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Abstract  

In 2014, a new national CLT-based English language curriculum was introduced in 

Iraq for the purpose of boosting English language teaching and learning in 

elementary and secondary schools. However, on the same year of introducing the 

curriculum, 2014, a group of Islamic extremists (ISIS) started a series of deadly 

attacks on many cities in Iraq causing a massive internal displacement to take 

place. In less than a year, millions of Iraqi people were displaced and were 

scattered over many other ISIS-free cities in Iraq. While most of the displaced 

people could afford living expenses including rent, transportation and healthcare, 

others could not and went homeless. Consequently, a number of internally 

displaced person (IDP) camps were established as a temporary settlement to house 

the hundreds of thousands of homeless IDPs. 

Given the fact that those IDP camps were established outside the main cities, and 

thus were located at a considerable distance from schools, one elementary and one 

secondary school were opened within many of these camps to encourage IDPs to 

send their children to schools. These schools were made of tents, and at best 

caravans. Schools inside IDP camps were under a severe shortage of teaching and 

learning resources. Moreover, the average teacher-students ratio in some of these 

schools exceeded 1:65. Hence, a complex set of difficulties characterized teaching 

and learning inside camp schools. 

The present study set out to investigate the impact of the new teaching context on 

English language teachers in relation to their implementation of the new 

curriculum, their identities and the achievement of their agency. Classroom 

observations and semi-structured interviews with camp school English language 

teachers were conducted to collect the research data. Cultural-historical activity 

theory (CHAT), agency theory and Identity Theory were used as lenses through 

which data were analyzed and discussed. 

The findings obtained from this research indicate that due to many contextual 

factors, traditional methods of teaching were strictly followed in camp schools. 
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While a new English language curriculum was introduced to bring about change to 

teachers’ daily classroom practices, teachers carried on with their old teacher-

centered transmission-oriented mode of teaching. Teacher agency was also found 

to be limited as teachers in camp schools were constrained more than enabled. The 

new teaching context was found to be paralyzing to many forms of teaching 

practices and was therefore impeding teachers from building on their individual 

capacities. Lastly, due to the impact of the new teaching context, camp school 

teachers shifted their traditional teaching role identity and added a new caring 

one. In other words, camp school teachers changed the meanings or goals that 

generally define English language teachers’ role in Iraq. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Background to the study 

For more than thirty years, English language was taught to Iraqi's secondary school 

pupils by means of the Audio-lingual and the Grammar-translation methods. 

Teachers were dominating the class, transmitting knowledge (mainly rules of 

grammar) to their pupils who were merely passive listeners. This, however, has 

come to an end when the Iraqi Ministry of Education felt the need of changing the 

curriculum. For this reason, an empirical curriculum was introduced in 2008 and 

applied on some schools. This curriculum included a variety of communicative 

activities, with rules of grammar being also focused on. When teachers in those 

‘experimental schools’ started to give positive feedback about this curriculum, the 

Iraqi Ministry of Education began to apply this curriculum on more schools, and then 

on grades (years of study) on a national level, at the beginning of each academic 

year. 

In 2014, a new national English language curriculum (a series named English for 

Iraq) was introduced. This new curriculum is CLT-based and is learner-centred. 

However, a group of Islamic extremists (ISIS) attacked Mosul (a city in North Iraq) in 

June 2014 and took control over the city. Few months later, ISIS was attacking 

other cities and was turning many other places into a war-zone. This caused a large 

internal displacement when hundreds of thousands of people (mostly Muslims with 

thousands of non-Muslims) left Mosul and were scattered over many other cities in 

Iraq. A disjuncture within the Iraqi community, especially between Muslims and 

Yazidis, took place after 2014 after thousands of non-Muslim Iraqis (especially 

Yazidis) were killed, imprisoned or enslaved by ISIS. 

While some of those IDPs could afford to pay for housing, other could not and went 

homeless.  As a temporary settlement to house the homeless IDPs, a number of 

camps were immediately established and housed tens of thousands of those 

traumatized people. Each camp provided shelter for thousands of IDPs. Due to the 

religious tensions discussed above, IDPs were segregated into camps based on their 
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religious background. In relation to the present research, the two participating 

camps were inhabited exclusively by Yazidis, as will be explained later in this 

research (see section 5.6). 

Importantly, one elementary and one secondary school were constructed inside the 

majority of these camps. Schools inside IDP camps were made mainly of tents, and 

sometimes caravans. Hence, the newly introduced English for Iraq curriculum was 

also being implemented inside these camp schools. 

Bearing in mind that schooling inside camp schools had never taken place in Iraq 

before 2014, it was decided that the focus of the present study would be on 

examining the impact of the new teaching context (IDP camps) on teaching English, 

and more specifically on teachers’ implementation of the new English language 

curriculum. 

Teacher identity was the second focus of this research. Teachers in camp schools 

(including the participating teachers in this research) were displaced themselves 

and were under a complex set of difficulties, both inside and outside school. All of 

those teachers left their houses, their jobs (as many teachers were having a second 

part-time job due to low salaries of teachers in Iraq) and some left their families in 

Mosul.  

Also, the cost of living in Kurdistan (where many of the displaced teachers were 

living) had increased dramatically after 2014 due to the large number of IDPs who 

moved to Kurdistan. This added more complexities on the lives of the displaced 

teachers. In relation to the present research, the aim is to examine whether or not 

teachers’ identities were changed after 2014, and how did that impact their roles 

as teachers in camp schools if there were changes in their identities. 

Finally, the new CLT-based curriculum came with a new understanding that is 

widely different from the previous grammar-translation and audio-lingual based 

curricula, especially in terms of the teachers’ role inside the classrooms. This 

means that for the new curriculum to work effectively, teachers have to be ‘agents 
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of change’. However, bringing about change is not always a simple task to achieve 

for teachers (Yamchi ,2006; Iskandar, 2014). In other words, literature on 

curriculum innovation clearly shows that the required changes brought by a new 

curriculum might be difficult or sometimes inapplicable in certain contexts (Abdel 

Latif, 2012; Rajab, 2013).   

To look more closely at this process of bringing change, teacher agency was also 

focused on in this study. That is to say, the study of teacher agency shows how 

teachers ‘critically shape their responses to problematic situations’ (Biesta and 

Tedder, 2006 p.11). It is common knowledge that camp schools are more likely to 

bring more ‘problematic situations’ to teachers and students alike than non-camp 

schools. Hence, analyzing the achievement of teacher agency in this research seems 

promising as it has the capability to show to what extent teachers were capable of 

finding ways to counter these ‘problematic situations’ to bring the required change 

in relation to the new CLT-based English language curriculum 

1.2 Rationale for the study 

As was indicated above, no schooling inside IDP camps had taken place in Iraq 

before 2014, the same year of introducing the new English language curriculum. 

Hence, when displacement happened, no Iraqi teacher at that time had any sort of 

experience in teaching in such a challenging context. This means that teachers in 

camp schools had to deal not only with a new curriculum, but also with new 

teaching settings. 

To date, the available literature on teaching and learning in IDP camps in general is 

very limited. In relation to the Iraqi situation, there is no available literature on the 

contextual difficulties that English language teachers face inside IDP camp schools. 

By the same token, no study so far has investigated the applicability of the new 

Iraqi national English language curriculum, whether in camp or non-camp schools. 

Therefore, two gaps in the literature (teachers’ implementation of the new 

curriculum and the contextual difficulties in camp school settings) were identified 
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and were the rationale behind conducting this research as it seeks to bridge these 

gaps. The present research, therefore, seeks to investigate teachers’ 

implementation of the new curriculum in IDP camp schools. However, teaching is a 

complicated process. Beside their skills and knowledge about teaching methods, 

teachers’ practices are heavily influenced by other individual and societal factors 

such as teachers’ goals and beliefs, the role of school principal and inspectors, the 

availability of teaching resources and other related contextual features. 

Bearing in mind the complexity of teaching, teacher identity and agency are also 

discussed in this research. To explain, if a change (or a shift) in teachers’ identities 

occurred due to the impact of the new teaching context, or more generally due to 

the many changes in their lives that happened after 2014, this would ultimately 

affect their implementation of the new curriculum.  

By the same token, the impact of other societal factors, such as the role of 

inspectors, headteachers and parents on teachers’ practices cannot be ignored and 

for this reason, CHAT theory was used and built on in this study as this theory has 

the power to account for the impact of these societal factors on the outcome of 

teaching process. 

Moreover, given the complexity of teaching settings in IDP camp schools, and the 

scarcity of the available literature on how teachers deal with contextual challenges 

in such context, the present study seeks to explore how teachers in camp schools 

were both enabled and constrained by their new teaching context. To this end, 

teacher agency was accounted for in this research. 

To conclude, the present study is exploratory in nature and sheds light on three 

teaching-related aspects; English language teachers’ practices in IDP camp schools, 

teachers’ identities and their agency. Clearly, there are other financial, political 

and/or social factors or aspects that impact teaching and learning. However, 

accounting for all these factors in one study seems impossible. Nevertheless, it is 

hoped that the current study will present a new understanding about the reality of 

teaching inside IDP camps in Iraq through focusing on these three different aspects. 
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1.3 Aims and research questions 

While it is true that all cities in Iraq were liberated from ISIS, tens of thousands of 

IDPs cannot go back to their places. This is because thousands of houses have been 

destroyed and many towns have almost been wiped out due to the numerous 

attacks that took place between ISIS and different Iraqi forces from 2014 - 2017. 

Hence, schooling inside IDP camps in Iraq will carry on for years from now.  

Therefore, results obtained from the present research are needed as they can help 

us understand, and more importantly counter, the difficulties that English language 

teachers are facing in camp schools. Similarly, once the impact of camp school 

settings on teachers’ identities and on their agency is known, remedial actions can 

be taken. To this end, the research attempts to answer the following questions: 

1. What is the impact of the new teaching context on the practices of the Iraqi 

secondary school EFL teachers in the IDP camp?   

2. To what extent are teachers’ agencies achieved in their new teaching 

context?   

3. What is the impact of the new teaching context on IDP camp school teachers’ 

identities? 

1.4 Structure of thesis 

The thesis has been organized into seven chapters. Following on from the 

introduction: 

Chapter two provides an overview about education in times of emergencies. In this 

chapter, camp school students’ right to learn is presented. Moreover, the short and 

long-terms goals behind schooling in times of emergencies are also tackled. 

Chapter Three presents three main theories that were used in this study as lenses 

through which data were analysed. These three theories are: Cultural-Historical 
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Activity Theory (CHAT), Teacher Agency and Identity Theory. Connections between 

these theories and the present study are made in this chapter. In other words, 

these theories were presented with connections to the present study focus. 

Chapter four presents the methodology and methods employed to answer the 

research questions. This chapter also provide a brief overview about my ontological 

and epistemological stances and their roles in informing the present research 

methodology and methods. Information about the participating schools and the 

participating teachers are also provided. The chapter ends with a brief overview 

about the adopted thematic analysis. 

Chapter five presents the main findings of this study. This chapter is divided up into 

five main sections; teachers’ knowledge of the curriculum and of their roles in light 

of the new curriculum, teachers’ beliefs concerning the applicability of the new 

curriculum, teachers’ beliefs about students’ learning outcome, teachers’ 

motivation and teachers’ identities. These five sections build up for the next 

chapter where the research questions are tackled. 

Chapter six and seven tackle the present research questions through discussing the 

impact of camp school settings on teachers’ practices, identities and agency. The 

main findings presented in Chapter five formed the bedrock of Chapter 6 as 

discussions were built on these findings. In chapter seven, a discussion of the 

research limitation, recommendations and suggestions for future works are 

provided. 
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Chapter Two: An Overview about Education in Times of 
Emergencies 

2.1 Education in emergencies 

In the 1990s, the theme of ‘education in emergencies’ stepped up to tackle the 

challenges that education faces during ongoing conflict, insecurity as well as during 

complex humanitarian emergencies that normally follow a crisis, such as the 

displacement of people. Displacement could take place due to either conflicts or 

natural disasters. Hence, education in emergencies is not only concerned with 

schooling during time of conflict and/or crisis, but also during the post-crisis time 

as one of its main aims is improving people social and economic lives through 

rehabilitation and reconstruction (Sinclair, 2002). 

In this respect, the word ‘emergency’ is interpreted differently by different 

researchers, writers and agencies. This can be clearly seen through the differences 

between UNESCO and UNICEF over the interpretation of the ‘education in 

emergencies.’ While UNESCO (1999) defines educational emergency as ‘a crisis 

situation created by conflicts or disasters which have destabilized, disorganized or 

destroyed the educational system, and which require an integrated process of crisis 

and post-crisis support’, the term ‘emergency’ is given a broader sense by UNICEF 

through including civil strife, children’s homelessness, epidemics (or what is known 

as ‘silent emergencies’) such as HIV/AIDS and extreme poverty (Pigozzi, 1999). 

In relation to displacement, education in emergency deals with both refugees 

(those who have been displaced outside their countries) and IDPs (those who have 

been displaced within their own countries). However, relying on the available 

literature, it was noticed that most of the efforts and concentration were put on 

refugees with an emphasis on children. This is supported by the Graça Machel 

(1996) report. In this report, which was presented to the UN General Assembly, two 

main points were highlighted. Firstly, most educational efforts are oriented to 

refugees whereas IDPs receive little attention. Secondly, when compared with the 
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attention being given to children, adolescents are almost ignored in terms of 

providing educational opportunities.  

IDPs should, arguably, receive at least equal attention and efforts as refugees. This 

is because IDPs could be in a worse situation compared to refugees. Nicolai (2003, 

p. 17) stated that IDPs have a greater threat of renewed attack, more imprecise 

and ambiguous legal rights and less media attention than those of refugees. 

Moreover, access by aid agencies to IDP camps tends to be difficult as it depends on 

the authorities’ cooperation in the affected country. 

An important point to mention here is that education in emergencies is a sub-

discipline of education which has so much in common with education in non-

emergencies. Hence, it is not a completely different kind of education. Instead, it 

has only some differences in terms of objectives (such as the demand to meet the 

crisis-affected students’ psychological needs) and also in terms of teaching and 

learning context as it could take place inside camps instead of normal schools. 

Relying on the present research focus, only one domain of educational 

emergencies, viz. education for those who are internally displaced due to conflicts, 

will be further discussed.  

2.2 Do IDPs need education? 

The necessity of education for IDPs could be doubted by some people. One may ask 

whether IDPs need education while they lack shelters, sufficient nutrition and 

medical care. Prior explaining the vital role of education for IDPs to restore their 

life and build a better future, two crucial issues must first be mentioned. Firstly, 

the United Nations have declared that education for IDPs is a human right and IDPs 

have a fundamental right to education. The IDPs’ right for education is clearly 

defined in international legal frameworks and this can be seen in many global 

instruments such as “The 1966 Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights” 

which, in Article 13, stresses the right of both refugees and IDPs to receive 
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education and that primary schools should be free and compulsory whereas 

secondary school should be accessible.  

Moreover, IDPs’ right to education is particularly introduced in the “Guiding 

Principles on Internal Displacement”, which were presented by the Representative 

of the Secretary-General on Internally Displaced Persons, in 1998, to the United 

Nations Commission on Human Rights. Within this, Guiding Principle 23(1) stated 

that education “shall be made available to internally displaced people, in particular 

adolescents and women, whether or not living in camps, as soon as conditions 

permit". 

Secondly, postponing education until the end of an emergency can never be a 

solution. Staying out of schools during an emergency, which could last for a long 

period of time, creates problems for returnees in reintegrating into the mainstream 

national schools. Returnees, who were out of schools during the emergency, start 

encountering new kind of difficulties when reintegrating into the mainstream 

national schools as their colleagues would be considerably younger. Consequently, 

many returnees, as (Nicolai, 2003) argued, never return to school again. 

Hence, all IDPs should be given an opportunity to join schools not only because they 

have the same right to join school as non-displaced individuals, but to assure a 

smooth reintegration into the mainstream national schools in future. However, in 

times of emergency, translating IDPs’ right for education into reality could be quite 

challenging. As mentioned above, some people may doubt the necessity of 

education for IDPs. Therefore, knowing that IDPs’ right for education has been 

emphasized in the international legal frameworks might not turn into actual steps 

towards providing them with educational opportunities (Devereux, 2006). Related 

to this, the presence of financial difficulties, which mostly accompanies 

emergencies, makes it even harder to meet the IDPs’ educational needs.  

Thus, the fundamental role of education for IDPs must be first thoroughly presented 

to stakeholders to ensure that they will exert sufficient efforts to afford 

educational opportunities to IDPs. In other words, stakeholders must first 
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understand that providing educational opportunities for displaced people is by far 

more than just meeting legal rights. The following sections will explain in detail the 

importance and benefits of education for IDPs. Following other research, these 

benefits can be classified into short and long-term ones. The following two sections 

will give details about each. 

2.2.1 Short -term benefits 

The first additional role that schools take during and after emergencies is 

protecting students’ lives. To explain, when a crisis strikes, it leaves people 

vulnerable for many reasons. People during the time of crisis may lose family 

members and may directly witness killing, violence or destruction. For those who 

survived and became displaced, little is left unchanged in their world and their 

suffering did not come to an end. Instead, it might even get worse. IDPs often feel 

unsecure and have the fear that crises could be repeated. Their social networks and 

support systems are no longer the same as they broke down as a result of their 

communities being scattered and dispersed. Besides, family violence, disease, 

sexual harassment and environmental degradation are all known to increase in such 

situation (Devereux, 2006). 

Moreover, displaced adolescents and teenagers should have the same right to 

education as displaced children. The Guiding Principle 23(1), presented by the 

Representative of the Secretary-General on Internally Displaced Persons in 1998 to 

the United Nations Commission on Human Rights, clarified that ‘the right to 

education is by no means limited to children of primary-school age… the right to 

education applies not only to young children but also to older children as well as 

adults.’ 

However, literature on education in emergencies shows that adolescents and 

teenagers, in times of emergencies, are the most vulnerable and neglected group 

among other students of different ages as they generally receive little educational 

support. Sinclair (2001, p. 33) stated that ‘there has been a tendency in 
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emergencies to ignore [youth and adolescents during emergencies]: it is much 

easier to organize classes for very young children’.  

Hence, many displaced adolescents are not given a chance to join schools and 

therefore adopt adult roles and responsibilities. Research (Legrand, 1999; Cahill et 

al, 2010) indicated that in times of emergencies, many adolescents and teenagers 

have been found to be at high risk of being recruited into military organizations, 

criminal gangs or the sex trade.  

Thus, schooling in such circumstances takes on an increased importance in the 

adolescents and teenagers’ lives as it gives them protection. This is because when 

adolescents and teenagers go to school, the possibility of being recruited into 

military organizations, criminal gangs or the sex trade drops to a large extent 

(Nicolai, 2003). Schools, therefore, play a major role in saving students’ lives by 

providing an alternative to military and criminal gangs. Also, through keeping girls 

away from taking part in the sex trade, schools are not only offering them a better 

way of life but saving their lives as well due to the common threat of spreading HIV 

and other sexual diseases in refugee and IDP camps.  

As explained above, the displaced adolescents and teenagers, along with their 

communities, find themselves in a world that has greatly changed. All they have is 

an uncertain present and unknown future. Also, displaced adolescents and 

teenagers, along with other members of their communities, could to a large extent 

be affected psychologically through witnessing the deaths of relatives or friends 

and/or due to the tension, fear and distress that accompany and follow crises. This 

is the reason that schools in such circumstances take additional roles which exceed 

nurturing cognitive development. One of these roles is the psychological and social, 

or what is known as psychosocial, support (Dryden-Peterson, 2011, p. 34).  

For school-age IDPs, schools can be of great importance in terms of psychological 

support. Nicolai (2003, p. 10) explained that students can learn how to cope with 

their fear and stress through expressing themselves and reflecting on their 
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experiences. To her, socializing with their teachers and peers, along with doing 

other activities such as playing sports, can support students psychologically. 

Among all, going to school simply means a return to normality. In a normal 

situation, schooling is a very remarkable social structure in adolescents and 

teenagers’ lives. Going to school means returning to some degree of routine which, 

according to Ferris and Winthrop (2010), leads to an improvement in students’ 

psychological conditions.  

Moreover, the psychological support of schools extends to reach students’ parents 

as well as when adolescents and teenagers go to schools, they help their parents to 

return to normality as well. Going to school diminishes the chances of the children 

being recruited into military organizations, criminal gangs or the sex trade. Parents, 

who were spending most of their time observing and protecting their children from 

exploitation, leave their worries behind when they send their children to schools.  

Hence, parents would also get some normality by having the time to do a job 

(Nicolai, 2003).  This, arguably, will all contribute in reducing the stresses inside 

families and eventually communities. Thus, schools can play an important role in 

supporting IDPs through bringing them back to normality and stabilizing their 

disrupted lives. 

2.2.2 Long -term benefit 

The third additional role that schools take in emergencies, beside protection and 

psychosocial support, is entrenching the idea of peaceful or social coexistence. The 

need for social coexistence becomes urgent and necessary when displacement 

happens due to a conflict that took place between members of the same 

community. That is, when ethnic, religious, sectarian, territorial or tribal conflicts 

occur within members of the same community, this would lead to diffuse distrust 

and hatred between community members and hence, supporting peaceful 

coexistence becomes more pressing.  
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According to literature, schools can play a significant role in promoting positive 

attitudes needed for a peaceful living and safer future (Sinclair, 2002; Nicolai, 

2003; Buckland, 2006; Wa-Mbaleka, 2012). Issues that help building lasting peace 

and better future, such as social coexistence, dealing with the past, finding 

alternatives to revenge and valuing other cultures can be encouraged in schools. It 

is important that what is addressed and discussed with the displaced students 

should relate directly to their specific situation, i.e. choosing what to discuss 

depends on the reason behind their displacement and thus, may vary from one IDP 

to another even within the same country. 

The sample of the present study can serve as an example for this role. As indicated 

earlier, tens of thousands of Yazidis (an ethno-religious group) were displaced in 

2014 when ISIS (an Islamic extremist group) attacked their towns in Sinjar. All the 

Yazidis’ towns, located in the governorate of Nineveh, came under the control of 

ISIS and thousands of Yazidis have fallen dead or become prisoners, including 

women and children. For many of those who survived and became IDPs in the region 

of Kurdistan, they began to reject and fear the idea of living again in a society that 

is mixed with Muslims (Higel, 2016; Riordan, 2016, Hassin and Al-Juboori, 2016). 

To return to the sample of the present study, which consists of two schools in two 

different IDP camps, the vast majority of the students within these schools are 

Yazidis, whereas the majority of the teachers, on the other hand, are ‘displaced’ 

Muslims. 

Although the number of Muslims who also had been displaced and lived in Kurdistan 

was tens of times bigger than the number of the displaced Yazidis, many IDP camps 

in Kurdistan, including the two camps which constitute the sample of the present 

study, contain only Yazidis. Additionally, these camps are located outside cities and 

thus, the majority of the IDPs might not be able to pay for transportation to go 

outside their camps. In other words, the only place for thousands of Yazidis to meet 

with Muslims could be only inside their schools.  
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The idea of social coexistence is particularly pivotal for the displaced Yazidis inside 

these camps. This is because they all came from certain towns in which many 

thousands of Muslims live in. In other words, if the displaced Yazidis do not give up 

their fear and distrust with the Islamic communities, they will not be able to return 

to their homes and towns even after being liberated. For this specific reason, 

thousands of Yazidis emigrated to Europe with the intention of never coming back.  

Hence, schools can be decisive for the Yazidi students in making crucial decisions 

that can shape their future. It is important to bear in mind that many of these 

students have lost their parents during the attack and consequently, they to decide 

for themselves whether to stay in Iraq or to emigrate. With the absence of their 

parents, many Yazidi adolescents and teenagers have taken responsibilities for 

themselves and their younger brothers and sisters as well.  

Thus, without understanding that ISIS is not a representation of moderate Islam, 

revenge actions can take place in future. It is therefore not hard to deduce the 

vital role of schools in shaping the future of these displaced people, and in 

preventing possible revenge and violence. As a conclusion, providing education to 

IDPs should be prioritized since it is far more than just meeting legal rights. 

Schools, as demonstrated above, can offer IDPs protection, psychosocial support 

and smooth reintegration into national schools. Among all, education in times of 

emergencies is a major part of the solution itself due to its role in the peace-

building process. 

2.3 What challenges education faces in IDP camps 

There are certain challenges that education could face in IDP camps. Nicolai (2003) 

and Mong’are (2011) pointed out that despite its importance in times of emergency, 

education is not seen as a priority compared with other sectors and generally 

receives the least financial support, and what is available is most probably spend on 

primary education. 
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The lack of financial support leads to many unfavorable results. Firstly, to start 

with teachers, Ring and West (2015, p. 113) indicate that due to the financial 

difficulties, teachers may receive little or no payment. Teachers may not be able to 

afford a decent life for themselves and their families. This, at least for some 

teachers, will negatively affect their psychological and physical health. 

Secondly, with the presence of the financial difficulties, it might not be possible to 

build schools that provide students with their basic needs. Students, in refugee and 

IDP camps, mostly suffer from the absence of potable water and hygienic latrines 

(Cronin et al, 2008). Moreover, in the days of extreme heat and cold, and especially 

in overcrowded classrooms, the unavailability of the ventilation, heating and 

cooling systems exacerbates the condition for the students. Undoubtedly, the 

absence of these basic needs negatively impacts students’ psychological and 

physical health. 

Finally, the lack of financial support reduces teaching quality. Teaching in refugee 

and IDP camp schools is extremely challenging due to the shortage of basic supplies, 

such as textbooks and other learning materials (Williams, 2001). Besides, teaching 

quality is also affected by the bad conditions of the camp schools. As was explained 

earlier, it is quite unlikely that effective teaching could be delivered in 

overcrowded classrooms that have no ventilation and lack heating and cooling 

systems.  Thus, it goes without saying that without sufficient funds to compensate 

for the shortage of basic supplies that meet at least acceptable standards, teaching 

inside refugee and IDP camp schools will remain ineffective. 

There are other factors that might affect teaching quality within refugee and IDP 

camp schools. One of these main factors is the difficulty to find experienced 

teachers to fill the gap for the staff shortage, which is a common characteristic for 

education in times of emergencies due to the dispersal of the old teachers (Kirk and 

Winthrop, 2007; Lloyd et al, 2010). Hence, unqualified teachers could be largely 

used due to the unavailability of those with longer teaching experience. 
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Related to this, the available literature on education in emergencies (Auduc, 1998; 

Ring and West, 2015) pointed out that there is another challenge that education in 

IDP camps faces; ignoring teachers’ ongoing professional development training 

programmes. The need for training programmes increases in IDP camps not only for 

the new unqualified teachers, but also for those who have longer teaching 

experience.  

In normal situations, teachers are mainly enrolled in such programmes to be 

equipped with effective teaching methods and strategies. Hence, it is crucial for 

the unqualified teachers in IDP camp schools to enroll in such programmes to be 

familiarized with the most effective teaching methods and strategies. However, 

while teachers with extended teaching experience might already have sufficient 

skills and up-to-date knowledge about teaching methods and may not need training 

on such issues, training programmes for those teachers, along with the newly 

assigned teachers, are still needed for some other purposes. That is, working in 

such a different and challenging context needs some additional skills other than 

those related to teaching methods.  

Teachers, in refugee and IDP camp schools, have the added difficulty of teaching 

traumatized students. Crisp et al (2001, p. 64) indicates that many teachers feel 

uncertain in terms of meeting the psychosocial needs of the students, especially of 

the newly arrived ones who usually suffer from more severe psychological trauma. 

Besides, some of these teachers could be affected by the crisis themselves. 

Williams (2001, 100) believes that teachers need such training programmes not only 

for the purpose of pedagogical improvement, or for training teachers how to deal 

with traumatized students, but for psychological support purposes as well. Meeting 

the psychological needs of teachers is also important to improve teaching quality. 

In other words, without first addressing their psychological problems, teachers 

might not be able to fully accomplish their teaching responsibilities.  

It is for the above-mentioned reasons that research on education in emergencies 

(Sinclair, 2001; Nicolai, 2003) argued that training programmes in times of 

emergencies could be quite helpful as such programmes could equip teachers with 
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the skills needed to cope with such a new demanding context and help them meet 

their psychological needs. However, despite their importance in such a challenging 

context, the absence of such training programmes is common in times of 

emergencies (Nicolai, 2003; Ring and West, 2015). Undoubtedly, the unavailability 

of training programmes in IDP camps increases the difficulties and complexities of 

education and makes it even more challenging. 

To conclude, providing education to displaced people is far more than meeting legal 

rights (as schools in times of emergencies play a vital role in the lives of displaced 

students through offering protection and psychological support, and in the bigger 

society through entrenching peaceful coexistence), the same is true concerning 

training programmes. That is, in times of emergencies, these programmes have by 

far more goals than increasing teachers’ pedagogical knowledge. Through these 

programmes, teachers learn how to adapt with their new complex context, how to 

deal with their traumatized students and can also get psychological support as 

teachers are displaced themselves and might therefore suffer from psychological 

and mental difficulties as well. 
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Chapter Three: Literature Review 

3.1 Introduction 

Teachers’ instructional and pedagogical practices have been heavily studied by 

many researchers. In the last twenty years, teachers in many countries, including 

Iraq, have been encouraged to follow a student-centered teaching approach rather 

than its traditional teacher-centered counterpart in an attempt to enhance 

students’ learning. Yet, surveying the related literature on teachers’ instructional 

and pedagogical practices, one can easily conclude that teachers have not really 

adhered to their new desirable roles. That is, a great deal of relevant studies (for 

example, Abdesslem’s, 1987; Al-Halwachi 1990; Shamim, 1996; Gahin 2001; Rajab 

2013) show that teachers did not design their pedagogical practices in line with the 

instruction of the student-centered curricula. As a conclusion to their studies, 

researchers mostly blame teachers for not abiding by the rules of the new teaching 

approach (Roth and Tobin, 2002). 

However, it can be noticed that the majority of these studies have largely 

neglected the societal dimension of teaching. To explain, the process of teaching 

and learning has an individual and a societal dimension (Fisher, 2012). While the 

societal dimension has been largely neglected in these studies, many factors 

related to the individual dimension of teaching have not been considered 

thoroughly as well. These factors (such as teachers’ goals, teachers’ beliefs and 

attitudes, the distribution of power within the school context), related to both the 

individual and societal dimensions of teaching and learning, are argued to have a 

significant impact on teachers’ practices. For ease of discussion, the terms 

‘internal’ and ‘external’ factors will be used in this study to refer to the 

individually-related and socially-related factors respectively.  

Hence, viewing teaching merely at its individual dimension can justify why 

researchers tend to blame teachers for not delivering effective teaching. 

Addressing teachers’ practices as a matter of personal choice, or an issue which 

depends merely on teachers’ skills and knowledge about teaching methods, does 
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not show the complex nature of the teaching process. In fact, many internal and 

external factors interplay to affect and shape what teachers do. The following 

paragraphs will elaborate on the internal and external factors to better understand 

their impact on teachers’ practices inside the classroom. 

To start with the internal factors, Nieto (2003, p. 24) contends that when teachers 

enter the classroom, they bring their ‘experiences, identities, values, beliefs, 

attitudes, hang-ups, biases, wishes, dreams, and hopes’ with them. In relation to 

whether teachers are implementing a student-centered or a teaching-centered 

approach, many internal factors, other than being unskilled or unaware of the 

principles of the student-centered approach, could be the reason behind teachers’ 

resistance to change their practices. That is, one teacher can be quite skillful and is 

acquainted with sufficient knowledge concerning the main principals of student-

centered teaching approach. Nevertheless, this teacher may not modify his/her 

teaching practices as his/her own values and beliefs might contradict with the 

principles of this new innovation. For example, it is known that implementing a 

student-centered teaching approach lessens teachers’ centrality inside the 

classroom, and thus shifting some of the teachers’ power towards their students. 

For those teachers who conceive their centrality and power inside the classroom as 

not being negotiable, rejection of the new teaching approach is quite expected. 

Moreover, new teaching methods and approaches are introduced in an attempt to 

enhance teaching and learning, or more broadly to have a more successful 

education (Rajab, 2013).  However, different teachers, as Gedera and Williams 

(2016) argue, have different interpretation of educational success. Consequently, 

while educational success for some teachers could be interpreted as teaching in 

line with the curriculum directions, it might also be interpreted by others as how to 

raise students’ grades in examinations regardless of what teaching method being 

followed in the classroom. Gedera and Williams (2016) add that some teachers may 

even adopt a more holistic view to interpret ‘educational success’ as making 

students value their humanity and their relationships that connect them to their 

societies. 
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For this reason, Nieto (1999) believes that the importance that educational 

institutions give to teaching methods is overemphasized. To her, although no one 

can deny the significance of equipping teachers with effective teaching methods, it 

is probably more important to focus on these internal factors as they deeply 

influence the effectiveness of both teaching and learning. What is really needed, in 

her view point, is not so many courses on teaching methods. Instead, the focus 

should be on understanding teachers’ beliefs and values if we want to enhance the 

quality of teaching and learning and bring about change in teachers’ practices. 

On the other hand, the external factors are those linked to the individuals who 

surround teachers in their work, or in other words to the broader society that 

teachers live in. Such factors are brought to discussion when tackling teaching as a 

social and collective rather than an individual process. Breen (1985) and Cross 

(2010) contend that the ‘social reality’ of teaching has been traditionally neglected 

by many researchers. Nevertheless, the ‘social and collective dimensions’ of 

teaching has been dealt with more frequently in the last two decades, leading to a 

new understanding about the complexity of teaching and learning. 

As a result of this growing understanding of the teaching process, issues like the 

impact of the surrounding context, rules, norms and the hierarchical relationships 

between teachers and other staff members in terms of power on teachers’ 

activities began to surface.  Hence, teachers interact with many factors (such as 

who their students are, where and when teaching is taking place) that lead them to 

constantly form new goals and objectives.  

Taken together, the consideration of internal and external factors has challenged 

the old belief about the relation between what teachers think, believe, know and 

what they do. In other words, unlike the previous belief that teachers behave in 

accordance with what they think and believe, the growing understanding of the 

impact of many factors on the decisions teachers make has led to a new belief that 

the way teachers behave might not be an identical reflection of what they think 

and believe (Cross, 2010). 
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Moreover, the division of the influencing factors into internal and external is only 

made in this research for ease of presentation and discussion. In real life, these 

factors constantly interact with each other. For example, the surrounding 

environments that teachers live in (an external factor) could lead teachers to 

reshape their beliefs concerning what educational success means (an internal 

factor). Thus, it is the constant interaction of these factors that make people shape 

and reshape their beliefs and behaviors.  

Based on what was mentioned above, it can be argued that when investigating 

teachers’ practices, one should cater to all these factors to reach an accurate 

analysis that can explain teachers’ behaviors. Haara (2010) highlights that teachers’ 

activities inside the classrooms can only be understood when taking these factors 

into consideration. According to Harra (2010): 

when one wants to unveil the reasons teachers give for choosing to use 
practical activities in their teaching, one must look into the choice as part 
of the teaching; the beliefs the teachers represent; their intentions, rules 
and norms that might influence the choice; and the societal totality the 
choice is made within (18-19). 

As the present study is interested in analyzing teachers’ practices, taking these 

factors into consideration seems to be even more important for couple of reasons. 

First, although there is a growing number of studies on how the teaching process is 

socially constructed, none of these studies has been found to take a place in a 

camp school context. Hence, it is hoped that the present study takes the first step 

towards filling in this gap in literature. 

Second, it can be expected that the effect of both the internal and external factors 

on teachers’ beliefs, values and practices is even bigger in camp schools than in 

normal context. That is, newly displaced teachers are more expected to reassess 

their beliefs and values and hence practices when their new environment is a 

mixture of poverty and sympathy along with ethnicity and religious tensions (Higel, 

2016; Riordan, 2016, Hassin and Al-Juboori, 2016).  
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For these two reasons, the effect of these factors on teachers’ beliefs and values 

should be first analyzed and understood to bring about a positive change in 

teachers’ practices, which is one of the desired aims behind introducing a new 

English language curriculum. 

To consider the effect of such factors on teachers’ beliefs and values, and hence on 

teaching and learning, three theories are used in this study as lenses to capture the 

different factors that influence teachers’ implementation of the new curriculum in 

camp school settings.  

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), or what is commonly known as Activity 

Theory, Teacher Agency and Identity Theory are used as lenses in this study in an 

attempt to account for the individual and societal dimensions of teachers’ 

activities. So far, the argument presented above differentiates between the two 

dimensions of teaching. It has also been highlighted that looking at teaching as an 

individual process cannot pertain to, amongst other things, the complex reasons 

that could lead teachers to shape and reshape their beliefs, values and activities. 

The next section will discuss the first theory (Activity Theory) in detail with 

teachers’ beliefs, values and activities in mind. 

3.2 CHAT: Origin and development 

As a theory, CHAT has its roots in the socio-cultural work of the Russian 

psychologist Vygotsky (1978, 1987), whose major concerns were cognitive and 

social. Vygotsky was interested in explaining how the human mind and the 

surrounding world interact, and how the human mind and the world are 

transformed by these interactions. 

The work of Vygotsky challenged what his contemporaries (e.g., Thorndike, Wundt, 

and Hull) argued of a direct relation between the stimulus and respondent, or the 

object and subject. To Vygotsky, all humans’ activities are mediated by 

psychological tools or instruments (such as language, signs and symbols), along with 

the social influences. In other words, unlike animals whose actions are instinctively-
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guided, human action is mediated as what we do is socially and not instinctively 

guided (Tolman, 1999). To demonstrate Vygotsky’s approach, Cole & Ergestiön, 

(1993) depicted his ideas concerning the mediation of human activity in the 

following triangular scheme.  

 

Figure 3.1: Vygotsky’s mediational triangle (Cole & Ergestiön, 1993) 

In this scheme, known as the first generation of CHAT, the subject refers to the 

individual(s) who is the agent of the activity. The object refers to the goal that 

directs the activity. Mediating tools relate to the psychological tools (language, 

symbols, artifacts, signs and social others) by means of which people communicate. 

As shown in this Figure, mediating artefacts are used by the subject when acting on 

the object to reach a specific desirable goal. It is worth mentioning that Vygotsky 

asserted that tools socially develop and can be created through activity. 

However, Vygotsky’s early death (at the age of 37) left the activity theory 

incomplete and paved the way for a group of his students, under the leadership of 

Leontiev, to critique, revise and advance what he had started. That is, Vygotsky’s 

theory on mediated activity only dealt with activity at individual level while ‘how 

cognitive change happens within a collective context’ was left unaccounted for. 
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The work of Leontiev, or what is called the second generation of CHAT, will be 

discussed in the following section. 

3.2.1 Second generation of CHAT  

Leontiev furthered the activity theory by introducing what he called the collective 

activity systems. Hence, as opposed to the first generation, every activity is 

conceived as a ‘system’ embedded within the surrounding system or systems. 

According to Leontiev: 

Under whatever kind of conditions and forms human activity takes place, 
whatever kind of structure it assumes, it must not be considered as isolated 
from social relations, from the life of society. In all of its distinctness, the 
activity of the human individual represents a system included in the system 
of relationships of society. Outside these relationships human activity 
simply does not exist (1978, p. 51). 

Leontiev clarifies that human activity is structured on three hierarchical levels (see 

Figure 3.2 below). As can be noticed, the top level is activity itself. Activity is 

oriented and guided by a social motive which in turns corresponds to a need that 

the subject attempts to achieve. Additionally, He explained that motives precede 

and direct the activities. An individual is directed to order food, for example, as a 

result of feeling hungry (motive) which precedes the eating activity. Motives, 

therefore, are formed when needs arise. 

 

Figure 3.2: The activity hierarchy of Leontiev (1981) 
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Hence, the first level of the hierarchy (activity) is done through the second level of 

the hierarchy (action). That is, human activities are accomplished through actions. 

Without actions, no activity can be done. As indicated in the above Figure, actions 

are directed toward specific immediate goal(s). To Leontiev, an individual or a 

group of people undertake conscious actions to achieve the desired goals which 

ultimately aim at meeting the object motive.  

The lower level of the activity hierarchy of Leontiev is operations. Operations are 

the activity’s units through which actions are accomplished. Operations are driven 

by the conditions under which goal directed actions are done. In other words, the 

operations describe how, and using what tools, actions can be done (Bradey, 2015).  

One of the major contributions that the second generation of the activity theory 

provides, as Hoyles et al (2004) highlight, is ‘the reciprocal links between activity, 

actions and operations.’ To them, this is what distinguishes the work of Leontiev 

from other theorists (for example Boreham et al, 2002; Luff et al, 2000) who have 

not accounted for the reciprocal links in their proposed frameworks when analyzing 

individuals’ activities carried out in workplaces. 

Also, one of the critical insights that Leontiev (1981) added to the activity theory is 

that the object and the meaning of an activity at the collective activity level can 

only be understood in its context. He gives a simple example of the hunting activity 

in earliest ages to strengthen his view point. The primeval hunt starts with a man, 

the beater, whose job is to make a noise by beating a tree with a stick. Leontiev 

argues that if someone dismisses the social meaning that the community, or the 

people taking part in the hunting activity, agree on, it is impossible to accurately 

reach the real goal or intention of the beater.  

The real social meaning behind making a noise is to scare the prey so that it would 

run towards other hunters whose job is to catch the prey.  Similarly, the object of 

the collective activity of hunting, that members within the same community share, 

is the food and clothes made out of the prey. Hence, it is only possible to conceive 

the meaning of beating a tree as an intimidatory tactic to frighten the prey, and 
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the object or goal behind making noise is food and clothes, if the social context is 

considered. 

Nevertheless, the work of Leontiev has been criticized for its concentration on one 

side of the activity at the expense of other sides. Davydov (1999) claimed that 

Leontiev emphasized the ‘what side’ (or what is being done) of the activity over the 

‘who’ and ‘how’ sides (who are the participants and how the activity was done) of 

the activity.  

Moreover, in his representation of the activity, Leontiev has been criticized for the 

insufficient emphasis with relation to the impact of power and division of labor on 

individuals’ actions at the level of collective activity (Wells, 1999). It is for this 

reason Kaptelinin (2005) believes that applying Leontiev’s model on education, or 

any other field that is known to be dealing with ‘supra-individual activities’ could 

be quite challenging. 

3.2.2 Third generation of CHAT 

The work of Engeström (1987, 1999, 2001, 2007), who is considered as a key figure 

in the development of the Activity theory, constitutes what is known as the third 

generation of this theory.  Engeström builds on the work of Leontiev to expand 

Vygotsky’s triad of mediated activity to include rules, power and division of labour 

(Figure 3.3) and how these elements effect the individuals’ behaviors through 

interacting and contracting with each other (Wells, 1999). 
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Figure 3.3: An activity system (Engeström, 1987) 

More importantly, Engeström contends that any activity system is driven by and 

developed through the contradictions that may exist within the nodes of any 

activity system. Such contradictions lead individuals to think of new ways or 

solutions to their problems. Engestrӧm argues that the process of finding new 

solutions, which is caused by existing contradictions, could end up in a transformed 

or even a new activity form (Blin, 2004). In other words, Engestrӧm asserts that 

individuals’ actions are mediated by certain elements and it is through the 

contradictions between these elements individuals’ activities are formed and 

transformed. 

By including additional elements to Vygotsky’s triad of mediated activity elements, 

the third generation of activity theory aims to give a better account in explaining 

‘the contextualized relationship between the individual and the environment’ 

(Bradey, 2015).  

As can be clearly noticed, the third generation of CHAT is more complex than the 

previous two generations. Logically, this means that the third generation has more 

capacity to show the complexity of the teaching context and the different factors 

that may affect teaching and learning. As the present study can be characterized as 
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a complex case study coupled with complex data, the third generation will thus be 

drawn on and will be used as lenses for analysis. 

The third generation of the theory has been adopted by the majority of the 

researchers who used CHAT in their research for the sake of showing the real 

complex nature of teaching and learning (Roth and Lee, 2007; Venkat and Adler, 

2008; Feldman and Weiss, 2010; Beswick et al., 2010; Olavarría, 2015).  

This section traced back the origin and development of CHAT. The next section will 

discuss in more detail the elements of the third generation of Activity theory and its 

relation to educational research. 

3.2.2.1 Elements of the third generation of CHAT 

As shown in Figure 3.3, Engestrӧm’s model of activity theory consists of six nodes 

namely; subject, object, mediating artifacts (tools), rules, community and division 

of labour. These nodes constitute the activity. The basic concept of Engestrӧm’s 

model of activity theory is that individuals’ activities are directed towards an 

object. However, all of the activities are mediated as a result of the constant 

interactions of the elements (nodes). Mediation, therefore, refers to behavioural 

development, or change in this sense (Ahmed, 2014). 

