whom arrive
in the host communities with pre-CEFR A1 literacy and a lack of study skills. As Sidawa (2018)
notes, obliging leaners to demonstrate progression by frequently taking level-based exams can
significantly affect motivation. Thus, a more flexible, tailored adult language learning
provision and progression to better meet the diverse needs and linguistic abilities of the learners
is needed; alternative approaches might include: (1) a form of language learning education that
does not solely oblige learners to experience a centralised curriculum and assessment regime;
(2) integrating a course of study skills in the learners’ own language into language learning
provision to teach low-educated learners how to study and approach language learning; (3) an
additional literacy course for LESLLA learners to enable them to tackle the complex task of
learning how to write and read; (4) and special training to teachers working with learners with

little or no literacy”.

Besides sustained funding, more flexible language learning provision and assessment, and

specific training and support for teachers, the greatest hope for the adult literacy and language



learning sector seems to lie in collaborations: collaborations among teachers who are interested
in adult literacy and want to share materials and ideas; collaborations among ESOL institutions
which are keen to forge a common agenda and share resources and expertise; collaborations
between ESOL students, teachers, and researchers who want to work together and learn from
each other; collaborations among adult language learning institutions and policy makers who
want to share decision making; and, finally, collaborations among countries and contexts to

share experiences.

Although the focus of this chapter has been the experiences of an individual 42-year-old
LESLLA learner, the issues raised in this research are likely to be relevant to most LESLLA
contexts internationally. What challenges do such learners face in the language classroom and
beyond more generally? What strategies do they develop and deploy to support their learning?
What lessons are to be learned from listening to their voices? The results and implications of
this project underscore the importance of expanding the language learning research agenda to
regularly include LESLLA learners. There is much to be gained by acknowledging and
including language learners of various literacy levels and educational backgrounds, developing
theories to account for a broader scope of language learning contexts, designing more fine-
grained research instruments and methods that provide opportunities for participants to express

who they are and what they are genuinely experiencing.



1 Also adopting this acronym, the international organisation LESLLA supports adults with little or no home
language schooling or literacy, who are now learning to read and write for the first time in a new language.
Established in 2005, LESLLA promotes, on a worldwide, multidisciplinary, and multilingual basis, the sharing of
research findings, effective pedagogical practices, and information on policy.

2 Nadeema’s 53 references to ‘illiteracy’ emerged over the course of her 2 interviews, one focus group
conversation, her phone diary, and the project’s ‘member check’ interview. In contrast, a male LESLLA
participant in the study, Adham, referred to his low level of literacy only 7 times in similarly collected data.

3 All interview or diary quotations are by Nadeema herself, with the researcher’s interpretation in the text.

4 After the end of the project, the researcher conducted formal member checks with 10 learner participants and
one teacher while the findings were written up and presented. This data is dated and presented in the discussion
as ‘member check’.

> The EU SPEAK Project is a collaborative endeavour involving partners from several European countries. It
aims to provide teacher training and materials (in English and many other languages) to support the language
acquisition and educational outcomes of immigrant and refugee-background populations with little or no formal
education and emerging literacy skills.
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