Prior to moving towards a more detailed explanation about these elements, two 

related issues are worth mentioning. Firstly, according to CHAT these six elements 

are contextually defined (Gedera and Williams, 2016). That is, what each node 

refers to in real concrete settings may vary from one context to another. For 

example, the tools used in a school context (books, desks, boards and so on) are 

different from those used in elsewhere (hospitals, for instance). Secondly, each 

activity is a social endeavor directed towards an object (Rochelle, 1998). That is, 

the outcome of each activity, along with its interacting and contradicting elements, 

is the object as it leads to the outcome. Hence, although each node has a role in 

mediating the activity, the focus should be on how the object has been developed 
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or changed as a result of other nodes. A detailed account of each of the nodes is 

given below. 

Subject 

The subject of an activity system is the agent of the activity, or the human actor(s) 

who works to achieve a desired object. Wilson (2014) defines the subject of the 

activity as ‘(a) person, or group of people whose perspective is the focus of the 

analysis e.g. a teacher or a group of pupils’. Olavarría (2013) conceives the subject 

of an activity as a person, or group of people, whose purpose behind engaging in an 

activity is identical. In other words, they have the same goal or object.  

In line with the research questions, the present study places English language 

teachers as the subject of the activity system. In other words, the present study 

aims to cast light on teachers’ perspectives with relation to teaching English in 

camp schools. For this reason, teachers will be conceived as the subject of the 

activity system. 

Interestingly, when it comes to the use of CHAT as an analytical lens, it is the 

identity of the subject of the activity which is analyzed. That is, humans (and 

hence the subject of an activity) rely on their identities to shape their goals and 

behaviors (Ahmed, 2014; Roth, 2004). For this reason, a theory on identity will be 

discussed later in this chapter, to better understand how the subjects of the 

activity (teachers with relation to the present study) rely on their identities when 

interacting with other nodes within the same activity system. 

Object 

The object of an activity is the goal of that activity as a whole. Kaptelenin (2005) 

emphasizes the importance of the object. To Kaptelenin (2005), it is the object 

which gives the activity a sense and a meaning. This is in line with Fleer (2010, p. 

13) who believes that ‘the object acts as pivot for meaning’. Engeström (2000, 
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2005) and Kaptelenin (2005) point out that both the nature of and the motive that 

orients an activity can only be understood by considering and examining the object.  

Engeström’s conception of the object is quite similar to that of Leontiev who 

indicates that: 

The main thing which distinguishes one activity from another is the 
difference of their objects. It is exactly the object of an activity that gives 
it a determined direction. According to the terminology I have proposed, 
the object of the activity is its true motive (1978, p. 62). 

Likewise, Sawchuk (2003) clarifies that activities are transformed due to the 

collective motive and desire by community members to achieve a shared goal. In 

other words, motives are represented in the objects which direct the activity. With 

relation to motive (which is depicted in the object), it should not be confused with 

the subject’s goal (Virkkunen & Kuutti, 2000). Miettinen, (2001) illustrates that the 

difference between an individual’s goal and an activity’s object was first 

emphasized in the second generation of activity theory, as Leontiev (1978) asserts 

that ‘motives are best understood at the level of a collective, culturally and 

socially mediated system of activity’ (Miettinen, 2001, p. 304). 

Concerning the third generation of activity theory, Engeström adopts Leontiev’s 

viewpoint regarding the distinction between an individual’s goal and an activity’s 

object. This can be clearly seen in Engeström and Escalante (1996) who argue that:  

The object should not be confused with a conscious goal or aim. In activity 
theory, conscious goals are related to discrete, finite, and individual 
actions; objects are related to continuous, collective activity systems and 
their motives (p. 360). 

The distinction between the subject’s goal and the activity’s object offers a 

promising and a useful analytical tool for CHAT research. It provides a means to 

analyze and understand how the subject of the activity negotiates his/her goal 

against the shared goal of the community, to reach then the object of the activity 

system. Once the subject’s interpretation of the activity is known, it becomes 
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possible to understand not merely what the subject is doing, but also why s/he is 

doing it (Kaptelinin, 2005).  

To relate this to the present study, CHAT has the capability to demonstrate how 

teachers (subjects) negotiate their goals at work. That is, teachers come to school 

with their own goals. However, due to the influences inserted from other nodes or 

factors, they negotiate and compromise their initial goals. For example, a teacher’s 

goal may contradict with the collective goal of the community (students, 

headteachers and/or supervisors). By the same token, a teacher’s own goal might 

not be achievable due to lack of required resources (instruments) in a specific 

context. That being said, CHAT enables the present research to depict how 

teachers’ initial goals were transformed into the activity’s object, which is the 

shared goal among all the community members. 

Lastly, objects of activity, as Engeström (2001) asserts, are characterized as being 

dynamic rather than static in nature. The subject, therefore, may modify or even 

create a new goal during the activity. Hardman (2007) illustrates that new objects 

could be formed inside the classrooms. 

For example, teachers may modify their goals as a result of introducing a new 

instrument. If a smartboard is introduced, teachers might modify their goals, or 

even create new ones. Although teachers in this case still have to negotiate their 

new goals due to other nodes’ influence, a new shared goal (object) could arguably 

be agreed on eventually.  

Tools 

Tools (or what is also called as mediating artefacts) are of two types; technical and 

psychological. From a CHAT perspective, the subject of an activity is directed 

towards transforming the object through the use of both technical and 

psychological tools. That is, tools are used by the subject to mediate the object of 

an activity (Engestrom 1987; Bedny et al 2000). Moreover, tools are contextually 
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determined (Virkkunen & Kuutti, 2000), and the meaning of technical tools is 

formed only in and through activities (Blunden 2007). 

With relation to educational institutions, the psychological tools within an activity 

refer, amongst other things, to the participating individuals’ principles, use of 

language, the ideas they hold about teaching and learning-related concepts and 

methods (McNicholl and Blake, 2013). Hardman (2008) indicates that psychological 

tools mediate the object through mediating the participating individuals’ thoughts, 

and thus behaviors. Technical tools, on the other hand, refer to the resources which 

are used by all the activity’s participating individuals. That is, technical tools range 

from places in which teaching occurs (classrooms, labs, tents and so on) to 

equipment (such as chalkboards, desks, books, pens and so on). 

Community 

The community of an activity is something that in which and for which an activity 

exists (Wilson, 2014). In other words, it is a group that the subject and other 

participating individuals belong to. Any individual who takes a role in an activity is 

a community’s member of this activity. Since all the participating individuals are 

oriented towards the object, members of community work together to achieve their 

shared object. With relation to educational institutions, the community refers to 

headteachers, students, supervisors and so on. 

Division of Labour 

From a CHAT perspective, division of labour falls into two dimensions, vertical and 

horizontal. The vertical dimension relates to the distribution of power and status 

between the community’s members (teachers, supervisors, students). The 

horizontal dimension, on the other hand, illustrates how tasks are distributed 

among the community members (Engestrom, 1993). Similar to the object, division 

of power is dynamic as power, tasks, responsibilities tend to constantly fall under 

negotiation. 
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Rules 

Engeström, (1993, 2007) explains that rules are the directions which guide the 

individuals’ actions within an activity towards achieving the object of that activity. 

From a CHAT perspective, what initiates an activity is a collective desire by 

community members to achieve a shared goal (Engeström, 2000). Hence, 

community members’ actions are not arbitrary. Without such rules, individuals’ 

actions are ineffective in the sense that they are not leading the activity towards 

meeting the participating individuals’ desired goal. 

Olavarría (2013, p. 51-52) argues that rules are represented in the ‘agreements 

among the members of the community as to who is doing what, at what point of 

time, and in what order’. In this sense, rules are used by community members to 

differentiate between acceptable and unacceptable behaviours when participating 

individuals engage within an activity.  Mills and Murgatroid (1991, p. 3-4) maintain 

that the main characteristic of rules ‘is that of generally controlling, constraining, 

guiding and defining social action’.  

Rules, however, are divided into two types; explicit and implicit (or formal and 

informal). While the explicit rules refer to those written and publicly known rules, 

implicit rules are those which individuals within the same activity agreed upon 

(Hardman, 2007). To take a school context as an example, the explicit rules are the 

directives that the school, represented by its administration, is required to meet. 

For instance, explicit rules include teachers’ rule to cover the curriculum or the 

guidelines that teachers should follow with relation to how and when exams should 

be conducted. Implicit rules, on the other hand, may refer to the informal 

instructions that teachers make inside the classrooms. Informal rules can include, 

amongst other things, teachers’ directive with relation to turn-taking mechanism 

(whether between the teacher and the students, or between the students 

themselves). 

As a conclusion, CHAT argues that each of the six nodes discussed above has a role 

in and affects the outcome of each activity system. Hence, as the present study 
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draws on the third generation of CHAT, these six nodes that the third generation 

tackles enable the present research to show the different factors that affect 

teaching and learning in camp school settings. In other words, the third generation 

of CHAT gives the present research the power to analyze teaching at its societal 

dimension, and show how different factors impact the outcome of teaching English 

inside IDP camps. 

3.2.3 Contradictions in CHAT 

Activity systems are characterized as dynamic rather than stable and are always 

under change and transformation, due to the constant internal and external 

contradictions. This is illustrated by the two-way arrows between the nodes of the 

activity system. In other words, contradictions take place in and through the 

elements or nodes upon which activity systems are made (Engeström 1987, 1999). 

To Kuutti (1996, p. 92), contradictions represent ‘a misfit within elements, 

between them, between different activities, or between different developmental 

phases of a single activity’.  

Unlike the arguably negative connotative meaning of the word ‘contradiction’, 

these internal and external contradictions are seen, in a CHAT perspective, as a 

motive and a source of power and further development, however when only 

identified. To explain, CHAT assumes that each activity is formed to reach a goal 

and/or to solve a problem that has been previously identified. One of the ways to 

reach a goal (or to solve a problem) can be argued to be understanding how 

disruptions or tensions within and between different factors (or nodes) affect the 

outcome of any given activity (Olavarría 2013). 

In this vein, Forbes, et al. (2009) add that resolving one contradiction frequently 

leads to another contradiction. To them, this process continues ‘until a new state 

of equilibrium is reached within the activity’. However, elements or nodes may 

change places to reach this equilibrium. That is, as activities evolve as a result of 

contradictions, a tool in a given activity for example may become a rule and so on. 

If a teacher, for instance, tries a new tool (a smart board, a data show, a laptop) 
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which proves to be successful in the sense that it helps him/her meeting the 

activity’s object, using this new tool may become a rule not only in his or her class, 

but in the whole school by the passage of time. 

By using Activity Theory as an analytic lens, the present study seeks to identify the 

disruptions that exist within the activity of teaching English in school camp context. 

Moreover, through identifying these disruptions (or in other words the 

contradictions within and between the different elements specified by CHAT), the 

present study aims to show how these contradictions effect the object of the 

activity (the goal behind teaching a new English language curriculum), and how is 

that reflected in teachers’ practices inside the classrooms. 

Engeström (1987) classifies the contradictions into four types or levels. The first 

type is called inner or primary contradictions. An inner contradiction occurs within 

a given node of an activity system. For example, a teacher (the subject of an 

activity) within the context of the present study, may struggle for deciding whether 

to be a knowledge transmitter or a knowledge facilitator inside the classroom. Inner 

contradictions are not limited to the subject node. Instead, they, as (Engeström, 

2001, p. 137) illustrates, ‘pervades all elements of our activity systems’. 

The second type of contradictions is called secondary contradictions. This type 

occurs between nodes or elements of the same activity. Activity theorists argue 

that this secondary contradiction takes place as a result of the evolvement of the 

inner contradiction. Secondary contradiction occurs when headteachers and 

supervisors (community members), for example, have different goals from the 

teachers, or in other words the subject of the activity system (Olavarría 2013). 

The third type of contradictions is called Tertiary contradictions. Engeström (1987) 

indicates that when a given model of an activity is replaced by another new one, 

tertiary contradictions occurs between the object (or goal) of the current activity 

and the object (or goal) of the new activity. When teachers, for example, are asked 

to change their role from a knowledge transmitter to a knowledge facilitator, 

tertiary contradictions may occur in two ways. Firstly, it can occur between 
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individuals or groups (between the supporter of the current teaching method and 

the supporter of the newly introduced teaching method, or between the teacher 

and his/her students and so on). Secondly, it can occur on individual level. A 

teacher, for example may resist his/her new role.  

With relation to the last example given above, the difference between the second 

way of tertiary contradictions and inner contradictions is that of intention (Forbes, 

2009). That is, to start with the first case, the teacher is struggling to decide which 

role to adopt. This struggle can be even unconscious to the subject. The subject has 

not been directly told or asked to change his/her teaching method. In the second 

case, the teacher intentionally refuses to change his/her teaching method. In this 

case, the teacher may have undergone a training course on student-centered 

approach and has been clearly and directly asked to follow this new teaching 

method. 

The last type of contradictions is called quaternary contradictions. A quaternary 

contradiction occurs between two neighboring different systems or activities. More 

specifically, when a change in one activity system occurs, a quaternary 

contradiction takes place if this change leads to a conflict with an adjacent activity 

system (Olavarría 2013). In relation to the present study, quaternary contradictions 

are irrelevant as the present study only deals with one activity system (executing 

the new English language curriculum). 

3.2.4 CHAT as a theoretical framework in educational settings 

Roth and Lee (2007) indicate that CHAT has shown to be fruitful to account for the 

contextualized nature of teaching and learning which, according to them, is 

accomplished through analyzing the transformations of rules, division of labor, and 

goals in educational contexts. Gedera and Williams (2016) believe that CHAT is 

useful in approaching questions of education with relation to a given context. To 

clarify, as CHAT accounts for the contextualized nature of teaching and learning, it 

provides researchers with a methodological framework that has the potential to 

describe the complexity of their research contexts. (Dakers, 2011; Roth, 2004).  



37 | P a g e  
 

This issue could be of a critical importance with relation to the present study.  As 

the context of the present study is IDP camps, answers to educational questions in 

such context would arguably appear meaningless if the contextualized nature of 

teaching and learning is dismissed. That is, each activity (teaching) is formed to 

meet an object upon which individuals could have different perspectives. Thus, how 

the teacher (the subject) defines his or her goals in an IDP camp may not be 

understood in other contexts. 

Needless to say, the different perspectives of the object between camp and non-

camp school teachers arise from a different set of contradictions, needs and 

motives. These differences of needs and motives, in a CHAT perspective, transform 

teachers’ perspective in relation to their goals behind the teaching activity. 

Analyzing teachers’ understanding of their instructional role is however one of the 

main aims of this study. 

Moreover, as an analytical tool, CHAT offers researchers an opportunity to 

understand and differentiate between teachers’ knowledge, thinking and behavior.  

In other words, it enables the researchers not only to describe what teachers do, 

but to analyze why they chose or decide to act in the ways that they did (Cross, 

2010).  

Additionally, through the study of contradictions, CHAT also serves as a stimulus 

change. As indicated earlier, the study of contradictions signalizes the impact of 

these disruptions on the outcome of the activity. In relation to the present study, it 

can be argued that identifying the disruptions that were negatively impacting 

teaching and learning in camp schools (through analyzing teaching as an activity 

system) can be considered as the first step towards reaching a better teaching and 

learning outcome through counteracting these contradictions (Roth and Lee, 2007).  

Thus, as the present study analyzes the activity of teaching in camp school settings 

through the lens of CHAT, it paves the way for others to work on counteracting 

these contradictions and bring about a positive change in relation to teaching in 

camp schools. That is, CHAT research should not be confused with action research 
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that builds on other research findings to answer a preidentified question(s), or in 

other words to solve a preidentified problem(s) through action (Altrichter et al., 

2007). The present research, through drawing on CHAT theory, only explains how 

contradictions within the teaching activity system affected teachers’ practices in 

camp school settings.  

3.2.5 CHAT: limitations and criticism 

Each theoretical framework has its own limitation and criticism, and CHAT is no 

exception. To start with its limitation, Wilson (2014) acknowledges that CHAT can 

be applied on specific and local practice, but not on ‘society as a whole’. To her, 

CHAT can account for a school, a university but not for the wider society which, 

according to him, is something ‘beyond the analytical scope of activity theory’. In 

line with Wilson, Uden and Kumaresan (2007) contends that CHAT fails to explain 

how an activity within a given context interacts with the wider socio-politics 

structure. In other words, the complexity of the real world, which members of an 

activity’s community may experience, cannot be captured by CHAT. In their view, 

CHAT is a ‘simplification of reality’. 

In this vein, drawing on the work of Bakhurst (2009), McNicholl and Blake (2013) 

objected the classification of CHAT under theories as they believe that: 

Activity theory is not after all a theory but rather a general schema whose 
explanatory power is most evident in relation to activities that are carried 
out by self-identifying subjects who have a well-defined object and a clear 
sense of the tools that might be applied (p. 10). 

To relate this limitation to the Identity Theory, identity theorists argue that 

individuals’ identities are affected by the wider socio-political structure, along with 

gender, religion, race and social class. That is, individuals form and reform their 

identity with relation to the wider society they live in (Stryker, 2002). Hence, their 

actions are, at least partially, formed on the basis of their identities. Therefore, 

the wider society, according to identity theorists, plays a role in shaping teachers’ 

actions inside the classroom. This, however, is something CHAT fails to account for. 
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To overcome this limitation, the present study will also draw on the Identity 

Theory.  

CHAT has also been criticized as over-socializing the subject of the activity. To 

clarify, Billett (2006) and Valsiner and Veer (2000) acknowledge that as it explains 

the effect of the system on the subject (due to the constant analysis of the 

subject’s actions at a societal level), CHAT has ‘over-socialized’ the subject in such 

a way that the subject has become a representation of the society which s/he lives 

in.  

In terms of the Identity Theory (see Stryker 2002, Stets and Burke 2003), individuals 

firstly create their identities as they choose the role to take in their lives. Their 

chosen identities are then subjected to modification due to the socio-cultural 

influences. Nevertheless, individuals of the same role and context behave 

differently. If a group of individuals with the same role live in the same context 

(and hence experience the same socio-cultural influence), their actions cannot be 

the same due to every individual’s different experience in life, or more precisely 

due to their ‘uniqueness’. Thus, CHAT theorists ‘over-socialize’ the subject of the 

activity in the sense that the subject, in CHAT, has been abstracted from its 

uniqueness or subjectivity (Billett, 2006). 

To relate this to the present study, teachers’ uniqueness (or subjectivity) cannot be 

fully revealed by drawing merely on CHAT. That is, the individual differences 

between teachers cannot be spotted, and thus analyzed. This is because CHAT 

concentrates more on the outcome of the interactions between the different nodes 

rather than on individual nodes (including the subject node which represents 

teachers with respect to the present research). In other words, CHAT analyzes 

teaching at its societal dimension at the expense of its individual dimension. 

However, this does not mean that teachers, as subjects of activity systems, are 

completely neglected. As stated earlier in this research, CHAT has the capacity to 

describe what teachers think and do. Nevertheless, this can only be done at a 

collective level and within the context of how other factors (for example, power 
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and tools) influence teachers’ thinking and practices in a specific setting. Put 

differently, in a CHAT perspective, the subject element represents all the teachers 

who participated in the present research. Hence, individual differences between 

teachers cannot be revealed as they will all be treated evenly in the sense that 

they are all occupants of the same element (subject) of the activity system. 

It is a common knowledge that individuals occupying the same role do not behave in 

an identical way. This can relate, amongst other things, to their different 

background, different set of beliefs and different attitudes. As one of the main 

aims of the present study is in analyzing teachers’ practices, the role of individual 

differences between teachers in shaping their practices cannot be neglected.  

For this reason, the Theory of Teacher Agency (Priestley et al. 2012a, 2013, 2015) 

will also be used as an analytical lens as it has the capacity to show the individual 

differences between the teachers. These two theories will be used in this research 

to complete each other. While the Activity Theory (Engeström, 1987) will be used 

to mainly analyze the societal dimension of teaching, the theory of Teacher Agency 

will help in analyzing teaching at its individual dimension. Understanding each of 

the two dimensions is of critical importance to the present research. The present 

study takes the stance that teachers’ practices could best be understood and then 

analyzed when both the societal and individual dimensions of teaching are 

accounted for. 

3.3 Educational change 

Educational change is a fact of life in recent years. Government educational 

policies in many countries, including Iraq, mirror this widely spread trend for 

change through curriculum innovation. The core of curriculum innovation that many 

countries sought to achieve is changing the Initiation-Response-Evaluation (IRE) 

approach into a student-centered approach, where students’ contributions and 

interactions are increased (Rajab, 2013). In terms of the IRE approach, the teacher 

initiates with a question or prompt and waits for his/her students’ response. After 

the student’s response is given, the teacher evaluates his/her student’s response. 
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Moreover, teachers’ questions tend to be close ended and students’ responses are 

mostly short. Clearly, IRE is a strict teacher-centered approach which constrains 

students’ interactions and contributions, as their roles are limited in responding to 

their teacher’s prompt or question (Reynolds, 2015). 

The student-centered approach, on the other hand, encourages teachers to let 

their students engage actively in the class through many different activities such as 

role play, group work, playing games and so on. Besides, students are asked, by 

their teachers, to justify their answers to improve their critical thinking and to 

make them avoid copying their peers’ responses. Hence, as long as the present 

study is concerned, what is meant by curriculum innovation is not merely a matter 

of introducing a new (or revised) content. Instead, it is also about changing 

teachers’ methods of delivery and modifying their beliefs about teaching and 

learning, as will be discussed later in this chapter.  

Needless to say, this applies to the newly introduced Iraqi English language 

curriculum which, through adopting student-centered teaching approach, attempts 

to increase students’ engagement inside the classrooms. By the same token, it 

attempts to change English language teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning, 

including their own roles inside the classrooms. 

However, introducing new curricula that are believed by their designers to ‘bring 

expected improvements into classrooms’ (Sahlberg, 2006), did not lead in most 

cases to changing the core of schooling especially in terms of teachers’ practices 

inside the classroom (Fullan, 1993). The next section will discuss the barriers that 

teachers face when executing a new curriculum. 

3.3.1 Barriers against implementing educational change 

Educational change can take many forms. One of these forms is curriculum 

innovation in which a curriculum is further developed or being replaced with a new 

one. Curriculum innovation, as Fullan (2001, 2005) points out, goes through three 

stages; initiation (the decision to take on the change,), implementation (putting 
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the change into action) and institutionalisation (when schools and curricula, on the 

long run, properly fit due to change in school systems, change in curricula or in 

both school systems and curricula). However, relying on the context and aims of the 

present study, only the implementation stage will be focused on in the discussion. 

Prior moving to the barriers which might hinder the implementation of a new 

innovation, we should bear in our mind that curriculum innovation remains a plan 

until it is put into practice. That is, a differentiation should be made between the 

process of designing and then introducing an innovation, and the practicality and 

feasibility to implement that innovation in real different settings. The success, or 

failure, of any curriculum is revealed only through practice. Hence, introducing a 

new curriculum does not bring any change by itself. Instead, it is only a first step 

towards achieving a transformative change. 

That being said, research (Iskandar, 2014; Gorsuch, 2000) shows that the 

relationship between the first and the second stage of curriculum innovation is not 

always in harmony.  What is adopted as a new curriculum is implemented 

differently by different teachers in different settings (Wang, 2002). Fullan (2001) 

argues that one of the main reasons of teachers’ failure to change their practices is 

that change is not a linear-process of implementation. To him, curriculum 

innovators tend to ignore the complexity of implementing a new curriculum. In 

other words, curriculum innovators presume that teachers will change their role 

and follow the instructions of the new curriculum once it is introduced.  

Changing teachers’ practices from the curriculum innovators’ viewpoints is solely a 

matter of a sequence of events to be followed by teachers to cope with their new 

curriculum. This, however, is in sharp contrast with the reality that implementing a 

different curriculum is not a linear process and is far more than following some 

prescribed instructions (Rondinelli et al. 1990). 

Substituting an IRE approach with a student-centered approach can be argued to be 

a radical change for many teachers. The new approach asks teachers to widely 

deviate from their normal practices. Fullan (2001) maintains that implementing 
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such a ‘radical’ change has proved to be difficult even in developed countries. In 

terms of school physical resources and the level of teachers’ qualification, following 

a student-centered teaching approach curriculum is arguably even more challenging 

in developing countries, including Iraq.  

In this vein, Phakisi (2008) mentions that new curricula have been recently 

introduced in many developing countries to bring about change. To Phakisi (2008),  

these curricula seem to be similar to those adopted in western education systems 

where teachers are more qualified, and resources are more provided than in 

developing countries. That is, curriculum innovators in developing countries tend to 

copy the up-to-date reforms introduced in western countries believing that what 

works in other countries could work elsewhere. Ignoring the many differences (such 

as school infrastructure and level of teachers’ qualification) between developing 

and developed countries will arguably make the implementation of these curricula 

in the developing countries more problematic and, at least to some extent, 

impractical. 

With relation to English language teaching in Iraq, which is the focus of the present 

study, Akef (2015) states that: 

All the English textbooks that were and are still in use at the school level in 
Iraq are not based on a scientific and systematic investigation of the real 
situation in Iraq. They were designed either to be used in other countries 
for different learners or for commercial purposes. Even those textbooks, 
which were designed especially for Iraq, were designed not by specialized 
persons. The authors did not investigate the real English language-teaching 
situation before starting the development process (p. 98-99). 

More specifically, the new Iraqi English language curriculum, represented in a series 

of textbooks called ‘English for Iraq’, has been produced by Garnet Education, a 

British English language teaching publisher. Hence, the Iraqi ministry of Education 

did not give the Iraqi English language teachers a chance to participate in making 

this curriculum. Instead, it signed a contract with a British English language 

teaching publisher to design a new curriculum for Iraq (Altufaili, 2016).  
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Additionally, although this new curriculum was designed especially for Iraq, the 

curriculum was not designed for IDP camp schools. That is, the curriculum was first 

introduced in Iraq in 2014, just few months before the displacement of hundreds of 

thousands of Iraqi people. As a matter of fact, no schooling within IDP camps was 

taking place in Iraq at the time of designing and even introducing the new 

curriculum. Since no authority was given, by the Iraqi Ministry of Education, to IDP 

camp school teachers to amend this new curriculum to suit their new context, it 

can be argued that this curriculum can by no means be fully functional and 

appropriate in camp school settings. 

However, even if a curriculum is designed for a specific context, this does not 

guarantee a successful implementation of that curriculum. As mentioned before, 

the successful implementation of a curriculum is not a linear process. Lotan and 

Navarrete (1986, p. 2) illustrate that ‘one of the most important findings reported 

in the literature on educational change is that there are more differences regarding 

implementation within programs than there are between them’. In their view, a 

successful implementation of a new curriculum depends more on the factors or 

determinants that could facilitate or hinder the executing of the curriculum, than 

on features of the curriculum itself. To them, these factors, or determinants, are: 

The nature of the problem that produces the decision to innovate; clarity of 
this decision and of the innovation itself; monetary and human resources; 
political climate; organizational characteristics of the educational 
institution and its environment; established mechanisms of coordination, 
control and evaluation; issues of leadership; characteristics of participants 
(p. 2) 

In this vein, it should be mentioned that the factors that interact with the change 

process, and thus influence teachers’ role and practices in the classrooms, have 

been classified differently by researchers and authors. Fullan (2007) classifies these 

factors as regional, institutional and external factors. Rajab (2013) points out that 

the barriers that any curriculum innovation faces is classified into psychological 

barriers, barriers related to teachers' beliefs and attitudes, and educational-

cultural obstacles. In their view, Dusenbury et al. (2003, cited in Bümen et al. 2014) 

believe that four main categories may act as barriers against an effective 
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implementation of a curriculum, these categories are: teacher characteristics, 

program properties, teacher training and institutional features. 

In fact, CHAT also refers to factors that might impact teachers’ behaviors. To 

explain, CHAT emphasizes that teachers’ goals (as subjects of activity systems) 

should not be confused with the object of the activity (the outcome). In other 

words, if a teacher’s goal is to implement a curriculum in the same way it should be 

performed, his/her goal will be negotiated as s/he interacts with other elements 

within the activity. The outcome of each activity, therefore, is different from 

his/her initial goal due to the influence of other elements within the activity 

system. Hence, the different elements that interact with the subject can, in a 

sense, also be viewed as factors or determinants that could facilitate (or hinder) 

the implementation of a new curriculum. 

It becomes clear now that there is no consensus over the factors that influence the 

implementation of a curriculum. One of the reasons behind this disagreement is 

that these factors are context-related (Bümen et al, 2014). That is, the set of 

difficulties that teachers face in implementing a curriculum may change from one 

context to another. In this vein, it can also be expected that the effect of many of 

the above-mentioned factors is even more severe in the contexts of the present 

study where above other things, monetary, physical and human resources are 

commonly known to be all in shortage. 

To elaborate more on the relation between the context of the present study and 

the introduction of a new curriculum, it can be argued that the new curriculum, no 

matter how good it may seem per se, is too ambitious to be executed in such 

context. That is, the Iraqi Ministry of Education ignored the reality that this 

curriculum was not designed to suit school camp contexts, where schooling is taking 

place in crowded tents. Ignoring the contextual characteristics of schools is one of 

the biggest disadvantages of a top-down model of curriculum innovation. In a top-

down model of curriculum innovation, one form of the new curriculum is imposed 

on all teachers from the top, and through power. Hence, teachers from different 
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contexts are given the same curriculum and are expected to implement it in the 

same way. 

Hawes (1979) warns that assuming a certain curriculum will work in any context will 

not lead to a fruitful result. Within this model, context-related questions (for 

instance, under what condition this curriculum works?) are completely ignored. 

Instead, a top-down model of curriculum innovation supposes that good things will 

happen when teachers, regardless of their context-related matters, design their 

practices in line with their new curriculum (Fullan, 2006). This, however, is in 

contrast with some research (Rondinelli et al, 1990; Tabulawa, 1997; Phakisi, 2008) 

which shows that the practicality and feasibility of curricula varies from one 

context to another. Fullan (2001), for example, stresses the importance of context 

when any educational change is introduced. To him, ‘twenty-five percent of the 

solution is having good directional ideas; seventy-five percent is figuring out how to 

get there in one local context after another’ (p. 268).   

With relation to the present study, the new curriculum was imposed on all Iraqi 

teachers from the Ministry of Education. Although no schooling inside IDP camps 

was taking place at the time of first putting the new curriculum into action, the 

Iraqi Ministry of Education did not make then any amendment on the curriculum to 

be used only in IDP camp schools, nor it gave authority to these schools to 

‘contextualize’ the curriculum. Given the constrained educational tools and 

equipment, the poor infrastructure and the very limited resources in camp schools, 

it arguably makes it unrealistic to expect that teachers in IDP camps will implement 

the new curriculum properly or effectively. 

So far, it has been argued that change is not a linear process. Many determinants, 

including context-related factors, could play a decisive role in terms of the extent 

to which a top-down model of curriculum innovation is successfully implemented. In 

the next section, the role of teachers’ beliefs in relation to curriculum 

implementation will be discussed. 
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3.3.2 Teachers’ beliefs and educational change 

Research in educational change (Fink and Stoll 2005; Phakisi, 2008; Yin, 2013) 

shows that teachers’ beliefs play a decisive role in shaping their behaviours, and 

thus the way they implement curricula. In his book, Fullan (1991, p. 117) argues 

that ‘educational change depends on what teachers do and think - it's as simple and 

as complex as that’. Fullan’s unequivocal argument regarding the role of teachers’ 

beliefs is in line with Iskandar (2014) who emphasizes that teachers tend to judge 

curricula before putting them into practice. Iskandar adds that innovative ideas are 

only accepted when teachers ‘are convinced of their effectiveness in terms of their 

compatibility with their classroom’. 

In a study concerning the factors that affect teachers’ implementation of an EFL 

innovation, Karavas-Doukas (1995), for example, found that teachers’ beliefs 

negatively affect their implementation. That is, teachers did not align their 

practices with the instructions of the new innovation as they believed that the 

innovation was impractical and could not accommodate the classroom settings. 

Although there are many other factors (for example training programmes) which 

can determine, even if to some extent, the success or failure of a curriculum, it is 

nevertheless teachers’ beliefs, and thus behaviours, which ultimately determine 

the fate of curricula (Rajab, 2013). For this reason, Fullan (2001) emphasizes that 

the success of a curriculum innovation depends largely on three main things; proper 

use of the new or revised materials, effective teaching approach and change of 

teachers’ beliefs and attitudes. In other words, to harvest a positive result out of a 

curriculum innovation, teachers have to wholeheartedly support and cooperate with 

this change (Iskandar, 2014). This, however, cannot be the case unless teachers 

deeply believe that this change is what themselves and their students need (for 

example raising students’ grades, or increasing students’ control over the subject 

and so on), and that such change can well accommodate with their classroom 

settings. 
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The role of teachers’ beliefs is of great importance with relation to the present 

study. Teachers tend to reform their beliefs when moving from one context to 

another (Sofou and Tsafos 2010). In other words, teachers’ beliefs are formed based 

on their goals, aims and the needs of their students which are, at least to some 

degree, context-related (Iskandar, 2014). Logically, Iraqi displaced students’ needs 

are different from other students in stable parts of the country. This suggests that 

the displaced teachers, in the context of the present study, have most probably a 

different set of beliefs from those in other parts of Iraq.  

The argument presented above adds more to the belief that teachers, as long as the 

context of the present study is concerned, will not adhere their practices to the 

instructions of the newly introduced curriculum. This is because first, educational 

change has been proven to be difficult in developing countries. Second, the new 

curriculum was not designed to be implemented in such a challenging context. 

Third and more importantly, teachers in IDP camp schools have presumably formed 

a different set of beliefs which will eventually affect the way they implement the 

curriculum. According to many studies (Guskey, 1998; Fullan, 2001; Brighton, 2003), 

teachers’ practices are strongly affected by their beliefs. With relation to language 

teaching and learning, Kuzborska (2011, p. 103) maintains that ‘It is generally 

acknowledged that teachers possess theoretical beliefs about language learning and 

teaching and that such beliefs and theories tend to shape the nature of their 

instructional practices’. 

However, assuming that teachers in IDP camp schools in Iraq have a different set of 

beliefs does not mean that they will entirely reject the curriculum innovation. As a 

matter of fact, all the challenges and constraints discussed earlier in this study do 

not mean that teachers will just keep their old traditional teaching approach as it is 

and change nothing. Instead, a hybrid set of practices could be the result of the 

interaction of the new curriculum and their context. 

The present study builds on the idea of Fullan (2001) that teachers do not either 

entirely accept or reject the innovation. Instead, teachers direct the change, or 

curriculum innovation, to suit their beliefs and aims, their students’ needs, and to 
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accommodate their classroom settings. Thus, a hybrid set of practices will 

presumably result from the interactions of these factors. In this sense, the Iraqi 

displaced teachers, as far as the present study is concerned, are conceptualized as 

agents of change. Teachers as agents of change will be further discussed in the next 

section. 

3.3.3 Teachers as agents of change 

Teachers are agents of change in the sense that they make modification to 

curriculum implementation based on their judgements. As argued above, teachers 

judge curricula in terms of whether these curricula can help them achieve their 

academic goals, such as improving students’ learning or increasing students’ control 

over the subject.  

Moreover, teachers change the curriculum innovation itself in light of time, 

students and teachers’ needs (Jita, 1998), and in response to what extent these 

teachers believe that the curriculum is in line with their classroom settings 

(Karavas‐Doukas, 1995). 

Although not being stated directly, there are many examples in literature which 

show teachers as agents of change. Clark and Elmore (1981) point out that teachers 

modify curricula to accommodate their knowledge and their classroom settings. 

Brophy and Good (1974) indicate that teachers adapt curricula as they tend to 

decide what materials, activities and topics are suitable for their students. Lastly, 

drawing on many studies, Iskandar (2014) concludes that teachers tend to make 

adaptation to curricula to compensate for what teachers believe as weaknesses or 

deficiencies within these curricula. 

Thus, even if curriculum innovation is introduced within a top-down approach, 

teachers take their role in making some changes to the curriculum at 

implementation stage. Bümen et al (2014, p. 221) clearly refer to this issue by 

stating that it is ‘known that while implementing the curriculum developed by the 
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Ministry of Education, teachers make changes based on their own preferences or 

depending on students’.  

For this reason, Fullan and Stiegelbauer (1991) view every stakeholder taking a role 

in the process of educational change as a change agent. This, however, is in 

contrast with other theories, for example the Diffusion of Innovations theory 

(Rogers, 1995), which differentiate between a change agency and its clients, which 

corresponds to the Iraqi Ministry of Education and English language teachers in the 

present study. 

The present study will draw on the ideas of Fullan and Stiegelbauer (1991), and 

views English language teachers in IDP camp schools in Iraq as agents of change. 

That is, this study assumes that English language teachers, within IDP camp schools 

in Iraq, will act as agents of change in the sense that they will adapt the new 

curriculum at implementation stage, as a result of three main reasons. 

Firstly, all IDP camp schools are known to encounter a series of constraints (such as 

poor infrastructure, insufficient teachers and so on) and thus adaptation of the new 

curriculum is highly expected. Secondly, the possible different set of beliefs, needs, 

goals, aims and priorities that teachers and students within these camps may have 

compared with their non-camp school counterparts. Hence, as these elements are 

generally known to impact teaching and learning, it is therefore anticipated that 

curriculum adaptation at implementation stage would take place. Lastly, the new 

curriculum was neither designed to be implemented in IDP camps’ schools, nor 

modified to accommodate the new challenging settings. Thus, it is quite unlikely 

that the new curriculum could be executed in IDP camps as it is supposed (by its 

designer) to be executed. 

As the present study takes a stance that English language teachers are agents of 

change, a theory of teacher agency will be adopted and built on to further 

understand what it means for teachers to be agents of change, and how that is 

reflected in their day to day work. This is because the notion of ‘teachers as agents 

of change’ draws, though implicitly, on agency (Priestley et al, 2015). The theory of 



51 | P a g e  
 

Teachers Agency will be further discussed in the next section to better understand 

how teacher agency is achieved in concrete settings. 

3.4 Teacher agency 

A theory of teacher agency has been provided by the works of Mark Priestley, Gert 

Biesta and Sarah Robinson (2012a, 2013, 2015). To them, literature has extensively 

tackled the concept of agency but in a broader theoretical discussion, especially in 

sociology. However, agency has not been researched thoroughly in relation to 

teachers’ activities.  

As educational change, represented mainly in curriculum innovation, has taken 

place in many countries, Priestley et al. (2012b) proclaim that little attention was 

given to the role of teacher agency in the existing change models. Hence, a more 

explicit and detailed theory of teacher agency is needed to figure out its role in 

educational change and innovation. 

Unlike the so-called ‘structure-agency’ debate in which agency is manifested as an 

independent variable/factor, Priestley et al. (2015) indicate that they are more 

interested in considering agency as a phenomenon by itself and how it is achieved 

and realized in real concrete settings and under certain circumstances. As a 

definition, agency has been defined by Emirbayer & Mische (1998) as ‘the capacity 

of actors to critically shape their own responsiveness to problematic situations’. 

However, Biesta and Tedder (2006, p. 9) extend Emirbayer & Mische’s definition by 

stating that agency is also ‘an individual capacity and one which restricts the 

purpose of agency to dealing with problematic situations.’  

Importantly, Priestley et al. (2013, 2015) indicate that it is crucial not to conceive 

agency as a property or capacity residing in individual. Instead, agency should be 

seen as ‘something that is achieved through engagement with very specific 

contextual conditions.’ Biesta and Tedder (2006, cited in Priestley et al. 2012a, 

2013, 2015) took an ecological way in viewing agency, which emphasizes that 
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‘actors always act by means of their environment rather than simply in their 

environment’. 

Biesta and Tedder’s ecological view about teacher agency is in line with CHAT. 

CHAT also illustrates that every node within each activity system affects, and is 

affected by, the remaining nodes within the same activity. Hence, teachers (as 

subjects of activity systems) act by means of their environment, or in other words 

by means of the rules, division of power and the available tools in their 

environments.  

Agency is therefore achieved through the interaction of the efforts that individuals 

make with the available resources and the contextual factors in a given context. 

Agency, in this sense, is not what individuals can have, but what they do (Biesta 

and Tedder, 2007). In other words, agency is not seen as something which 

individuals can achieve by themselves, but as the outcome of the interplay between 

individuals, resources and the contextual factors in a certain context.  

Based on the above, and in relation to CHAT, agency is achieved when the 

interacting nodes enable rather than limit the subject’s capacity (camp school 

teachers’ capacities in relation to the present study). The achievement of teacher 

agency is determined by the outcome of an activity (which is the result of the 

interactions that take place within and between the activity’s nodes) rather than by 

camp school teachers’ capacities. 

With relation to the present study, drawing on Teacher Agency theory seems 

promising. That is, viewing agency in such an ecological way makes it possible to 

understand how teacher agency is achieved when teachers engage with their work 

settings, IDP camp school, where amongst many other factors, resources are very 

restricted. In this vein, this theory explains to us how teachers are both ‘enabled 

and constrained by their social and material environments’, and how they ‘can act 

counter to societal constraints as well as with societal possibilities’ (Priestley et al, 

2013, p. 3).  
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As argued earlier, when an educational change is made and teachers, for one 

reason or another, find it difficult or impractical to implement the change in their 

classroom settings, they tend to redirect the change. In the case of curriculum 

innovation, they do so through curriculum adaptation. Hence, by building on this 

theory, it is hoped that we could more clearly understand the reflectivity and 

creativity of teachers. That is, how teachers counteract their challenging context 

(IDP camp schools) through the societal possibilities, and how that ultimately 

shapes their practices with relation to the new curriculum. 

3.4.1 Dimensions of agency 

In theorizing teacher agency, Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015) point out that 

they draw mainly on the work of the two American sociologists Mustafa Emirbayer 

and Ann Mische (1998). Emirbayer and Mische maintain that agency is achieved 

through the interactions of three dimensions; the iterational, practical-evaluative 

and projective dimensions. To give more details, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) argue 

that there is a tendency in the existing theories of agency to focus ‘either on 

routine, or on purpose or on judgement’. To them, ‘while routine, purpose, and 

judgment all constitute important dimensions of agency, none by itself captures its 

full complexity’ (p. 963).  

To overcome this one-sided viewpoint of the existing theories, the two American 

sociologists claim that agency should be looked at as the result of the interplay of 

the three dimensions. Also, they highlight that the interplay of these three 

dimensions varies ‘within different structural contexts of action’. To them, agency 

is the configuration of the influence of past experiences, oriented towards the 

future, and acted out in the present. They call these three dimensions as the 

iterational, the projective and the practical-evaluative dimension respectively. 

Emirbayer and Mische indicate that all of these dimensions play a role in achieving 

agency in concrete settings. However, to what extent each of these dimensions 

plays a part in the process of agency achievement varies from one context to 

another. Hence, they reconceptualize human agency as: 
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a temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past 
(in its habitual aspect), but also oriented toward the future (as a capacity 
to imagine alternative possibilities) and toward the present (as a capacity 
to contextualize past habits and future projects within the contingencies of 
the moment) (p. 962). 

In other words, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) view human agency in such a way that 

humans are motivated to have a future better than their past, and even their 

present (the projective dimension), by building on their past experiences (the 

iterational dimension). This, however, can only be acted out in present, 

represented by the practical-evaluative dimension which, in their words (p. 971), 

entails: 

the capacity of actors to make practical and normative judgements among 
alternative possible trajectories of action, in response to the emerging 
demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently evolving situations. 

3.4.2 Model of teacher agency 

As stated earlier, Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015) have built on the work and 

ideas of Emirbayer and Mische (1988) when theorizing teacher agency. However, in 

their model of teacher agency (see Figure 3.4 below), Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 

2015) have made some amendments to the ideas of the two American sociologists. 
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Figure 3.4: Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015) model of teacher agency 

As can be noticed, each of the three dimensions has been further expanded through 

adding certain aspects. To start with the iterational dimension, Priestley et al. 

(2012a, 2013, 2015) distinguish the influence of past experience into that of general 

life histories and professional histories, or personal and professional biographies. In 

other words, in addition to the life histories, Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015) 

added the professional biographies aspect which ‘includes both their own education 

as teachers and the accumulated experience of being a teacher’. Hence, unlike 

Emirbayer and Mische (1998), Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015) involve teachers’ 

subject knowledge and professional skills in the process of achieving agency. 

Within the projective dimension, Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015) distinguish 

between ‘short[er] term and long[er] term objectives and values.’ That is, the 

achievement of teacher agency is oriented toward the achievement of a 

combination of some short[er] and long[er] aims and objective. 

With relation to the practical evaluative dimension, Priestley et al. (2012c) 

maintain that the practical-evaluative dimension is a two-fold process. That is, this 
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dimension refers on the one hand to ‘what is practically possible and feasible in this 

concrete situation – and on the other hand the evaluative – that is the way in which 

the actor evaluates both the 'issues' at hand and the possibilities for action in the 

concrete situation’ (p. 7). Hence, actors by themselves cannot shape their own 

agency. The environment that each actor lives in influences their agency 

achievement. Therefore, building on the actors’ capacities, to what extent actors’ 

agency could be achieved depends on the available tools within their environment.  

To further understand and clarify the decisive role that environments play in setting 

the limits of actors’ agency achievement, Priestley et al., in their different works 

(2012a, 2013, 2015), draw on the social theory of Margaret Archer. Archer (1988, 

1995, 2000) argues that environments influence the achievements of actors’ agency 

through cultural, structural and material aspects. These three aspects were 

adopted by Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015) in their model of teacher agency. 

To Priestley et al., adding these three aspects to their model shows teachers as 

reflexive and creative humans. These aspects show that the cultural, structural and 

material resources, available in the teachers’ surrounding environments, could on 

the one hand limit and constrain, and at the other hand, enable and support the 

extent teacher agency could be achieved. 

Related to these three aspects, Priestley et al (2015) point out that the cultural 

aspects include values, beliefs and ideas. Structural aspects relate to roles, power, 

relationships and trust. Lastly, material aspects refer to the ‘physical resources 

that promote or hinder agency and the wider physical environment in and through 

which agency is achieved’ (Priestley et al, 2012a, p. 5). 

3.4.3 Temporal and spatial dimensions of teacher agency 

The work of Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015), represented in their model (Figure 

3.4), suggests that teacher agency is an ongoing process. That is, as teacher agency 

is the result of the continuous engagement between individual efforts and the 
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surrounding contextual conditions, it is thus temporal and spatial as it is changed 

from one context to another.  

Viewing agency in such a way that it could be achieved differently, by the same 

teacher, in different contexts is an interesting and crucial issue to the present 

research. The context of the present study is not only temporal, but also unique to 

the Iraqi teachers. The phenomenon of teaching displaced students within schools 

made of tents and caravans inside IDP camps is something new to the Iraqi scene. 

Only a limited number of schools are located within these camps and thus, only a 

small percentage of Iraqi teachers are experiencing this phenomenon. 

As no study so far has investigated teachers’ practices against the new curriculum 

in camp school settings, to what extent this ‘small percentage’ of Iraqi English 

language teachers would implement the new curriculum can be argued to be to a 

large extent encased with ambiguity. In other words, to what extent the contextual 

factors in IDP camps can influence teachers’ pedagogical choices and practices can 

be hardly predicted. 

For this reason, to build on theories that envisage teachers’ faithfulness, or even 

resistance, against an innovation while ignoring the contextual factors seems 

impractical to the present study. On the contrary, the theory of teacher agency is 

helpful as no assumption about teachers’ behaviors against an innovation is 

provided. Instead, it maintains that teacher agency, and thus the way teachers deal 

with the new curriculum, is ‘largely about repertoires for manoeuvre, or the 

possibilities for different forms of action available to teachers at particular points 

in time’ (Priestley et al, 2012d, p. 36-37).  

More importantly, by building on the theory of teacher agency, the effect of the 

unique IDP school camp contexts on teachers, with relation to the way they 

implement the new English language curriculum, can be specified and then 

analyzed. Clearly, such a theory is more practical when there is an uncertainty 

about forms of teachers’ behaviors, or in other words teachers’ reaction to an 

innovation in particular contexts. 
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Within this theory of teacher agency, teachers’ faithfulness towards the new 

curriculum could either increase or decrease depending on the achievement of their 

agency. That is, with relation to the present study, while teacher agency could be 

achieved in a way that bring teachers’ actions closer to the guidance of the new 

curriculum, it can also push teachers towards challenging the innovation. This, as 

discussed above, relates to the iterational, projective and practical-evaluative 

dimensions of agency.  

The present study does not aim to judge teachers based on their faithfulness to ‘fill 

the roles as designated’. Instead, by drawing on this theory of teacher agency, it 

aims at investigating how teacher agency is achieved in such a challenging context, 

and how that ultimately shapes their practices in the classrooms. In other words, 

how teachers are both enabled and constrained in their school camp contexts, and 

what is the influence of their work settings on achieving their agency and thus, 

their roles and behaviors. 

3.4.4 Teacher agency: role of teachers’ beliefs and values 

Priestley et al. (2013) contend that they oppose ‘those voices’ who claim that 

teacher agency is a personal capacity. However, to them, this does not mean that 

personal capacities have no role in shaping teacher agency. On the contrary, 

personal capacity is one of the elements that affects the process of agency 

achievement. Teachers’ beliefs and values are important aspects of personal 

capacities which, at least to some extent, are involved in achieving teacher agency 

(Priestley et al., 2015b). 

Priestley et al. (2012d) maintain that the effect of teachers’ beliefs and values on 

achieving their agency is context dependent. That is, teachers form their beliefs 

and values with relation to the schools they work in. In their words: 

The extent to which teachers are able to achieve agency varies from 
context to context based upon certain environmental conditions of 
possibility and constraint, and that an important factor in this lies in the 
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beliefs, values and attributes that teachers mobilise in relation to particular 
situations (p. 2). 

This is an interesting issue to the present study. The present study, among other 

aims, is particularly concerned with the effect of contextual factors on English 

language teachers’ practices in IDP camps. As teachers’ beliefs and values, 

according to the theory of teacher agency, are elements of contextual factors, it is 

hoped that the works of Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015), represented in their 

theory of teacher agency, will add to our understanding how teachers’ beliefs and 

values in IDP camp schools affect teachers’ practices through taking a role in the 

achievement of their agency. 

Priestley et al. (2012a, 2013, 2015) indicate that teachers’ beliefs and values 

surface in the iterational and projective dimensions of agency. To start with the 

iterational dimension, teachers bring their beliefs and values to their work. That is, 

the personal and professional experiences that teachers went through in the past, 

lead to an accumulating set of values and beliefs that teachers rely on in their day 

to day work. 

On the other hand, both of the short and the long terms within the projective 

dimension of agency is largely about teachers’ beliefs and values (Priestley et al, 

2012a, 2013, 2015). Depending on what they believe and what they value, teachers 

are expected to set for themselves some short and long aims which, at least to 

some extent, guide their behaviours inside the classrooms. If a teacher’s goal, for 

example, is mostly about increasing the percentage of students who pass exams, 

then the way s/he teaches will be comparatively different from another teacher 

who aims to raise students’ critical thinking. 

Bearing in mind that teachers’ beliefs and value are context-related, the set of 

beliefs and values that teachers have in any given context could either support or 

challenge their curriculum. Drawing on the theory of teacher agency, the present 

research aims to study the influence of the camp school settings on English 
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language teachers’ beliefs and values, and how that is reflected in their practices in 

relation to the new English language curriculum. 

To conclude, the present study is further guided by the theory of teacher agency 

which assumes that teachers’ beliefs influence the process of agency achievement 

and thus teachers’ behaviours. For this reason, teachers’ beliefs regarding the 

purpose of education, the need of the traumatized students and the practicality of 

the new English language curriculum will be examined in this study. This, hopefully, 

will contribute to our understanding concerning the role of teachers’ beliefs in 

shaping their practices through the process of agency achievement. 

Lastly, teachers’ beliefs, values and goals relate to their identities. Priestley et al. 

(2012a, 2012c) state that both of the iterational and projective dimensions rely, 

among other things, on teachers’ personal and professional identities. This, 

however, adds another reason for the present study to draw on a theory of identity. 

That is, in terms of the present study, a theory of identity is needed not only to 

cast light on teachers’ uniqueness (see section 3.2.5) but also to deepen our 

understanding about teacher agency as well. 

3.5 Identity theory: Introduction 

In the last few years, a new English language curriculum has been introduced in 

Iraq. In terms of teaching methods, the new curriculum is largely different from the 

old one and thus, teachers are required to master new teaching skills to deliver 

effective teaching. After ISIS attacked Mosul in 2014, the displacement that 

happened thereafter exacerbated the situation on many levels. Teachers in IDP 

camps should deal now with traumatized displaced students, the thing that they 

have not experienced before. Besides, the majority of the displaced students are 

Yazidis whereas the majority of the teachers are Muslims. Bearing in mind that ISIS 

(a radical Islamic group) has killed and enslaved thousands of Yazidis in 2014, a 

huge tension emerged between Yazidis and Muslims. Additionally, the teaching and 

learning context has become quite challenging as schooling takes place now in IDP 

camps. Each IDP camp school is no more than a number of tents and caravans. The 
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average number of students inside each class exceeds 60 and reaches 100 in some 

classes. Above all, teachers are displaced themselves. Being displaced, teachers 

were under a very complicated set of social and financial challenges as will be 

shown later (see section 5.5.1).  

All that has been mentioned above must have an impact on teachers’ themselves 

including their behaviors which will, eventually, affect the way they teach. 

Although two theories (CHAT and Teacher Agency) have been already chosen in the 

present study to be used as analytical lenses to describe teachers’ practices in 

school camp context, both of the two theories build on teacher identity.  

CHAT discusses how different elements interact to form the shared goal of each 

activity (English language teaching in relation to the present study). As teachers in 

the present study represent the subject node, they draw on their identities when 

interacting with the remaining nodes within the same activity system. Hence, 

teachers’ identities take a part in shaping the activity object, which is the outcome 

of the interactions between all the activity’s nodes. 

The theory of Teacher Agency is mainly concerned with the question of to what 

extent teacher agency could be achieved in a given context. According to this 

theory, teachers’ life histories, professional histories, beliefs and attitudes play a 

role in the process of agency achievement. As stated earlier, one’s professional and 

professional histories, beliefs and attitudes are part of his/her identity. 

For this reason, the present study will draw on the Identity Theory in an attempt to 

interpret the impact of the school camp context, with all its related difficulties, on 

Iraqi displaced teachers’ identities, or in other words on their beliefs and practices. 

By doing so, it is easier to understand teachers’ roles, both as subjects of activity 

systems and agents of change. 
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3.5.1 Origin of Identity theory and contribution of George McCall and 

J. L. Simmons 

The origin of Identity Theory goes back to the work of Mead (1934). His work on 

identities serves as a corner stone for many later researchers who worked on 

related fields. Mead’s Mind, Self, and Society (1934), as Stryker (2002) argues, is a 

theoretical or conceptual framework rather than a testable theory.  

Mead (1934) conceived human social behavior and interaction as comprised of two 

related fronts. The first occurs in ‘situations and organizational life’ external to the 

inner worlds of individuals. The second front exists within the inner worlds of 

individuals, or actors as Mead put it, as individuals interpret and react to the 

‘situations and organizational life they find themselves in’. Mead, however, 

indicated that the two fronts are connected in such a way that ‘situations and 

organizational life’ deeply affects and impacts the inner worlds of actors.  

As mentioned earlier, many researchers have developed and built on the work of 

Mead to come up with theories with a view consistent with contemporary 

psychology and sociology (Stryker and Burke 2000). In relation to the work of Mead, 

the Identity theory (created by Sheldon Stryker in 1980) has evolved in two strongly 

related directions with the goal of understanding ‘how the social structures affect 

the self and how self impacts social behaviors.’ However, each of these directions 

seeks to explain and further expand one of the two fronts presented by Mead. 

The first direction of the Identity Theory emphasizes the social structure and the 

hierarchical organization of identities within individuals. This direction was 

introduced by the work of Sheldon Stryker and colleagues (e.g., Stryker 1980; Serpe 

and Stryker 1987; Stryker and Serpe 1982; 1994).  

The second direction of Identity Theory, on the other hand, focuses more on the 

‘internal mechanism of the identity process’ and is represented by work of Peter 

Burke and colleagues (e.g., Burke 1980; Burke 1991; Burke and Reitzes 1991; Burke 

and Stets 1999; Cast, Stets, and Burke 1999; Stets and Burke 2000). 
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It is worth noting that Burke and Stets (2009) kept working on and developing the 

second direction of the Identity Theory until they came up with a new theory called 

the Identity Control Theory. However, through her different works, Burke reiterates 

that the Identity Control Theory should be seen as another version of the Identity 

Theory with a different focus in relation to one’s identity. Burke and Stets (2009) 

clearly state this point by indicating that what distinguishes the works of Burke 

from the works of Stryker is ‘simply what is emphasized’ and there is no reason to 

look at Identity Theory and Identity Control Theory as two different theories.  

Following other research, including these of Burke (Burke and Stets, 2009; Stets and 

Burke, 2000; Burke and Stryker, 2000), the two versions of Identity theory will be 

incorporated and discussed as one theory. Further, the work of George McCall and 

J. L. Simmons (1978), in which the emphasis is on how individuals maintain their 

identities in face-to-face interaction, has made significant contributions to the 

Identity Theory.  

To conclude, the works of many theorists on Identity theory, including those 

mentioned above, share much in common and they do not differ significantly. 

Instead, each theorist looks at identity from a different perspective and focuses on 

a different aspect. In this way, we can look at the work of each as one part of a 

larger jigsaw puzzle of understanding the relation between social structures, self 

and social behavior.  

The present research, however, will draw on the works of Burke and Stets (2009), 

Stets and Burke (2000), Burke and Stryker (2000) and McCall and Simmons (1978) in 

an attempt to give us a more comprehensive understanding about how camps school 

settings impact the way displaced teachers believe, and how teachers’ identities 

are maintained in face-to-face interaction. As stated earlier, understanding 

teachers’ identities can further clarify teachers’ roles as subjects of activity 

systems and agents of change. 
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3.5.2 Background of Identity theory  

Identity theory is one of the most influential social psychological theories dealing 

with the relationship and connectedness between the self and social action (Burke 

et al. 2003). In this theory, social behavior is viewed through the reciprocal 

relations between self and society. In other words, the Identity Theory is based on 

the view that society affects the self and the self affects the social behavior.  

Stets and Burke (2000) illustrate that Identity Theory holds that an individual has 

many different ‘role identities.’ A wife, for example, is also a mother, a daughter, 

a teacher and a blood donor. Hence, each of these multiple components of her i.e. 

each of the different roles that she occupies in the society, is a role identity. 

Individuals view themselves as occupants of different roles through the so-called 

self-categorizations (Stets and Burke 2003). That is, through self-categorizations, 

which depend upon the classifications that each society has, individuals can 

describe themselves as occupants of certain roles that provide their identity.  

According to Identity theory, people have certain norms and expectations, also 

called identity standard, for the roles provided through the self-categorizations. 

Thus, they behave in accordance with the norms and expectations for the roles they 

occupy. When an individual manages to act in accordance with the norms and 

expectations s/he has for one of the roles s/he occupies, this role will be self-

verified. 

Self-verification, therefore, occurs when an individual’s behaviors match the 

identity standard for a specific role identity that s/he occupies. Stryker and Burke 

(2000) argue that when self-verification occurs, people feel satisfied and do not 

change the way they behave. Conversely, if self-verification fails to occur, due to a 

mismatch between behaviors and identity standard, this will lead an individual to 

have some doubts about his/her self-worth (low self-esteem) and may even 

engender certain negative emotions such as distress and anger. To reduce such 

negative emotions, people tend to modify their behaviors to make them consistent 

with the identity standard for the roles they occupy. 
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The fundamental question the Identity Theory attempts to answer is, why an 

individual in a given situation chooses one particular identity than others? and also 

why s/he chooses one particular course of action in time s/he has many other 

options which are all aligned with the norms and expectations s/he has for the roles 

s/he occupies?  

The theory hypothesized that people choose one role identity or one particular 

action rather others depending on the degree of commitment that people have 

towards the many role identities they occupy (Stryker and Burke, 2000). To explain, 

Identity theory hypothesizes that role identities are hierarchically organized within 

the self and the higher the role identity is positioned in the hierarchy, the more 

possibility that role identity will be invoked in a given situation. Identity Theory 

uses the term salience to refer to the degree or level of commitment an individual 

has to one particular role. That is, within the salience hierarchy, the higher 

positioned identities are more likely to be invoked and thus, put into behaviors 

(Stryker, 2000). Therefore, due to varieties in identity salience, people occupying 

the same role identities may behave differently even within the same context. 

Based on the argument above, it can be argued that teachers, within the context of 

the present study, may behave differently if their different identities are organized 

differently. To explain, if a teacher is more committed to his/her ‘displaced 

parent’ identity, for instance, then s/he might not behave the same compared to 

another teacher who is more committed to his/her ‘English language teacher’ 

identity. In other words, the first teacher might not be concerned with delivering 

effective teaching. Instead, s/he may mainly be worried about affording a decent 

and safe life for their family, even if at the expense of his/her faithfulness towards 

their job. Hence, s/he might call in sick, when s/he is not actually sick, in order to 

make money from another part-time job. 

The second teacher, on the other hand, who is more committed to their ‘English 

language teacher’ identity, would arguably be more interested in developing their 

teaching skills. By the same token, s/he would be more concerned with increasing 

students’ knowledge, develop their critical thinking and so on. Clearly, each of the 
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two teachers has different goals due to their degree of their commitment to their 

‘English language teacher’ identity. 

However, why an English language teacher would be more committed to one 

identity than other identities? Stryker (1980 [2002]) argues that the level of 

commitment one person may give to a specific identity depends mainly on ‘the 

costs the person incurs for not playing out a role based on an identity’. Hence, if 

dropping out an identity incurs a teacher high costs, then high level of commitment 

will be attached to that identity, and thus this identity will be mostly provoked and 

put into action. 

Stryker and Serpe (1982; 1994) contend that costs can be calculated through two 

dimensions, labeled as the quantitative and qualitative aspects. The first 

dimension, or the quantitative aspect, is the number of ties (persons) related to an 

identity. That is, the bigger the number of people an individual will be connected 

to through an identity, the higher the commitment to that identity will be. The 

second dimension (the qualitative dimension) is the strength of these ties. Hence, 

the stronger the ties to others, the higher level of commitment to that identity will 

be.  

To relate the above argument to the present study, it can be expected that the 

displaced teachers would choose an identity, and thus certain kinds of behaviors in 

relation to that identity, that bring them closer to other community members 

(students, supervisors, headteacher). This, however, is somehow similar to CHAT. 

According to CHAT, teachers (as subjects of activity systems) negotiate their goals 

with other community members (within the existing rules and available resources) 

to reach a shared goal for all the individuals participating in the same activity 

system. Logically, different members have different needs, beliefs and thus goals. 

It is therefore unlikely that teachers could find goals that satisfy the needs of all 

the members. Teachers, in this case, will most probably try to find the most agreed 

upon goal between the community members. In this sense, teachers are adhering to 

the behaviors attached to a certain identity that keep the largest number of ties 

with others. 
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To summarize, among the many identities they have, teachers pick those with the 

higher level of commitment. To feel satisfied, they try to verify these ‘picked’ 

identities in their context. However, what is the process that people follow in 

verifying their different roles or identities? The answer for this question is found 

mainly in the works of Burke, McCall and Simmons who place ‘meanings’ at the 

heart of their works on identity. The next two sections will explain the notion of 

meaning and the process of verifying identities accordingly. 

3.5.3 Meanings and identity 

Burke and Stets (2009: 3) define identity as ‘the set of meanings that define who 

one is when one is an occupant of a particular role in society, a member of a 

particular group, or claims particular characteristics that identify him or her as a 

unique person’. From this, individuals apply meaning to themselves for every role 

they occupy when trying to answer the question of what does it mean to be who we 

are? 

When the displaced teachers try to verify their identities, they do that through 

actions. It is through actions that the displaced teachers attempt to make their role 

as teachers congruent with the meanings held in the identity standards for that 

role. For Burke and Stets (2009), what is important is not our behaviors but the 

meanings that we attribute to our behaviors. Hence, meanings links identity with 

behavior in such a way that our behaviors are guided by the meanings attributed to 

them (Burke, 1980; Burke and Reitzes 1981; Burke and Tully 1977) 

McCall and Simmons (1978) made a significant contribution to the Identity Theory 

through their ideas in relation to the sources of deriving meanings. To Burke and 

Stryker, meanings are mainly derived from culture. People living in the same 

culture have some agreed on shared meanings for the social positions. People, 

therefore, learn these shared meanings through interaction with others. 

McCall and Simmons (1978) argue that meanings acquired from culture is only one 

source of deriving meanings. To them, a role identity has a conventional dimension 
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and an idiosyncratic dimension that both give meanings to the roles people play 

out. To them, the conventional dimension is the shared meanings that people live 

in the same culture agree on. Hence, it is what Stryker (2002) calls the cultural 

expectations and claim to be the main source that people derive meanings for their 

roles from. 

The idiosyncratic dimension, on the other hand, is the individuals’ distinctive 

understandings and interpretations of their roles. Hence, meanings derived from 

the idiosyncratic dimension are not necessarily shared by others. From this, 

individuals occupying the same role can have different meanings, and thus behave 

differently depending on the role-holder’s own definitions and understandings of 

the roles s/he occupies.  

For example, while the conventional dimensions of the ‘teacher identity’ may imply 

the shared meaning of knowledge transmitter, some teachers may add to this 

shared meaning an idiosyncratic dimension to their role identity such as ‘mentor’. 

Logically, when teachers add idiosyncratic dimension to their role identity, their 

behaviors will partially depend on meanings contained in their own interpretations 

of what it means to be a teacher. Consequently, they will behave differently from 

those adhere completely to the conventional meanings.  

McCall and Simmons (1978) believe that individuals negotiate the meanings of their 

role identities within these two dimensions. To them, most individuals settle their 

role identities somewhere between the two extremes of the conventional and 

idiosyncratic dimensions. However, when negotiating their role identities, some 

individuals may fall at one extreme of these two dimensions. That is, some 

individuals may strictly adhere to the conventional dimension, taking on the 

culturally shared meanings as their only source of building up their role identities. 

Conversely, other individuals may negotiate their role identities relying mainly on 

their own interpretations. For McCall and Simmons (1978), adhering to the 

idiosyncratic dimension in negotiating the role identities may lead the role-holders 

to become unrecognizable to others. 
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McCall and Simmons’ (1978) use of these two dimensions as sources to derive 

meaning from is of particular importance to the present study. To explain, knowing 

that the Iraqi displaced teachers have never been in such a context before, that is 

teaching traumatized displaced students within IDP camps, teachers are expected 

to add an idiosyncratic dimension to their understanding of their roles, which will 

eventually influence their goals and behaviors inside the classrooms.  

The ideas of McCall and Simmons (1978) are hoped to pave the way for the present 

research to examine how the current settings (IDP camp school) impacted teachers’ 

own understanding of their roles, and thus behaviors, inside the classroom. The 

idea of identifying meanings held in the identity standard to predict behaviors is 

what the Identity theory mainly focuses on. Since no study, so far, has used 

theories on identities to investigate teachers’ identities in Iraq, not only in IDP 

camps but even in normal situation, the present study casts light on the 

conventional and idiosyncratic dimensions of meanings that camp school teachers in 

Iraq attribute to themselves.  

It is hoped that by identifying these meanings that teachers define themselves with, 

this would help us better understand how teachers negotiate their role identities in 

camp school settings, and how is that reflected in their current behaviors. This 

would also widen our understanding about teachers’ role within the framework of 

the two theories discussed earlier in this research (CHAT and teacher agency). 

3.5.4 Verifying identities 

Burke (1991) pointed out that four components constitute the process, or system, 

of forming and reforming identities. These components are the identity standard, 

perceptions, a comparator and output. To start with the identity standard, an 

identity, as mentioned earlier, is a set of meanings by which one can define who 

s/he is. By means of these meanings attributed to the identity standard, people 

define ‘who they are’ depending on the roles they occupy. Burke (1991) contends 

that since people have norms and expectations for the different culturally-classified 

roles, these meanings then also tell people ‘what does it mean’ to be who they are 
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as individuals. In other words, identity standard is formed through these meanings, 

or more specifically when people define both who they are (a school counselor, for 

example) and what it means to be who they are as individuals.  

The second, third and fourth components come together, or more specifically they 

occur immediately one after the other. In other words, when individuals form their 

identities through the sets of meanings they hold, they start to perceive their own 

behaviors in the real world (their output) and then compare them with their 

identity standards. Meanings, which are abstract in nature, may not be easily put 

into actions when it comes to the real world. Hence, people tend to perceive and 

compare their real behaviors to see whether their behaviors match those meanings 

embedded in their identity standards. It is worth mentioning that perceptions could 

be done through self-assessing and/or in the form of feedback taken from others 

(Stets and Burke 2005).  

For the Identity Theory, when the perceived behaviors match the meanings (which 

in this sense represent goals to be achieved), then an individual feels good and is 

‘doing fine’. Hence, no further change in behaviors or modification in meanings is 

required. However, when there is a discrepancy between the perceived behaviors 

and meanings (or goals to be achieved), this generates negative emotion. As a 

consequence, Stets and Burke (2003) claim that people counteract to minimize the 

discrepancy between perceptions and meanings held in the identity standard. This 

could be done either through changing their behaviors or perceptions in a given 

context.  

As was indicated above, an individual will change his/her behaviors or the goals to 

be achieved when the perceived behaviors do not match the identity standards. 

According to the Identity theory, people mostly start with changing behaviors. If 

changing behaviors is not an available option (for example due to their work 

conditions), then they would start modifying their identity standard.  

Since this process of verifying identities, according to Identity theory, is never 

ending, people may keep changing their behaviors until the match occurs. To put 
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differently, behaviors are just means to reach the goals. According to this system, 

the focus should be placed on the input and not the output. That is, we should 

control our perception (input) through altering our behaviors (output). In this sense, 

it is ‘what goals an individual is trying to accomplish?’ we should ask and not ‘how 

an individual is trying to accomplish his/her goal?’.  

This, however, is in contrast with CHAT and Teacher Agency theory. To explain, 

CHAT focuses more on the interaction between each activity’s elements. In other 

words, it concentrates on how the outcome of each activity system is accomplished 

through the interacting nodes, and not on what goals the teacher or even the 

community is trying to meet. Teacher Agency, though gives importance to teachers’ 

goals, it is mainly concerned with how teacher agency is achieved within a given 

context. Teachers’ goals, however, are only one part of the agency achievement 

process. Therefore, the focus is not on teachers’ goals, but on the extent to which 

teacher agency could be achieved in one context. 

Hence, neither of the two theories explains how, or on what basis, individuals 

(teachers) form and reform their goals in the first place. Instead, they both 

examine how an individual’s goals interact with other elements. In terms of the 

present research, the two theories focus more on how different factors (one of 

which is teachers’ goals) interact with each other in real settings through the two 

processes of forming an activity’s object and agency achievement. 

For this reason, building on the Identity theory can be argued to be quite helpful 

for the present research as it bridges this gap through showing the sources that 

teachers derive their goals from. Once it is known how teachers attribute meanings 

(through both conventional and idiosyncratic dimensions), and thus goals to 

themselves, it becomes easier to comprehend how teachers’ goals are negotiated 

through interaction with other elements. 
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3.5.5 More than one identity activated at a time 

In the previous sections, the reason behind selecting one identity over another and 

the process of verifying one identity at a time were discussed. However, people 

have many roles and thus possess many identities.  A teacher could be a displaced 

father, a friend, a football player and a member of a political party at the same 

time. Besides, one generally attempts to show and maintain certain personal 

characteristics that distinguish him/her as a unique person from others.  

Hence, what happens if more than one identity is activated in the same time? and 

how the activated identities relate to and influence each other? According to the 

Identity Theory, when multiple identities are switched on simultaneously, it is 

expected that the identity which holds a higher level of prominence, or 

commitment, will be the one to guide the behavior more than any other identity 

(Burke and Stets 2009).  

Moreover, the higher identity, as Tsushima and Burke (1999) argue, not only guides 

the behavior significantly, but also ‘controls’ lower identities in such a way that the 

lower identities are set to achieve the aims and goals of the higher identity. In 

other words, the lower identities can be perceived as ‘in the service of the higher-

level identity’. With relation to the present study, if a teacher for instance has a 

higher-level personal identity of being ‘caring’, then his/her ‘teacher identity’ 

would be in the service of his/her ‘caring’ identity by looking after the needs of 

his/her traumatized students and try to help them in one way or another, and vice 

versa.  

Interestingly, Tsushima and Burke (1999) concluded that the higher identities are 

more general than lower identities and mostly abstract in nature such as beliefs and 

values. Lower identities, on the other hand, are more concrete and can be verified 

in situated activities.  

People, as Gecas (1989) argues, seek to see themselves competent and effective. 

For this to happen, each identity an individual claims to play out should be verified. 
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An unverified identity, as mentioned earlier, causes an individual to have a low 

self-esteem, which in turn leads to different negative effects such as anger, distress 

and depression, as research has indicated (Rosenberg 1979; Pearlin, Lieberman, 

Menaghan, and Mullan 1981; Mirowsky and Ross 1989; Burke 1991; 1996; Spencer, 

Josephs, and Steele 1993; Longmore and DeMaris 1997). 

Clearly, people would not be satisfied to maintain such negative feelings and they 

generally try to remove the conflict between their identities to feel ‘competent 

and effective’ again. To do that, the meanings embedded in one or more identity 

standards should be changed. While the present section discusses the activation of 

more than one identity, the next section sheds light on the factors that cause a 

shift in identity. 

3.5.6 Identity change 

According to Identity theory, individuals seek to verify their existing identities. That 

is, we resist change in our identities. Whenever there is a discrepancy between 

what we perceive and our identity standards, we generally change our behaviors 

(output) to bring our perceptions (input) in alignment with meanings of our identity 

standards. 

However, matching our perceptions with our identity standards could not be 

possible in certain situations. According to the Identity theory, there are certain 

conditions that can change the identity standard. Burke and her colleagues have 

focused on the conditions or factors that may lead individuals to shift their identity 

standards. Through different works (Burke 2006; Cast, Stets and Burke 1999; Burke 

and Cast 1997, Burke and Stets 2009), Burke and her colleagues listed four 

conditions that could bring about change in identities. However, one of these four 

conditions has been briefly discussed in the previous section, that is identity change 

could happen due to two opposite identities being activated simultaneously.  

Hence, the first condition that brings about a change in identity standard is identity 

conflicts. Many researchers, for example Deaux (1992; 1993) and Stets (1995), 
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support Burke’s claim of identity conflicts leads to change in identity standard. 

Burke argues that such conflicts are more likely to happen when an individual takes 

on a new role identity. A question that is related to the first condition, when there 

is a conflict between two or more activated identities, do all the identities change 

to the same degree? 

For the identity theorist, the extent to which each identity changes depends on 

other three factors related to these identities. These three factors are commitment 

(Stryker and Serpe 1982; Burke and Reitzes 1991; Burke and Stets 1999), salience 

(Callero 1985; Stryker and Serpe 1994) and the number of ties to other identities 

(Smith-Lovin 2003; Burke 2003; Thoits 1986). Hence, an identity with a higher level 

of commitment and salience and with more ties with other identities would change 

less than other identities and vise-versa.    

The second condition under which an identity could change is changes in a situation 

(Burke and Stets 2009). The world we live in is in a constant state of change. 

Everything around us changes, though the rate at which things change varies from 

very slow to very fast. Still, some changes are small and could be counteracted by 

behaviors to keep perception in congruence with identity standards. However, 

Burke (2006) pointed out that sometimes the change is large and disrupts the 

meanings embedded in the identity standard, to the extent that matching 

perception with identity standard would not be possible even when changing 

behaviors. In this case, changing the identity then seems to be the only available 

option to delete this discrepancy.  

Interestingly, Burke and Stets (2009) mentioned some of these ‘situational changes’ 

which were found to be strongly related to the present research. That is, due to 

their displacement, the displaced teachers (within the context of the present 

research) have directly witnessed and experienced some of these ‘situational 

changes’. A number of these situational changes given by Burke and Stets are ‘being 

removed from the city and not being able to go back’, ‘being uprooted from family 

and friends’, ‘suffering the death of a loved one’ and ‘suffering a robbery’.  
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Besides, Burke and Stets (2009) mentioned that changing the context in which an 

individual plays out a role is another situational change which is more common but 

less severe than those mentioned previously. They added that change in identity is 

more likely to happen when changing the context leads to a change in the available 

resources. Resources, according to the Identity Theory, is anything that supports 

individuals and sustains the interaction (Freese and Burke 1994). From this, books, 

teaching aids, classroom furniture and anything that helps and supports teachers in 

their schools are seen as resources. Hence, if schools in the IDP camps have less 

resources, then this could lead to a change in teachers’ identities. 

Burke and Stets’ (2009) argument is in line with both CHAT and Teacher Agency 

theory. To start with CHAT, while the Identity Theory argues that an identity is a 

set of meanings which represent goals to be achieved. A change in teacher identity 

(due to change in resources) therefore indicates a change of the goals teachers seek 

to achieve. CHAT, on the other hand, asserts that the available resources take a 

part in forming the activity’s object (which is the shared goal among all 

community’s members, including the teacher). Hence, when the available resources 

change due to change in context, the outcome of the activity system will change 

accordingly. 

In relation to Teacher Agency theory, the available resources within a given context 

represent one element within the practical evaluative dimension, which interact 

with other two dimensions to constitute agency. In other words, change in 

resources influences the practical evaluative dimension which in turn influences 

agency. 

The third condition, that Burke and Stets (2009) believe it may lead to a change in 

identity, is a conflict between the behavioral meanings and the meanings 

embedded in the identity standard. The behaviors that people generally choose 

have meanings congruent with meanings held by their identity standards. Due to 

the complexity of life, we sometimes may choose certain behaviors that are not at 

accord with what we wish.  
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Clearly, when we choose behaviors that do not match our identity standards, we 

will not feel satisfied and will consequently try not to behave in the same way 

again. However, if changing behaviors is not an available option due to certain 

reasons that we cannot control, then by the passage of time our identity standards 

shift little by little until they match our current behaviors. 

To link what Burke and Stets (2009) suggested to be the third condition for identity 

change with the current study, the following example will be given. Due to the 

complexity of the camp school context, the displaced teachers may find themselves 

incapable of delivering good and effective teaching. Overtime, according to the 

Identity Theory, the meaning of delivering effective teaching may no longer 

characterize teachers’ role identities. In other words, teachers’ commitment 

towards delivering effective teaching may decrease little by little each day they 

teach in a context that inevitably reduces teaching quality.  

The fourth condition under which identity standard could change is different from 

the previous three conditions. It is different in the sense that the reason that brings 

about change in identity standards is not a conflict, as with the previous three 

conditions, but because of the presence of others. According to the Identity Theory, 

people regularly think of the question ‘what does it mean to be who we are’. To 

feel worthy, competent and effective, we give meanings to ourselves when we play 

a role in a given context. Burke and stets (2009) argue that one avenue to approach 

this question and thus give meanings to ourselves, is to look at ourselves from 

others’ perspectives.  

This role-taking process was first presented by Mead (1934). To Mead, looking at 

ourselves from others’ lens can better make us understand how others expect us to 

behave. The outcome of this process is a set of meanings that will serve as a 

guideline of our behaviors. From this, our identity standards are partially formed in 

relation to how would we like to be seen and thought of. The process of changing 

the identity standard at the presence of others suggests that we may change our 

identity standards when we interact with a new different audience. This is a very 

interesting point and directly related to the present research. 
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It is no secret that traumatized displaced students have different needs from other 

students in other normal contexts. Hence, if the sample of the present research, 

the displaced teachers, look at themselves through the eyes of the traumatized 

students, these teachers will most probably have different ‘role identities’ and thus 

will behave differently from other teachers in non-camp schools. In other words, 

the question of ‘what it means to be an English language teacher in camp school’ is 

more likely to be extended to include other issues, or goals to be achieved, than 

just delivering content knowledge. 

Again, changing the identity standard for teachers (as a result of defining their role 

through their students’ perspectives) and thus their goals has some implications for 

CHAT and the theory of Teacher Agency. To start with CHAT, the subject’s goal 

(teacher’s goal) is negotiated with other community members’ goals (within the 

existing rules and available tools in their context) to reach a shared goal (object). 

Although what is important for CHAT is the outcome of the interaction between all 

the elements, it can be argued that a change in any activity’s element (subject, 

rules, instruments and so on) will result in changing the outcome of that activity 

accordingly. Hence, when teachers (subjects) change their goals, the outcome will 

be influenced accordingly. 

On the other hand, the effect of changing teachers’ identity standards manifests 

itself even more clearly with relation to the Teacher Agency theory. According to 

the Teacher Agency theory, agency is achieved through the interactions of three 

dimensions; the iterational, practical-evaluative and projective dimensions. The 

projective dimension is all about short and long-term goals that teachers set for 

themselves to achieve. In light of the Teacher Agency theory, teachers draw on the 

iterational dimension (their personal and professional histories) to achieve their 

future goals. Teachers’ actions, therefore, are always guided by the goals they aim 

to accomplish. Hence, when their goals are changed, due to change in their identity 

standards, this will definitely affect their agency. 

As a conclusion, the Identity theory could serve the present research as a first step 

towards a clearer understanding of the two other theories. With relation to the 
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present study, both CHAT and Teacher Agency theory build on teachers’ identities 

and on their goals in particular.  

However, both of these theories do not explain how teachers form and reform their 

goals. In other words, CHAT and Teacher Agency theory deal with teachers’ current 

goals. On the contrary, the identity theory discusses how teachers’ goals come into 

existence. By the same token, it explains the reasons that lead teachers to change 

their goals. By building on all the three theories, the presents study seeks to 

analyze both how the teachers form their goals, and how their goals are then 

negotiated against the introduction of a new English language curriculum in IDP 

school camp context. 
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Chapter Four: Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

New teaching contexts in Iraq came into existence after 2014. That is, due to a 

massive internal displacement that happened after the falling of Mosul under ISIS 

control in June 2014, hundreds of thousands of people were internally displaced. 

The final destinations of the IDPs were dispersed in many cities in Iraq, mainly in 

Baghdad, Kirkuk, Erbil and Duhok. While some of the IDPs could afford to live inside 

those cities, others could not pay for housing and became homeless. As a result, 

many IDP camps were established as a temporary settlement to house the homeless 

IDPs. 

However, most of those camps were located outside the cities far away from all of 

the academic institutions such as schools and universities. The camps were 

specifically prepared for the poor displaced family, and the vast majority of the 

families living inside these camps were not able to afford transportation for their 

children to join schools. For this reason and based on the instructions of the Iraqi 

Ministry of Education, one primary and one secondary school was built inside the 

majority of the IDP camps to encourage the families to send their children to 

schools.  

Hence, a new teaching context in Iraq was established in 2015 where schooling 

began to take place inside IDP camps. Each of these schools is no more than a 

number of tents, and at best caravans. Knowing also that a new English language 

curriculum was introduced in 2014, the present research lends itself to investigating 

the impact of the new context on teaching the new English language curriculum 

inside IDP camps. 

According to Gliner and Morgan (2000, p. 4), research is ‘a systematic method of 

gaining new information, or a way to answer questions.’ The present research is 

attempting to add new information on teaching in school camp context through 

discussing the following research questions: 
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1. What is the impact of the new teaching context on the practices of the Iraqi 

secondary school EFL teachers in the IDP camp?   

2. To what extent are teachers’ agencies achieved in their new teaching 

context?   

3. What is the impact of the new teaching context on IDP camp school teachers’ 

identities?  

However, the process of conducting research to gain new information is not 

random. Many researchers, for example Cohen et al (2000) and Midraj et al (2007), 

contend that research is a systemic enquiry in which certain procedures, pertaining 

to data collection, analysis and interpretation, should be followed to gain accurate 

results. This systematic orientation of research ‘has generated a number of 

research methodologies under the umbrella of different paradigms’ (Assalahi, 2015, 

p. 312). The next section will discuss the research paradigm followed in this study 

in detail. 

4.2 Research paradigm 

Bryman (1992, p. 4) defines the research paradigm as a set of beliefs that 

‘influence what should be studied, how research should be done, how results should 

be interpreted, and so on’. In other words, a research paradigm is the researcher’ 

assumptions, values and philosophical view about the nature of enquiry (Clark, 

1998). Broadly speaking, a paradigm consists of four components: ontology, 

epistemology, methodology, and methods.  

These components are interrelated and interdependent. The researcher’s 

ontological position informs his/her epistemological stance which further influences 

the selection of methodology through which methods are selected.  With their 

relation to the present study, the four components are explained in detail below.  
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4.2.1 Ontology 

Ontology is a system of belief about the study of being and the nature of reality 

(Hudson and Ozanne, 1988; Jackson, 2013). In social science research, ontology is 

mainly concerned about how individuals view social reality. In other words, the key 

question that ontology is associated with is “whether or not social reality exists 

independently of human conceptions and interpretations; whether there is a 

common, shared, social reality or just multiple context-specific realities” (Snape 

and Spencer, 2003: 11). 

Based on how individuals view social reality, two ontological positions can be 

distinguished; objectivism (positivism) and constructionism (also known as 

interpretivism). According to objectivism, there is only single reality and that social 

phenomena, along with their meanings, exist independently of social actors 

(Bryman, 2004). In other words, as objectivism asserts that there is only one single 

reality out there, individuals’ beliefs, values and assumptions play no role in 

interpreting the reality.  

On the other hand, constructivism perceives social phenomena and their meanings 

as products of social actors, in such a way that social actors continually create and 

then attribute meanings to social phenomena through social interaction (Richards, 

2003; Bryman, 2012). Hence, multiple realities exist due to the assumption that 

social phenomena and their meanings are under the social actors’ constant revision 

(Fry et al. 2009). 

Constructivism asserts that there is no single reality and that ‘the world has 

different meanings and knowledge is personal, experiential, and subjective’ 

(Hamed, 2014, p. 117). Hence, from a constructivist’s point of view, our beliefs, 

values and assumptions influence what we know (our knowledge) and the way we 

interpret reality. 

My ontological perspective aligns with constructivism. This perspective can be seen 

clearly in this research. As one of the aims of this study is to explore teachers’ 
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identities, I acknowledge that there are different realities, or knowledge, about 

teaching. It is assumed in this study that the knowledge teachers have about 

teaching is context-dependent. It could be argued that teachers in school camp 

context are likely to interpret the reality of teaching (in terms of their role as 

teachers in this specific context) differently from other teachers in different 

contexts. 

Three reasons form the basis of my ontological perspective. First, from 2012-2014 I 

worked as a part-time teacher at three academic institutions, one secondary school 

and two universities. The reality about teaching I had, in the sense that what it 

meant for me to be a teacher, was not the same in all the three institutions. I 

defined myself as a teacher, and thus my role, in the secondary school and in one 

university differently from the second university.  

While both students and staff were mostly Muslim Arabs in the secondary school and 

the first university, the second university’s students and staff were a mixture of 

ethnic, religious and sectarian groups. Additionally, unlike the secondary school and 

the first university, which were both located inside Mosul where the Iraqi army 

were in control of at that time, the second university was located outside Mosul in 

an area that was under the control of Kurdish forces. Through working in these 

three workplaces, I realized how different religious and political factors could 

change the teaching reality from one context to another. 

The second reason is that for more than five months, I was displaced myself. In 

September 2014, I left Mosul and stayed in Erbil in a hotel full of displaced families 

until April 2015 when I travelled to UK. Although I was not teaching during my 

staying in Erbil, I was in direct contact with many displaced teachers, two of whom 

were staying in the same hotel. Based on my experience as a displaced person, and 

relying on the different viewpoints I heard from other teachers on how their 

perspectives about their role as teachers were reformed after displacement, I 

realized that there is no single universal reality (or knowledge about) teaching. 

Instead, the meaning teachers have for themselves as teachers is a human 

conceptualization. 
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The third and final reason came from literature. As indicated previously in the 

literature review chapter, many elements or components form the reality of 

teaching (Nieto, 2003; Fisher, 2012; Rajab, 2013). Examples of such components are 

background knowledge, contextual factors, beliefs, short-term and long-term goals 

and so on. 

4.2.2 Epistemology 

Another important component of a research paradigm is epistemology. Researchers’ 

ontological assumptions inform their epistemological stances. While ontology is the 

study of being and the nature of reality, epistemology ‘is concerned with the nature 

of knowledge and the relationship between the researcher and the researched’ 

(Sanchez, 2010, p. 77). Epistemology is concerned with how researchers come to 

understand and explain the object of their studies in terms of the nature of their 

relationship with their research participants. 

Crotty (2003) distinguishes three epistemological positions; objectivism, 

subjectivism and constructivism. To start with objectivism, Crotty argues that 

objectivist epistemology asserts that meaningful reality, or knowledge, is 

independent of the researcher. In other words, the researcher’s job is to discover 

the knowledge, or the truth. Hence, objectivism emphasizes that meaning is lying 

out there and the researcher’s job is to discover it. 

The second epistemological position is subjectivism in which meaning, according to 

Crotty (2003, p. 9) is ‘imposed on the object by the subject’. That is, social actors, 

or in other words research participants, attribute meaning to social phenomena. 

Researchers, according to subjectivism, have no role in creating knowledge or 

meaning for social phenomena. 

The third and last epistemological position is constructivism in which ‘meaning 

comes into existence in and out of our engagement with the realities in our world’ 

(Crotty, 2003, p. 8). Meaning is not just lying out there and is waiting to be 

discovered (objectivism), nor is imposed by the subjects (subjectivism) but 
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generated through engagement between the subject and the object. Hence, both of 

the subject and the object contribute in making meaning. 

In this understanding, social phenomena are given meanings by social actors 

(research participants) through engagement with these phenomena. The research 

participants’ own understandings of social phenomena are then reinterpreted by 

the researcher (double hermeneutic) when observing and/or interviewing his/her 

research participants. 

Therefore, constructivism entails two key concepts. First, meaning is created 

through engagement. Second, the researcher plays an active and subjective role in 

interpreting and analyzing the data. Hence, from a constructivism point of view, if 

a number of researchers study one particular social phenomenon, different results 

could be reached from the researchers as they can generate different meanings 

related to the same phenomenon. 

As long as the present study is concerned, my epistemological stance aligns with 

constructivism. I acknowledge that I cannot separate myself from the study. My 

perspectives and my beliefs, which were largely formed on the basis of my past 

experience, and on what I observed and heard during data collection, will shape my 

interpretation of teacher’s understandings of their role inside IDP camps, along with 

the extent to which their agency has been achieved. 

To give more details, the focus of this study is not the new teaching context (IDP 

camps), nor the participating teachers themselves. Instead, it is more about the 

relationships between the two and how is that reflected in the teachers’ role. This 

study attempts to explore and analyze the subjective meanings that teachers 

develop about themselves as teachers due to the impact of the new teaching 

context, and how such developed meanings affect their practices with relation to 

the new English language curriculum. 

My knowledge, or understanding, about these developed meanings was mainly 

elicited through my own interpretations of teachers’ responses when they were 
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probed, in semi-structured interviews, to reflect on their experiences in their new 

teaching context. For this reason, my interpretations are value-laden as they have 

been inevitably influenced by my own values and perspectives.  

Nevertheless, every attempt was made to analyze the data as objectively as 

possible. Moreover, certain steps were taken to increase the objectivity of this 

study (see sections 4.10 and 4.11). This, however, is just an acknowledgement that 

the researcher’s own beliefs and perspectives cannot be said to be completely 

detached from the data analysis.  

4.2.3 Methodology 

The third component of a research paradigm is methodology which, according to 

Willington (2000) and Crotty (1998, 2003), seeks to describe, evaluate and provide a 

rationale of the researchers’ use of particular research methods and techniques. To 

Scotland (2012, p. 9), methodology ‘is concerned with why, what, from where, 

when and how data is collected and analyzed’. 

Hence, the choice and use of research methods relies on the choice of research 

methodology which, in turn, is informed by the researcher’s own epistemological 

assumption which is further guided by his/her ontological stance. 

There is a variety of research methodology provided by literature (Merriam, 1998; 

Crotty, 1998; Creswell, 1998; Yin, 2003; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; and Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994). Some of these methodologies are: experimental research, survey 

research, ethnography, phenomenological research, grounded theory, case study, 

action research and so on. Relying on my epistemological assumption, and in line 

with the study aims and the research questions, case study as a research 

methodology was chosen in this research. 

Prior to discussing the main characteristics of case study methodology, it is worth 

noting that literature on case study is not only confusing, but also contradictory. 

Stake (2005, p. 443), for example, conceives case study not as ‘a methodological 
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choice but a choice of what is to be studied’. On the contrary, Merriam (1998, 

2009), Denzin and Lincoln (2005) and Yin (2003) distinguish case study as a research 

methodology. Following Merriam (1998, 2009), Creswell (1998, 2003), Denzin and 

Lincoln (2005) and others, case study is regarded (and is used) as a research 

methodology in this research. 

To Merriam (2009, p. 40), case study is ‘an in depth description and analysis of a 

bounded system’. As a matter of fact, what distinguishes case study from other 

methodologies is its focus on a specific case(s), or in other words a ‘bounded 

system’. Merriam (2009, p. 41) exemplifies what is meant by a bounded system 

through indicating that if a study is conducted to explore ‘how older adults learn to 

use computers’, then this study cannot be said to be a case study. She justifies her 

claim by stating that there is an indefinite number of adult learners who use 

computers, and any of these adult learners could take part in this study as a 

research participant. According to her, this would be a case study if it was about a 

specific school, or classroom and so on. 

In other words, a case study methodology can be used if the researcher “can 

demarcate or ‘fence in’, and therefore, can also determine what will not be 

studied’’ (Merriam, 1998: p.27).  Clearly, this directly aligns to the present 

research as its focus is clearly bounded; English language teachers’ practices, 

identities and agency in two specific camp schools in Iraq. Hence, when it came to 

collect the data, what/who to include (and what/who to exclude) was 

straightforwardly recognized as the boundaries were clearly distinguished (English 

language teachers in two IDP camps). 

The use of case study seems to serve the aim of this research. Merriam (1998) 

states that case studies are of different kinds, one of which is ‘heuristic’ case 

studies which are concerned with gaining new understanding, knowledge, insights 

and meaning about phenomena. In line with Merriam’s explanation of heuristic case 

studies, Yin (1984: p. 23), states that a case study ‘investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context; when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident’.  
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As one of the main aims of the present research is to explore the phenomenon of 

English Language teaching in camp school, relying on case study as a research 

methodology seems not only relevant, but also useful for the following two reasons. 

First, it allows the researcher to generate a detailed analysis of a phenomenon 

(teaching English in school camp context) in its natural settings (Yin, 2003; 

Denscombe, 2007; Cousin, 2009). Hence, the specific contextual conditions that 

surround the phenomenon of teaching English inside camp schools can be accounted 

for.  

This is very important in this research as it helps the researcher to generate a 

deeper understanding about this phenomenon. As was mentioned earlier in the 

epistemology section, this study aims to explore and analyze the subjective 

meanings that teachers develop about themselves as teachers due to the impact of 

the new teaching context, and how such developed meanings affect their practices 

with relation to the new English language curriculum. This aim can best be met 

when researchers immense themselves in the real-life settings where teaching is 

taking place, and directly communicate with the teachers to construct meanings 

and reach an in-depth understanding that helps answering the research questions. 

The second reason behind choosing case study is its flexibility which allows the 

researcher to use more than one method of data collection (Anderson, 1998; 

Denscombe, 2007; Rosenberg & Yates, 2007). Again, this is important especially 

with qualitative research, and the present research as will be explained in the next 

section. In quantitative research, findings are commonly known as reliable since 

data are dealt with numerically. Using multiple data collection methods is very 

useful and needed in qualitative research as this can add more to the accuracy of 

the research findings. 

Lastly, case study (as a methodology) was mainly criticized on the basis that ‘a 

small number of cases can offer no grounds for establishing reliability or generality 

of findings, although it can offer lessons that may be adaptable in other settings 

and contexts’ (Natalie, 2014, p. 96). However, I do not aim to generalize my 

research as I deeply believe that teaching in the two participating camp schools is 
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influenced by certain contextual factors which, in my opinion, could be quite 

different from those in other camps even within the same country. Still, using case 

study in this research is hoped to add more to the literature concerning teaching 

and learning in camp schools. 

4.2.4 Methods 

Methods are the last component of a research paradigm. According to Grix (2004, 

p. 170), methods are ‘the specific techniques and procedures used to collect and 

analyze data’. As is known, data can be collected either quantitatively or 

qualitatively. Whether to collect data quantitatively or qualitatively can best be 

determined through the lens of the following criteria: research questions, the 

methodology being adopted, and the researcher’s own ontological and 

epistemological assumptions (Kincheloe and Berry, 2004; JIA, 2004; Sikes, 2004; 

Oliver, 2010; Jackson, 2013). 

Bearing these criteria in mind, a qualitative research design was chosen to collect 

the data. To explain, the questions that this research seeks to answer require an in-

depth analysis of non-numerical data that deepen our understanding of certain 

phenomena (teachers’ identity, agency and practices in school camp settings). Such 

an in-depth analysis can only be provided through qualitative research design. 

Concerning the methodology being adopted in this study, many authors (Tesch, 

1990; Creswell, 1998; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Merriam, 2002) argue that 

quantitative research and mixed methods research design (quantitative and 

qualitative) can be applied with case study. However, they also state that it is 

qualitative research design that is frequently used with and can normally best fit 

case studies. 

By the same token, my own ontological and epistemological assumptions align with 

qualitative research design. That is, with relation to my own ontological position, I 

perceive the teaching reality (the knowledge that teachers have about teaching) as 

context-dependent and is influenced by the teachers’ beliefs and values. The same 
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is true for teachers’ identity and their agency which can widely differ from one 

context to another. Hence, my own ontological position can only be satisfied if 

teachers are to be interviewed by the researcher (and thus adopting a qualitative 

approach) to gain an insight about how they perceive the teaching reality from 

their own points of view.  

Regarding my epistemological stance, as I believe that teachers (as research 

participants) create meaning about each social phenomenon (teaching in school 

camp settings) through engaging with this phenomenon, it was best for me as a 

researcher to expand my knowledge about the environment in which meanings are 

created. This can only happen by placing myself in the same context that teachers 

work in (IDP camps) to have a thick description of the situation the researcher seeks 

to study (Holliday, 2007: 74-5). Again, a qualitative research approach would 

enable me (through interviews and observation) to expand my knowledge about the 

teaching context. 

Furthermore, literature on qualitative research states certain uses for qualitative 

research approach. Morse (1991 cited in Creswell, 2003, p. 22), argues that 

qualitative research design is used when a researcher attempts to investigate ‘a 

new topic’ which has not been thoroughly examined by others, as qualitative 

research design is capable of accounting for new variables that may surface and/or 

develop during data collection. To Morse, a qualitative research design is also 

useful when existing theories cannot be applied to the particular sample of the 

study in question.  

In line with Morse, Creswell (2007) contends that qualitative research is applied 

when the existing theories, related to the research problem the researcher 

attempts to investigate, cannot catch the complexity of the problem under study. 

He adds that a qualitative research is conducted when ‘a complex, detailed 

understanding’ of the research concerns, or problems, is needed. He adds that 

qualitative research is also needed when the study context, or setting, is vital in 

relation to the research problem and thus, a deep and detailed understanding about 

the study context is required.  



90 | P a g e  
 

Denzin and Lincoln (2000) also highlight the importance of the study context. To 

them, qualitative research designed is applied when a researcher attempts to study 

certain issues, or problems, in their natural contexts. Patton (1985, p. 1) stresses 

that qualitative research is applied when we want to understand the uniqueness of 

a phenomena, or a situation, in their context. In his words, qualitative research: 

Is an effort to understand situations in their uniqueness as part of a 
particular context and the interactions there. This understanding is an end 
in itself, so that it is not attempting to predict what may happen in the 
future necessarily, but to understand the nature of that setting - what it 
means for participants to be in that setting, what their lives are like, what's 
going on for them, what their meanings are, what the world looks like in 
that particular setting. 

The present study is mainly concerned with the impact of the new teaching context 

(IDP camps) on the teachers’ identities, their practices inside the classrooms and on 

the achievement of their agency. Thus, the study context can be argued to be the 

most important variable in this research. Likewise, I have not found any theory 

which adequately examines the impact of school camp context on teachers’ 

identities, practices or on their agency achievement. As a matter of fact, there is a 

very limited literature on teaching and learning in IDP camp schools. Therefore, 

what factors may impact teachers’ practices and their agency achievement cannot 

be anticipated beforehand, or have not been specified by existing theories.  

Also, as the present study seeks to examine how the new context had changed 

teachers’ identity, it gives particular concern to meaning. In other words, one’s 

identity is briefly the meaning we attribute ourselves, and to the world we live in 

through defining and redefining our roles as we interact with others in a given 

context. Merriam (2002) illustrates that qualitative research is used when a 

researcher attempts to examine the meaning people give to themselves and to their 

surrounding world in a given context. In her words: 

The key to understanding qualitative research lies with the idea that 
meaning is socially constructed by individuals in interaction with their 
world. The world, or reality, is not the fixed, single, agreed upon, or 
measurable phenomenon that it assumed to be in positivist, quantitative 
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research. Instead, there are multiple constructions and interpretations of 
reality that are in flux and that change over time. Qualitative researchers 
are interested in understanding what those interpretations are at a 
particular point in time and in a particular context (p. 3). 

For all these reasons given above, and depending on the research questions, the 

methodology being adopted, and the researcher’s own ontological and 

epistemological assumptions, a qualitative research design has been chosen to 

guide the data collection and the data analysis in the present study. 

Within qualitative research, there is a number of instruments used to collect data. 

According to Creswell (2009) and Locke et al (2010), interviews, review of 

documents and observations are the most common instruments of data collection 

used in qualitative research. In relation to the present study, interviews and 

observations were used as data collection methods. These two instruments were 

chosen depending not only on the research design, but also on the research 

questions.  

To elaborate on the relation between research question and the date collection 

instruments, the main questions raised in this research revolve around teachers’ 

practices, identities and agency. In relation to the teachers’ practices, the present 

research is mainly interested in examining how the new teaching context had 

impacted teachers’ implementation of the new curriculum. Hence, it was critical to 

conduct interviews to give the teachers a chance to indicate how the new teaching 

context had pushed them to follow, or abandon, a certain teaching method or 

strategy. Thus, interviews were first chosen in this research to be an instrument to 

collect data. 

However, as will be shown later in this chapter (section 4.4), research (for 

example; Estacion et al., 2004 and Rajab, 2013) found that teachers’ real practices 

might not match their beliefs that they express through interviews. For example, 

one teacher might deeply believe that s/he is teaching communicatively, where in 

fact s/he is not. This can happen as this teacher is not fully aware of what 
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communicative teaching is or means. Observations are also needed if an accurate 

analysis of teachers’ practices is to be reached. 

With relation to teachers’ identities and agency, interviews were the main source 

to collect data. Information gained through classroom observation was also used to 

strengthen and to expand what the participating teachers said in their interviews. 

For example, teachers’ conversations with their students about the need of 

entrenching social coexistence (see section 5.6) supported what they said in their 

interviews about adding new non-academic goals or aims beside their traditional 

academic ones. 

The same is true for teacher agency. While the projective (short and long-term 

goals) and iterational (personal and professional histories) can best be investigated 

through one-on-one interviews, information about the material aspect of the 

practical evaluative dimension (which relates to the material and the physical 

environment) can best be gained through classroom observations.  

Thus, semi-structured interviews and classroom observations were relied on in 

answering each of the research questions. However, to what extent each 

instrument was built on differs from one question to another. The next sections will 

give more explanations about and the purpose behind using each instrument. 

4.3 Interviews 

Literature on data collection methods reveals that one-on-one interview is one of 

the most common and widely used method of collecting data (Berry, 1999; Qu and 

Dumay, 2011; Jamshed, 2014; Manzano, 2016). Punch (2009:144) argues that 

‘interview is the most prominent data collection tool in qualitative research’.  

One-on-one interview was used in this research because of the flexibility that it 

gives the researcher to explore the interviewees’ views on topics, or concerns, that 

the researcher attempts to investigate (Rajab, 2013). This can be done as 



93 | P a g e  
 

interviewees are offered a chance to ‘speak in their own voice and express their 

own thoughts and feelings’ on such topics and concerns (Berg, 2007: 96). 

Alshenqeeti (2014) points out that interviews are ‘usually applied’ when the 

researcher attempts to provide a detailed account of the research participants or 

events in their natural contexts. Interviews are used when the research context is a 

critical variable in the study. As indicated earlier, the research context can be 

argued to be the most important variable in this study. Hence, using interviews to 

collect data can help showing the impact of the school camp context on teachers’ 

identity, practices and on their agency achievement. 

Kvale (1996) asserts that interviews, as methods for collecting data, could be quite 

helpful when the topics or issues the researcher seeks to investigate may not be 

easily observed. This can be directly applied to the present study. Topics such as 

identity and agency (which both rely, among other things, on background and 

personal belief) cannot be easily observed or analyzed without giving the person a 

chance to speak and express his/her thoughts and feelings. 

Lastly, as ‘meanings’ play a critical role in the present study, interviewing can be 

quite useful as it is a ‘valuable method for exploring the construction and 

negotiation of meanings in a natural setting’ (Cohen et al, 2007: 29). 

In relation to the present research, semi-structured interviews were used in this 

study as they offer the interviewer a chance to probe the interviewees, ask for 

elaboration and clarification, and build his/her questions into any emergent related 

topic. Clearly, such flexibility cannot be reached with structured-interviews that 

require the researcher to ‘standardize the way in which each interviewee is dealt 

with’ (Bryman, 2008, p. 340). 

Each of the participating teacher was interviewed thrice, twice before and once 

after the class observation. The next section gives more information about these 

interviews. 
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4.3.1 The first, second and third interviews 

The first interviews served the purpose of introduction and trust-building, as will be 

explained later (see section 4.8.3). Each teacher was individually interviewed by 

the researcher for about 20-30 minutes. Information about the researcher and the 

research was given. Also, clarification about the participating teachers’ role was 

provided. Teachers were told that there would be two more interviews (around 40 

and 15 minutes respectively) and three classroom observations. Also, teachers were 

also informed that the two further interviews and two classroom observations (the 

second and third) would be audio-recorded. Importantly, while no audio recording 

was used in these introductory meetings with the participating teachers, some 

notes were taken, used and analyzed in the present research.  

Participant information sheet (Appendix A) and consent form (Appendix B) were 

given to each teacher at the end of this interview. To give them ‘time to think’ and 

to not feel coerced in any way towards taking part in this research, I told the 

teachers that they have twenty-four hours ‘to make their mind’. Lastly, it was 

made clear to the teachers that their participation is voluntary, and it is their right 

not to participate or to withdraw at any time. 

The second interviews were made of three main parts. Each part revolved around 

one main topic. These three main topics were extensively discussed in literature 

and were found, by the researcher, to be of great impact in relation to the present 

research questions. Teachers’ knowledge about the new curriculum was checked in 

the first part. As one of the aims of the present research is to analyze how 

displaced teachers implement the new English language curriculum in school camp 

context, it was critical to examine whether or not teachers could recognize the 

differences between the old and new curricula. Only through examining teachers’ 

knowledge about the new curriculum, the impact of their new settings (IDP school 

camp context) could be identified. Hence, several questions on teaching methods 

and on the new curriculum were asked. 
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The second part of the interview focuses on the new context. The purpose behind 

this part was particularly to know to what extent the new teaching context is 

impacting on camp school teachers’ practices. Teachers in this part were probed to 

explain what changes they have made to cope with their new context. 

The last part of the interview was about teachers’ goals, beliefs and attitudes. As 

indicated in the previous chapter of this study, teachers’ goals, beliefs and 

attitudes could influence their practices (Nieto, 2003; Fisher, 2012; Rajab, 2013), 

and take a role in the formation and reformation of their identities. 

Concerning the third and last interviews, teachers were interviewed after at least 

one classroom observation. This post-observation interviews were mainly designed 

to give the researcher a chance to ask teachers to reflect on some of their 

behaviors or practices that were found by the researcher to be interesting and 

relevant to the present study concerns. 

4.3.2 Record of the interviews 

Unlike the first interviews, the second and third interviews were audio-recorded 

from beginning to end. However, at the end of either the second or third interview, 

it was noticed that the first two interviewed teachers started to extend their 

answers to some questions they had previously replied to during the interview. In 

other words, more information was given after turning off the audio-recording. 

These two teachers were asked if notes of their extended answers could be taken 

to be included in this study and they agreed.  

Based on this experience, the rest of the teachers were asked, mainly at the end of 

the second interviews and after turning off the audio-recording, if they would like 

to add more information. It was made clear that only notes would be taken. While 

some of them said they had nothing to add, others talked about some interesting 

issues. It should be mentioned here that as only notes were taken; this means that 

my role as an interpreter cannot be neglected. To minimize any potential biases 

and/or misunderstandings on my part, the participating teachers were asked to 
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read the notes and make any amendment if they believed that the notes did not 

accurately reflect their beliefs and viewpoints.  

The main issues that some teachers discussed after turning off the recording were 

the most sensitive ones. They mainly talked about religious and ethnic concerns 

that they were experiencing inside the camp. Some teachers also talked about their 

true beliefs about the efficiency of schooling inside IDP camps. This, however, will 

all be further discussed in more details in the coming chapters of this study.  

 

4.4 Classroom observation 

The second method that was used in this study to collect the research data is 

classroom observation. Observation is one of the most predominant methods for 

collecting data in qualitative research (Stake, 1995; Merriam, 2009). 

As one of the main concerns of the present study is to explore how does the new 

context impact teachers’ practices, it was therefore crucial to observe the 

participating teachers in real-life teaching situations. Clearly, classroom 

observation is a strong data-collection tool as it provides the researcher an 

opportunity to examine how meanings and practices are constructed in real-life 

settings (Silverman, 2006).  

Moreover, providing a chance to collect real data from real situation plays a 

significant role in strengthening the objectivity of the research findings, as other 

data-collection tools could be misleading and do not mirror the accurate behaviors 

of teachers. The best way to describe how teachers teach in a given context can be 

achieved through direct observation. Estacion et al. (2004) argue that some 

teachers could be inattentive of their exact behaviors (or practices) in the 

classrooms. They add that some teachers may even have a tendency towards 

describing themselves as more engaging, in some kind of preferable practices, as 

they actually are in real-life settings, i.e. inside the classrooms. 
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For these two reasons, collecting data on teachers’ practices solely through self-

reports (such as through interviews and teacher surveys) threatens the objectivity 

of the research as such data could be inaccurate. Concerning the present study, 

classroom observation was used as a data-collection tool. Each teacher was 

observed three times, except one teacher who agreed to only two observations. 

The second and the third classroom observations were audio-recorded. Field-notes 

were also taken in all the three classroom observations.  

4.5 Participating schools 

As stated earlier, two secondary schools in two different camps were chosen to be 

included in this research. While the first school is a mixed-sex school (however a 

few classes within the school were separated by gender), the other school is a boy-

only school. Both of the schools were government-owned and run. 

The first school is a double shift school. It accommodated 1357 students with a 

total of seven English language teachers. The second ‘double shift school’ 

accommodated 614 students with a total of five English language teachers. Hence, 

class size was distinctively larger in the first school.  

The majority of the students within each school came from the same camp that the 

school is located within, this was especially prevalent in the first school. Teachers 

in the first school came from both inside and outside the camp. In the second 

school, the majority of teachers came from outside that camp that encompasses 

their school. 

Both of the camps, and thus the schools, are located in rural areas within the 

Governorate of Duhok, which is a city in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. In terms of 

their structure, a key difference between the two schools is that the first school is 

mainly made of tents and only a few caravans. However, more caravans than tents 

made the second school. Needless to say, each tent (or caravan) is simply a class, a 

teachers’ room and so on. While it is common in Iraq to have a separate room for 
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the school principal, and another separate room for his/her assistant. One caravan, 

in each of the two schools, accommodates all the school staff. 

In terms of infrastructure, the first school had no access to potable water nor to 

electricity. The second school, on the other hand, was supplied with a potable 

water but, as with the first school, lacked electricity. 

4.6 Sample: who were the participants? 

Eight English language teachers participated in this study. Every teacher was 

observed three times and interviewed twice, apart from the initial informal 

interview. However, as stated earlier, only one teacher was observed twice based 

on his demand.  

Also, one female teacher decided to withdraw after being interviewed twice (initial 

and second) and observed once. She stated that her husband advised her to 

withdraw ‘for their own safety’ as part of the second interview tackled some 

sensitive religious and political issues. She asked to delete all the audio recordings 

belonging to her. However, she was asked if notes could be taken first from the 

interviews. She agreed on the condition that all the recordings should be deleted 

within 24 hours. She was notified that the notes would be used in the study and she 

did not mind as long as no name would be mentioned, and no ‘evidence to relate 

these notes to her’ should remain in the researcher’s possession. 

Apart from her, all the remaining eight teachers were males. This is not surprising 

when the context of the study is two IDP camps. As all the IDP camps (within Duhok 

Governance) are located outside Duhok city, the local Directorate of Education 

assigned most of the female teachers in schools located inside the city of Duhok. 

The distribution of female teachers to schools located inside Duhok city (which is 

the centre and part of Duhok Governance) was made to ensure their commitment to 

go to school, as many female teachers might find it risky to go to these outside-city 

camps five days a week. 
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Although it was intended that both male and female teachers make up the research 

sample, it is hoped that the presence of only male teachers reflects the situation, 

and more specifically the gender-imbalance in camp schools. In fact, the female 

teacher who withdrew from this study was the only ‘English language’ female 

teacher in the two schools at the time of collecting the data, and she was 

constantly applying to be transferred to a non-camp school.  

In terms of teaching experience, only two teachers had a wide teaching experience. 

The reason behind that is schools in the Kurdistan region of Iraq, from 2015, were 

suffering a severe shortage of teachers. For many reasons, many teachers did not 

leave their city, Mosul. Even for the teachers who decided to leave their city and 

were displaced, not all of them came to Kurdistan. Displaced people, including 

teachers, were scattered in many cities of Iraq. Hence, only a small portion of 

English language teachers came to Duhok.  

To fill this shortage of teachers, the Iraqi Ministry of Education assigned hundreds 

of teachers to specially be enrolled in schools allocated for displaced students. 

However, these newly assigned teachers did not completely fill this shortage. For 

this reason, the majority of teachers within these schools have a very limited 

teaching experience as they had been newly assigned. With relation to Mr. Ali and 

Mr. Hasan (pseudonym), both were still undergraduate students in the College of 

Education, Department of English (grade 1 and 3 accordingly). As indicated above, 

schools were still under teacher shortage even after hundreds of teachers were 

assigned. Many schools therefore opened the door for anyone willing to teach 

voluntarily.  

It is worth mentioning that some of these volunteer teachers were secondary school 

students themselves. That is to say, many students volunteered to teach English 

language for the classes they had already passed. One student of grade 12, for 

example, might volunteer to teach English language to students of grade eleven, 

ten and so on. 
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With teachers being given pseudonym names, and with their teaching experience 

being categorized in bands (0-2, 3-4, 5-10, 20-25 and 25-30 years) in order to 

reduce possibility of subject identification, the table below summarizes the 

participating teachers’ profiles. 

TEACHER School GENDER Ethnicity TEACHING 

EXPERIENCE 

Khalid  

 

First 

participating 

school 

Male Muslim 5-10 

Muhammad Male Muslim  

 

0-2 

Othman Male Muslim 

Ali Male Yazidi 

Hasan Male Yazidi 

Abdullah  

Second 

participating 

school 

Male Muslim 25-30 

Jasim Male Christian 20-25 

Salah Male Muslim 3-4 

It is obvious that five out of the eight participating teachers have a very limited 

experience in teaching. Again, a wider variation in terms of teaching experience 

was aimed at prior to data collection. However, on my arrival to the camps, it was 

clear that the majority of the teachers within camp schools have little experience. 

As with the gender-imbalance, it is hoped that the participation of five teachers 

with limited experience shows another side of the teaching reality that takes place 

inside IDP camps in Iraq.  
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4.7 Timing of data collection 

Data were collected between March and April 2016. This time was chosen 

deliberately by the researcher for the following reason. Each academic year in Iraq 

is separated into two semesters. While the first semester runs from the beginning of 

October to the mid of December, the second semester starts at the mid-January 

and ends at June. Teachers normally pace their teaching up at the beginning of the 

first semester, and down at the end of the second semester (Rajab, 2013). To 

conduct classroom observations at times of normal teaching pace, the time of 

collecting data was intentionally chosen to be neither at October, nor at May. 

In this vein, it is also worth mentioning that it is more common for PhD researchers 

to collect their research data after finishing their first year of their PhD journey. 

However, I decided to conduct the field work of my research in the first year. The 

reason behind my decision to collect the research data in the first year related to 

my own personal safety, as will be explained below.  

IDP camps in Iraq were dispersed between many cities. In fact, apart from a few 

camps located in the Kurdistan region of Iraq, other camps were located within 

other cities or areas of Iraq, in which violence and terrorist acts used to take place 

from time to time. Hence, the safest IDP camps (to collect the research data from) 

were those located in Kurdistan. IDPs were distributed into camps based on their 

origin city (or area) that they were living in before being displaced. 

With relation to those camps located in the Kurdistan region of Iraq, the camps-

dwellers came mainly from Sinjar (a collection of towns within the Governorate of 

Nineveh). In November 2015, offensive operations were initiated by the Kurdish 

forces to liberate Sinjar from ISIS militants. In January 2016, Sinjar was completely 

liberated. Though Sinjar was ISIS-free, IDPs in Kurdistan were asked not to return 

immediately to their liberated-towns for fear of the presence of land mines or 

unexploded bombs. IDPs were informed that they would be able to return back to 

their towns in few months. 
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Bearing in mind that other IDP camps (apart from those in Kurdistan) were located 

in areas where violence and terrorism used to occur periodically, I decided to start 

collecting the research data in March 2016 so as not to be obliged to go to other 

camps outside Kurdistan. In other words, waiting until my second year of study (in 

my PhD journey) to conduct the field work implied a risk of going to those camps 

outside Kurdistan, owing to the fact that IDP camps in Kurdistan were supposed to 

be closed before 2017 due to the liberation of Sinjar. 

4.8 Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations are important, especially with qualitative research that 

mainly deals with humans to collect data. In relation to the present research, 

ethical considerations were even more critical as sensitive topics (especially 

religious and political ones) were discussed with the displaced participants.  

The present study was granted ethical approval from the College of Social Science, 

Ethics Committee of the University of Glasgow in February 2016. Hence, my ethical 

responsibilities were derived from University of Glasgow, Faculty of Education Code 

of Ethics. This means participation should be voluntarily accepted, with the 

anonymity and confidentiality being prioritized. Moreover, the advantages or 

benefits that the research would offer should outweigh any potential risks. Lastly, 

it is essential to carefully check that by conducting the research, no physical, 

emotional or psychological harm or damage would affect any of those involved in 

this research.  

In line with literature on the ethical challenges of field research in camps and other 

conflict affected zones (Wood, 2006; El-Khani et al. 2013; Brewer, 2016,), ‘doing 

harm’ can easily occur in conflict affected areas through opening ‘old wounds’. This 

can happen when the participants are asked about areas that they might not wish 

to talk about. To ensure that no harm would occur, the researcher needs to set 

some boundaries and should know when to stop. For this specific reason, questions 

raised in the semi-structured interviews were carefully prepared. I intended not to 

directly ask any question that might re-open any old wound. Instead, the 
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participating teachers were only asked to talk about the difficulties that they were 

facing in camp schools. For example, no teacher was directly asked to talk about 

his/her own psychological state. 

Doing harm can also be applied on the researchers themselves (El-Khani et al. 2013 

and Campbell, 2017). To make sure that I would be safe while collecting the data, 

I, prior to my travel to Kurdistan, contacted a few of my friends who were teaching 

in IDP camps at that time and asked them to inform me about things I should or 

should not do or say. For example, I knew that one of the things that I could not say 

in camp schools was the number eleven (in Arabic) as it sounds similar to the word 

Daesh (ISIS). Moreover, I was told to never mention that some of my family 

members and relatives were in Mosul (which was under ISIS control back then) as 

this might give the wrong impression that they were supporting what ISIS was doing 

to people. 

To ensure that the present research meets all the above-mentioned ethical 

responsibilities, several more steps were taken. First, an official permission (as will 

be explained below) to conduct my research in two camp schools was gained. 

Second, plain language statements along with consent forms were distributed to 

potential participants. Third, teachers were assured of the research participants’ 

confidentiality. In this study, all the data was stored on my computer and on my 

phone, both of which are protected by a password known only by me and teachers 

were made aware of that. Fourth, it was made clear to the participating teachers 

that they could withdraw from the study at any time, even without any earlier 

notice. 

Fifth, while some sensitive pieces of information were given by some of the 

participating teachers (especially those related to religious tensions between 

Muslims and Yazidis and/or to IDPs’ psychological status), I intentionally did not 

enquire further as this would have been an ethical risk for the teachers and for 

myself as well. Sixth, to protect myself and the research participants, some pieces 

of information were ignored despite their importance in relation to the present 

research focus. 
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However, as this research deals with traumatized displaced people, getting the 

official permission and the signed consent forms was not a straightforward process. 

The following three subsections present the difficulties that started to emerge upon 

my arrival to Kurdistan. Also, more details about the procedures I had to follow to 

gain the official permission, the two headteachers’ approval and the signed consent 

forms will be provided in these three subsections. 

4.8.1 Difficulties emerged on my arrival to Kurdistan 

On my arrival to Kurdistan, and on my first visit to the first camp, I was stopped by 

the camp security guards. They asked for the reason behind visiting the camp. 

When they were notified that a research purpose was behind the visit, they 

unexpectedly stated that a written approval from the Governorate of Duhok is 

needed for entering the camp. Although they were informed that a verbal consent 

from the school principal had already been taken, they stressed that ‘a written 

approval is still needed’ as without a written approval, they would be responsible 

for anything that might happen to ‘visitors’ inside the camp.  

In attempting to gain the written approval, a petition was submitted to the 

Governor of Duhok. An interview that lasted for about half an hour was held later 

with the secretary of the assistant Governor. Many precise questions were asked 

concerning the nature of the study, the research sample and the reason behind 

choosing IDP camp schools in particular.  

Towards the end of the interview, the Governor assistant’ secretary stated that 

three researchers had come to his office within that month, and the previous three 

researchers’ requests were all denied. To him, the huge ethnic and religious 

tensions inside the camps, which every ‘outsider’ might have no idea about, was 

the reason for his tendency towards refusing researchers’ petitions.  

Fortunately, he stated that he would approve my petition for two reasons. Firstly, 

unlike the previous three researchers, the sample of this study is the teachers, and 

not the local displaced people of the camps. To the secretary, local displaced 
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people are too sensitive to talk about and discuss their new situation. He added 

that when traumatized people are asked to talk about their new life in the camps, 

they might break down emotionally and things, at any moment during the 

interview, could get extremely out of the interviewer’s control.  

The secretary stated that since the interviews in this study would be held with only 

eight teachers, and that most of the teachers in the camp schools came from 

outside the camps, encountering such strong reactions would not be his biggest 

concern. Nevertheless, he advised the researcher to be careful and to pay special 

attention to word selection when conducting the interviews. 

Secondly, the secretary is a graduate of Department of English himself and, 

according to him, ‘people of the same specialty should help one another’. To 

ensure that a research purpose was behind visiting the camp, the secretary asked 

for an email from any of my supervisors stating that collecting data from camp 

schools was part of my research. Four days after my supervisor Professor Stephen 

McKinney sent a confirmation email, the petition was signed (See Appendices C & 

D).  

However, the Governor’ assistant does not have the authority to address the camp 

security guards directly. The signed petition therefore had to be taken to the Board 

of Relief and Humanitarian Affairs (a separate department within the Governorate 

of Duhok), which is responsible for supplying people with permits and approvals. A 

second petition (to the Board of Relief and Humanitarian Affairs) was therefore 

applied with the first signed petition being attached. Within two days, a written 

approval (from the Board of Relief and Humanitarian Affairs) was ready and ‘in my 

hand’ (See Appendices E & F). 

4.8.2 Getting the principals’ approval  

Normally in Iraq, gaining access to schools requires the researcher to only submit a 

petition to the local Directorate of Education. However, gaining access to schools in 

IDP camps is not an easy and a straightforward process. Three months before 
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heading to Duhok for collecting the research data, contact was made with Mr. 

Kareem (pseudonym) who works in the Ministry of Education, and hence could 

advise on the procedure of getting access to schools inside IDP camps. Mr. Kareem 

stated that no petition to the Directorate of Education is required. Instead, only an 

approve from the school principal is needed. 

Based on that, two English language teachers who used to work in two different 

camp schools (Mr. Muhammad and Mr. Salah) were contacted by the researcher and 

were asked if they could arrange a phone call between the researcher and their 

school principals. Both advised that it would be better if they themselves talk with 

their principals first, and that a phone call could be made then if needed. Mr. 

Muhammad and Mr. Salah were both briefed on my study. They were told that the 

study would be looking to, firstly, the impact of the new context on executing the 

new English language curriculum in school camp settings and would, secondly, be 

examining whether or not the difficulties that teachers were facing in camp schools 

were affecting their beliefs and attitudes. Concerning the research tools for 

collecting data, they were notified that video and audio-recorded classroom 

observations and audio-recorded interviews would be used. 

For many reasons, Mr. Muhammad and Mr. Salah deeply believed that no principal, 

or even teacher, would agree for a video recording to be used inside a class. They 

strongly advised to drop the video recording. To Mr. Muhammad, telling his 

principal that video recording would be included would definitely lead his principal 

to refuse giving any approval, and that the principal might not even change his 

mind even if video recording was to be disregarded. Mr. Muhammad warned that 

using video recordings could initiate some serious doubts about the actual purpose 

behind the study. To avoid a jeopardy of a permanent refusal, video recording was 

disregarded. 

With video recording being disregarded, a verbal consent was gained from the two 

principals. While one principal straightforwardly agreed, the second one asked for 

more details about the nature of my study, and whether students would take part 

in the research. No direct phone call was made between this principal and the 
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researcher as Mr. Salah explained to him that the study is mainly about English 

language teachers’ practices, beliefs and attitudes and all the interviews would be 

held with teachers only. 

It is worth noting that informing the principals (through Mr. Muhammad and Mr. 

Salah) about my study three months beforehand paid off. That is, on my first visit 

to their school they, apart from welcoming me and showing appreciation to my 

research efforts, immediately expressed their consent for their schools to be part of 

my research. A written approval letter was also taken from each headteacher. 

4.8.3 Challenges in getting the consent forms signed 

Before collecting the research data, and prior to making any contact with potential 

participating teachers, I was fully aware that getting the teachers’ agreements to 

take part in this study could be challenging. My anxiety was based on two main 

reasons. First, classroom observation was to be used as a data collection method. 

Bearing in mind that their teaching context (school camp) might negatively 

influenced the way they teach, it was expected that teachers would be worried 

that their practices could be judged by the researcher, and information about their 

teaching practices could be passed to the local Directorate of Education which 

might negatively influence their professional status. 

The second reason was even more critical. As indicated earlier in this research, 

teachers themselves were displaced. Most of the teachers are Muslims and came 

from Mosul. They left their houses in Mosul and came to the Kurdistan region of 

Iraq. As Mosul was under the control of ISIS at the time of data collection, ISIS 

warned Muslim employees (outside Mosul) that they should go back and practice 

their job inside Mosul, or otherwise their houses would be blown up.  

The reason behind this threat is that when Muslim employees chose to flee from 

ISIS-controlled areas to other Iraqi cities, they simply refuted ISIS allegation of 

defending and protecting the Muslim people from the injustice practiced by the 

Iraqi authorities. Therefore, to show itself as a representative and as part of the 
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Islamic community, ISIS threatened the employees that their houses would be 

bombed if they do not come back to their homes, whether Mosul or any other area 

under ISIS militants’ control. 

For this specific reason, it was anticipated that many teachers might refuse to take 

part in the study. Building trust between the researcher and the teachers was 

necessary to gain their approval to participate in this research. To put them at ease 

and gain their trust, I followed a three-steps strategy in the first introductory 

interview I had with each of the participating teachers.  

First, I was keen to make the teachers see me as one of them. To this end, I told 

them that I am an Iraqi English language teacher and explained to them that both 

of my B.Ed. and M.Ed. were granted from the University of Mosul. To create a 

greater sense of closeness between me and the participating teachers, I told the 

teachers that I have lived almost all my life in Mosul and have been in the UK only 

for a year.  

Second, as teachers could be worried that information about their practices could 

be passed to the local Directorate of Education, and/or that the researcher might 

judge the way they teach, teachers were notified that all the data taken from them 

will be anonymized. Moreover, they were also informed that all the personal data 

would be removed after completion of the project and that no data would be 

passed to any governmental authority. 

In the same vein, teachers were told that school camp context was deliberately 

chosen as this research is particularly interested in examining the impact of the 

school camp context on teaching the new English language curriculum and on 

teachers as individuals. Teachers were made aware that although there were many 

schools inside Duhok which were also allocated to displaced teachers and students, 

neither of these schools would participate in this research as this study is 

exclusively about schooling that takes place inside IDP camps. 
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This clarification was intentionally given to ensure the teachers that the researcher 

was not in their camp school to judge their teaching practices. This was made clear 

to them. It was stressed that if this study was only about teachers’ practices, then 

the researcher would not even come to the camps as there were many schools 

inside Duhok which were nearer to where the researcher was living (during data 

collection) and much easier for him to reach than camp schools. As a matter of 

fact, this clarification put the teachers at ease as they appreciated the researcher’s 

understanding about their challenging context. 

Third, teachers had to be assured that their participation in this research would not 

put their houses in Mosul at risk. Teachers were informed that it is sincerely 

understood that exposing their names could jeopardize their most precious 

belongings (their houses). Teachers were also informed that no personal questions, 

including their former addresses in Mosul, would be asked. 

Most teachers did not sign the consent form straightforwardly. Instead, they asked 

for reaffirmation that their names, under any circumstances, would not be revealed 

even to my family, closest people and friends, no matter how much I trust them. 

When teachers were assured that their participations in this study would not be 

revealed to anyone, they signed the consent forms. 

4.9 Thematic analysis 

In qualitative research, and more specifically in case study qualitative research, the 

process of data analysis can be done in different ways. However, all these different 

ways share the same aim; making sense out of the data. The researcher’s challenge 

(in the process of data analysis) is to break down and then reorganize what s/he 

saw, heard and read in a new way that communicates the essence of the subject 

under study to the reader (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 1990; Strauss and Corbin,1998; 

Glesne, 1999; Hatch, 2002). 

With relation to the present study, a thematic analysis was used and followed to 

analyze the research data. The reason behind choosing this particular method of 
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analysis is its flexibility. Thematic analysis is known as a method which provides ‘a 

flexible and useful research tool, which can potentially provide a rich and detailed, 

yet complex account of data’ (Braun and Clark, 2006, p.5).  

The present study lends itself to examining, amongst other things, teachers’ 

identities, agency, the impact of multiple contextual factors on their practices, 

what meanings camp school teachers give to themselves, and the influence of camp 

school context on forming and reforming those meanings and so on. For this reason, 

flexibility (when analyzing the data) was needed as so many variables had to be 

accounted for in this study. 

Another reason for selecting thematic analysis is the fact that although it stands by 

itself as method for analyzing data, it can also be wed with other theoretical 

frameworks. In other words, thematic analysis can be made and guided through 

other theories’ frameworks (Braun and Clark, 2006). In terms of the present study, 

this allowed CHAT (as will be explained in the next section) to direct part of the 

thematic analysis process. 

 

4.10 The process of data analysis 

Thematic analysis is a process of coding the data to extract themes that the 

researcher recognizes as important and relevant to the subject under study. It is 

worth mentioning that there are two major ways (or approaches) to do a thematic 

analysis; inductive approach and deductive approach. 

Inductive approach is a data-driven thematic analysis in which the process of 

extracting themes is not bounded to pre-existing theoretical framework, or even to 

the researcher’s own interest in the topic under study. In other words, themes 

extracted from an inductive approach could bear no relationship to the theories 

that constitute the theoretical or conceptual framework in one’s research (Patton, 

1990). 



111 | P a g e  
 

Deductive approach, on the other hand, is a theory-driven analysis in which a pre-

existing theoretical framework, or coding frame, guides the way of extracting 

themes. When a deductive approach of coding is followed, data are reduced into 

those which fit certain categories (or coding frames) that other theories have 

previously identified (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006).  

To illustrate the difference between the inductive and deductive approaches, the 

following example is given. If CHAT was the only theory used in this study as an 

analytical lens to investigate the activity of teaching English in IDP camps (through 

the interaction between the six components specified by the theory). An inductive 

approach would include searching all the data for any theme which could have an 

impact on teaching English in IDP camps, even if this theme cannot be identified 

with one of the CHAT six components.   

On the contrary, a deductive approach for coding would exclude any piece of data 

that cannot fit with any of the components or nodes of CHAT. In other words, only 

those themes which can be directly linked to the interactions within and between 

these components (subject, object and so on) would be looked at and analyzed. 

In fact, each of the two ways has its own advantages and disadvantages. While the 

outcome of inductive approach is more detailed in terms of the overall themes 

which can be identified out of the data, depth and complexity in this approach of 

analysis could be lost. By the same token, the deductive approach for coding tends 

to give more rich description and focused analysis about specific themes or aspects 

related to the topic under study. However, many themes that relate to the overall 

topic could be ignored. 

With relation to the present study, and depending on its theoretical framework and 

research questions, a combination of the two ways was used. That is, teachers’ 

identities were thematically analyzed by following an inductive approach of 

analysis. A deductive approach, on the other hand, was used with analyzing 

teachers’ practices and agency. 
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To start with teachers’ identities, a line by line coding was followed to examine 

how teachers’ identities were formed and reformed in their new teaching context. 

Teachers, in their semi-structured interviews, were asked multiple questions on 

identity-related aspects (see section 4.3.1). An inductive approach to thematic 

analysis was used to analyze their answers.  

In other words, data related to how teachers define themselves, their attitudes 

along with their beliefs about their role in the new teaching context was firstly 

grouped together. Importantly, the whole process was done through constructing 

individual studies. That is, a separate individual study was constructed for each 

participating teacher. After grouping all identity-related data together within 

individual studies, a comparative analysis was applied to construct the main 

concepts, which in turn were categorized into themes and sub-themes based on the 

similarities and differences that could be distinguished within the identity-related 

data.  

In relation to analyzing teacher agency, a deductive approach to thematic analysis 

was followed to generate a new set of individual studies with relation to teacher 

agency. In each individual study, the three dimensions of teacher agency were 

analyzed. The first stage of analysis started with examining the iterational 

dimension. That is, how the personal and professional histories (of each teacher) 

had led the teachers to possess some capacities to form values and beliefs was 

mapped firstly. 

Teachers’ aspirations (represented in their short and long terms goals, the 

projective dimension) were highlighted in the second stage. The relationship 

between the iterational and the projective dimensions was also accounted for in 

this stage. That is, teachers’ short and long-term goals were compared with the 

teachers’ personal and professional histories to find linkage between the two 

dimensions, or more precisely to figure out how teachers’ prior experiences 

impacted their aspirations. 
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The third stage dealt with the practical-evaluative dimension. In this stage, the 

impact of the availability of teaching and learning resources on the achievement of 

teacher agency was tackled. As the researcher had collected the data himself from 

the settings (IDP camp schools) where teachers interacted with each other and 

engaged with the new curriculum, this allowed the researcher to generate a more 

accurate and detailed analysis of how the physical environment (the available 

resources) impacted teachers’ practices.  

To what extent teachers’ prior experiences impacted their practical reality (the 

practical-evaluative dimension), and how the practical reality affected teachers’ 

aspirations were also examined in this stage. To what extent the teachers’ short 

and long-term goals were modified based on their present realities were further 

looked at in this section in an attempt to find connections. 

As indicated above, the detailed analysis of the three dimensions of teacher agency 

was done through a deductive approach to thematic analysis. Data related to each 

of the three stages were grouped together within each individual study. Many key 

concepts (within each individual study) were generated out of this analysis. A 

comparative analysis was then made between all of the concepts derived from the 

individual studies, which resulted in recognizing and distinguishing the key themes, 

and sub-themes, regarding the effect of multiple variables on teacher agency in 

response to the new English language curriculum. 

The data used to analyze teacher agency was mainly taken from the teachers’ 

interviews. That is, how teachers responded to questions related to the impact of 

the physical environment, their prior experiences, aspirations and beliefs on their 

practices made the bulk of the required data. The similarities and differences in 

teachers’ responses to such questions formed the bedrock in the data analysis 

process. Prior moving to teachers’ practices, it is worth mentioning that the 

present research also built on CHAT framework to discuss teacher agency (see 

section 6.3). 
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Similar to analyzing their agency, a deductive coding thematic analysis was also 

followed with teachers’ practices. Thematic analysis was wed with CHAT in such a 

way that data analysis was made through the lens of CHAT. The first stage of 

deductive coding included organizing the relevant data into six groups. Each of 

these groups represent one component of Engeström’s (1987) activity system (see 

Figure 3.3).  

Disturbances or in other words tensions within each of the resulted groups were 

then looked for. Hence, identifying and analyzing disturbances within these groups 

made the second stage of the analysis. The third and final stage was linking the 

disturbances together and examining their impact on teachers’ practices. Key 

concepts were recognized in terms of how these contradictions impacted the 

outcome of the teaching activity. In other words, the object behind teaching the 

new English language curriculum, through the lens of CHAT, was negotiated due to 

the contradictions that took place within and between these groups or components.  

The deductive coding approach helped the researcher identify the major 

contradictions in and through the components, and then derive some key concepts 

(or tentative themes) which in turn were further examined and analyzed. A careful 

examination of the derived concepts resulted in distinguishing the main themes that 

explain how the teaching activity’s outcome was shaped out of the interactions that 

took place in and through CHAT components. 

Moreover, in relation to both inductive and deductive approaches, information (or 

data) taken from classroom observations and field notes was also coded and then 

woven with those of the interviews to further increase the research accuracy and 

objectivity (Atkinson et al., 1991). In other words, classroom observations and field 

notes (as tools to collect data) were combined with the teachers’ interviews to add 

a third data source, for the purpose of adding more depth to the research result 

and increasing its accuracy. 
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4.11 Guidelines to an accurate thematic analysis 

Literature on thematic analysis (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994; Creswell, 2007; 

Karousiou, 2013; Herriotts-Smith, 2013) points out certain steps or techniques that 

the researcher should consider, when doing a thematic analysis, to ensure a 

valuable outcome out of the analysis process. Ignoring such techniques could render 

the study results inaccurate where the extracted themes do no mirror the reality, 

or in other words when the study findings do not reflect the phenomenon under 

study (Javadi and Zarea, 2016). 

As long as the present study is concerned, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guidelines for 

doing a thematic analysis was followed. To Braun and Clarke, a good thematic 

analysis (regardless whether it is an inductive or deductive approach) should be 

made through a six phases process. The six phases are explained below.  

Phase one: familiarising yourself with your data 

The first phase begins by transcribing any verbal data into written form. Once all 

the data are in written form, researchers should immerse themselves in the data 

through repeated ‘active’ reading. In other words, before starting to code, all the 

data should be read at least once by the researcher. Repeated reading helps the 

researchers familiarizing themselves with the different aspects of the content. 

Notes can be taken in this phase. Initial codes that the researcher believes can be 

further developed can be highlighted. By the end of this phase, the researcher 

should be able to generate a list of the most important aspects or patterns of the 

content. 

In relation to the present research, the written data was read twice. The first 

reading was intended to familiarize myself with the data. However, in the second 

reading, many repeated patterns were identified and highlighted. Different marker 

pens of different colors were used to highlight these repeated patterns. For 

instance, many repeated patterns related to contextual difficulties (such as the 

noise level, large classes, shortage in teaching and learning materials) that teachers 
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in camp schools had to deal with when implementing the new curriculum were 

identified in this phase and were highlighted by the same color (same marker pen). 

Other repeated patterns, those on identity for instance, were highlighted by a 

different marker pen and so on. 

Phase 2: generating initial codes 

In this phase, the researcher goes again through all the highlighted patterns or 

aspects made in the previous phase. If no amendment is made, then each of these 

patterns or aspects will be an initial code. The researcher should group each initial 

code with its relevant data extracts. Hence, by the end of this phase, meaningful 

groups of initial codes with their data extract counterparts should be made ready to 

move to the next phase. In this study, each of the initial codes (or repeated 

patterns) was grouped with its related extracts at this stage of data analysis. While 

phase one ended with notes on potential codes, this phase produced a set of 

meaningful codes. 

Phase 3: searching for themes 

This phase involves grouping the codes into potential themes. Themes are broader 

than codes. Hence, all the codes are analyzed and those with similar meanings can 

be sorted out into initial themes. This phase is about finding connections between 

different codes. Data extracts related to the codes that make up a theme should 

also be grouped together. While some of these codes could be grouped at the level 

of themes, others could be sorted out at sub-themes level. In this phase, some of 

the codes identified at phase 2 could also be disregarded. By the end of this phase, 

a list of ‘candidate’ themes and sub-themes should be ready. 

For instance, codes on contextual challenges (large classes and noise level) in this 

research were grouped separately from their identity-related counterparts 

(teachers as advocate of social coexistence, teachers’ fear of the high school 

dropout phenomenon amongst their students). Hence, this phase produced a 

number of potential themes along with their subthemes.  
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Phase 4: reviewing themes 

The fourth phase of thematic analysis includes reviewing the themes and sub-

themes identified in the previous phase. The reviewing process involves a careful 

reading of each candidate theme along with its data extracts. If there is not enough 

data, for example, to support one theme, the researcher should examine whether 

this theme can be integrated with another theme or should simply be ignored. By 

the same token, one theme at this phase could also be broken down into two 

themes and so on. 

To Braun and Clarke (2006), this phase can best be done in two levels. In the first 

level, all the coded data extracts, related to the themes, should be reviewed. This 

means that each theme along with its data extracts should be carefully read. The 

researcher must make sure that the data extracts that make up a theme should be 

coherent. If the data extracts (for one theme) are not coherent, the researcher 

should rework that theme. Clearly, some themes can also be discarded at this level. 

The next level of reviewing includes reading the entire data one more time. Bearing 

the themes in mind, the researcher should read the data to make sure that the 

themes mirror the general meaning of the data. Also, while reading the data, the 

researcher may find some additional data that could be coded and joined with one 

of the existed themes. Hence, data that the researcher missed in earlier phases can 

be found, coded and attached to their relative themes in this stage. Importantly, as 

the researcher goes through the entire data, new potential themes could also be 

identified. When this happens, the researcher should start coding again for the 

potential theme(s).  

By the end of this phase, the researcher should have a clear list of distinguished 

themes. In other words, differences between themes should be identifiable before 

moving to the next phase. In relation to the present study, it was found by the end 

of this phase that the large number of students, for example, was more of a 

subtheme under the “teachers’ beliefs concerning the applicability of the new 

curriculum” theme than an individual theme that stands by itself. 
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Phase 5: defining and naming themes 

In phase five, themes are defined in the sense that the essence of each theme 

should be identified. What each theme is (and is not), what is it about, why it is 

important in relation to the research question, what is the story it tells, and why it 

is interesting in relation to the overall bigger story that the entire data entail 

should all be recognized by the researcher. Also, each theme will be given a brief 

and a comprehensive name that concludes what it is about.  

In relation to the present research, the final themes were named and identified at 

this phase. Connections were also made between those final themes and the 

present research questions. This can be seen in the remaining chapters of the 

present research where themes are identifies, presented and then discussed. 

Phase 6: producing the report 

In this final phase, a final analysis of the themes (which includes writing up the 

report coupled with data extracts) is involved. The researcher’s job in this phase is 

to put the complicated story behind the themes into concise and convincing words. 

In Braun and Clarke’s (2006, p. 23) words, the report should communicate to the 

reader ‘a concise, coherent, logical, nonrepetitive, and interesting account of the 

story the data tell – within and across themes.’  

To do that, examples (or extracts) that directly relate to themes and show their 

validity should be included in the report. In other words, the reader should go 

through vivid examples that both validate and demonstrate the point (or the story) 

that the researcher tries to tell his/her readers. It is also worth mentioning that 

this six-phases thematic analysis process is more recursive than a linear process. In 

other words, the researcher should ‘move back and forth as needed, throughout the 

phases’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 16). 
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Chapter Five: Findings 

5.1 Introduction 

Considering the present research focus, the present chapter presents the main 

findings of this research. Importantly, the current chapter does not address the 

research questions directly. Rather, it paves the way for the next chapter to answer 

the research questions through discussing these findings. 

In this chapter, five themes are presented. The first theme tackles camp school 

teachers’ professional knowledge in relation to the new English language 

curriculum. The second theme outlines three main contextual barriers that impede 

a proper implementation of the curriculum in IDP camp schools. In relation to the 

third theme, teachers’ beliefs concerning the displaced students’ ability to learning 

are addressed. The next theme presents camp school teachers’ motivation in such a 

challenging context. Finally, camp school teachers’ identities are looked at in the 

fifth and last theme. 

5.2 Teachers’ knowledge of the curriculum and of their roles under 

the new curriculum 

As one of the main aims of the present research is to find how the challenging 

context (IDP camp) has impacted teachers’ implementation of the new curriculum, 

it was crucial to consider teachers’ knowledge of the curriculum. In other words, 

without such careful consideration, it would not be possible to decide whether 

teachers’ lack of commitment to the instructions of the new curriculum was caused 

by their challenging teaching settings, or simply due to their unawareness of these 

instructions. 

In their interviews, teachers were probed and asked many questions for the sake of 

bringing out what they know about the new curriculum goals. Importantly, teachers 

were told to reply to these questions regardless to what extent they believed the 
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curriculum is applicable in IDP camp settings. The data clearly reveals that teachers 

have different understandings, or knowledge, concerning what the new curriculum 

is all about, and/or what is their role in light of the new curriculum.  

Unlike the previous curricula which were based on the Grammar-Translation 

method, the new curriculum is oriented by the Communicative Language Teaching 

(CLT) approach. As is known, CLT approach is widely different from Grammar 

Translation method in terms of objectives, teachers’ role and the nature of 

classroom activities. 

As a definition, Communicative Language Teaching approach was defined by Jin 

(2008) as ‘a set of principles about teaching including recommendations about 

method and syllabus where the focus is on meaningful communication not 

structure, use not usage’. Savignon (2002) pointed out that the central theoretical 

concept in CLT is ‘communicative competence’ which Hymes (1972, p. 13) defined 

as the ‘overall underlying knowledge and ability for language use which the 

speaker-listener possesses’. 

To elaborate, CLT theorists emphasize that developing communicative competence 

is the ultimate goal. Savignon (2002) clarified that competence revolves around 

three main terms; expression, interpretation and negotiation. Hence, instead of the 

traditional teachers’ role of focusing on enhancing students’ capacity to memories, 

students’ communicative competence is best developed if teachers work on 

improving their students’ abilities to express, interpret and negotiate meanings 

(Kumaravadivelu, 1994).  

CLT views languages as systems for the expression of meaning which people use for 

communicating and interacting purposes (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Therefore, 

students’ command over the target language is not measured in terms of to what 

extent they can communicate messages with perfect grammar, but rather on their 

ability to interpret others’ meanings and express their own meanings (Breen and 

Candlin, 1980) as language, ultimately, is a social tool that people use whether 

through speaking and/or writing with the intention of constructing meaning. 
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Beside this radical change of focus from form to meaning, CLT highlights the 

importance of following a task-oriented teaching approach where student ‘are given 

tasks to accomplish using language instead of studying the language’ (Jin, 2008, p. 

81). Finally, CLT approach emphasizes the need for a shift from teacher-

centeredness to learner-centeredness and from dictation to communication (Rajab, 

2013).  

Based on the differences presented briefly above, it can be argued that teachers 

would not efficiently align their teaching goals, methods of teaching and classroom 

practices with the standards of CLT approach unless they first comprehend the 

objectives of CLT, and how these objectives differ from those related to Grammar 

Translation method. 

For this reason, the present theme will first present teachers’ knowledge of the 

new curriculum objectives, their role and the nature of classroom activities in light 

of the new curriculum. Although curriculum objectives, teachers’ roles and 

classroom activities are interrelated and intertwined, teachers’ understanding of 

the curriculum objectives will be dealt with separately for ease of presentation and 

analysis. 

5.2.1 Teachers’ knowledge of the curriculum objectives 

In their interviews, teachers were firstly asked to explain the differences between 

the new and the previous curricula in terms of goals and objectives. Moreover, 

teachers were probed to link these differences to the different teaching approaches 

that the two curricula are based on. Five out of the eight participating teachers 

indicated that they have no idea what CLT means.  

The remaining three teachers (Mr. Khalid, Mr. Muhammad and Mr. Jasim) showed 

varied amount of knowledge concerning CLT. Expectedly, these three teachers 

provided more accurate information regarding the new curriculum goals than the 

others.  
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To start with Mr. Khalid, he stated that the new curriculum objectives are derived 

from CLT approach which simply means three things. First, CLT approach aims at 

making students capable of effectively communicating with others using the target 

language and thus, the focus should be on teaching speaking and listening instead 

of merely concentrating on grammatical rules. Second, students’ vocabularies 

should be expanded as much as possible as delivering messages, whether through 

speaking or writing, requires a wide set of vocabulary bank. Third, student-

centered strategies, where students are given more space and continuously being 

encouraged to actively engage in the classroom, should be adopted. 

Mr. Muhammad showed a deeper knowledge. To him, unlike Grammar Translation 

method which mainly concentrates on grammar, CLT approach closes this gap as it 

focuses on all of the English language four skills; speaking, listening, reading and 

writing.  

He added that in contrary to the previous curriculum, the new curriculum 

encourages the teacher to use the target language instead of the mother language 

inside the classroom. He clarified that when a teacher, for example, explains the 

meaning of a new word to his/her students, s/he should not directly translate the 

word to the students. Instead, the teacher shall do one or more of the following 

three techniques using only the target language:  

According to the Communicative Language Teaching, the target language 
should dominate the class. To give you an example, when a teacher wants 
to give the meaning of a new word to his/her students, s/he explains its 
meaning in the target language, gives some synonyms or puts it in a simple 
meaningful sentence so that students can guess its meaning. As you can 
see, it is widely different from the old curriculum where the mother 
language was straightforwardly used when students encounter new words 

Mr. Muhammad also pointed out that under the new curriculum, students learn the 

target language not through drilling and repetition. Rather, teachers ‘should assign 

tasks to their students through putting them in certain situations’. In his words: 

The Communicative Language Teaching approach emphasizes that students 
should learn the target language through practice and only practice. 
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However, practicing the language is not a random process. It should be 
done through fulfilling tasks assigned to them by their teacher. Students 
learn the target language through accomplishing tasks and not through 
memorizing a set of rules. 

Moreover, Mr. Muhammad indicated that one of the main goals of the new 

curriculum is increasing students’ interaction in the class. To this end, student-

centered strategies should be followed. 

As Mr. Muhammad showed a broader knowledge than Mr. Khalid concerning CLT 

approach, Mr. Jasim provided a more advanced understanding of CLT approach than 

the previous two teachers.  When he was asked what CLT approach means to him, 

Mr. Jasim replied that it is a new understanding for teaching and learning languages 

that considers teachers as only one part of the teaching and/or learning process: 

As the previous Grammar-Translation based curriculum considers teachers 
as the only source of knowledge that students can learn from, the 
Communicative Language Teaching approach asserts that new knowledge, 
for students, is extracted or created through a participatory process 
between students themselves, such as pair and group activities, and 
between students and their teacher. Teacher, therefore, is not a 
knowledge-transmitter, but only one part of the teaching process. 

He added that according to CLT approach, classrooms should be turned into a place 

where real-life communication is simulated. Mr. Jasim referred to two critical 

issues that are heavily focused on in CLT literature (Melrose, 1991; Larsen-Freeman, 

2000; Richards, 2006; Koosha, and Yakhabi, 2013; Ju, 2013). First, students are no 

longer passive listeners who just sit and receive knowledge from their teacher. New 

knowledge is gained when students work together among themselves and with their 

teacher. Second, students should engage in real life communications which can be 

met through stimulating real-life situations. 

As was mentioned before, the remaining five teachers indicated that they were 

unaware of what CLT means. As a matter of fact, teachers’ unawareness of CLT 

doesn’t necessarily mean that they see no difference between the two curricula. 

Knowledge about the new curriculum, despite of their unawareness of CLT, can be 

gained in many ways such as reading the teacher’s book, following the supervisors’ 
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guidance, or simply following other teachers’ techniques and methods. This can be 

clearly seen with Mr. Ali. 

To elaborate, although he stated that he had no idea what CLT is, Mr. Ali showed 

some knowledge about some of the principles or goals of the new curriculum. He 

clarified that the new curriculum is more condensed and puts more focus on 

speaking and listening than the previous one. To him, one of the main aims of the 

new curriculum is improving students’ communications skill. Therefore, he believed 

that it is the target language that teachers and students should use in the class. 

Moreover, Mr. Ali stated that students learn the language faster when they actively 

engage in the class and for this reason the new curriculum gives more space to 

students to participate in the classroom. To him, unlike the previous curriculum 

which demands the teachers to ‘do the whole thing’ through drilling while students 

passively listen, the new curriculum asks teachers to let students actively engage in 

the classroom through many activities, such as pair and group work. 

The knowledge that other teachers showed concerning the main objectives of the 

new curriculum was insufficient. To Mr. Abdullah and Mr. Salah, the new curriculum 

differs from the previous one only in terms of putting more focus on oral skills and 

in getting students work in pairs and/or in groups rather than individually. Mr. 

Hasan believed that the new curriculum is more condensed that the previous one 

and concentrates more on pair and group work tasks. 

As a matter of fact, the information that teachers with limited knowledge on CLT 

(except Mr. Ali) gave concerning the main objectives of the new curriculum was not 

only insufficient, but sometimes inaccurate and contradictory. For example, in 

contrast to many teachers, Mr. Salah indicated that according to the new 

curriculum, the mother language should be heavily used in the classroom as 

teaching can only be effective when students fully understand what their teachers 

are communicating to them.  
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Mr. Hasan believed that the main objective of the new curriculum is increasing the 

quantity of grammatical knowledge acquired by students. Ironically, the rest of the 

teachers indicated that grammar was more focused on in the previous curriculum.  

Likewise, in contrast with many teachers, Mr. Othman believed that the written 

skills are more important than the oral skills according to the new curriculum. More 

specifically, while the majority of teachers indicated that oral skills are at least as 

important as the written skills, Mr. Othman believed that the four language skills, 

according to the new curriculum, are arranged in terms of importance as reading, 

writing, listening and speaking. 

Beside providing inaccurate and contradictory knowledge, two of the teachers who 

showed no knowledge of CLT (Mr. Othman and Mr. Hasan) further contradicted 

themselves which arguably shows their uncertainty about the new curriculum 

objectives. To Mr. Othman, as was indicated above, the main differences between 

the two curricula lies in the two textbooks’ content. To him, while the old textbook 

focuses more on grammar, the new textbook concentrates more on improving the 

reading skill and on widening students’ vocabularies.  

However, Mr. Othman was asked whether the differences between the two 

curricula are limited to focus on grammar on one hand, and on reading and 

vocabularies on the other hand. In responding to this question, he indicated that 

one of the biggest challenges that teachers face when they implement the new 

curriculum is that they do not know what to focus on, or in other words what to 

teach: 

If you open the textbook [….] you would find that it is completely made of a 
collection of passages, dialogues and photos scattered all over the 
textbook’s pages. I honestly do not know what the purpose behind all these 
passages is. I mean it could be to widen students’ vocabularies, to improve 
their reading skills, to simply add to their knowledge as these passages talk 
about many interesting things or it could serve many other purposes. What I 
am trying to say is that reading in my opinion is still the most important 
thing in this new textbook, but there have to be other purposes behind all 
these many dialogues and passages in the textbook.  
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In spite of illustrating that the new curriculum focuses more on reading than on 

grammar, Mr. Othman stated later on in the interview that grammar is what 

students should be mastering the most. He indicated that instead of asking students 

to read those passages in their textbooks, he normally makes use of these passages 

to teach some grammatical rules: 

So instead of asking students to read these passages aloud, I normally ask 
one student at a time to come and write one specific sentence out of one 
particular passage on the board. Then I ask the student many grammatical 
questions about the sentence s/he wrote, like what is the tense of this 
sentence? How do you change the tense in this sentence from past simple to 
present simple and so on. You know, students should first master grammar 
before getting other skills improved. 

Mr. Hasan, on the other hand, mentioned at the beginning of his interview that 

having a good control over grammar is what students need the most in light of the 

new curriculum. However, within the same interview, he also indicated that 

teaching students how to pronounce correctly ‘is the most important thing 

according to the new curriculum’. 

To conclude, it is clear that many of the participating teachers lacked a sufficient 

and detailed knowledge about the new curriculum objectives. However, the data 

also revealed that contradictory knowledge was only given by those teachers who 

were unaware of the main principles of CLT. In other words, while it can be argued 

that the information given by teachers who were acquainted with some knowledge 

on CLT might not be fully detailed and comprehensive, it was nevertheless accurate 

and not contradictory. 

Importantly, teachers who showed knowledge of CLT, or in other words more 

awareness of the new curriculum objectives than their colleagues, were either 

holders of master’s degree (Mr. Khalid and Mr. Muhammad) and thus have studied 

teaching approaches including CLT in their postgraduate studies, or had attained 

professional development training programme on the new curriculum (Mr. Jasim). 
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Regarding Mr. Ali, although he stated that he did not know what CLT means, he 

nevertheless gave a deeper understanding of the new curriculum goals than many 

other teachers. In his interview, Mr. Ali said that he was voluntarily working in an 

organization for teaching primary school pupils. During his voluntary work, Mr. Ali 

indicated that he was continuously watching videos on YouTube and reading online 

articles about the most modern and effectives teaching methods and that is how he 

gained such knowledge about the new curriculum objectives. 

Mr. Ali stated that without these online resources, he would have seen less 

differences between the two curricula. When he was probed to further clarify, he 

replied:  

If you put the previous and the new English language textbooks in front of 
me and ask me to find how they differ, I would say that there are no 
obvious or big differences. What I am trying to say is that there is always 
more in the curriculum that what you can read in the teacher, the student 
or the activity’s book.  

Mr. Ali raised an interesting point which arguably explains why teachers who were 

unaware of CLT had the least knowledge of the new curriculum objectives. To those 

teachers, curriculum change is no more than substituting one set of textbooks (the 

teacher’s book, the student’s book and the activity’s book) with another. 

Therefore, the difference between the two curricula for those teachers would seem 

to be mainly limited to the extent each curriculum concentrates on each of the 

language four skills (speaking, listening, reading and writing). 

Based on my personal experience as a graduate of the Department of English, 

School of Education (which is responsible for preparing students to be teachers at 

secondary school level), it is crucial to mention that Iraqi English language teachers 

are not in any way being informed about CLT, and even about teaching and learning 

methods in general, during their undergraduate studies. Hence, it is no surprise 

that those teachers with no postgraduate degree and/or had not attended a 

training programme failed to perceive the new curriculum objectives, which by no 

means can be brought down to focusing on one language skill than another. 
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In other words, except those who had studied CLT in their postgraduate studies or 

attended a training programme on the new curriculum, only one (Mr. Ali) out of five 

teachers showed some knowledge about the curriculum objectives. Even for Mr. Ali, 

he gained such knowledge just because he was asked to by his organization’s 

president. In his words: 

To be honest, if the organization’s president did not ask me to check the 
most effective and up-to-date teaching strategies then I would not have 
been aware of many of the new curriculum objectives. In my opinion, most 
teachers do not take a step towards developing their teaching goals and 
skills either because they just do not want to have the bother of changing 
their teaching strategies, or simply because they are unaware that their 
current teaching styles are outdated.  

As this part discusses teachers’ knowledge of the new curriculum goals, the next 

part casts light on their understanding of both of their role and the nature of 

classroom activities under the new curriculum. 

5.2.2 Teachers’ understanding of their role and the nature of 

classroom activities under the new curriculum 

CLT theorists emphasize that to meet the desired goals and objectives of CLT-

oriented curricula, teachers have to take new roles and change the traditional 

classroom activities suggested by other methods of teaching such as Grammar 

Translation method. To start with their roles, Breen and Candlin (1980, p.99) 

pointed out that a teacher under CLT has two main roles; a facilitator and an 

independent participant. Concerning being a facilitator, the teacher should take 

his/her turn in facilitating the communications that take place between the 

students. 

Regarding the teacher’s second role, Breen and Candlin (1980) stated that there are 

two secondary roles implied in the teacher’s role of being an independent 

participant in the class. The first is ‘as an organizer of resources and as a resource 

himself’ whereas the second is ‘a guide within the classroom procedures and 

activities’.  
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Moreover, instead of their traditional authoritative role, teachers under CLT need 

to lessen their traditional dominant role and get themselves closer to their 

students. Establishing a close and good relationship between teachers and their 

students has been counted as the most important element of a successful 

implementation of learner-centered oriented curricula (Cazden, 1988; Littlewood, 

2007). 

To this end, teachers should not stay at the front of the classroom all the time. 

Rather, they should sit with their students, facilitate their learning and help them 

through offering them feedback in an environment where students are motivated, 

and not intimidated, to actively engage in the class (Littlewood, 1984; Faicán and 

Guncay, 2011). 

With relation to the nature of classroom activities, it is crucial to mention that 

classroom activities are granted a significant role in CLT. That is, CLT theorists 

illustrated that the best way to learn a target language is by maximizing students’ 

engagement which occurs when students are encouraged to increase their 

‘attempts to communicate’ (Nunan, 1991). 

While ample opportunities are given to students to interact in the classroom, it is 

the target language that should be used in their interaction. More importantly, 

students’ focus during their engagement should be directed towards making 

meaning and not on ‘reciting dialogues or performing on discrete-point tests of 

grammatical knowledge’ (Tikkakoski, 2015, p. 10). 

Moreover, CLT aims to make language learners capable of communicating in the 

real world using the target language. For this reason, students’ communications 

should be contextualized in real world-simulated tasks and situations as one day 

students may need to deliver messages on real world situations using the target 

language. 

At classroom level, literature on CLT indicated that for a classroom activity to be 

counted as communicative, it should contain the following features. First, there 
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should be an information gap where students communicate to gather the required 

information. Second, the focus should not be on the form but rather on the 

meaning of what is being communicated. Third, students need to be motivated and 

feel the desire to actively engage in that task within a supportive learning 

atmosphere. Fourth, meaning should be negotiated between students while 

engaging in the activity. Fifth, language should be dealt with as a discourse and not 

as isolated words or unconnected sentences (Doughty & Pica, 1986; Harmer, 1991; 

Clarke, 1994; Ellis, 2005). 

Finally, as CLT curricula intend to increase students’ participation and maximize 

their opportunities to practice the target language, pair and group work activities 

are more likely to be used while engaging in the activity (Doughty & Pica, 1986; 

Harmer, 1998). 

After presenting a brief description of the teachers’ role and the main features of 

the classroom activities under CLT-based curricula, the remaining part of this 

section tackles teachers’ knowledge about their roles as well as about the nature of 

classroom activities under the new curriculum. Generally, classroom activities are 

geared to achieve the curriculum objectives. Hence, it is expected that teachers’ 

knowledge of any curriculum objectives would, logically, be reflected in their 

awareness of the nature of classroom activities encouraged by that curriculum. The 

participating teachers in this study were no exception.  

To elaborate, as with curriculum objectives, Mr. Jasim was most aware of his new 

role and of the nature of classroom activities than each of Mr. Muhammad, Mr. 

Khalid and Mr. Ali. For the rest of the participating teachers, their knowledge about 

their role and the classroom activities was almost identical to what is suggested in 

traditional methods of teaching such as grammar translation and audio-lingual 

methods.  

To start with, Mr. Jasim raised a very important and interesting point. To him, 

curriculum is more than textbook content, and this is what many teachers failed to 

comprehend. Mr. Jasim stated that teachers’ role can widely differ from one 
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curriculum to another. In terms of the new English language curriculum, he argued 

that: 

The teacher’s role is now totally different. Instead of being a knowledge 
transmitter, the teacher’s role becomes more of a facilitator and an 
observer. So now I have to facilitate learning for students, keep the flow of 
conversations and activities running, and sometimes even be a participant 
of some activities just like any other student. I have to get myself closer 
and closer to the students, be their friend and their source of motivation 
for learning. Also, part of my job now is to detect differences between 
students so that an effective individualized teaching can be performed. 

Mr. Jasim was asked to provide an example of a classroom activity that is designed 

in accordance with CLT approach. He replied that if there is a writing activity, a 

composition for example about a picnic that Ali had yesterday, then the following 

three stages would be followed. 

The first stage would be grouping students into four or five small groups, each of 

four to five students. Mr. Jasim stated that what is critical when dividing up the 

class into groups is that students are equally being distributed into the groups 

according to their level of performance. In other words, it is important that those 

of the highest, or lowest performing students, are not being grouped together. The 

last step within this first stage, according to him, is to ask each group to choose a 

leader, or in other words a spokesperson who represents the group and speaks for 

them. 

Mr. Jasim stated that the second stage would be working together with the students 

to write the composition. In his words: 

For the second stage, I will do the following steps. First, I will ask students 
to work together for 10 minutes within their groups and write down all of 
the verbs, nouns, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions that could be used in a 
composition about a picnic. second, I will then ask each leader (….) to 
come to the green board and write all of the words s/he and their group 
members have gathered on the board, each word within its category, such 
as nouns, verbs and so on. At the end of this stage, there will be many 
vocabularies organized within few categories on the board. 
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The third and final stage, according to Mr. Jasim, would be writing up the 

composition. In this stage, Mr. Jasim stated that many students as much as time 

allows will be asked one after the other to come to the board and write one 

sentence using the words on the board. Mr. Jasim pointed out that discussions 

are conducted when mistakes are made: 

when one student makes a mistake in his/her sentence, the rest of the 
students are asked to work in pairs, groups or all together to find where the 
mistake is, and how it can be rectified.  

To Mr. Muhammad, teachers’ role under the new curriculum is less 

authoritative and less dominant while more supportive than it used to be. To 

him, teachers have to take a step back and give more space and power to their 

students under CLT-based curricula. 

In terms of teaching practices, Mr. Muhammad indicated that CLT demands 

different form of practices from those supported by Grammar Translation 

method. He stated that CLT approach asks teachers to conduct discussions in 

the class, use pair and group work and give more space to their students to 

express their beliefs and ideas, whether to their peers or to the teacher, 

through asking them open-ended questions. Mr. Muhammad gave the following 

example of a reading activity: 

Students within their groups could be asked to skim and scan a new passage 
and underline all the new words they could find. Discussions between 
students within each group will then ensue in an attempt to guess the 
meaning of the new words. If students fail to reach the meaning of any 
word, the teacher should not translate the word. Instead, s/he should 
explain it in the target language, put it in a sentence, give a synonym and 
so on. 

Mr. Muhammad pointed out that once students know the meaning of the new 

words, the teacher shall ask his/her students to give a summary of the passage, 

whether within their groups or in front of the whole class.  
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With relation to Mr. Khalid, teachers’ role under the new curriculum is a facilitator. 

To him, teacher-fronted approach is no longer acceptable in CLT-based curricula. 

Rather, teachers under communicative curriculum are expected to move between 

the students, or more precisely between one group of students and another. 

In relation to teaching practices, Mr. Khalid stated that while the teacher according 

to the old curriculum used to dominate the class, the new curriculum comes with a 

variety of activities that students, with the help and guidance of their teacher, 

should perform in the classroom. He asserted that pair and group activities should 

be heavily used when performing these classroom activities. Moreover, he 

illustrated that the new curriculum added many kinds or forms of classroom 

activities to those that teachers were usually implementing before the introduction 

of the new curriculum: 

Unlike the very limited classroom activities that teachers were 
implementing before, the new curriculum comes with a new set of 
communicative activities such as problem solving, role play, tasks to be 
completed by students, missing information that students need to search 
for using many resources including the internet.  

To Mr. Ali, the main difference in terms of teachers’ role under the new and the 

previous curricula can be seen in the amount of talk-time that teachers and 

students spend in each lesson. In other words, Mr. Ali believed that part of 

teachers’ role under the new curriculum is not to do the whole talk. Instead, 

teachers should encourage their students to talk whether with one another or with 

their teacher.  

Moreover, Mr. Ali stated that teachers have to be more tolerant towards students’ 

mistakes, especially those made in speaking activities. He explained that teachers 

should do their best to keep the conversation running rather than breaking the flow 

of a conversation every time and then for correcting their students’ mistakes. With 

relation to classroom activities, Mr. Ali pointed out that group work is the single 

most important activity in the new curriculum.   
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As a matter of fact, although many of the participating teachers referred to the 

importance of pair and group activities within the new curriculum, it was only Mr. 

Ali who conducted group work activities in his class. In other words, the rest of the 

teachers explained that given the time limitation, the large number of students 

inside the class and the inappropriate seating arrangement, pair and group work is 

deemed impossible in IDP schools. To Mr. Ali, although conducting pair and group 

activities is faced with many challenges in school camp settings, such activities 

should never be passed over. In his words: 

Pair and group activities are very important and can never be passed over 
even if there are challenges that limit or lessen the benefits out of such 
activities. For me, I conduct group work, and sometimes pair work, 
activities almost in every lesson. I know that students would benefit more if 
such activities are conducted in other settings, but this does not mean that 
such activities would be useless in this school.  

In two out of the three classroom observations that were made with Mr. Ali, group 

work activities were used in the classroom. However, what functions group work 

does are totally different to Mr. Ali than to Mr. Jasim. To explain, pair and/or group 

work has two main functions in Mr. Ali’s view: 

pair and/or group work activities are like other activities but are more 
important for the following two reasons. First, conducting such activities 
make the relationship between the students stronger as they constantly 
work with one another. The second reason is that students start to learn 
the importance of teamwork through indulging in group work activities. In 
my opinion, there is a great chance that students will take from their 
school the importance of teamwork and this can benefit them in their 
practical lives outside their schools. 

To Mr. Jasim, pair and/or group work activities have a totally different function. To 

him, learning occurs, and students get new knowledge when they interact with one 

another. In other words, Mr. Jasim believed that students, beside their teachers, 

are themselves considered as another source of knowledge when they benefit from 

each another through working among themselves. This is in line with CLT theorists 

who perceive learning as ‘a process which grows out of the interaction between 

learners, teachers, texts and activities’ (Melrose, 1991, p. 14). 
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Arguably, this is what Mr. Ali seems to be missing. To Mr. Ali, the teacher is still the 

only source of knowledge in the classroom and pair and group work activities are 

mainly used at the end of the class so that students repeat the information their 

teacher has transmitted to them earlier in that lesson. The group work activities 

that Mr. Ali conducted showed this clearly. To explain, during the classroom 

observation I noticed that the group work activities that Mr. Ali organized was 

merely for repetition purposes. Students were asked to tell their group members 

examples of one grammatical rule that Mr. Ali was explaining during the whole 

lesson. 

In fact, beside Mr. Jasim, only Mr. Muhammad seems to realize that pair and group 

work activities are used as a tool for learning and not for mere repetition. Mr. 

Muhammad, as was mention above, indicated that learning occurs when students 

are being put in certain situations and asked to work in pairs and/or in groups 

among themselves.  

To the remaining participating teachers, learning does not occur when students 

interact with each other. Instead, new information is transmitted to students only 

from their teacher and every activity used in the class is for instilling the newly 

transmitted information in the students’ minds. 

With relation to other teachers’ knowledge of their new role and of the nature of 

classroom activities under the new curriculum, it was mainly limited to less focus 

on grammar and more concentration on oral skills. In other words, they seemed to 

believe that the differences between the two curricula are mainly related to 

differences in knowledge-content (textbook). Put differently, their understandings 

of the new curriculum confined to the limitation of differences between the old and 

the new textbooks provided as part of each curriculum.  

Beside textbook content, they also indicated that involvement of pair and group 

work is encouraged in the new curriculum. As indicated above, pair and group work 

activities for those teachers mean that students work together to either take turn 
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in reciting dialogues, or simply repeat what their teacher was explaining during that 

lesson. 

Based on what has been presented above, it is clear that the majority of the 

teachers lacked a sufficient knowledge not only regarding the new curriculum 

objectives, but also about their role and the nature of classroom activities 

encouraged by the curriculum. For this reason, it can be claimed that teachers’ 

lack of commitment to the instructions of the new curriculum, as will be discussed 

in the next chapter, was not only caused by the challenging teaching settings. 

Rather, their unawareness of the new curriculum, beside many other reasons, led 

the teachers to heavily follow a transmission-oriented teaching. 

However, as the present research seeks to investigate the impact of the new 

teaching context on the practices the Iraqi secondary school EFL teachers use in the 

IDP camps, it should be mentioned that teachers’ limited knowledge about the new 

curriculum is partially related to their teaching context (IDP camps). To elaborate, 

the participating teachers indicated that they were deprived from the means 

through which they can know more about the new curriculum. They referred to 

three main points. First, basic learning materials are in short supply in IDP camp 

schools. Consequently, the majority of English language teachers in IDP camps did 

not have a copy of the teacher’s book. Importantly, it is the teacher’s book that 

provides much information about the curriculum including teachers’ role and 

classroom activities.  

This was made clear by Mr. Othman when stating that one of the biggest challenges 

that teachers face when they execute the new curriculum is that they do not know 

what to focus on, or in other words what to teach. When Mr. Othman was asked to 

give more explanation about this particular challenge, he replied that the new 

curriculum is made of a set of three books; student’s book, teacher’s book and 

activity book. He pointed out that while the student’s book is mainly comprised of a 

collection of passages, the purpose behind each of these passages is explained in 

the teacher’s book: 
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The teacher’s book tells you that the purpose of this passage, for example, 
is to teach students the use of one particular preposition and so on. Not 
only this, but more information about the best teaching method and what 
classroom activities to implement when explaining that one preposition is 
also provided. For the activity book, it only contains exercises that are 
usually given to students as homework. As you can easily guess, it is not 
only necessary that each teacher has a copy of the teacher’s book, but it is 
indispensable if correct implementation of the curriculum is to be gained 

Second, since IDP camps are located far from the main cities, supervisors (or field 

inspectors) rarely visit camp schools. The participating teachers asserted that 

supervisors come only once or none to each camp schools during a whole academic 

year. Moreover, the teachers indicated that even when supervisors visit their 

school, they pay no attention to issues like teaching methods, classroom activities 

and/or teachers’ role. Rather, supervisors are only concerned with teachers’ 

progress in terms of covering the textbook content and in checking teachers’ 

absenteeism. As Mr. Salah stated: 

When the last time the supervisor came to this school, he was not 
concerned at all with how the teachers teach. Actually, he did not even 
enter the classroom to make an actual classroom observation.  He just 
gathered all the English language teachers in the teachers’ room and 
started to ask us about our progress concerning covering the textbook 
content. Moreover, as the rate of teachers’ absenteeism is high in camp 
schools, he warned us that he would not be tolerating anymore with 
excessive absences.  

Mr. Othman also discussed this issue. He indicated that supervisors normally utilize 

their expertise and knowledge to widen teachers’ understandings about the 

curriculum and how it can be effectively implemented. In IDP camps, Mr. Othman 

added, supervisors come to schools just to assert that the whole curriculum should 

be covered by the end of the academic year. 

Third, teachers argued that one of the challenges that they were facing in camp 

schools was the absence of any kind of training programmes. Many teachers 

believed that without training programmes, implementation of the new curriculum 

would not be rewarding for most teachers. Mr. Abdullah commented that training 
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programmes are what English language teachers in IDP camps need the most. In his 

words: 

When there is a new curriculum, training programmes should be provided so 
that teachers have the chance to know more about the curriculum and how 
it could be implemented effectively. Without these programmes, most 
teachers will face many difficulties when dealing with the new curriculum. 
This is what we suffer from here and what we need the most. None of the 
teachers in IDP camps has ever been invited to attend such programmes. 
Training programmes are now running only for those teachers who teach in 
non-camp schools. 

It is, however, important to assert that the three points presented above by no 

means imply that all teachers in non-camp schools have ample or even satisfactory 

knowledge about the curriculum. Rather, camp school teachers’ limited knowledge 

about the new curriculum is to some extent related to their workplace (IDP camps), 

and that they could have more opportunities to know more about the curriculum if 

they were teaching elsewhere, or in other words in non-camp schools. 

5.3 Teachers’ beliefs concerning the applicability of the new 

curriculum 

One of the main goals of this research is to find out how the new teaching context 

(IDP camp) affects teachers’ implementation of the new English language 

curriculum. To reach an accurate answer for this question, teachers’ beliefs 

concerning the new curriculum in light of their new teaching context should be 

investigated. The literature on curriculum innovation clearly shows that teachers 

would not pay effort to change their behaviors, and hence their teaching practices, 

unless they hold a positive view about the effectiveness of the new curriculum in 

their given context.     

Literature on curriculum innovation emphasizes that teachers tend to judge 

curricula before putting them into practice (Rajab, 2013; Iskandar, 2014). Knowing 

that the new curriculum was produced shortly before the displacement took place 

in Iraq in 2014, the new curriculum was not therefore intended for IDP camp 
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context. As was indicated earlier, before 2014 (when displacement happened), no 

schooling ever took place in any sort of camps all over Iraq. Hence, to understand 

how the new teaching context influenced teachers’ implementation of the new 

curriculum, it was crucial to have a discussion with the teachers about their beliefs 

concerning the effectiveness of the new curriculum in their camp school. 

When probed about the effectiveness of the new English language curriculum, 

teachers’ responses varied greatly. Out of the nine teachers (including the 

withdrawn female), two teachers stated that the old English language curriculum, 

regardless of teaching context, was better than the new curriculum on all level. 

Three teachers assumed that the new curriculum, in whatever context is executed, 

is more effective and beneficial to students than the old one. However, due to the 

many challenges that teachers were facing in camp schools, they also stated that 

the new curriculum lost most of its effectiveness in camp settings. The rest of the 

four teachers indicated that although the new curriculum would be more beneficial 

to students in better settings, they believed that the old curriculum would be more 

suitable in IDP camp settings. In other words, the majority of the participating 

teachers (seven out of nine) believed that the new curriculum could only bring its 

desired aims when it is executed in smaller and better equipped classrooms.  

Prior conducting the interviews, I was keen to find out teachers’ opinions 

concerning the new curriculum itself i.e. regardless of teaching context, and to 

what extent they believed that their school context had influenced the 

effectiveness of the curriculum. For this reason, I asked the teachers first to discuss 

their points of view concerning the curriculum itself disregarding in which context it 

is executed.  

Mr. Muhammad stated that the new curriculum keeps pace with the development of 

teaching and learning that is happening all over the world. He argued that the old 

curriculum was made in the seventies and is simply outdated. To him, teaching is 

like any other field which develops over time and innovation, in terms of modifying 

or introducing new curricula, is needed to keep up with such development: 



140 | P a g e  
 

In the last twenty years, new trends and understandings about teaching and 
learning have been created and spread all over the world. The new 
curriculum clearly accommodates some of these understandings. So, 
introducing this curriculum was the right thing to do for Iraq as it simply 
takes teaching and learning to a new level that has been proven to be 
effective in many countries. 

Mr. Khalid indicated that he is convinced of the effectiveness of the new curriculum 

as it was produced by English curriculum experts: 

When you know that this curriculum was produced by a group of English 
curriculum specialists [Garnet Education], you become more convinced of 
its effectiveness. My point is you become convinced as you know that it is 
not like something that may or may not prove to be effective. It is more 
like a curriculum that has been studied, tested and modified many times by 
curriculum experts to ensure its quality. 

Mr. Jasim added more to the discussion on how the new curriculum was built on up-

to-date understandings of teaching and learning that aim to improve students’ skills 

over the English language. He mentioned that teaching the English language, 

according to the new curriculum, should be done through an interplay between the 

teacher and his/her students. To him, this strategy is not only effective, but livens 

the class and makes it more enjoyable as well: 

According to the new curriculum, students learn the [English] language 
through their interactions with the teacher. In the past, teachers dictate 
while students listen. Students [in the past] were just passive listeners and 
teachers were doing their best to keep a tight control over the class, to 
remain the only speakers in the classroom. Now it is the teachers’ job to 
motivate their students to interact. In my opinion, this is not only a more 
effective strategy, but also more enjoyable for teachers and students. 

Lastly, in stating his opinion about the new curriculum, Mr. Abdullah referred to the 

amount of useful vocabularies that the new curriculum offers to the students 

comparing with the old curriculum: 

In every page in the textbook [of the new curriculum], you can find new 
vocabularies that cover many spheres of life. Unlike the old curriculum 
which mainly focused on improving students’ grammar through using a 
very limited set of vocabularies, the new curriculum discusses in one 
page a historical figure, and in the next page it discusses some 
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technological issues like emails and mobile phones. In few years, we will 
see our students speak and write on many topics due to the wide range 
of vocabularies they learn from this curriculum. 

Notwithstanding their explicit satisfaction towards the new curriculum, the 

majority of the teachers turned this satisfaction into dissatisfaction when asked 

about the effectiveness of the curriculum in their current context. In other words, 

teachers argued that the new curriculum would only bring fruitful results when it is 

implemented in better schools where smaller classrooms are filled with teaching 

and learning resources.  

As a matter of fact, the effect of the context on teachers’ implementation of the 

curriculum was something obvious even before the data collection started. When 

teachers were asked to participate in this research and were informed that 

classroom observations would be used to collect data, the influence of the context 

on their practices began to surface. In other words, upon realizing that I would be 

in the classroom to observe their implementation of the curriculum, teachers 

immediately began to explain how the context had compelled them to execute the 

curriculum in a way against their will.  

Mr. Jasim argued that he considered himself a lucky teacher in terms of deeply 

comprehending the new curriculum objectives and how it should be implemented. 

He mentioned that he was chosen amongst thousands of teachers to attend a 

training programme on the new curriculum, which was run by some well-

experienced teachers who in turn had been directly trained by three English experts 

delegated by Garnet Education. 

Mr. Jasim stated that although he exactly knew what he was supposed to do in light 

of the new curriculum, the current context limited his choices and offered him a 

very little space to do his role properly. For this reason, he asked me to thoroughly 

consider the challenging context when analyzing his and his colleagues’ teaching 

practices. 
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Mr. Hasan illustrated that if the intention behind conducting this research was to 

investigate teachers’ implementation of the new curriculum, then what I would 

observe in his school would not be an accurate reflection of how all the Iraqi 

English language teachers implement the curriculum. He also added that teachers 

were facing so many barriers in his school that made their practices only logical 

when taking in consideration their teaching context.  

Mr. Salah stated that the way he was dealing with the curriculum would not be the 

same if he was a teacher in another school. He pointed out that the surrounding 

context limited his options in terms of teaching practices and made him ignore 

many teaching strategies that he believes to be beneficial. Mr. Salah indicated that 

although he himself was not satisfied with the way he was implementing the new 

curriculum, he believed that this cannot fault him as a teacher as he had no power 

to change the surrounding context so that useful teaching strategies could be used 

in the classroom. 

Lastly, Mr. Khalid was anxious that his practices would be confused with his 

knowledge. He mentioned that in such context teachers form their practices not on 

the basis of what they know, but more on what they can do. He stressed that what I 

was going to observe in his classroom would not reflect what he believed to be the 

right implementation of the curriculum. To him, no matter how much teachers 

know about the curriculum or how many years of teaching experience they have, it 

is the context that will gear their practices eventually. 

To conclude, it is obvious that teachers were anxious that their knowledge about 

the curriculum and about their role as teachers would be judged based on their 

practices. This anxiety that teachers showed upon realizing that they would be 

observed clearly revealed the influence of the context on their practices. Such 

influence can also be seen through the participating teachers’ assertion that 

teaching in camp schools should never be compared with teaching in non-camp 

schools. 
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Throughout their interviews, teachers kept referring back to this issue. They 

mentioned some serious barriers that stand against an appropriate implementation 

of the new curriculum. Relying on what teachers stated in their interviews, coupled 

with fieldnotes taken from classroom observations, the next three sections will 

discuss the main barriers that teachers faced when implementing the curriculum. It 

is critical to indicate that the following three sections will mainly consider the 

barriers, whereas how these barriers eventually formed their implementation of the 

new curriculum will be discussed in the next chapter. 

5.3.1 Class size 

Throughout the classroom observations, many of the fieldnotes that I wrote related 

to the big number of students. It was obvious that class size was a serious barrier 

not only toward an accurate implementation of the new curriculum, but also 

toward a proper teaching and learning. The average class size, specially of the first 

school, exceeds 70 students. 

Teachers discussed how only the class size, let alone other barriers, makes it 

completely illogical to expect that one teacher could execute the curriculum 

properly. The big class size barrier, according to both teachers’ beliefs and the 

fieldnotes taken during classroom observations, had many impacts on teaching and 

learning. One of these impacts relates to students’ participations. To explain, 

giving enough time to each student to participate becomes something unattainable 

in large classes. 

Teachers continuously talked about the contradiction between how the curriculum 

asks them to make their students engage in a variety of activities, and the number 

of students when taking the time into consideration. When Mr. Khalid was asked 

about whether he had changed his teaching practices upon the introduction of the 

new curriculum, he replied that nothing could be changed. He then stated that he 

is fully aware of the differences between the old and the new curriculum, as he is a 

holder of an M.Sc. in English language teaching and he has studied teaching 

methods and approaches during his M.Sc. journey. 
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To support his claim of his knowledge about the difference between the two 

curricula, Mr. Khalid stated that the old curriculum was based on the Grammar-

Translation approach whereas the new curriculum is based on the Communicative 

Language Teaching approach. He added that one of the main differences, among 

many others, is that while the old curriculum focuses more on the written form at 

the expense of the oral form, the new curriculum closed this gap as oral skills are 

being given at least the same importance as the reading and writing skills.  

Moreover, he pointed out that while the teacher according to the old curriculum 

used to dominate the class, the new curriculum comes with a variety of activities 

that students, with the help and guidance of their teacher, should perform in the 

classroom. 

However, knowing that the new curriculum highly values the importance of the oral 

skills and encourages teacher to make his/her students engage with different 

activities was not enough to bring about change. This can be noted when Mr. Khalid 

linked his knowledge about the curriculum with class size: 

I know that students according to the new curriculum should continuously 
being encouraged to speak, I mean to participate in the class using the 
English language to improve their speaking skills, and to perform many 
activities in the classroom. Now I know that while other teachers might 
ignore their new roles and hence keep dominating their classes, has in fact 
no value in this school with these large classes. 

These words show Mr. Khalid’s resistance to change his teaching practices because 

of the large number of students. Mr. Khalid stated that student-centered approach 

can only be applicable in small classes when a reasonable time can be given to each 

student while performing different activities: 

It is clear that the new curriculum is based on Communicative Language 
Teaching Approach where student-centered approach should be followed. 
This can only work in small class sizes so that each student can take enough 
time to participate in a thirty-minutes English class. The new curriculum 
was not made for such settings and can never be successful with the current 
situation. 
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In line with what Mr. Khalid believed, Mr. Jasim pointed out that the proper 

settings that the new curriculum should be implemented in, from its designers’ 

points of view, differ widely from IDP camp settings. He indicated that the Iraqi 

teachers (who run the training programme that he attended in early 2014) had been 

informed directly by the English experts that the new curriculum can best work and 

bring its most desired outcome only in small class sizes, where the number of 

students in each class should not exceed twenty. He added that: 

According to the English experts, the curriculum might not be any effective 
when students’ number reaches forty. This is why many teachers believe 
that the new curriculum can by no means be effective in camp schools. 
When the curriculum clearly asks you that you should spend no more than 
15 minutes on a reading activity that all students should be involved in, and 
there are more than fifty-five students in the class, then how can you 
commit yourself to the instruction of the curriculum? 

Mr. Ali discussed the influence of the class size on his teaching. He firstly stated 

that the average size of the classes in his school exceeds 70. He argued that 

although there were many classes with slightly above 65 students, there were also 

other few classes with around 100 students, which made the average size of the 

classes in his school exceeded 70. He added: 

So, if I to let my students practice the language to improve their speaking 
skills, which is what the curriculum emphasizes, how much time do I need 
to make each student speak only for a couple of minutes when the average 
class size exceeds seventy? 

Apparently, the large classes in the IDP camp schools was a real hurdle towards 

conducting many forms of teaching activities included in the curriculum. The 

fieldnotes taken during the classroom observations showed that teachers tended to 

ignore almost all of the activities that demand students to perform individually, in 

pairs or even in small groups. Even when not ignored, such activities are performed 

differently. For example, in many activities where according to the new curriculum 

all the students should take turn in reading a certain passage, teachers read out the 

passage twice and then asked two or three students to reread the same passage by 
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dividing up the passage into two or three parts and allocated one part to each 

student. 

The same teaching strategies were followed with speaking or writing activities.  In 

one of the classroom observations, Mr. Khalid informed the students that he was 

going to explain one of the important topics in the textbook that demonstrates the 

step by step process of writing formal mails. Mr. Khalid explained to his students 

that according to the curriculum, he should give them a general outline on how to 

write mails and then ask them to write their own copies as homework. Mr. Khalid 

added that according to the curriculum, the teacher should collect the homework in 

the next day and each of their copies would then be discussed in the classroom: 

In this discussion, we should find out how many mistakes or errors are there 
in each copy and then we should work together to rectify these mistakes 
and errors. In this way, you will remember how to write mails for many 
years to come 

After explaining how students should be taught to write formal mails in light of the 

curriculum, he told his students that another strategy would be followed because of 

their large numbers: 

But given your numbers this is going to take us a very long time. For this 
reason, I will write on the board one form of a formal mail as a sample and 
I want you all to copy that on your copybooks. You need to memorize every 
single word and when you will be asked in the final examination to write a 
mail, you just need to put down what you have already memorized. 

It is evident how, due to the effect of class size, Mr. Khalid was compelled to align 

his teaching practices not with the instruction of the curriculum which he believed 

to be more beneficial to his students, but more on what could best comply with 

large classes. 

Hence, it can be argued that teachers’ choice of teaching methods was, at least 

partially, based on students’ numbers inside the classroom. Ehrenberg et al. 

(2001a) revealed that teachers teach differently in smaller classes than in 

overcrowded classes. They counted some instructional activities that teachers may 
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avoid in overcrowded classes such as problem solving, extensive writing, provide 

more feedback on students’ written work, extensive discussions, small groups 

activities, or all other activities that could be more effective within small classes. 

In other words, unlike the old curriculum which was designed to be taught through 

teacher-centered approach, the new curriculum is designed to be executed through 

student-centered approach. As is known, one of the main concepts that student-

centered approach focuses on is maximizing students’ participation. As explained 

above, teachers showed a tendency towards avoiding students’ participations as 

this can take enormous time in large classes. Hence, students’ participations 

become very limited in large classes, where only a small proportion of the students 

gains an opportunity to engage in the class. 

Moreover, it was observed that students’ engagements, though very limited, were 

mainly performed by those who were seated on the front benches. Therefore, many 

students in the classrooms were not attended to. According to Yelkpieri et al. 

(2012), weaker students are usually the ones who are not attended to in 

overpopulated classes as they can find their ways to hide from their teacher. This 

means that weaker students had little chance in receiving their teachers’ intention, 

which they most need. 

On a larger scale, when only a small proportion of students participate in the 

classroom and thus receive attention from their teachers, students’ individual 

differences will not be noted. When this happens, individualized teaching is less 

likely to take place. It is known that one of the main aims behind applying student-

centered approach, in contrast to teacher-centered approach, is to find out 

individual differences so that individualized teaching can then be followed to 

address each student’s specific needs (Blatchford et al. 2012).  

The data reveals that the teaching methods used in the two camp schools, due to 

the large classes, did not cater for individual differences among the students. 

Consequently, the uniqueness and/or weakness of the majority of the students, in 

camp schools, was not recognized as teachers looked at them as ‘a homogenous 



148 | P a g e  
 

group with common abilities, interests, styles of learning, and motivation’ (Mintah, 

2014: 86-7).  

Mr. Othman, for example, pointed out that due to the large number of students, he 

found himself uncapable of checking each student’s level of understanding: 

With more than sixty students in the classroom, there is no time to check 
how much each student understands at the end of the class. With such large 
classes, many of the students without question understand very little. But if 
you ask me to name these many students then I would not give you a name 
as I simply do not know how much each student comprehends. 

Mr. Muhammed stated that individual teaching could only be given when teacher 

knows his/her students first: 

Every time I am in the class, I look at students and see some new faces. I 
honestly do not know if they are students or just friends of some students. 
When I do not know my student in the first place, it logically becomes 
impossible to offer individualized teaching.  

As a matter of fact, research on large classes has been consistent in showing that 

the individual attention given to students is, to a large extent, affected by the 

number of students inside the classroom (Betts & Shkolnik, 1999, Molnar et al., 

1999, Blatchford et al., 2011). Logically, students in smaller classrooms get more 

attention and being dealt with as individuals rather than as a group. In other words, 

teachers in small classrooms could allocate more time to know students better and 

identify their individual needs.  

Hence, while students get the chance to be active members in small classes by 

interacting among themselves and with the teacher, students in camp schools are 

more like passive learners as they sit and listen to their teacher without having an 

active role due to their large numbers. It is worth mentioning that students’ active 

role inside the classroom is of great importance and vital element that strongly 

decides how much students learn. Ehrenberg et al. (2001b: 2) believed that it is the 

number of the active interacting students which decides how much students learn. 

For this reason, Finn et al. (2003) opined that of all the negative effects that 
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overcrowded classrooms could imply, the small amount of students’ engagement 

could be the most harmful as it severely reduces their actual learning. 

To conclude, it has been discussed above how the large classes in IDP camp schools 

have affected teachers’ choices of teaching methods. It has also been argued that 

teachers tended to give very little space to students’ individual engagement, as 

allocating time to each student in large classes takes enormous time. Consequently, 

individualized instruction was not followed since students’ individual differences in 

terms of mastering the English language was not identified in the first place. 

Moreover, literature on class size (Rice, 1999; Molnar et al. 1999; Blatchford et al. 

2002) has linked between overpopulated classrooms and instructional time in such a 

way that the larger the class, the less instructional time. With relation to the 

present study, the data reveals that teachers did not only see themselves 

compelled to change their teaching methods due to large classes, but were also 

faced with the challenge of covering the curriculum due to time-limitation.  

As this section sheds light on how teachers in camp schools were unable to 

implement the new curriculum properly due to the large classes, the next section 

will discuss in particular the challenge of covering the curriculum in camp schools, 

regardless of what teaching methods are being used. 

5.3.2 Time pressure 

Throughout their interview, teachers pointed out that the real challenge they faced 

was covering the curriculum. Teachers indicated that covering the textbook from 

cover to cover was something unattainable in their context. To Mr. Abdullah, 

following whether a student-centered approach or a teacher-centered approach is 

not the main concern for teachers in camp schools. Instead, how much of the 

material being covered is what matters in such context: 

Switching from teacher-centered to student-centered approach to 
implement the curriculum properly is not really what teaches think about in 
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camp schools. You begin to think about how to teach more effectively only 
when you first know that all the material will be covered. 

Mr. Khalid stated that student-centered approach takes more time than teacher-

centered approach. He then argued that covering the whole curriculum in camp 

schools is unachievable even with the teacher-centered approach being followed. 

His justification came through linking the large classes with the real instructional 

time. To him, teachers in his school need at least four to five minutes, at the 

beginning of the class, to firstly get students on their benches and then to take the 

register. During what is left of the class time, according to Mr. khalid, another few 

minutes are always lost on non-teaching issues specially in large classes like 

controlling the class: 

Superficially English language lessons extend for 30 minutes, this is what 
you see on the timetable. In reality, the actual instructional time is no 
more than twenty minutes. The way I see it, covering the new curriculum in 
this school’s crowded classrooms is simply trying to catch a mirage. 

Other teachers added to the discussion of the actual teaching time. To Mr. 

Muhammed, while the difference between class time and actual instructional time 

might not be significant in small classes, a remarkable distinction becomes clearly 

notable in large classes: 

When there is let us say only twenty students in your class, non-teaching 
issues do not take considerable time. But when the classroom is 
overpopulated, the instruction for one reason or another stops every now 
and then. One student asks to go to the toilet, another student comes to 
the classroom late and knocks the door and so on. At the end of the class, 
considerable time has been lost and this is what is happening in this school. 

Blatchford et al. (2012) referred to this issue. To them, teachers in overpopulated 

classrooms spend more time in procedural and domestic matters (such as taking the 

registers, dealing with accidents) and consequently leaving less time for actual 

instruction, i.e. less overall amount of teaching. 

In this vein, the data also reveals that classroom control was another barrier in 

camp schools. According to the teachers, classroom control and management is not 
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only something hard to obtain in camp schools’ classrooms, but also something that 

influences the amount of teaching. 

Mr. Salah pointed out that what takes most of the class time is not the procedural 

matters, such as taking the register, but rather the students’ side talk which 

increases in large classes. To him, students become uncontrollable in large classes 

which heavily reduces the instructional time: 

When a teacher stops the instruction to ask a student to be quiet, which 
happens occasionally here in this school due to its large classes, s/he mostly 
does not proceed from where s/he stopped. As you know, explanation of 
any topic has to be all coherent and connected. Therefore, s/he has to re-
explain the point s/he was talking about from the beginning.  

Mr. Salah added that If the instruction is stopped just five times during the thirty-

minute class, then this would considerably reduce the instructional time. In line 

with Mr. Salah, the fieldnotes taken throughout classroom observations clearly show 

teachers’ difficulties over controlling students’ behaviors and keeping them focused 

in the class. Instructions were frequently being stopped due to students’ side talk, 

and/or to their disciplinary problems which were interrupting the flow of the class, 

breaking the concentration of other students and significantly slowing the teaching 

progress. 

Literature on overcrowded classrooms has thoroughly showed that control and 

management are serious issues of concern in overcrowded classrooms. Cooper 

(1989) and Ehrenberg et al. (2001b) indicated that reducing the number of students 

in a class leads to a more students on task and less off task behavior. Conversely, 

too much teacher to whole class talk, which is heavily used in overpopulated 

classes, leads to a lack of an individualized ‘teacher-student environment’ i.e. 

limited students’ engagement inside the class and thus more students’ off task 

behaviors.  

With relation to students’ discipline, many studies (Blatchford & Mortimore, 1994; 

Rice, 1999; Stasz & Stecher, 2000 and Blatchford et al. 2011) point out that due to 

the deficiency in individualized contact with every student, students’ discipline 
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tends to be more difficult in overpopulated classes. In other words, students 

misbehave more in overcrowded classes and as a result, establishing and 

maintaining order tends to be a major problem.  

Undoubtedly, students’ side talk and disciplinary problems reduce the overall 

amount of teaching and thus how much material can be covered. The presence of 

these issues inside the camp schools’ classrooms exacerbate the problem of lack of 

time. It is worth mentioning that beside large classes, there are other reasons that 

make classes in IDP camps uncontrollable. A more explanation on these reasons will 

be given in sections 5.4.2, 5.4.3 and 5.4.4. 

As the present study is specifically interested in issues related to IDP camp settings, 

it should be mentioned that overpopulated classrooms, as a matter of fact, is one 

of the main challenges that educational sectors within developing countries suffer 

from (Yelkpieri et al. 2012). Iraq as a developing country is no exception. Based on 

my experience as a former English language teacher at secondary school level in 

Iraq, a student-teacher ratio of 50-1 is not something unusual in public secondary 

schools, though not very popular.  

Although the average class size in IDP camp schools is distinctly bigger comparing to 

other public schools, a student-teacher ratio of 50-1 still falls far away from an 

‘excellent’ classroom setting that allows teachers to implement the new curriculum 

properly. By the same token, issues of students’ side talk and disciplinary problems 

can be argued to be present in other non-camp schools. 

However, the time-limitation challenge that the present study discusses is more 

severe in school camp settings for two reasons. Firstly, the average class size is still 

bigger in camp schools than in other non-camp schools and hence, procedural 

matters take longer times. Secondly, the time barrier that teachers face in the 

camp schools is not the mere result of large classes. In fact, there are other reasons 

which contributed in making time a real challenge for the teachers in camp schools. 
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To elaborate, it was evident from the early stages of collecting the data that 

teachers in double shift camp schools had less time to cover the curriculum than 

those in non-camp schools. Throughout the classroom observations, it was noticed 

that the duration of the English class was only thirty minutes, while it is normally 

40 minutes in other non-camp secondary schools.  

When the two headteachers of the two participating schools were asked about the 

reason behind decreasing the class duration, they indicated that the first reason 

was because of the double-shift system, whereas the second reason related to camp 

schools’ location. To give more explanation, IDP camps are located outside the 

main cities in Iraq.  Teachers at camp schools came mostly from the nearest cities 

to the camps and hence commuting long distances to their work. For this reason, 

schools inside IDP camps open at 8.30 a.m. (instead of 8.00 as with other non-camp 

schools) as most teachers would not be able to be in their schools earlier than 8.30, 

as the two headteachers indicated. 

As camp schools open later than other non-camp schools to give teachers time to 

reach the schools, the headteachers added that camp schools also close earlier than 

other double shift non-camp schools to give students time to reach their 

destination. To explain, the schools are located inside massive camps that extend 

over vast areas as each camp houses tens of thousands of IDPs. The headteachers 

indicated that for safety reasons, they close their schools long before sunset 

(around three hours) to give all students time to reach their final destination in 

daylight. 

The headteacher of the first school explained that although those students who live 

in the opposite side of the camp can reach their destinations within approximately 

an hour, it is of utmost importance in IDP camps that all students reach their place 

at least an hour and a half before complete darkness. He added that if any student 

does not reach his/her place at the daily regular time, whether because s/he got 

lost or for any other reason, there would still be some time left for their families to 

look for them before it would get dark. 
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In this vein, it should be mentioned that there was no outdoor light inside these 

camps. Therefore, it was of dire importance for the headteachers that schools must 

close long before sunset as they stressed that it would not be safe for any student 

to stay outside their tent after sunset. 

As camp schools open later and close earlier that other non-camp double shift 

schools, the class time was reduced from 40 to 30 minutes as the school day time 

was shorter than other non-camp double shift schools. This, however, is one of the 

main distinctions between large classes in camp and non-camp schools. 

Mr. Muhammed referred to the impact of the class time reduction on covering the 

material. To him, the curriculum was designed to be executed in a fixed number of 

40-minute English language classes over an academic year. When the class time is 

reduced and not compensated with increasing the number of classes over an 

academic year, this simply means that teachers would not be able to implement all 

of the materials properly: 

The curriculum was designed in accordance with the class length and the 
number of the English classes over a year. it is a simple equation. On one 
side of the equation there is the textbook’s content, and on the other side 
of the equation there is a fixed number of let us say hours. Changing one 
side will eventually change the entire outcome.  If no extra classes are 
given to compensate the class time reduction, or in other words to meet 
the fixed number of hours needed to cover the curriculum, this clearly 
means that teachers can never cover all of the curriculum effectively. 

Beside instructional time, the overall number of school days over an academic year 

is another distinction between camp and non-camp schools, regardless of their class 

size. Throughout their explanations of the difficulty to cover the curriculum, the 

participating teachers pointed out that school days are less in their schools than in 

other non-camp schools. In his interview, Mr. Othman pointed out that schooling 

stops in camp schools for many days during each academic year. One reason behind 

stop schooling, as Mr. Othman stated, is the weather: 
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Schooling stops in days of extreme cold and heat. I guess anyone agrees 
that attending the school, whether for teachers or students, in such days 
with no heating and/or cooling systems becomes something impossible. 

The impossibility of attending the school, that Mr. Othman referred to, was further 

explained by Mr. Salah: 

In camps winter is colder and summer is hotter than inside Mosul, or any 
other Iraqi city. When in Mosul, as you know, temperature in summer gets 
over 55 and below zero in winter, it is not hard to imagine how attending 
schools would be unrealistic here in this camp with no heating and cooling 
systems. 

When Mr. Salah was probed to give more details on how long schooling stops, he 

added that the school reopens once it becomes sensible for the students to sit on 

their benches and comprehend what their teachers are communicating to them: 

The school does not close all summer and all winter. But when it gets to 
certain situations that you see all of the students shivering or heavily 
sweating, the school closes. I mean what is the point of bringing them to 
the classrooms if they would not listen to a word their teacher is saying any 
way. The only thing they would take from attending the school is illness. 
So, once we believe that bringing students back on their benches makes any 
sense, school reopens.  

As the decision of closing the schools belongs to the headteachers, I was keen to 

know their points of view regarding school closure. Expectedly, the two 

headteachers indicated that students’ healthiness is one of the top priorities for 

any headteacher. To them, although school closure effects covering the learning 

materials, students’ well-being is a higher priority.  

Moreover, they indicated that with the overcrowded classrooms in their schools, the 

likelihood of spreading infectious diseases is higher than in other non-camp schools. 

Hence, schooling during days of severe cold and heat in camp schools is seen, by 

camp schools’ headteachers, as risky to their students’ healthiness specially with 

the very poor ventilation systems in camp schools. 
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Beside days of extreme cold and heat, camp schools close on rainy days for two 

reasons, as the participating teachers pointed out. First, as the majority of the 

classrooms in camp schools are basically tents, rains penetrate the tents and simply 

make schooling pointless. Second, even if the majority of the classrooms (as with 

the second participating school) are made of caravans, and thus prevent the rain 

from getting inside, reaching the school in rainy days is an arduous challenge that 

all teachers and students avoid. 

To elaborate, as camps have been built in deserted rural areas, walking inside these 

camps on rainy days is a tough challenge as these camps turn into muddy puddles. 

As one headteacher pointed out, camp schools on rainy days close simply because 

no student would be willing to pay an effort to come to the school anyway. The 

headteachers stated that even when the rain stops, camp schools do not open until 

the ground dries up which could take two to three days. 

The last weather-related factor that reduces the number of school days in camp 

schools is wind. Unlike the previous factors (reduced class time and school closure 

during rainy and in severe cold and heat days) which influenced all camp schools 

similarly, the impact of wind on camp schools varies from one camp school to 

another. To explain, the more tents and less caravans in the school, the more 

severe the impact of wind on schooling in that school and vice versa. 

With relation to the two participating schools in this study, the first school was 

mainly made of tents and only a few caravans. However, more caravans than tents 

made the second school. For this reason, it was those teachers from the first 

participating school who discussed the effect of wind on their school.  

When probed to give more explanation about the challenge of time, Mr. Muhammed 

talked about many factors that slow teachers’ progress in covering the curriculum, 

one of which is school closure due to wind: 

Schooling [in the first participating school] has been stopped twice only in 
this academic year due to wind. The wind destroyed most of the tents, or in 
other word most of the school, in the two times [….]. As the school has no 
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spare tents, all we could do was waiting for new tents. This took more than 
two weeks in the first time and around 10 days in the second time. 

Mr. Hasan added to this discussion. He pointed out that covering the curriculum in 

IDP camp school is a serious challenge due to school closures. To Mr. Hasan, it is 

illogical to ask teachers in IDP camp schools to cover the same curriculum that 

other non-camp schools could hardly cover: 

The new curriculum is unquestionably more condensed and more time 
consuming than the previous curriculum. Teachers in non-camp schools face 
difficulties in covering it from cover to cover. It is completely illogical to 
ask teachers to cover the same curriculum when the class time is 30 
minutes instead of 40 minutes, in a school that closes many times and for 
many reasons during the year. Only because of the wind, this school has 
been closed around a month. 

Based on what has been argued above, it is clear that the actual time for covering 

the curriculum in camp schools is significantly less than in other non-camp schools. 

This can be seen whether in the shorter class time or in the smaller number of 

school days over an academic year. In fact, there are other two factors which add 

to the challenge of covering the curriculum over an academic year. Unlike the 

previous challenges of reduced class time and a smaller number of school days, 

these two factors relate directly to teachers themselves. 

The two teachers-related factors are shortage in teachers’ number and teachers’ 

absenteeism and turnover. With relation to the first factor, it was observed during 

collecting the data that there was insufficient number of English language teachers 

in the two participating schools, though it was more severe in the first school due 

to its larger number of students comparing with the second school.  

To elaborate, I noticed that the English language teachers were running a distinctly 

tight schedule. Many of them actually had consecutive classes with no break, for 

five days a week, except for the two ten-minute breaks during the whole day-work. 

The condensed schedules for the teachers, however, did not compensate for the 

insufficient number of teachers. 
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In his interview, Mr. Ali talked about two strategies that he and his English language 

teacher colleagues were mainly using to cover this shortage of English language 

teachers. He stated that the first strategy was the multi-class teaching where 

students of more than one class are taught in one classroom. Mr. Ali pointed out 

that this strategy could only be practical, and even applicable, when at least one-

third of the students are absent due to the large class sizes of the school. 

The second strategy that was constantly being used, on the basis of their 

headteacher’s instruction, was teaching classes alternatively. Mr. Ali explained that 

if a teacher is responsible for eight different classes, for example, s/he would teach 

only half of the classes (four classes) following a fast teaching pace for a certain 

period of time, two weeks for instance. During these two weeks, the English 

language classes for the other four classrooms (second half) are completely ignored. 

In the following two weeks, the teacher alternates to the second half of the classes 

s/he is responsible for and ignores the first half and so on. 

Clearly, either of the two strategies reduces the actual instructional time devoted 

for a class to cover the curriculum. While it is clear in the second strategy as 

classes are periodically being left unattended, it can be argued than even with the 

multi-class teaching strategy, instructional time is reduced due to the more time 

being spent on procedural and domestic matters which, as being explained above, 

occur more frequently in overpopulated classrooms. Also, as Mr. Ali clarified, this 

strategy was only followed when at least one-third of the students were absent. In 

other words, it is the teaching classes on an alternative basis strategy, which has a 

more severe impact on reducing the instructional time, that was more often being 

followed by teachers. 

Regarding the second teachers-related factor, it was observed that many classes 

were periodically being left unattended due to teachers’ absenteeism and/or 

turnover. While reasons behind absenteeism and turnover will be further discussed 

in the coming themes, it is the impact of this factor on reducing the instructional 

time that matters in this discussion. In other words, teachers’ absenteeism and/or 

turnover severely influenced the instructional time. While teachers’ absenteeism 
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was distinctly higher in camp school than in other non-camp schools, the impact of 

teachers’ turnover is even bigger. Classes were being left unattended for weeks, 

and in some cases for months, due to teachers’ turnover as Mr. Abdullah indicated: 

In my opinion, teachers’ turnover could be the biggest factor or challenge 
that impacts English language teaching in IDP camps. In the last year, many 
classes were left unattended due to teachers quitting their jobs. One fourth 
preparatory class, last year in this school, was only being attended one 
month at the beginning and one month at the end of the academic year. 

Mr. Othman pointed out that one of the main reasons that makes it wrong to 

compare English language teaching between camp and non-camp schools is 

teachers’ turnovers: 

It is nonsense that teachers in camp and non-camp schools are given the 
same curriculum to cover, the same examination system and the same rules 
to follow. One of the main reasons behind this nonsense is teachers’ 
turnover. Many teachers in camp schools quit their jobs and classes remain 
unattended for a long period of time. Yet, the ministry of Education is still 
comparing us with other non-camp schools, expecting us to do the same 
job, deliver the same material. This is just wrong. 

Mr. Ali drew a distinction between the impact of class sizes and the barrier of lack 

of time on teaching and learning in camp schools. To him, while some modifications 

on teaching methods and strategies can be made to make teaching, at least to some 

extent, effective in large classes, there is nothing that can be done to compensate 

for the less schooling days but ignoring many curriculum parts: 

Overpopulated classrooms may stand against an effective implementation 
of the new curriculum. However, there are many teaching methods and 
strategies that work well in large classes. It is true that teaching would still 
be less effective than in small classes, but at least teachers can deliver 
knowledge to students and cover the curriculum, even if only through 
drilling and recitation, and hence do their job as teachers which is 
improving their students’ language in one way or another. The real problem 
for me is time. There is no method or strategy that can compensate for the 
lost time.   

Mr. Abdullah asserted that all what he could do is ignoring some important 

materials for the sake of covering more important content: 
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I always do a simple equation to make sure that the most important topics 
in the textbook are covered within the limited time. What I do is scanning 
the textbook and classifying topics according to their importance. Then I 
calculate how many topics can be covered within the available time. I start 
from the most important to the more important topics and so on. After 
each school closure, I repeat this process and modify my calculation. 
Because of what I do and believe to be the best method to make the most 
of the limited instructional time, I come across many topics in the textbook 
that I very well know their importance to students and completely ignore 
them. 

In fact, all of the participating teachers talked about ignoring many curriculum 

parts. Teachers believed that any teacher would do the same as simply there is 

no way to avoid that. They also blamed the Ministry of Education for not taking 

the time barrier in camp schools into consideration. As Mr. Jasim pointed out: 

The Ministry of Education should have taken the time limit in camp schools 
into its consideration. All those in charge know well that the textbook 
cannot be covered in camp schools from cover to cover, and yet did nothing 
about that. It is now up to the teacher to ignore what s/he believes to be 
less important. What if the teacher was wrong? 

Mr. Khalid referred to this issue. He argued that teachers in camp schools pass 

many curriculum parts over due to the insufficient time to cover the curriculum. 

However, he believed that classifying the curriculum parts based on their 

importance is a subjective process, and hence some of the most important parts 

could be skipped by the teacher: 

What I see as an important topic could be seen as more or less important by 
other teachers. More importantly, there are many volunteer teachers in 
camp schools who do not only lack teaching experience, but also a 
certificate in English language teaching. Some of these volunteers are 
students in preparatory schools themselves. I highly suspect that all of them 
will weigh the textbook content accurately. For this reason, I do believe 
that many of those most important topics are skipped by many teachers. 

Related to this discussion, Mr. Muhammed indicated that the worst scenario that 

could happen is when some teachers do not classify the textbook content based on 

importance. Instead, they move from one topic to another and stop when the 
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academic year ends. He put the blame on the Ministry of Education for not taking 

real steps towards the time barrier issue: 

In the previous year, one English teacher covered only the first three and a 
half out of the eight units of the curriculum. Ironically, the second half of 
the curriculum is much more important than the first half and this is not 
just my own opinion. Although I cannot stop myself blaming him, I must say 
that such things happen when the Ministry of Education turns a deaf ear to 
the time barrier in camp schools. I told one supervisor about this incident 
and asked her to inform those in charge, at the Ministry of Education, about 
the necessity to introduce a brief version of the curriculum to camp schools 
but nothing happened.  

To conclude, as the present theme discusses the main contextual barriers that 

affect English language teaching in IDP camps, it shows undoubtedly that teachers 

in camp schools have considerably less time to cover the curriculum than those in 

non-camp schools. The lack of time challenge manifests itself as a real barrier that 

impacts teaching and learning in IDP camp settings. 

Given the fact that teachers in camp schools were demanded, by the Ministry of 

Education, to cover the same material as their peers in non-camp schools, it can be 

claimed that this would logically have a serious effect on teachers’ implementation 

of the new curriculum. Such effect can be seen through teaching quality and 

quantity (teachers’ choice of teacher-centered approach against student-centered 

approach as the first approach is less time consuming, and their neglection to many 

curriculum parts due to the lack of time). 

Also, it can be argued that the problem of lack of time can be said to be the biggest 

challenge that prevents a proper teaching and learning in camp schools. In other 

words, while large classes can impede mainly teaching quality, the impact of time-

limitation exceeded teaching quality to reducing how much materials are covered. 

As one teacher pointed out, teachers begin to think about improving their teaching 

methods and strategies once they have enough time to cover the textbook from 

cover to cover. 
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5.3.3 Inappropriate seating arrangements 

The literature on classrooms’ physical layout demonstrates that although seating 

arrangement may not seem to be very important, its effect on teaching and 

learning is massive and therefore should not be belittled (Daniels, 1998; Davis and 

Fox, 1999; Edwards, 2000; Marx et al, 2000; Benedict and Hoag, 2004; Wannarka 

and Ruhl, 2008; Fernandes et al, 2011). 

Students in schools are mainly seated either in rows and columns where they face 

their teachers, or in whole/semi-circles where the students are divided up into 

groups and that members of each group face each another. According to a number 

of studies mentioned above, teachers’ selection of teaching strategies depends to a 

large extent on the way their students are seated. 

In brief, while the rows and columns arrangement could be more suitable for 

information dissemination (whereby teachers are seen as knowledge transmitters), 

whole/semi-circles arrangement lends itself more to student-centeredness. In other 

words, while the rows and columns’ arrangement is more compatible with 

traditional method of teaching, it restricts an effective implementation of many 

teaching activities and/or teaching methods supported by communicative curricula. 

Whole/semi-circles arrangement, on the other hand, is more in line with 

communicative curricula where students are expected to actively engage in the 

class through interacting among themselves and with their teacher (Budge, 2000; 

Patton et al,2001; Perkins and Wieman, 2005; Kaya and Burgess, 2007;). 

With relation to the present study, it was observed during collecting the data that 

seating arrangement in IDP camp schools’ classes was posing a serious challenge 

towards proper teaching and learning. In their interviews, teachers confirmed the 

negative influence of the physical arrangement of their classes through explaining 

its effect on teaching and learning. In this part of data analysis, an explanation 

about the physical layout of the classrooms will first be given. Then, the effect of 

such a challenging layout on teaching and learning will be discussed through the 

difficulties that teachers faced when conducting group work. 
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Concerning the physical layout of the classrooms, students in the camp schools 

were seated on long bench desks that were fixed to the ground and arranged in two 

columns on either side of the class. Due to the large number of students inside each 

class, the walkway between the two columns of bench desks was filled with 

students sitting on the ground. This was the case in the majority of the classes 

within the two participating schools. In other words, the only place for the teachers 

to walk around in the classroom was at the front of the class, between the first two 

rows (on each side of the class) and the green board (which was placed in front of 

the students). 

Teachers in their interviews pointed out that many teaching activities, especially 

group work, became useless with such an inappropriate arrangement. To give more 

details, five of the eight participating teachers (Mr. Khalid, Mr. Muhammed, Mr. Ali 

Mr. Abdullah and Mr. Jasim) believed that one of the main barriers that teachers 

face if they are to follow the instruction of the new curriculum is the impractical 

seating arrangement of the students. 

To many teachers, the most prominent difference between the old and the new 

curriculum is the implementation of group work. For example, when Mr. Abdullah 

was asked about the main differences between the two curricula, he opened his 

answer with two words ‘group work’. In fact, the new curriculum, through the 

teacher’s book, reiterates the need of getting the students to work in groups. That 

is, according to the new curriculum, a big proportion of the activities (in the 

activity’s book) that students should perform in the classroom are supposed to be 

executed in groups. This could be clearly seen in both the activity and the teacher’s 

book. 

However, the new curriculum also asks the teachers to arrange the students in 

circles so that members of the same group face each other. The teacher’s role, 

according to the new curriculum, is to make sure that every student (within his/her 

group) is taking part in the discussion, find out the students’ level or command over 

the particular skill that the activity revolves around, make sure that all the 

discussions are going in the right direction and provide help and assistance if 
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needed. Clearly, this can only be accomplished if the teacher walks between the 

different groups, observes and listens to the students while they are engaging in 

group discussions. 

The impractical seating arrangement of the students was one of the main reasons 

that had an effect on teachers’ beliefs concerning the utility of using group work in 

their classrooms.  

When probed about the importance of getting the students to work in groups, Mr. 

Khalid first explained his positive point of view about group work activities. He 

explained that group work is one of the most useful strategies in teaching and 

learning. He added that he had first hand experienced the benefits of this strategy 

for two years when he was doing his M. Sc. in Jordan. To him, group work is not 

only a beneficial strategy for teaching and learning, but it also brings ‘fun to the 

class’ and increases students’ motivation towards learning the English language. 

Moreover, he argued that group work ‘kills the boredom’ that usually accompanies 

and affects teachers and students when a foreign language is taught in traditional 

ways. 

After explaining his stance on using group work as a teaching strategy, Mr. Khalid 

began to illustrate how classrooms settings in his school ‘forced’ him to abandon 

this ‘great strategy’: 

It is not a great strategy by its own. I mean, it is not that you get your 
students to work in groups, regardless of the surrounding settings, and then 
the students will learn better. It is not going this way. There are certain 
things which should be there in the class to make this strategy great. First, 
you need to have your students seated in circles, I mean around few tables, 
and not on benches. Next, you need to move between one table and 
another, listen to your students, offer assistance and take notes regarding 
each student’s performance in the discussion. When you can do none of 
these, what greatness is left in this strategy? 

After conducting one classroom observation with Mr. Salah, I noticed that Mr. Salah 

straightforwardly wrote on the green board the answers for an activity which, 

according to the curriculum, should be done through group work. Mr. Salah was 
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asked, in the post-observation interview, why he did not ask his students to work in 

group as the curriculum illustrates. He linked the effectiveness of using group work 

with the teacher ability to move around all over the classroom and reach every 

student, or group, in the class. He explained that as he could not come near every 

student (due to the walkway being filled with students sitting on the ground), using 

group work will lead to chaos: 

if I ask students to work in groups, what do you think those who are sitting 
in the back of the class will talk about? Do you really think that their 
discussion will be about the activity in question, or about the last joke or 
story they heard? For me, if I cannot move around the whole classroom, I 
will not ask the students to work in groups because the outcome of the 
activity will be just a huge chaos in the class. 

To conclude, there was a sharp contradiction between the seating arrangement in 

IDP camp schools and the new curriculum which stresses the need of having the 

students seated into circles for the purpose of conducting effective and productive 

group work activities. Taken together, it can be argued that class size, the very 

limited time and the inappropriate seating arrangement were posing a serious 

obstacle towards an appropriate and effective implementation of the new 

curriculum in IDP camp schools. As Mr. Muhammad argued, there is not much that 

teachers could do to overcome these three challenges. According to him, the only 

thing that teachers can do is to implement the new curriculum inappropriately with 

the presence of these difficulties. 

5.4 Teachers’ beliefs about students’ learning outcome 

In addition to the three main challenges (class size, time, seating arrangement) 

discussed earlier in this chapter, the participating teachers stated that there were 

other factors which negatively affected students learning. In other words, the 

participating teachers believed that even if the new curriculum is accurately 

implemented in camp schools, it would still be very hard for camp school students 

to learn much due to the existence of other severe factors that make teaching of 

any subject (English language, Mathematics, Physics, etc) almost fruitless or at 

least problematic.  
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While so many factors were mentioned by different teachers, four of these factors 

(students’ inability to do homework, lack of thermal comfort, the language barrier 

and noise pollution) were agreed on by all of the teachers and were found to be the 

most severe ones in terms of impacting students’ learning outcome. More details 

about each of these four factors will be given in the following subsections. 

5.4.1 Students’ inability to do homework 

In their interviews, teachers pointed out that it would be preposterous to believe 

that students can do lots of reading, writing or any kind of homework outside their 

school. They indicated that students were leading a very tough and challenging life 

as they were dwelling in camps which had no access to electric power and thus no 

electric lighting. Moreover, as electric power was not supplied to the camps, 

students were lacking any kind of heating and cooling systems whatsoever. 

Mr. Othman argued that it would be ‘unhuman’ to assign the students homework 

and expect that students would just throw all of their difficulties behind their back 

and do their homework on candlelight. In his words: 

These students are facing so many unbearable challenges. They sleep 
shivering from cold in winter and sweating in summer. One student last 
winter came to me crying. He told me that the rain from the last night 
ruined his notebook and all his copybooks. This is only one portion of the 
difficulties that people face when living in camps. That is why I deeply 
believe that it would be completely unhuman to assign homework to camp 
school students. You know, it is illogical to expect that students can throw 
their difficulties behind their back and start doing their work on candlelight 
as they have no electricity. 

Mr. Salah believed that if assignments were given to students, these assignments 

would not be done anyway. He stated that while many camp school students work 

after school and have no time to do assignments, others simply do not have the 

stamina or the required determination to do any kind of assignments or homework 

due to the many, including but not limited to mental, difficulties they have. 
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Teachers linked students’ ability, or inability, to study at home with to what extent 

schooling can be beneficial. They stressed that Iraqi secondary school students 

learn English by memorization and that teachers’ job is mainly to explain and 

simplify grammar rules and give meaning of new words to their students so that 

memorization becomes easier. In other words, how much students learn depends to 

a large extent on ‘how many hours per day students study at home’. As a matter of 

fact, in spite of all the steps that the Iraqi Ministry of Education has recently taken 

to enhance the educational system in Iraq, the old method of memorizing the 

information and copying the same information in the exams still prevailing. For this 

reason, the teachers believed that if students cannot study or in other words 

memorize at home, passing the exams, which is the ultimate goals for almost every 

student, would not be achievable. 

Mr. Muhammad talked about this issue in detail. To him, the subjects that students 

study in secondary school are mainly learnt by memorizations. He believed that if 

students cannot study at home, then teaching these subjects would be pointless. In 

his words: 

As you know, in Iraq teachers only simplify new information or new 
knowledge to their students to make it easier for students to learn this 
information or knowledge by heart while studying at home. With relation to 
the subjects being taught at secondary school level, they cannot be learnt 
without memorization which can be only achieved through doing lots of 
reading and rereading and lots of homework. If none of this can be done, 
then students would not learn, and schooling becomes pointless.  

To Mr. Abdullah, one can easily figure out that the Iraqi educational system relies 

heavily on memorization through looking at any final examination’s paper: 

If you look at any exam paper, a final examination’s paper, you would see 
that the vast majority of the questions demand the students to write down 
what they have stored in their minds. I mean the main questions that you 
can find on exam papers are ‘define’, ‘explain’, ‘justify with examples 
taken from the textbook’ and so on. Even in subjects like English language, 
you can find many questions of this kind. You know that in both of the old 
and the new English language curriculum, there are many passages that 
students have to learn by hearts. I mean there are always questions in the 
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final exam that have to do with these passages. If students do not 
memorize these passages, how would they answer these questions? 

Mr. Abdullah added that while English language teachers read the passages so 

that students know how new words are pronounced and give the meaning of the 

new words, it is the students’ job to learn these passages by heart. 

Mr. Khalid had a similar belief. He stated that intellectual questions, where 

students have to rely on their own understandings of a certain topic, are not 

encouraged within the Iraqi educational system. Instead, copying from 

textbooks is what students are expected to do: 

At secondary school level, students are never being asked to do research 
using the internet, the library or any other source from outside the school. 
The Iraqi educational system does not encourage such kind of studies that 
provoke the intellectual abilities of the students. So, what differentiates 
one student from another in exams is how much information taken literally 
from the textbook is stored in the mind. 

It is clear that teachers believe that any curriculum made for regular schools 

cannot work in camp schools as students cannot do homework and thus cannot 

be equipped to pass the exams. This was made obvious when teachers were 

asked what can be done to make teaching and learning effective in camp 

schools. They stated that nothing can be made as long as the same curricula 

and examination systems are being followed. To elaborate, the participating 

teachers demonstrated that there should be new designed-for-camps curricula 

and new examination systems where students are not assessed on a 

memorization basis.  

As was argued above, the participating teachers agreed that it would be hard to 

expect that students would be capable of doing any kind of homework. This 

assumes that the main place for students to learn is inside their schools, or in 

other words in the classroom. Unfortunately, this is not the case. As will be 

explained below, teachers’ opinions coupled with notes taken by the researcher 

clearly show that it is a troublesome task for the majority of the students to 

learn much from their teacher and/or to focus inside the classroom.   
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5.4.2 Lack of thermal comfort 

One of the main difficulties that teachers and students suffered from in IDP camp 

schools was the high and low temperatures due to the lack of electricity. Summer 

and winter in Iraq are extreme and dominate most of the year. Given the fact that 

IDP camps were built in deserted areas of the country, the situation is even worse 

in camp schools. As a matter of fact, every single participating teacher mentioned 

the bad weather, especially the high temperature, as a real barrier towards proper 

teaching and learning as it causes fatigue to the teachers and prevents students 

from concentrating in the classroom. 

Classroom temperature has been studied by many researchers to examine its 

influences on teaching and learning. Hannah (2013: 17), for instance, demonstrated 

that classroom temperature is a crucial factor due to its significant influence on the 

classroom learning environment. Many researchers, such as Earthman (2004) and 

Schneider (2002), demonstrated that temperature is a fundamental element in a 

way that students’ optimal results could be gained if the classroom temperature is 

within what is called the ‘thermal comfort’.  

Thermal comfort has been defined by Givoni (1981) as ‘the absence of irritations 

and discomfort due to heat or cold, or in a positive sense, as a state involving 

pleasantness’. For Amasuomo and Onyia (2014) thermal comfort is ‘a state in which 

a person will judge the environment to be neither too warm nor too cold; a neutral 

point defined by the absence of any feeling of discomfort’. Lastly, Markus and 

Morris (1980) defined thermal comfort as ‘a state a person will judge the 

environment to be neither too warm nor too cold or thermally neutral, and in this 

condition, the strain on the body’s thermoregulatory mechanism is minimal’. 

Hence, while students are expected to channel their focus on the lesson, out of 

comfort zone temperature causes them to concentrate on their discomfort instead. 

Out of comfort zone temperature affects students’ performance and concentration 

as such conditions make them feel uncomfortable. 
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The participating teachers questioned students’ abilities to concentrate when they 

are heavily sweating from heat or shivering from cold. To Mr. Hasan, it would be 

irrational to expect that students would be able to comprehend what their teacher 

is saying when it is over 50 Celsius: 

It is illogical to expect that students can prevent the high temperatures 
from affecting their concentration inside the classroom. We are not talking 
about a slightly warm temperature. It is over 50 Celsius combined with the 
breath of more than 60 students in a relatively small tent. This is more than 
enough to make students comprehend nothing from what their teacher is 
communicating to them. 

Mr. Ali questioned how students can focus on their teachers when they struggle to 

breathe. He stated that during summer, many students suffer from breathing 

problems: 

Breathing problem is a thing here. You know these camps are built in 
deserted areas. For this reason, the air is saturated with dust. This causes 
many displaced students to suffer from many respiratory problems. In 
summer, there are always many students in each classroom that struggle to 
breath due to their breathing problems which are exacerbated in high 
temperatures. I really cannot understand how any student can focus on 
his/her teacher when s/he cannot breathe normally, let alone heavily 
sweating in a small tent that has no cooling system whatsoever.  

Mr. Muhammad believed that although there are many difficulties that students 

and teachers face in camp schools, high and low temperatures are the most 

severe in terms of their effect on teaching and learning: 

There are many difficulties in camp schools. I think if we want teaching and 
learning to be fruitful, then we should first find a solution to the high and 
low temperatures that we suffer from here. These high and even low 
temperatures do not allow students to pay attention to what their teachers 
are saying. Students cannot even use their copybooks and notebooks in 
many weeks during the summer. Their sweat ruins what they write. This 
happened so many times. How can you expect students to be attentive 
when they are experiencing such difficulties? 

To conclude, teachers argued that an atmosphere of either high or low 

temperatures is not conducive to genuine learning as out of thermal comfort 
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temperatures prevent students from focusing in the classroom. However, beside 

high and low temperatures, there are other factors that negatively impacted 

students’ attentiveness. The next section will talk about the language barrier 

between teachers and students. 

5.4.3 Language barrier 

As was mentioned earlier (see section 4.7), the majority of the displaced 

students came from Sinjar; a district of Nineveh government (around 80 km to 

the west of Mosul, the regional capital of Nineveh). Due to its proximity to 

Kurdistan and to some other political reasons, people in Sinjar mainly speak 

Kurdish. Arabic, on the other hand, is the second language that many people in 

Sinjar do not master. Before 2014, the year of displacement, the majority of 

teachers in Sinjar were from the same district and hence, Kurdish was the 

language of communication between teachers and students. 

However, most of the teachers in IDP camps were Arab, and could not 

understand nor speak Kurdish at all. Thus, there was a real language barrier in 

IDP camp schools. During data collection, I noticed many incidents when a 

person (mostly a student) is asked to translate between a student and a teacher 

as they speak two different languages and each of them is monolingual. The 

following extract is taken from Mr. Muhammed class: 

Mr. Muhammed (in Arabic): you the one who is sitting behind Shammo, 
yes you with the green shirt, open your book on page 53 and read from 
the top of the page. 

As that student did nothing the teacher returned to address the same 
student: open your book please on page 53 and read from the top of the 
page 

A number of students (in Arabic): he does not speak Arabic. 

Mr. Muhammed (addressing me in Arabic): take a note of what you just 
saw. I think this is important as it partially shows the difficulties that 
teachers and students face in the camps. By the way, there are many 
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students in each class that do not understand Arabic at all, and many 
more students who barely understand but cannot speak the language.  

Beside Mr. Muhammed, teachers in their interviews talked in detail about this 

language barrier. To start with, Mr. Khalid argued that the language barrier is 

one of the biggest reasons that makes schooling in IDP camps unfruitful. He 

stated that no matter what teaching methods and strategies are being used by 

teachers, there would still be a proportion of the students who would not learn 

due to their incapability of understanding what their teacher is communicating 

to them. In his words:  

Let us forget about all other challenges and suppose that the only challenge 
in this school is the Arabic-Kurdish barrier. How can teaching be fruitful, 
even when the best teaching methods and strategies are being followed, 
when some students cannot understand what their teacher is saying? 
Actually, I believe that the Ministry of Education should have found a 
solution to this language barrier, let alone many other challenges, before 
deciding to open any camp school. 

Mr. Othman stated that one of the main challenges in camp schools is the 

language barrier. To him, when a number of students are unable to understand 

what their teacher is communicating, there would be ‘a double negative 

effect’. Firstly, a direct effect on those students themselves as they would not 

be able to increase their knowledge and ultimately to pass the exam which is 

basically the ultimate reason for students. Secondly, an indirect effect on the 

class as a whole as those students would not just sit in calm. Instead, they 

would start talking with others and the class becomes uncontrollable. 

Mr. Jasim added to this discussion. He believed that it is hard to control students 

who find themselves unable to understand their teachers. In his words: 

When there is only five percent of students who cannot understand what 
their teacher is saying, the whole class turns uncontrollable. Each of those 
students would start talking with those around them, laughing, distracting 
their colleagues’ attention and so on.  
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The notes taken from classroom observations coupled with teachers’ statements 

during their interviews show that students were more easily controlled when 

teachers speak Kurdish. That is to say, only two of the participating teachers (Mr. 

Ali and Mr. Hasan) were from Sinjar themselves and for this reason speak Kurdish. 

Noises in their classes were significantly less than in other classes run by Arab 

teachers. Interestingly, class size, or in other words the number of students, for the 

Kurdish teachers’ classes was either as the same as or way bigger than the Arab 

teachers’ classes. This was clear with Mr. Ali. Although Mr. Ali was only 21 years 

old, he controlled his class much better than other teachers, for instance Mr. 

Abdullah (61 years), Mr. Jasim (49 years) and Mr. Khalid (33 years). 

5.4.4 Noise pollution 

In relation to the difficulties that influenced students’ learning in the two 

participating schools, noise could be the most evident challenge that an outside 

observer would firstly notice. That is to say, the very high noise level was the first 

note I wrote when entering the school for the first time to have the first school 

teachers’ consent. Whilst I was in the teachers’ room speaking with the 

headteacher, I noticed that there was a high level of noise in the school courtyard 

which undoubtedly was penetrating the tents in which classes were running at that 

time. Also, at the very beginning of my first classroom observation, it was clear 

that with such high level of noise, it would be difficult for the students to 

concentrate and for those sitting in the back of the class to learn as they could 

hardly understand what their teacher was communicating. 

In fact, noise was the result of many factors. As literature into classroom acoustics 

indicated (Addison et al., 1999; Knecht et al., 2002; Shiel and Dockrell, 2004; 

Woolner and Hall, 2010), noise comes from three main sources. Firstly, there is an 

external noise which comes from outside the classroom. Secondly, there are 

background noises which are emerged from within the same classroom such as 

heating and ventilation systems. Lastly, there is an internal noise which is caused 
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by students’ engagement in learning activities or by their side and unrelated to the 

class content speech.  

With relation to the present study, it was noticed that the camp school classes were 

exposed to external and internal noises. To start with the external noise, it is 

critical to mention that all the classes in the camp schools were either tents or 

caravans and thus the sound insulation was extremely poor. Hence, it is not hard to 

imagine that any sound coming from outside a classroom would affect the running 

of the class more severely than with other non-camp school classes. 

More importantly, the tents and caravans in the two schools were placed in the 

form of a circle with the school courtyard inside the ring. Therefore, a high level of 

noise was commonly coming inside the classrooms due to students running, 

laughing, shouting and playing sport (mostly football and volleyball) in the 

courtyard. It is also important to state that during any school day, there were 

always tens of students in the school courtyard due to the insufficient number of 

the teachers comparing to the number of the classes. Hence, there was always at 

least one class (around 60 students) being left unattended by a teacher. Lastly, the 

schools had no fencing whatsoever. Therefore, children from outside the schools 

were always coming in and out of the courtyard and had their share in disturbing 

the classes. 

Internal noise, on the other hand, was also caused by many factors. As was 

discussed above, the language barrier played a role in increasing students’ side-

talks. In addition to the language barrier, teachers mentioned many other factors 

that were causing the internal noise. To many teachers, the large number of 

students could be the main reason behind teachers’ inability to control the class, or 

in other words to keep their classes quiet. To Mr. Jasim, students tend to be quiet 

in small classes as teachers would easily recognize those who are making noises. In 

large classes, it could become difficult for the teacher to ‘know where the noise is 

coming from’ especially when the noise comes from the back. 
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Mr. Muhammad added to this discussion. He believed that the large number of 

students is exacerbated by teachers’ inability to move around in the classroom due 

to the walkway (between the two columns of bench desks) being filled with 

students sitting on the ground. To Mr. Muhammad, this turns the back of the 

classroom into a safe zone for students as they can easily hide from their teacher. 

In his words: 

Those at the back of the classroom are having their own safe zone. They 
know that teachers can only stay at the front. Therefore, all they have to 
do is to duck down a little, and then they can talk, laugh or do whatever 
they want to do, and they will not be seen. 

In fact, as I mainly sat at the back of the class when making classroom observations, 

I noticed that those students at the back were rarely calm. They tended to lean 

forward to hide from the teacher and keep talking, laughing, eating and even 

playing games during the class. This, however, does not imply that there was no 

noise coming from the middle or front of the class.  

Mr. Salah mentioned another factor that leads students to indulge in side-talks and 

hence increasing the noise. He contended that when students lack their book to 

follow with their teacher, they would feel an urge to speak with one another as 

students normally do not just sit and do nothing when they cannot follow up with 

their teacher. In this vein, it is critical to state that the data were collected 

between March and April 2016, and the school year started at the first of October 

2015. However, it was noticed that many students, in all the classrooms I was in for 

conducting classroom observations, were attending the English language class with 

no copy of their student’s book. 

Moreover, the participating teachers stated that the injustice and the persecution 

that the displaced students suffered from had affected their psychological state. 

The poor psychological well-being of students, according to the teachers, was also a 

major factor behind increasing students’ side-talk and misbehavior. That is to say, 

many teachers (Mr. Khalid, Mr. Muhammad, Mr. Othman, Mr. Abdullah and Mr. 

Jasim) argued that the students’ unstable psychological state was driving them to 
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misbehave in the classroom whether through pushing, hitting, laughing, arguing 

with the teacher and/or with their peers and so on. 

 To Mr. Othman, the poor mental health was manifested on students’ behaviors 

differently. While it made some students tend to stay silent and isolate themselves 

from their surrounding world, it made others stubborn and intractable. He added 

that intractable behaviors were more likely to be seen with the older students in 

the school, while their younger counterparts were more like ‘living in their own 

shell’. 

It is worth noting that many research (for example, McBrien, 2005; Saklan and 

Erginer, 2017; O’Neal et al., 2018) indicated that camp students are prone to 

rowdiness and rebellious attitudes which ultimately increase noises and lead to 

chaos in the classroom. Logically, it is not unexpected to see disciplinary problems 

in a class of traumatized students. The many stressors that these students were 

facing coupled with the unthinkable experiences that they had gone through made 

their behavior in such ways completely understandable. Mr. Khalid had a similar 

view: 

When a teenager questions his/her value as a person, s/he usually tends to 
attract others’ attention. This is especially true for young boys. I think this 
is simply what is happening. These students are living in primitive-like 
camps. They lack their basic rights. Under such circumstances, the self-
value at least for some of these destitute children would shake and causing 
them to behave inappropriately in an attempt to gain some of their self-
value back. My point is that those students want to shed light on themselves 
through acting in this way, they want to be seen and noticed by others.  

Importantly, many of those who were misbehaving inside camp school classrooms 

were not even students. To elaborate, as camp schools have no fencing, many 

children from outside the schools were getting in the classes with the teachers 

being unable to identify the intruders due to the large number of students in each 

class. To Mr. Ali, while some of those intruders came to school to ‘kill time’ as they 

had nothing else to do, others came especially for disturbing purposes. 
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Mr. Hasan added to this discussion. To him, most of the worst disruptive behaviors 

were committed by the intruders as they had nothing to lose:  

Unlike students, which might be intimidated by grades and marks, the 
intruders have nothing to lose. They know very well that the worst scenario 
for them is to be yelled at and then being told to never come back to school 
again, and they all keep coming back. 

While Mr. Ali stated that those intruders were coming for killing time and/or 

disturbing purposes, Mr. Muhammad added another reason. According to Mr. 

Muhammad, teenage boys from outside the schools were getting inside the 

classrooms for meeting girls purposes. In other words, classrooms for those 

intruders were the only places to make relationships with girls. In his words: 

Parents do not allow their teenage girls to leave their tents on their own. 
When girls leave their tents, they are usually accompanied by other family 
members as camps are not the place someone wants their daughter to be 
alone. The only place therefore for the displaced girls to be unaccompanied 
are schools. Female students actually are always complaining about being 
harassed inside the school and the classrooms, and mainly by boys who are 
not students.  

Mr. Khalid added that bearing in mind the intruders’ age and their unstable 

psychological status, making troubles and mocking others including the teacher, 

could be their favorite way to get the female students’ attention. Mr. Othman had 

an identical opinion. He explained that he did not take most of the students’ 

misbehaviors personally as he believed that students were acting in such ways to be 

noticed by their female peers. However, he also asserted that regardless of the 

students’ intentions, inappropriate behaviors always disrupt the classroom and 

hinder learning. 

To sum up, it is clear that there were so many factors that contributed in keeping 

the classrooms noisy. Whilst it can be argued any of the above-mentioned several 

factors could prevent the class from running smoothly, the existence of many 

factors together constituted a serious obstacle that hinders genuine and effective 

learning from taking place. This is in line with literature on the effect of noise on 

teaching and learning.  
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In fact, whilst research on the effect of the school environment on teaching and 

learning is confusing and indecisive, literature on the effect of noise on teachers 

and students, represented in results derived from a wide range of research with 

different experimental and observational methodologies being followed, is 

characterized by a greater consensus. That is to say, remarkably consistent and 

convincing studies concluded that noise is one of the major factors that could 

negatively affect teachers and students (Fisher, 2001; Schneider, 2002; Earthman, 

2004).  

The reason behind this consistency within the noise literature could be explained in 

the following lines. In professional educational and academic settings such as 

universities, schools and any other learning environments, data is mainly delivered 

through oral communication. In other words, teaching and learning predominantly 

depend on the oral communication between teachers and students. Shield and 

Dockrell (2003: 99) argued that the central role of a classroom is to build up an 

environment in which information can be clearly transferred from teacher to 

students. Hence, knowing that teaching and learning depend to a very large extent 

on oral communication which logically could be affected by surrounding noises, it is 

therefore not surprising to have a consensus within the noise literature. 

Shield and Dockrell (2003) added that noise annoyance could create a negative 

learning environment that hinders learning. To elaborate, noise could compromise 

teachers’ performance resulting in a lower amount and quality of learning. To begin 

with the amount of students’ learning, Rivlin and Weinstein (1984: 349) observed 

that there is a reduction in the amount of teaching in noisy classrooms. They 

estimated that up to 11% of teaching time could be lost due to teachers’ pausing in 

reaction to noises. Logically, reduction in teaching time leads to a reduction in the 

amount of learning. 

The quality of learning, on the other hand, is also affected by noises. As is known, 

teachers are required to deliver an effective teaching to students. Undoubtedly, 

teachers’ well-being is an important factor which promotes teachers’ effectivity. 

According to noise literature (for instance Berg, 1993 and Kristiansen et al., 2012), 
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teachers who may find themselves imposed to raise their voice level to counteract 

the surrounding noises, might incur some problems related to their health and/or 

well-being. In line with that, many researchers (Enmarker and Boman, 2004; 

Woolner and Hall, 2010; Gilavand and Jamshidnezhad, 2016) stated that voice 

fatigue, drowsiness, sleeping problems and headache have been identified as a 

particular health concern for teachers who constantly raise their voices inside the 

classrooms.  

Moreover, the available evidence that comes from a wide range of sources into poor 

acoustical environments, or what is called ‘noise pollution’, revealed that noisy 

surroundings have a serious impact on teachers’ psychological well-being. In other 

words, many symptoms have been found in teachers working in a noise polluted 

environment such as less patience, tiredness without obvious reason, annoyance, 

stress, distress, irritation, tenseness, frustration, depression, lack of concentration, 

lack of energy and lack of motivation (Enmarker and Boman, 2004; Evans and 

Hygge, 2007; Seetha et al., 2008; Kristiansen et al., 2012).  

As a result, the process of teaching becomes more mentally exhausting for teachers 

experiencing any of these symptoms. Not surprisingly, Earthman and Lemasters 

(2009) declared that teachers’ job satisfaction was found to be considerably low for 

those who work in a noisy environment. Kristiansen et al. (2012) confirmed the 

claim given by Earthman and Lemasters (2009) by indicating that the risk of having 

teachers leaving their jobs is significantly higher in noisy environments. 

In relation to the present research, many of the participating teachers said that 

they were suffering from some of the previously mentioned symptoms. However, 

more details will be given in the next section when discussing teachers’ motivation 

in camp schools. As for the effect of noises on the quality of learning, and based on 

what has been stated above, it can be argued that the quality of teaching would 

undoubtedly be less efficient in camp schools due to the impact of noise on camp 

school teachers. In other words, optimal teachers’ efficiency, which is a 

prerequisite for an effective teaching and learning, cannot be gained within noisy 

classrooms (Lucas, 1981).  
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Lastly, it is important to mention that the effect of noise exceeds the amount and 

quality of learning. Noise annoyance plays a role in creating another kind of 

discernible impact which could be noticed within noisy classrooms. Gallup (1986) 

clarified that noise increases students’ off-task behavior. Teachers, on the other 

hand, will hardly be able to be patient and friendly with the students in reaction to 

their off-task behavior (Seetha et al., 2008). All these factors will unquestionably 

have a negative effect on teaching and learning. 

In conclusion, knowing the significant impact of noise on teaching, learning and on 

creating an unfavorable social atmosphere of tension which promotes students’ 

unwillingness to learn, it is not surprising to know that students’ most frequently 

mentioned problems, as shown by a study conducted by Flutter (2006) who spent 

more than ten years consulting students about their learning, are noise-related. 

Bearing in mind that noise level in camp schools is arguably higher than in other 

schools, it becomes quite understandable when teachers (such as Mr. Khalid and Mr. 

Muhammad) stressed that schooling in camp schools is almost pointless due to the 

very noisy atmosphere.  

To take all of the factors that affected students learning together, it arguably 

becomes clear why teachers in camp schools had strong doubts concerning the 

outcome of teaching in IDP camps. As was mentioned earlier, it is because of these 

difficulties that camp school teachers believed that teaching and learning in camp 

schools should never be looked at and thought of to be the same as in non-camp 

schools.  

5.5 Teachers’ motivation 

As the present study seeks to unravel how IDP camp settings affect English 

language teaching in camp schools, teachers’ motivation should then be 

accounted for. That is to say, during collecting the data, it was clear that 

teachers were lacking motivation towards their job and this lack of motivation 

can be argued to be affecting English language teaching, especially in terms of 

teaching quality. The participating teachers mentioned many factors that 
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negatively impacted their motivation and enthusiasm towards teaching. Each of 

these factors will be discussed separately in the coming subsections. 

5.5.1 Late payment of teachers’ salaries 

Late payment of teachers’ salaries was one of the biggest issues in terms of the 

factors that were impacting teachers’ motivation towards their job. It is worth 

mentioning that only displaced teachers were not receiving their salaries on 

time. To explain, the Iraqi Ministry of Education stated that after the 

displacement took place in 2014, there were certain challenges in transferring 

the money from Baghdad (the Capital of Iraq) to IDP camps around Iraq. 

Therefore, teachers in IDP camps were receiving their salaries 3-4 months late. 

This late payment had a severe impact on teachers’ motivation as the majority 

of the displaced people, including the teachers, were already going through 

many financial problems. Mr. Jasim explained how displacement had impacted 

teachers financially. In his words: 

Before 2014, most of the teachers in this school were living either in their 
own houses, or in their parents’ houses especially for those young single 
teachers or newly married ones. Hence, they did not have any rent to pay. 
This is not the case anymore. We have to pay at least half of our salaries 
only for rent. Even for those who were living in rented houses, they were 
paying less comparing with what they are paying now in Duhok.  

As a matter of fact, rent was taking a toll on teachers and was exhausting them 

financially. After millions of people were displaced in 2014, rents went too high 

in certain cities in Iraq, one of which was Duhok where the majority of the 

participating teachers were living in. Therefore, some teachers were giving 

almost all of their salaries only for rent. Mr. Salah gave some details concerning 

this issue: 

After 2014, when thousands of people were coming every day to Duhok, 
rent went high and out of control. Now you cannot find a flat under 400$ 
whereas our monthly salaries are around 500$. The problem does not end at 
this point. Many landlords in Duhok now refuse to rent you a flat unless you 
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pay for six months in advance, some of them actually ask for a year. 
Remember we are talking about unfurnished flats, so you need more money 
for at least the basic furniture. 

Based on what was mentioned above, it is not hard to figure out why late 

payment was strongly impacting the displaced teachers. Moreover, the 

displaced teachers were not only frustrated because they were not receiving 

their salaries on time, but also because they believed that late payment was 

happening due to corruption. To elaborate, concerning the participating 

teachers in this study, their salaries were transferred (through money-transfer 

firms) from the Iraqi Ministry of Education in Baghdad to the local Directorate 

of Education in Duhok. 

According to the participating teachers, late payment was not happening 

because there were certain challenges in transferring the money from Baghdad 

to the local Directorate of Education in Duhok and then to the camps. Rather, 

they asserted that late payment was happening because money-transfer firms 

give interest rate if they keep hold of the money for a period of time and that 

the longer the period is the higher the interest they give.  

Mr. Othman wondered how any motivation can be left when a teacher sees 

some government officials make profits out of his/her suffering in time s/he is 

desperate for money: 

It is not a secret that displaced teachers are in desperate need for money. 
Yet, we receive our salaries four months late whereas other teachers in 
non-camp schools have their salaries on time. They are making huge profit 
on our suffering and then ask us to be motivated. I wonder if any motivation 
can be left when you know that there are some government officials who 
are making use of your pain and yet no one is willing to put a stop to this 
corruption as simply they either do not care or have their share in this 
continuous corruption.  

In their interviews, teachers brought the subject of late payment when they 

were asked about the challenges that teachers in IDP camps face and/or when 

they were probed to talk about their motivation towards English language 

teaching. It was obvious that late payment was impacting their personal lives as 
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their basic needs were unmet. Teachers were unable to find housing and/or 

afford rent. Moreover, some of the teachers are married and have many 

children. Those teachers explained how the late payment prevented them from 

offering a decent life to their families, let alone enjoying any kind of luxurious 

life. As Mr. Muhammad indicated: 

If I was single and not responsible for a wife and two kids, I might not be 
much worried about late payment. But I have responsibilities towards my 
family. When you cannot afford your family a decent life, and start 
accruing debt due to late payment, this will definitely decrease your 
motivation towards your work.  

Mr. Muhammad explained how late payment had affected his personal life. He 

stated that because he was not receiving his salary frequently, he had to do 

another full-time job. In his words: 

If I am receiving my salary frequently then I can get by. Since this is not the 
case, I am doing now a second full-time job. I work now as a full-time 
lecturer in a private university. For this reason, I spend most of the day 
away from my wife and children. Put aside that I am literally exhausted 
from doing two jobs, I do not have time to do my duties and obligations as a 
father. In fact, I do not like my job here in the camp anymore. 

Mr. Khalid had a more severe view: 

I do not want to lie and say that late payment did not affect my motivation 
and enthusiasm towards my work. I have a wife and three kids and may be 
one of the worst scenarios that can happen to a father is being unable to 
make ends meet.  For this reason, I frankly speaking hate it every time I 
come to school. I hate to see the school and the main reason I am here 
today is because I have not found a better job yet. 

The extracts above show clearly how the late payment of teachers’ salaries had 

a direct effect on teachers’ personal lives. This effect was translated into 

teachers’ absenteeism and decreased job satisfaction. To start with 

absenteeism, it was noticed that absenteeism was common amongst teachers in 

IDP camps. While some teachers could not come to school five days a week as a 

result of having a second job, others just lacked the motivation and the desire 

to come. Mr. Othman talked about teachers’ absenteeism: 
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When I do not want to go to school, I just send an SMS to the headteacher. I 
just tell him that I will not come tomorrow. He rarely asks why. I mean he 
most frequently replies with ‘okay do not come’. Of course, I cannot do 
that three times a week, but one time a week is completely normal. 
Actually, every teacher is taking one day off. It becomes like an unspoken 
rule. The headteacher understands very well that we are not getting paid 
and therefore it would be somehow fair not to come to school five days a 
week. In fact, the headteacher himself takes one day off every week. 

Similarly, I also noticed that some teachers were coming to school but were not 

taking all of their classes. Some of them were even leaving the school too early 

or were spending hours chatting with their colleagues in the teachers’ room 

while leaving their class unattended. This happened so many times during the 

period I was collecting the data in the two schools. One day the headteacher 

asked one of the teachers why he left his class unattended, the teacher replied 

that he was not paid for the classes he already took earlier that day so why 

would he take anymore classes. 

I also had the chance to speak with the two schools’ headteachers concerning 

teachers’ absenteeism. They both had similar views. They argued that if they 

were to apply the rule strictly on teachers, ignoring the fact that they were not 

receiving their salaries on time, many of the teachers would leave their job and 

that would be a disaster as the two schools were already suffering from 

shortage of teachers. For this reason, the headteachers indicated that they 

chose to tolerate absenteeism as long as it stays under their control. 

Concerning job satisfaction, and bearing in mind that two of the participating 

teachers were working voluntarily and thus were not asked if they would prefer 

to do another job, four of the remaining six participating teachers stated that 

they would leave their job the moment ‘they find a better job’. Needless to 

say, late payment was one of the main reasons behind their dissatisfaction and 

thus their willing to start a new job. 

This is in line with other research. For example, in a study conducted by Aden 

(2016) in a Somalia IDP camp, teachers mentioned that out of all the challenges 
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they had to deal with, issues related to their salaries were the ‘most 

remarkable ones’. By the same token, Shriberg (2007, p. 20) stated that 

displaced teachers’ motivation, when not being paid, is severely affected to the 

extent that they lose their desire to teach as they see their job ‘not worthy’. 

Seeing their job ‘not worthy’ was exactly the case with the participating 

teachers in this study. Mr. Salah, for instance, stated that in spite of the many 

challenges that faced teachers in IDP camps, there were still some techniques 

which could make teaching at least to some extent effective. However, he 

claimed that such techniques required more effort than the traditional methods 

of teaching and since he was not receiving his salaries on time, it was ‘not 

worthy’ for him to put more effort in his job. 

Mr. Khalid argued that teaching in IDP camps takes much more effort than 

teaching in non-camp schools. For this reason, he believed that teachers in 

camp schools should be paid more than those in non-camp schools. Since 

teachers in non-camp schools were being paid regularly while teachers in camp 

schools were not being paid on time, let alone the absence of any kind of 

incentive for camp-school teachers, Mr. Khalid believed that teaching in IDP 

camps was completely unworthy. 

In relation to Mr. Muhammad, and as was mentioned earlier, he was doing two 

full-time jobs. When he was asked if he had to make a choice to keep one job 

and quit the other, he replied: 

Beside the fact that I am getting a higher salary at the private university, I 
get paid on the same day. Actually, it happened more than once that I 
asked to have my salary few days before its due date as I was in need of 
money and guess what? I was giving what I asked for. Now compare this 
with my job in the camp where I get my salary fourth months late and tell 
me which job is worthier than the other?  

Mr. Muhammad added that he usually puts most of his efforts in the private 

university while he pays as less effort as he could in the camp school. To him, 

there should be a correlation between the efforts that one pays and the money 
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s/he gets back in return for that efforts. Mr. Othman had a similar view. He 

stated that he was not preparing for his classes and was sometimes entering the 

classroom with no idea of what should be taught in that lesson or class: 

I only prepare for my classes inside the school. I mean in my free time when 
I have no class to teach. But when I am at home, I do not prepare for my 
classes at all. Look, I know that it is not the students’ fault that I am not 
getting paid on time, but it is also not my fault to get my salary late. As 
they say, there is a reaction to every action. When I am not paid, there will 
be a reaction. I will lose my motivation and desire to be a better teacher. 

To conclude, it can be argued that teachers’ motivation and job satisfaction 

was severely decreased because of three main reasons. First, they were going 

through financial difficulties. This was made clear when Mr. Abdullah stated 

that his motivation and job satisfaction was ‘slightly shaken’ as he was running 

his own business and that he could afford a decent life to his family even 

without getting his salary. However, he also claimed that if he was relying on 

his teaching salary to make a living, then his motivation and job satisfaction 

would sharply decrease. In his words: 

What is the main point of being a teacher? I mean of course there is a 
humanitarian side but at the end teachers have families, responsibilities 
and life to live. You cannot live with an empty pocket, especially when you 
are displaced and not in your city. For this reason, I cannot blame others 
who lost all of their motivation. I would do the same if I was in need of the 
money too. 

Second, it was only those teachers in camp schools that were not getting paid 

regularly. As was mentioned above, teachers referred to this issue and they 

were disappointed that it was only them who were receiving their salaries 

several months late while they were more in need of money than others. As Mr. 

Salah stated: 

You know what is the funny part of the story? It is not only that we are 
displaced and need the money more than other teachers who live in their 
city and have no rent to pay. It is rather the fact that since the camps are 
far from where most of the teachers live, we spend much more money on 
transportation than other teachers in non-camp schools who might go to 
school on foot. Instead of compensating us for this extra money that we pay 
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to go to school, we are being punished while others are having their salaries 
on time. 

Third, the real reason behind late payment was another factor that contributed 

in decreasing teachers’ motivation and job satisfaction. As was stated above, 

teachers believed that they could have been receiving their salaries without any 

delay. However, the reason behind late payment, according to the teachers, 

was connected with some government officials’ corruption who were making 

profits by letting some money-transfer firms keep hold of the teachers’ salaries 

for extended periods of time.   

However, the late payment was only one factor behind decreasing teachers’ 

desire to teach and their job satisfaction. The next section will tackle the lack 

of students’ desire and interest to learn which, according to the participating 

teachers, played a role in minimizing their motivation. 

5.5.2 Lack of students’ desire and interest to learn 

Beside the late payment, the participating teachers named their students’ lack 

of desire to learn as another factor that affected their motivation to teach. 

According to them, teachers generally tend to give their best when they know 

that their students are willing to learn. However, when the students do not 

count learning as a priority, teachers will be more inclined to favor traditional 

methods of teaching and lose any motivation to adjust and develop their 

teaching practices. 

In their interviews, many teachers talked about the reasons that led camp 

school students to lose their desire to learn and how that impacted them as 

teachers. To start with the reasons, the participating teachers related the lack 

of their students’ desire to learn to several causes. First, the students’ 

psychological state. Teachers talked in detail about the effect of what the 

students had been through on their psychological state. They explained that 

almost every student has lost either a family member, a relative, a friend and 
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so on. Moreover, many of the students’ mothers and/or sisters have been 

enslaved by ISIS.  

It is worth mentioning that during my stay in Duhok, I voluntarily worked with 

AMAR foundation as an interpreter between an English employee who was 

working in the foundation and people from the first camp, including students 

from the first participating school. The students were probed by the English 

employee to talk about the difficulties that they were facing in their lives. The 

majorities of the difficulties mentioned by the students were psychological such 

as depression, hopelessness, excessive anger, insomnia, inner emptiness and 

the like. Also, part of my work was meeting with a team of doctors who were 

working exclusively in camps. The doctors stressed that the vast majority of the 

young displaced people were suffering from acute psychological problems that 

reached in many cases to suicide thoughts.   

The participating teachers pointed out that some of their students had even 

turned alcoholic due to their psychological state. Mr. Ali explained that while 

many students found alcohol as an outlet to their psychological problems, it 

worsened their situation: 

Many students come to school drunk. There was more than one incident 
when a student comes to school drunk and holding a weapon, knives most 
of the times and pistols in few occasions. Actually, drinking is not limited to 
students, displaced teachers and headteachers from inside and even outside 
the camp also have their share. 

Beside their unstable psychological status, lack of value of education among 

IDPs played a big role in decreasing students’ desire to learn. One of the main 

reasons behind this lack of value was immigration. To elaborate, after 2014, 

tens of thousands of Iraqis were illegally immigrating every month to many 

western countries. Expectedly, emigration looked more appealing to those 

people with most suffering. As Mr. Salah stated: 

Displaced people see immigration as a golden opportunity that offers them 
housing in real houses instead of tents, money, health care and simply a 
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future. They have nothing to lose if they immigrate. Their houses, cars, and 
all of other belongings that they left behind in 2014 were destroyed, burned 
or confiscated by ISIS.  

Mr. Khalid added to this discussion. He pointed out that he was regularly 

overhearing students talking about their dream of immigrating to Europe. He 

also stated that tens of students from his school were immigrating to Europe 

monthly. In his words: 

We begin the academic year with an average of 100 students in each class. 
By the end of the year, the average drops to 65.  There are many reasons 
that lead students to leave their school, one of the main reasons is 
immigration. The story does not end at this point. When one student leaves 
school and immigrates to Europe, I hear his/her colleagues in the next few 
days saying things like how lucky s/he is to be in Europe, and they praise 
his/her bravery to take such a decision. 

Arguably, this shows that students were not taking education seriously. Rather, 

many students were just waiting their day to immigrate and to have a better 

life in other countries. Logically, this would affect their desire to learn as they 

know that someday sooner or later, they will leave their schools. In other 

words, displaced students were not relying on education to have a better 

future. Instead, leaving the country is what would offer them a decent life. Mr. 

Hasan, who is displaced himself and is living in a camp, had a similar point of 

view. In his words: 

Many of the students are still in the schools because their parents have not 
yet earned enough money to get them to Europe. I have strong relationship 
with many of my students’ parents and family members and they told me 
that they are working hard to make enough money to get them to Europe. 
Those students, along with their families, lost all of their hope in a better 
future in this country. They deeply believe that immigration is the only and 
last hope they have for themselves and more importantly for their families.  

The last main reason behinds students’ lack of desire to learn was poverty. All 

the displaced students were living in extreme poverty. That is, those who could 

afford rent did not stay in the camp in the first place. As most of the students 

came from within the same camp that encompasses their school, especially 

with the case of the first participating school, students were suffering from 
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financial difficulties. For this reason, many of the students were working. Mr. 

Khalid talked about this issue: 

For those many students who work, they prioritize their work over their 
education. To be honest, I do not blame them, and I would just do the same 
if I were one of them. I mean how can anyone think of doing anything when 
he or she is hungry or do not have enough clothes to keep off the cold? 

Mr. Abdullah explained that those students who were working skipped more 

than half of their school days. According to Mr. Abdullah, students’ continuous 

absence from the school gradually kills their desire to learn as it becomes 

normal for them to skip so many classes. However, other teachers (Mr. Khalid, 

Mr. Ali, Mr. Hasan and Mr. Salah) disagreed. To them, it is not the continuous 

absence that kills the desire to learn. Rather, students’ desire to learn 

decreases when they realize that working pays them off while attending school 

offers them nothing, at least in the short run. 

Hence, students lacked the desire to learn for multiple reasons. This lack of 

desire to learn impacted teachers’ motivation to teach and reduced their desire 

to improve their teaching styles and techniques. In other words, the 

participating teachers argued that most of the students were not attentive 

inside the classrooms. According to the teachers, although some of the students 

were not attentive due to other factors such as noises and high temperature, 

others were not paying attention just because they missed the desire to acquire 

new knowledge. As Mr. Khalid explained: 

It happened so many times that I ask a student to pay attention or to study 
harder and they replied with sentences like why would I do that? what 
change would it make whether I study hard or not? Will that feed me and 
offer me dinner for tonight? 

Mr. Ali added to this discussion. He argued that teachers get motivated to ‘give 

it all’ when they see their students’ hunger to learn: 

When teachers see their students’ hunger to learn, they give it all. It is 
always the students who push their teachers to the limits. In my opinion, 
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students have greater impact on their teachers than headteachers, 
supervisors and so on.  

To conclude, students’ lack of desire to learn reduced their teachers’ desire to 

give their best as teachers believed that no matter how much effort they put in 

teaching, this would not make a considerable difference to the students as 

students lack the desire to learn in the first place. The next subsection will 

tackle the influence of working conditions on teachers’ desire to teach. 

5.5.3 A demotivating workplace 

The last main reason that reduced teachers’ motivation and job satisfaction 

was their difficult working conditions. In fact, all the participating teachers 

came across this issue in their interviews. Teachers complained about the 

absence of infrastructure in their schools. As was mentioned previously (see 

section 4.5), the first school had no access neither to potable water nor to 

electricity. The second school was supplied with potable water but, as with the 

first school, lacked electricity. Hence, teachers in both schools were suffering 

from high and low temperature not only inside the classrooms, but also in the 

teachers’ room as their schools had no access to electricity and thus the schools 

lacked any kind of cooling and/or heating systems whatsoever.   

The participating teachers mentioned the high temperature as one of the main 

factors behind decreasing their motivation. Mr. Othman stated that high 

temperature did not only reduce their motivation but also affected their 

health. He explained that he and many of his colleagues were suffering from 

headache, dizziness and breathing problems due to high temperatures. 

Likewise, Mr. Ali questioned how teachers could love their job and be 

motivated when ‘they are drowning in their sweat’. He added that high 

temperature impacted teachers more than students: 

High temperatures impacted teachers more than students. Students mainly 
sit and do nothing while teachers have to do most of the talking. You 
cannot really imagine how it feels when it is over 50 degrees and you have 
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to talk for four hours. You have to teach while drowning in your sweat. In 
such circumstances, do you think that teachers can really love their job? 

Beside the lack of electricity, teachers talked about the impact of large class 

sizes on them. That is, teachers had to speak loudly all the time. As was 

mentioned previously, it has been found that noisy surroundings have a serious 

impact on teachers’ psychological well-being. Research indicates that teachers 

working in a noise polluted environment could be liable to lack of energy, lack 

of motivation, irritation, distress, tenseness, frustration, depression, less 

patience, tiredness without obvious reason, annoyance, stress and lack of 

concentration (Enmarker and Boman, 2004; Evans and Hygge, 2007; Seetha et 

al., 2008; Kristiansen et al., 2012). 

While some of the participating teachers just described their work as mentally 

exhausting, others talked about some of the symptoms mentioned above. 

Expectedly, as classes in the first participating schools were bigger and the 

number of students was larger, it was teachers from the first school who were 

more suffering from some of these symptoms. Mr. Khalid described his job as 

energy absorbing and tiring. By the same token, Mr. Muhammad stated that 

teaching in such difficult working conditions leads to impatience, nervousness 

and depression. Mr. Othman pointed out that due to speaking very loudly, he 

usually had headache towards the end of school days, and he was also feeling 

tired for the rest of the day: 

When the class is abuzz with noises coming from the outside, you need to 
speak loudly all the time to make sure that those at the back can hear you. 
This gives you a terrible headache especially towards the end of school days 
and this is my daily story in this school. Even after school, I feel tired and 
just prefer to stay in my flat and not going out. 

When Mr. Ali was asked about the challenges that faced teachers in camp 

schools, he pointed out that the lack of infrastructure, and especially the lack 

of electricity and water, was the biggest challenge. He explained that in days of 

extreme heat, teachers did not only have to endure the irritating temperature 

due to absence of any cooling system, but also had to walk for 10 minutes to 
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get to the nearest store from the school in case they wanted a cold bottle of 

water. According to him, this was more than enough to take all the motivation 

away. 

Obviously, these difficult working conditions had a negative effect on camp 

school teachers. That is, when teachers work in a place filled with difficulties, 

it is expected that this would have an impact on them and on their work. 

Arguably, while incentives can be used to motivate teachers to work in such a 

challenging context and to maintain their desire and enthusiasm towards 

teaching, the participating teachers in this study were not receiving their 

salaries on time, let alone the lack of any incentive. This led the teachers to 

believe that their efforts were not appreciated by the government.  

As a matter of fact, many teachers attributed their suffering, whether in terms 

of late salaries and/or difficult working conditions, to governmental 

carelessness. Hence, camp school teachers had multiple reasons not to be 

motivated towards their work. They believed that the government did not care 

about them, their students lacked the desire to learn, they were receiving their 

salaries several months late and above all, they were working in a very 

challenging context. To sum up, the presence of all these factors, beside the 

lack of any kind of incentive, had its impact on teachers and consequently on 

teaching as teachers were not motivated and lacked the desire to change or 

develop their teaching methods and/or practices.  

5.6 Teachers’ identities 

In response to the research question ‘what is the impact of the new teaching 

context on IDP camp school teachers’ identities?’, I was keen to ask teachers 

about their beliefs concerning the need of teaching English to displaced 

students in IDP camps. As was mentioned earlier in the literature review, the 

Identity Theory indicates that people regularly think of the question ‘what does 

it mean to be who we are?’. For this reason, teachers were also probed to state 
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what did it mean for them to be English language teachers in IDP camps and 

what were their goals regardless of which curriculum was being followed. 

This section explains teachers’ identities and how the new teaching context (IDP 

camps) had caused them to take up new role, or in other words a new caring 

identity. As was mentioned previously (see section 3.5.5), people have many 

different ‘role identities.’ A husband for example can also be a brother, a son, a 

teacher and a football player. Hence, each of these multiple components, or in 

other words each of these different roles that he occupies in the society, is a role 

identity (Stets and Burke, 2000). 

Based on this understanding of identity, the data shows that seven out of the nine 

participating teachers (including the withdrawn female teacher) had taken up more 

than one role identity, or in other words had formed some other non-academic 

goals beside those of increasing their students’ command over the English language. 

To illustrate, teachers were asked whether learning English or any other subject 

was what their students needed first. While Mr. Ali and Mr. Hasan stated that 

schooling and learning different subjects, including English, should be a priority for 

every displaced student, other teachers disagree. That is to say, to the majority of 

the teachers, while attending English language classes cannot be rendered 

unnecessary under any circumstance, there are more important things for students 

than increasing their knowledge of the language.  

To start with, Mr. Jasim believes that students’ psychological wellbeing is a priority 

over learning English and even attending school. He argued that there should be a 

psychological rehabilitation for camp school students first. According to him, 

schooling would not be fruitful and meets its aims if students are not ready to 

learn: 

These students have some serious issues, I mean psychological issues. They 
have to go through a psychological rehabilitation first if we want schooling 
to be fruitful. You cannot expect that schooling would meet its aims when 
students are not ready to learn. They cannot even think straight due to the 
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psychological challenges they are suffering from. Many students come to me 
every week and talk with me about their hopelessness, despair, frustration 
and fear. You know that there are suicidal cases every month amongst IDPs. 
So how do you expect from students to study if they live in constant fear 
and think about ending their lives? 

Mr. Salah had a similar view.  He believed that psychological rehabilitation is what 

displaced students need most. He stated that while schooling can be postponed for 

few months or even for a year, psychological issues get complicated over time when 

ignored: 

The ministry of education is turning a blind eye to the students’ suffering. 
They may think that students’ mental difficulties can be overcome if 
students only attend school. I believe the opposite is true. Mental 
difficulties get complicated when not being dealt with. Turning a blind eye 
is only exacerbating the situation. I think that students do not need to learn 
anything now, schooling can be postponed for few months or even for a 
year, but psychological issues cannot.  

The second thing that the students needed, according to the teachers, was to 

believe in the importance of continuing their education and not leaving school. As 

was discussed earlier (see section 5.5.2), students lost their desire to learn and the 

importance of education started to fade away after 2014, especially amongst IDPs. 

Mr. Khalid, for example, stated that many students had told him that they did not 

believe in education anymore. Mr. Othman also pointed out that students lost their 

faith in education. He said that many students told him if the Iraqi government 

failed to keep them and their families safe, how it would offer them jobs in future. 

To elaborate more on the last point, as Yazidis are a minority group in Iraq, they 

started to believe (after 2014) that they would not get their rights and there would 

be no equal employment opportunities between all Iraqis. This is one of the reasons 

why many Yazidis were immigrating to Europe with the intention of never coming 

back to Iraq. However, the teachers were anxious that their students would be 

facing so many difficulties when immigrating to Europe if they were not equipped 

with a good education. 
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Mr. Abdullah explained that displaced students in camp schools were not aware of 

the fact that to obtain a job in Europe, good education is even more needed than in 

Iraq. In his words: 

They (the displaced students) believe that once they get to Europe, they 
will be offered so many job opportunities regardless of what their 
qualifications are. They do not really know that without a good education, 
finding a job is even harder than in Iraq. For this reason, they need to finish 
at least their undergraduate studies if they want to get a good job.  

Mr. Muhammad stated that after 2014, many students started to leave school even 

if they had no intention to immigrate. Many students, according to Mr. Muhammad, 

prioritized working over staying in school. What worried Mr. Muhammad was that 

some students did not leave school because they needed to make money. Rather, 

students started to leave school as they believed that education would not pay 

them off anyway: 

I understand that some students leave school because they desperately 
need money. What worries me more are those students who leave school 
only because they believe that certificates will not make any difference for 
their lives in future. This needs to change. We have to do something. 

The participating teachers talked about many students who decided to postpone 

their studies for a year, or until they go back to their villages. The participating 

teachers expressed their concerns about such decisions. The teachers were worried 

that those students would never go back to school. As Mr. Khalid indicated: 

Once you leave school, there is a high possibility that you would never come 
back here again. There are many reasons for not attending school again. 
Students might find a job and then find it hard to leave that job. More 
importantly, you would find it more difficult to be in a class where 
everyone is younger than you. For girls who decide to take a year or more 
off, there is again a high possibility that they would get married, especially 
those at the age of 17 and older. Once they get married, they will most 
probably stay away from school for the rest of their lives. 

Mr. Jasim agreed with Mr. Khalid. He considered the first step towards leaving 

school for ever is when camp school students believe that it is impossible for them 
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to attend school and study while living in camps and that they will attend school 

once they go back to their normal lives. Mr. Abdullah added to this discussion: 

I completely understand that it is very hard to attend school and study 
while you live in a tent. I know this is a very difficult and unbearable 
situation for anyone not only for children and young people. But this should 
not stop them from attending school whatsoever because once they decide 
to take a year off, they would never come back. In fact, this would make 
their lives and especially their future even more complex and more 
challenging, regardless of whether they stay in Iraq or immigrate.  

The third need that teachers referred to was related to ‘social coexistence’. To 

explain, ISIS caused a serious disjuncture between people of Sinjar area, or in other 

words between Yazidis and Muslims. Tens of thousands of Yazidis were displaced 

after they had been attacked by ISIS. All the Yazidis’ towns located in Sinjar (an 

area in the Government of Nineveh) came under the control of ISIS and thousands of 

Yazidis have fallen dead or become prisoners and slaves including women and 

children.  

It is worth mentioning that before 2014, both Muslims and Yazidis were living in 

Sinjar. When ISIS attacked Sinjar, some Muslims from this area joined ISIS and 

participated in the attack. For many of those Yazidis who survived, and then 

became IDPs in the region of Kurdistan, they began to reject and fear the idea of 

living again in a society that is mixed with Muslims.  

In other words, what happened in 2014 caused many of the Yazidis to form an 

extremely negative perspective of Muslims and Islam in general. Moreover, there 

have been retaliatory reactions from some disgruntled Yazidis against several 

Muslims who had no connection to ISIS whatsoever. This, however, also turned some 

Muslims’ feelings of sympathy into anger and even hatred towards Yazidis as some 

Muslims were killed in those retaliatory actions. 

The majority of the participating teachers (all teachers except Mr. Ali and Mr. 

Hasan) talked about the need of entrenching the idea of ‘social coexistence’ as 

they were anxious that such an atmosphere of distrust and hatred ‘could develop 
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into a civil war if not dealt with properly’. To start with Mr. Salah, he stated that 

the worst scenario that could ever happen is a civil war. He pointed out that what 

is important is that all Yazidis and other Iraqis in general should deeply believe that 

ISIS represents itself only and not all Muslims. By the same token, he emphasized 

that Muslims should also know that the majority of Yazidis did not have a hand in 

retaliatory actions.  

Similarly, Mr. Khalid pointed out that Iraq needs at least several years to recover 

from the effects that ISIS left behind. He added that if a civil war breaks out, then 

tens of years could be needed to recover. Mr. Khalid talked in detail about the 

catastrophic impact of civil war as he has lived through one. In 2006, a civil war 

broke out between Sunnis and Shias in some cities in Iraq including Basrah where 

Mr. Khalid is originally from. Because of that war, he left Basrah and lived in Mosul 

until 2014 when he had to leave Mosul again as the city fell under ISIS control. In his 

words: 

Although what ISIS has done so far to the Iraqis is unbelievably cruel, it 
cannot be compared with what a civil war could do. People of Sinjar, 
especially Yazidis, lost and suffered too much. But at least once ISIS will be 
defeated, they can go back home and have a safe life. If a civil war breaks 
out, so many people will lose their life for many years to come. The civil 
war in my city, Basrah, broke out in 2006 and it is 2016 now and I still feel 
afraid to go back. 

Mr. Othman added to this discussion. He believed that all displaced Yazidis, 

including the students, should know that the number of Muslims who were killed by 

ISIS is tens of times bigger than the number of the Yazidi’s victims. According to 

him, this could be the best way to make all Yazidis believe that ISIS does not 

represent moderate Islam and that Muslims have also suffered from ISIS. 

Importantly, teachers turned what they believed to be a need for students into 

goals to achieve. In other words, teachers took a step towards offering their 

students psychological support and be part in establishing social coexistence 

amongst students as will be explain later in this section. When teachers were asked 



199 | P a g e  
 

why they decided to take these extra roles, they replied that they found this part 

of their jobs.  

Mr. Abdullah, for example, stated that schools over centuries were a source of 

wisdom to communities and should always, in his opinion, take an effective part in 

solving social problems in times of crisis. Similarly, Mr. Khalid, Mr. Muhammad and 

Mr. Jasim believed that teachers are always seen as role models by their students 

and this pushed them to take up new roles in their schools. Lastly, Mr. Othman and 

Mr. Salah pointed out that they believed it became their responsibilities to take up 

new roles when they saw that no one, especially those working in the government, 

cared about these issues. 

This is an interesting point as it shows that teachers have added new meanings to 

themselves, or in other words to what it means to be a teacher in an IDP camp. This 

is directly related to identities as identity is strongly connected with meanings. 

That is, the meanings that people give to themselves form their identities. Identity, 

as Burke and Stets (2009: 3) defined it, is ‘the set of meanings that define who one 

is when one is an occupant of a particular role’. Hence, individuals apply meaning 

to themselves for every role they occupy when trying to answer the question of 

what it means to be who we are. 

Therefore, the participating teachers were no longer believing that their roles as 

teachers were confined to teaching the English language. Rather, they took up new 

responsibilities and they responded to those responsibilities through certain actions, 

as identities need to be verified through certain actions. Individuals’ actions should 

be congruent with the meanings held in the identities for each role they are playing 

in their lives to feel competent and satisfied. For example, to add a meaning of 

‘psychological supporter’ to a teacher role, an action of psychological help and 

support should be provided so that teachers feel competent and satisfied about 

themselves. This is what teachers were doing in the camps.  

To elaborate, teachers were devoting considerable time to their students’ need 

even at the expense of being very focused on the curriculum. To start with the first 
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need, psychological rehabilitation, teachers stated in their interviews that they 

were occasionally speaking with their students for the purpose of supporting them 

psychologically. However, teachers differed in terms of how much classroom time 

was devoted for this issue.  

For example, Mr. Muhammad, Mr. Abdullah and Mr. Jasim said that they were 

occasionally taking 3-5 minutes of each class to support their students 

psychologically. Other teachers (Mr. Khalid and Mr. Salah) indicated that they were 

running late in terms of covering the textbook and for this reason, they were 

speaking with the students once in a few classes. 

By the same token, Mr. Othman pointed out that he was constantly telling his 

students that he would be more than happy if any student would come to him 

asking for help:  

I told them that whenever you feel depressed and have no one to talk to 
then you can come to me. I also told them that if you have some personal 
problems or issues that you might feel embarrassed to tell your family 
about, you can come to me. I even asked them to write their problems on a 
piece of paper and give it to me if they feel embarrassed to discuss these 
problems face to face.  

During the observations, there were multiple incidents where psychological support 

was offered by some teachers to their students. In one of the classes, Mr. Abdullah 

said to the students: 

My life was never easy. You may think now that all doors are shut, locked 
and bolted. Well, I have almost felt the same at some point in my life. All 
the doors were shut in my face. I almost gave up. I thought I would never 
make it. I was poor and had no money in my pocket. Then I was punished 
for something I did not make and above all, two of my best friends died in a 
car accident.  Here I am today. A happy man in spite of all the challenges. 
If there is one fact in life, then it would be things always change. You feel 
down today? do not lose your faith. Stay strong and keep in your mind that 
this will change. 

Similarly, Mr. Jasim told his students my story to give them hope for a better 

future: 
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I will tell you a different story today. It is about Mr. Ahmed, our guest. Mr. 
Ahmed told me that he left his family in Mosul when ISIS attacked the city. 
He was waiting to travel to the UK as he had already been accepted in a 
scholarship programme. After 2014, the Iraqi government suddenly said that 
we are under a financial crisis and cannot send more students out. All the 
doors were shut in his face as he saw his dream fading away. After months 
of struggling, the Iraqi government agreed to send only 80 students from all 
over Iraq and he was one of them. He is collecting his data now for his 
study. The study that once seemed impossible. So, do not lose your faith in 
a better future, a better life and a better everything. 

Concerning the second need which relates to believing in the importance of 

education, teachers indicated that they were occasionally speaking with their 

students about how important education would be to their future. Mr. Muhammad 

said that he was always telling his students that the value of education ‘is 

increasing day by day’. Likewise, Mr. Salah indicated that he was urging his 

students to focus on their studies as this could be the key towards a better life. 

Similarly, Mr. Othman revealed that he had explained to his students that even if 

they decided to emigrate to Europe, then having a degree is vital to get a decent 

job.  

However, some of the participating teachers believed that it would be so hard to 

convince their students that education could change their lives for better. Mr. Salah 

wondered how students could believe that education could ever offer them a 

decent future in time their teachers were not getting their salaries. For this reason, 

the participating teachers added that they had also followed some other strategies 

that might encourage students to proceed with their studies, even if they had no 

genuine faith in education.  

The main strategy the teachers followed was success for all students. To elaborate, 

the participating teachers indicated that there was a common belief amongst 

teachers in IDP camp schools that students who would fail in the mid-year and/or 

final examinations would also leave school immediately. For this reason, they made 

sure that all students pass, no matter how they did in their examinations. To Mr. 

Othman: 
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Most students are not even convinced that studying can make any 
difference in their lives. However, they are still in school for different 
reasons such as to kill time or just simply because they see their friends in 
school, so they are in school too. When they see others pass to the next 
studying year while they stay in the same year, they can hardly find any 
more reasons to proceed their study. 

Mr. Khalid had an identical view. He stated that teachers give their students a 

strong reason to leave school by failing them. He added that students in his school 

were lacking real motives to proceed their study, and many of them already had 

the idea of leaving school in their mind but they simply had not ‘pulled the trigger’ 

yet. Mr. Khalid added that if a teacher failed some of those students, even if they 

deserved to fail, then this would be the moment to make their plan and leave 

school.  

Similarly, some teachers stated that they tended to simplify schooling as much as 

they could through not overloading their students with homework, assignments 

and/or by not covering the whole textbook. To them, this could also push some 

students to leave school as they might believe that they would not pass the 

examinations any way.   

The participating teachers stated that they ignored what they believed to be less 

important. Mr. Ali, for example, said that he was teaching what his students would 

need in the coming years and was ignoring the materials that are not repeated in 

the following years’ textbooks. In his words: 

If there is one chapter or section about present simple, then I cannot skip it 
because students in future will be taught the present perfect and the 
present continuous and so on. However, if there is a reading passage on a 
city and students, according to the textbook, should memorize some 
information about this city, then I skip the whole or part of that passage. 

In this vein, it should be noted that teachers were skipping parts of the textbook for 

other purposes. The participating teachers indicated that there was no enough time 

to cover the textbook from cover to cover (see section 5.3.2). Similarly, some 

teachers pointed out that some parts of the curriculum need different classroom 

settings or features such as fewer number of students to be taught properly (see 
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section 5.3.1 and 5.3.3). Hence, simplifying schooling for students was not the only 

reason which led teachers to ignore certain parts of the curriculum.  

With relation to social existence, the students’ final need, teachers talked in more 

detail about this need. Some of the participating teachers (Mr. Othman, Mr. 

Abdullah and Mr. Jasim) stated that establishing social existence was their main 

concern. In general, teachers stated that one of their main goals was to let 

students believe again in the idea of social coexistence, that is to live again in 

mixed communities. They stressed that teachers should take a part in explaining to 

the students that ISIS do not represent Islam, and that what happened to the 

Yazidis in the eyes of moderate Muslims was a complete injustice and oppression.  

Interestingly, this is in line with many works which illustrate that schools can play a 

significant role in promoting positive attitudes needed for a peaceful living and 

safer future. According to these works (Sinclair, 2002; Nicolai, 2003; Buckland, 

2006; Wa-Mbaleka, 2012), issues which help building lasting peace and better future 

such as social coexistence, dealing with the past, finding alternatives to revenge 

and valuing other cultures can be encouraged in schools.  

According to the participating teachers, the idea of social coexistence was pivotal 

for the Yazidis inside those camps since they all came from certain towns in which 

many thousands of Muslims still live in. In other words, if the displaced Yazidis do 

not give up their fear and distrust with the Islamic communities, they will not be 

able to return to their homes and towns even after being liberated. This could be 

one of the main reasons why thousands of Yazidis emigrated to Europe with the 

intention of never coming back.  

The data shows that there was some kind of agreement among the participating 

Muslim teachers that it was the Muslims duty to explain to the Yazidi community 

that ISIS is not a representation of moderate Islam. As was explained earlier, the 

two camps (which embrace the two participating schools that constitute the sample 

of the present study) are dwelled only by Yazidis. Since these camps were located 

outside the main cities and the majority of the IDPs could not afford paying for 
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transportation to go outside their camps, the only place for thousands of Yazidis to 

meet with Muslims was in school. In other words, the Muslim teachers found 

themselves the only representatives of the Muslim community and thus it was them 

who should convince the Yazidis that ISIS is a real enemy of all Iraqis including 

Muslims.  

Mr. Muhammad said that he was always asking his students to believe in numbers 

which did not only show that people of all religions and sects have fallen victims at 

the hands of ISIS, but also show that Muslims are forming the biggest share of the 

victims. Likewise, Mr. Salah indicated that he was constantly talking with his 

students about the suffering of hundreds of thousands of Muslims who were also 

displaced and how they were living a very challenging and complicated life as other 

displaced people. 

Mr. Jasim believed that his words and ideas on social coexistence could be more 

effective than other teachers since he is neither a Muslim nor a Yazidi. In his words: 

With relation to this issue (entrenching social existence), I think I have an 
advantage that makes my words more effective to the students than other 
teachers. I am neither a Muslim nor a Yazidi. I am a Christian. Therefore, 
when I talk with students about this issue, they know that I am not taking 
sides. This can make my words more reliable and I am using this advantage 
to implant in their minds that they should never confuse between ISIS and 
Moderate Muslims.  

To conclude, it is clear that the participating teachers in IDP camps added more 

meanings to their role as teachers. That is to say, they did not look at the 

additional roles they were playing (for example helping the students psychologically 

and contributing in building a society free from racism, sectarianism, hatred and 

revenge) as voluntary roles or as something they did from a humanitarian 

perspective. On the contrary, they believed that these additional roles were at the 

core of their responsibilities. This shows that teachers in IDP camps have formed 

their own interpretations of their role as teachers. As Stryker and Burke (2000) 

pointed out, people living in the same culture have some agreed on shared 

meanings for the social positions. Hence, camp school teachers have learnt and 
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shared these additional meanings amongst them through interaction with each 

another. 

In this chapter, a manifestation of camp school teachers’ identities was presented. 

The impact of the new teaching context on teachers’ identities will be further 

discussed in the next chapter. As was indicated earlier (see section 5.1), the 

current chapter presents the main findings that build up for discussions where 

deeper analysis on teachers’ practices, identities and agency is provided.  
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Chapter Six: Discussion 

6.1 Introduction 

The present research set out to examine the impact of the new teaching context 

(IDP camps) on teachers’ practices, identities and agency. Based on the findings of 

the current study, the impact of camp school settings on each of the three variables 

(practices, identities and agency) is discussed separately in the remaining three 

sections of this chapter. 

6.2 Impact of camp school settings on teachers’ practices 

One of the main aims of the present study was examining the impact of camp 

school settings on the implementation of the new English language curriculum. To 

this end, the present section will draw on the findings of this research to discuss 

how different contextual factors affected teachers’ selection of teaching methods, 

and how English language teachers’ practices ultimately looked in camp school 

settings. In relation to the role of contextual factors on teachers’ selection of 

teaching methods, the discussion is made through the lens of CHAT as shown below 

in Figure 6.1. 

Importantly, only those elements (within each node of CHAT) and contradictions 

(whether within or between nodes) which were found to be related to the present 

research focus and questions will be tackled. For example, the instruments node 

contains many elements such as pens, pencils, sharpeners and so on. However, 

none of these were found to be impacting teachers’ practices and thus were 

excluded. 
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Figure 6.1: English language teaching in camp schools as an activity system 

As was explained throughout this thesis, the new CLT-based English language 

curriculum was introduced to bring about change in English language teaching in 

Iraq through adopting communicative teaching strategies. Generally, while it is the 

teachers who execute the curriculum bring about change is eventually determined 

by many factors, one of which is teachers.  

The two-way arrows between the nodes of the teaching activity system indicate 

that each node, including the subject node (the participating teachers), impacts 

and is impacted by the remaining nodes. Hence, accurate and effective 

implementation of the curriculum occurs when the outcome of the interactions 

within and between these nodes do not work against the new curriculum principles. 

However, this was not the case in IDP camp schools. 

The findings of this research indicate that the interacting contextual factors 

(represented in Figure 6.1) in camp schools were gearing the teachers to refuse 

more than accept communicative teaching strategies. To start with the ‘rules’ 
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node, teachers in both camp and non-camp schools were required to cover the 

whole curriculum within a certain number of lessons. Bearing in mind that the new 

curriculum was designed in accordance with this fixed number of lessons, covering 

the curriculum was a real challenge for teachers in camp schools as school days are 

less and lessons are shorter comparing with non-camp schools.  

Moreover, due to the variety of communicative classroom activities, more actual 

teaching time is needed when adopting communicative teaching comparing with 

traditional teaching methods (Rajab, 2013). It is worth mentioning that even with 

traditional methods of teaching being followed in camp schools, teachers were 

struggling to cover the whole curriculum in one academic year and were skipping 

many parts in the hope of saving time for covering more important ones. This 

means that to meet this rule of covering the curriculum, traditional methods of 

teaching had to be followed while executing the new CLT-based curriculum. 

However, another element within the ‘rule’ node is proper implementation of the 

curriculum, which means that teachers should abide themselves by the new 

curriculum directions, including but not limited to communicative teaching. 

Clearly, teachers broke that rule as they were found to be teaching traditionally. 

Interestingly, CHAT has the power to explain why unlike the previous rule of 

covering the curriculum, accurate implementation of the curriculum was not met. 

As was explained previously, headteachers and field supervisors (representing part 

of the community node) were not concerned with whether teachers were teaching 

communicatively or not. Their main concerns were covering the curriculum and 

raising the students’ success rate at final examinations.  

Thus, meeting the ‘covering the curriculum’ rule while breaking its ‘proper 

implementation’ counterpart was necessary to reach a state of equilibrium. CHAT 

illustrates that activity systems are always under change and transformation due to 

the contradictions that take place within and between the nodes. Also, resolving 

one contradiction frequently leads to creating another. This process of resolving 

and creating contradictions continues until ‘a new state of equilibrium is reached 

within the activity’ (Forbes et al. 2009). 
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This was mentioned by many teachers who illustrated that many of their teaching 

goals were shifted not so long after they started teaching in camp schools. 

However, when the participating teachers were probed to explain what choices 

teachers in camp schools had to make teaching and learning more effective, they 

replied that given the complex nature of camp school settings, nothing could really 

be done. This means that a state of equilibrium was finally reached as none of the 

teachers, headteachers or supervisors was attempting to break this state. 

Hence, if the participating teachers, for instance, rejected the ‘covering the 

curriculum’ rule and were attempting to achieve its ‘proper implementation of the 

curriculum’ counterpart, this would keep the contradiction or tension within the 

teaching activity (between the subject and community nodes) and prevent it from 

reaching such a state. In a sense, a state of equilibrium is reached when elements 

within the same node and nodes within the same activity reach a middle ground 

settlement.  

Knowing that headteachers and/or supervisors have a higher power (when 

considering the division of labour within the Iraqi educational system) than 

teachers, it becomes understandable why it was the teachers who had to comply 

with the goals and objectives of their ‘community’ and not vice-versa. Looking at 

teaching in camp schools as an activity system helps us understand why certain 

rules were met and others were broken, or why teachers in camp schools were 

teaching traditionally and not communicatively. 

The distribution of scores between written and oral skills (or between ‘structure-

oriented’ and ‘communicative and dialogic’ parts of the curriculum) at final 

examinations was another rule that impacted teachers’ selection of teaching 

methods and/or strategies. In fact, one of the main differences between the new 

and old curriculum is to what extent the communicative and dialogic parts of the 

language are being focused on. While the old Grammar-Translation based 

curriculum concentrated mostly on the structure-oriented parts of the language, 

the new curriculum gives the communicative and dialogic parts at least the same 

importance as their structure-oriented counterparts. However, the distribution of 
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scores between these two main parts at final examinations (or between written and 

oral skills) says otherwise. 

To explain, while the Iraqi Ministry of Education introduced a new English language 

curriculum, no modification was made to the examination system to match the new 

curriculum’s directions. Teachers stated that the new curriculum on the one hand, 

and questions in final examinations on the other hand do not have the same focus. 

They explained that the Ministry of Education asks that in final exams, 80 percent 

of the questions should be on grammar, reading and writing skills and only 20 

percent on oral skills. That is, 80 marks are given to the written exam whereas 20 

marks are allotted to the oral exam, which normally takes place few days before 

the written exam.  

Importantly, this is the case with all the grades except the 9th and 12th grades 

where examinations are set nationally. In these national examinations, all the 

questions are written and there is no oral examination whatsoever. Hence, the oral 

parts of the curriculum form either zero or twenty percent of the total marks. 

Bearing in mind that one of the main community’s concerns was raising the 

students’ success rate, the participating teachers were mainly focusing on grammar 

and on other reading and writing skills as these parts form either 80 or 100 percent 

in final exams.  

Hence, focusing on the structure-oriented parts of the curriculum even if at the 

expense of effective teaching was caused, at least to some extent, by the 

community. In other words, part of teachers’ resistance to abandon traditional 

methods of teaching was the fact that communicative teaching could lower 

students’ success rate and thus break this state of equilibrium between teachers 

and their community. As Mr. Khalid indicated: 

Now let us imagine that from now on I will mainly focus on speaking and 
listening skills. By the end of this year, many students will arguably be able 
to speak and understand better than their peers in other classes. However, 
when the final examinations come, many of my students will fail while 
those in other classes will pass. If the students’ parents, the supervisor or 
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even the headteacher ask me why the success rate in my classes is low, do 
you think that they will all be happy to hear something like it is true that 
my students fail, but they can speak and understand better than those who 
pass? 

The impact of community on teachers’ selection of teaching methods did not stop 

at this point. As was explained earlier, the majority of teachers in this research 

were found to have a very limited knowledge about the new curriculum goals and 

objectives. Teachers’ understanding of their role and the nature of classroom 

activities under the new curriculum was also found to be confined. More 

importantly, what benefits students would gain from communicative teaching was 

also unknown to most teachers. The absence of training programmes can be argued 

to be the main reason behind this limited knowledge and understanding. That is, it 

is through these programmes that teachers in Iraq normally gain more knowledge 

and deeper understanding about any newly introduced curriculum. 

As is known, it is the community (local district administration and Ministry of 

Education) that is responsible for providing these training programmes. The impact 

of not offering camp school teachers an opportunity to enroll in such programmes 

on their practices can best be seen through literature on curriculum innovation. To 

Iskandar (2014), it is quite unlikely that teachers would make a noticeable change 

in their practices when a new curriculum is introduced unless they deeply believe 

that the new curriculum can effectively work in their classroom settings, and that 

changing their teaching methods and/or practices will bring a better and a positive 

result for their students. Thus, as training programmes were being provided to non-

camp school teachers only, the participating teachers’ community was again 

partially responsible behind teachers’ resistance to abandon traditional teaching 

methods. 

Moreover, the absence of training programmes pushed many teachers to rely on 

other ‘instruments’ that might help them better understand the new curriculum. 

The main three instruments were YouTube channels, Facebook pages and leaflets 

(or mini-guidebooks). These channels and pages were run by other teachers through 

their private accounts. The same is true for leaflets which were written by other 
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teachers. Hence, those teachers were running channels, pages and were writing 

leaflets as a personal effort and there was no indication whatsoever that they had 

been trained, or even asked by anyone, to offer advice and guidance to other 

teachers.  

Additionally, these channels, pages and mini-guidebooks were concentrating on the 

structure-oriented parts of the curriculum at the expense of the communicative and 

dialogic parts. With relation to leaflets, which can arguably be said to have a bigger 

influence on the participating teachers’ practices than YouTube channels and 

Facebook pages, some teachers were entering the classroom with a leaflet instead 

of the textbook in their hands. They relied completely on those leaflets and 

neglected the teacher’s book that comes with the curriculum.  

As I went through two different leaflets that two teachers were using, I noticed 

that these leaflets did not tackle teaching practices or classroom activities at all. 

Instead, grammatical rules with lots of example for each rule and translation of 

words from English to Arabic made most of those mini guidebooks. When I asked Mr. 

Othman why he was using a leaflet instead of the teacher’s book, he replied: 

I know that I am not supposed to use leaflets but when you are asked to 
implement a new curriculum without being offered any training 
programmes, these mini-guidebooks could be your best option. To be 
honest, and as I said, when I read the teacher’s book, I find it so difficult to 
understand. You cannot easily conclude what the teacher’s book is trying to 
communicate to you. However, when I use a leaflet, it is just there in front 
of me. I mean it tells me what to explain in today’s class, with so many 
examples being provided. 

Mr. Muhammad added to this discussion. He stated that most camp school 

teachers had a limited experience in teaching and had not been enrolled in any 

training programmes and, according to him, that is what made them believe 

that those who had written those leaflets or mini-guidebooks had more 

knowledge about English language teaching than themselves. To Mr. 

Muhammad, the absence of training programmes led many of his colleagues, 

especially those with limited teaching experience, to question their ability to 
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understand the curriculum on their own and consequently, relied on these 

leaflets which were concentrating solely on the structure-oriented dimensions 

of the English language. 

However, this does not mean that traditional teaching methods were followed only 

because of the community’s impact on the teachers. In fact, part of teachers’ 

limited knowledge and understanding about the new curriculum was caused by a 

shortage of teacher’s books (instruments), which provide much information about 

the curriculum including teachers’ role and classroom activities.  

Moreover, the contradictions existed between the ‘instruments’ and ‘rules’ nodes 

per se were impeding proper communicative teaching. That is, to meet the ‘proper 

implementation of the curriculum’ rule, certain tools are needed. From this, group 

work activities need proper seating arrangements that allow students to engage 

with their teacher and among themselves while facing each other. Similarly, proper 

sound insulation is critical so that communications can run smoothly. 

By the same token, teachers have to be able to move from one group to another to 

keep the flow of conversations and/or activities running and offer advice and 

guidance when needed. As was discussed in the previous chapter, this was not the 

case in camp schools. Bench desks were fixed, and students were sitting on the 

ground due to the large class sizes. Hence, teachers could neither get their 

students seated properly nor move freely around the class. Moreover, due to the 

high level of noise inside camp schools’ tents and caravans, conducting 

communicative activities was strongly challenging as such high noises would 

continuously break the flow of these classroom activities. 

Thus, coupled with the community being mostly concerned with covering the 

curriculum and raising the students’ success rate, the absence of training 

programme, the time-limitation, the shortage of teacher’s books, the inappropriate 

seating arrangement and the large class sizes in camp schools had led camp school 

teachers rely heavily on a strict transmission-oriented teacher-centred mode of 

teaching. This means that teacher-fronted talk was dominating most of the class 
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time explaining mainly rules of grammar, or more generally the structure-oriented 

parts of the curriculum while ignoring to a large extent the speaking and listening-

related parts.  

Students, on the other hand, were just kept silent through most of the day. Their 

engagement in the class took mainly the form of short responses to close-ended 

questions raised by their teacher. The purpose behind these questions was mainly 

checking students’ knowledge and understanding. Some of these questions were 

‘did you understand?’, ‘what’s the meaning of this word?’, ‘can you give me a 

synonym (or an opposite) of this word?’, ‘can we use the present simple tense to 

refer to future?’. In most cases, students were answering chorally, and teachers 

rarely built on their students’ answers. Teachers were either nodding their heads or 

otherwise pronouncing the right answer when wrong answers were given. 

Hence, knowledge was not constructed and/or negotiated as communicative-

curricula suggest (Novosadyuk, 2014). Rather, it was passively imparted to the 

students. Moreover, no real meaningful communication, negotiation and/or 

discussion was noticed to be made by any student. To put differently, teacher-

students exchanges in all the lessons took the form of Initiation-Response-Follow-up 

(IRF) patterns where the initiation stands for questions asked by the teacher, then a 

response is given by students (individually and/or chorally) followed by a follow-up 

from the teacher, which mainly takes the form of evaluative feedback to the 

student’s answer or response.  

The findings of this research cohere with other studies (Gahin, 2001; Yamchi, 2006; 

Shamim, 2008; Vaish, 2008) which show that teachers do not simply change from 

traditional to communicative teaching methods where the teaching settings 

(availability of teaching resources, class size) do not match the instructions of 

communicative curricula and/or when the communicative curriculum and the 

examination system do not share the same focus.  

In a study on the factors affecting the implementation of a communicative 

curriculum in Libyan secondary schools conducted by Hussein (2018), the researcher 
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found that teachers’ understanding and perceptions of CLT, teachers’ low salaries, 

teachers’ beliefs, class management, time constraints, large classes, examination 

system and teachers’ training were direct factors that could be the reasons behind 

teachers’ resistance to abide by the rules of CLT. Needless to say, all of these 

factors were found in this study to be strongly affecting teachers’ practices in camp 

schools. 

Importantly, using CHAT as an analytical framework in this research helps in 

showing how different factors had taken parts in making teachers resort to 

traditional teaching methods. Teachers, as subject of the teaching activity, were 

under the influence of other elements (or nodes) that had the power to impact 

their choice of teaching methods. CHAT also shows that following traditional 

teaching methods in camp schools was a means to reach a state of equilibrium. It 

can thus be argued that a provision of a teaching environment governed by a 

homogeneous set of rules, that support and stand in line with communicative 

teaching strategies, is considered as one of the most critical factors that could 

encourage teachers to adopt communicative teaching strategies.  

In relation to the present study, the opposite was just the case. Many tools 

(teacher’s book, proper classroom furniture) were missing. Also, the two camp 

schools had no air-cooling (or heating) system whatsoever, leaving teachers and 

students understandably unwilling and unmotivated to actively engage in 

communicative activities in the class. Training programmes were not offered to 

camp-school teachers. Teachers were therefore left with very limited knowledge on 

the new curriculum aims and objectives and were kept unaware of their new role 

under the new innovation. 

Also, covering the condensed curriculum under an extreme time limitation, and 

asking the teachers to put much concentration on oral skills (when implementing 

the new curriculum) whereas the distribution of scores between written and oral 

skills (on mid and/or final examinations) says otherwise can be seen as 

contradictory rules that had the power to affect teachers’ choices of teaching 

methods.  
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Hence, CHAT helps us understand that following traditional methods of teaching in 

camp schools was an inevitable outcome rather than a choice. The participating 

teachers relied on traditional methods of teaching not because they believed that 

such methods were the most effective in any context. Rather, it was because other 

teaching methods were simply inapplicable, or at least would break the state of 

equilibrium.  

In other words, what might look to an outsider as an ineffective teaching (due to 

traditional rather than communicative teaching and/or a homogenous rather than 

an individualized style of teaching being followed) was an inevitable outcome that 

camp school teachers could hardly be blamed for. This is because camp school 

teachers were compelled to adopt traditional teaching methods as coping 

mechanism against the challenging teaching environment in IDP camp schools. 

6.3 Impact of camp school settings on teachers’ agency 

In relation to agency, the present research is mainly concerned with the question 

‘to what extent English language teachers are able to achieve agency in camp 

schools in terms of their responses to the new English language curriculum’s 

demands?’. As was mentioned earlier, this research draws on the work of Mark 

Priestley et al. (2012, 2013, 2015). According to them, to what extent teachers are 

both enabled and constrained in their school settings determines the achievement 

of their agency. Hence, agency is not an individual capacity. Rather, it is the 

outcome of the interaction of the efforts that individuals make with the available 

resources and the contextual factors in a given context. 

In relation to this research, to what extent the participating teachers were both 

enabled and constrained in their new teaching settings, IDP camp schools, will also 

be illustrated through the lens of CHAT. As was indicated in the previous section, 

the two-way arrows between the nodes (Figure 6.1) mean that each node influences 

and is influenced by the remaining nodes. This means that teachers are enabled and 

therefore their agency is achieved when they (representing the subject node) can 

effectively counteract the impact of the remaining nodes while building on their 
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individual capacities. By contrast, when teachers find themselves unable to 

effectively respond to the impact of the remaining nodes, then they are 

constrained more than enabled and their agency is thus limited. 

Building on what has been discussed in the previous section, one can easily 

conclude that camp school settings were inhibiting a variety of effective teaching 

activities leading teacher agency to be limited more than achieved. To start with 

the role of the community on the achievement of teachers’ agency, the impact of 

the community on the teachers was clearly stronger than the other way around. 

This means that through overpowering the teachers, the community was limiting 

teachers’ agency as teachers were constrained more than enabled. Teachers were 

designing their classroom practices not in light of their professional experience or 

academic knowledge, but rather in accordance with their community’s goals and 

demands.  

Similarly, the severe shortage (or complete lack in many occasions) of many 

instruments (teaching and/or learning resources such as white boards, textbooks, 

appropriate classroom furniture, projectors, computers, speakers and so on) was 

contributing in limiting teacher agency as teachers in camp schools could not 

counteract the impact of this shortage on their practices. To take classroom 

furniture as an example, teachers could not respond effectively to the challenge of 

the fixed bench desks. That is, teachers were unable to find alternative ways to get 

their students sit in circles so that group activities could take place. This means 

that teachers’ agency was limited as agency is ‘largely about repertoires for 

manoeuvre, or the possibilities for different forms of action available to teachers at 

particular points in time’ (Priestley et al, 2012, p. 36-37). Obviously, teachers 

ignored group work activities as they could not find alternative forms of actions 

that could help in carrying out communicative activities. 

In their interviews, the participating teachers talked about their inability to 

effectively respond to this shortage of instruments. Mr. Khalid, for example, stated 

that given the large class sizes in camp schools, teaching can by no means be 
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effective. When he was asked about what teachers could do to deal with this big 

number of students, he replied: 

This school needs more caravans, more desks and more boards and if the 
government does not supply us with what we need, then I honestly cannot 
think of any strategy that teachers can do to make their teaching fruitful or 
more effective 

Moreover, the new curriculum was introduced in a top-down approach and thus was 

imposed on camp school teachers. Hence, teachers were required to execute the 

curriculum in a context that is widely different from other ‘normal’ contexts that 

the curriculum was basically designed for. However, while it is true that teachers in 

camp schools did not fully abide themselves by this top-down curriculum directions 

as traditional teaching were eventually followed, this does not mean that their 

agency was achieved through coming up with alternative forms of action. This is 

simply because through their breaking of certain rules (such as concentrating on the 

communicative and dialogic parts of the curriculum and/or adopting communicative 

teaching methods), teachers were challenging more than supporting the curriculum.  

As was explained earlier, teacher agency is achieved when teachers (upon the 

introduction of a new curriculum and through building on their individual 

capacities) act as agents of change. This happens when they bring change to their 

daily practices in classrooms. Therefore, as effective communicative teaching was 

unattainable in camp school settings, teachers carried on with traditional teaching 

methods. Hence, as camp school settings inhibited teachers from bringing change to 

their daily practices in classrooms, this means that the new teaching context 

limited teacher agency in the sense that bringing about change was not achievable. 

The role of camp school settings in limiting the participating teachers’ agency can 

also be noticed when teachers with more teaching experience stated that beside a 

better control of the classroom, their extended teaching experience did not give 

them any advantage over those with limited experience as only one form of 

teaching (traditional teacher-centered approach) seemed doable or compatible 

with camp schools settings. 
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Following almost an identical form of teaching by all camp school teachers clearly 

refers to the role of camp schools in limiting teacher agency. That is, people with 

more experience can logically respond to problematic situations better than others 

with limited experience. In relation to the present research, this means that 

teachers with more extended teaching experience (such as Mr. Abdullah, Mr. Jasim 

and Mr. Khalid) could rely on their long professional histories to come up with 

different strategies that would allow them to accurately implement the curriculum 

while counteracting the contextual difficulties. However, they did not build on 

their professional knowledge but rather followed traditional teaching methods and 

thus their agency was also limited as agency is not what individuals can have, but 

what they do (Biesta and Tedder, 2007). 

Based on the above, it can be argued that given both the higher power of the 

community and the many difficulties that accompanied teaching and learning in 

camp schools, the participating teachers were looking at their academic role not as 

a set of choices to choose from to improve teaching and learning. Instead, they 

were more concerned with ‘getting the job done’ through following certain kind of 

teaching methods or actions that did not appear to them as choices, but rather as 

inevitable. This means that the new teaching context was paralyzing many forms of 

actions that could have helped teachers achieving their agency through bringing 

change to their daily classroom practices. 

It is also worth mentioning that differences in teaching methods and strategies 

among teachers could have surfaced if a system of incentive was followed. In other 

words, when incentives are offered when effective and up-to-date methods of 

teaching are followed, or for any other end that contributes in developing and 

improving education, this could push teachers to maximize their efforts in an 

attempt to find alternative strategies that can help them counteracting the 

contextual difficulties. However, the opposite was the case in camp schools. The 

participating teachers frankly expressed their lack of desire to invest their times 

and efforts to look for alternative methods of teaching that could have proved more 
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effective than traditional ones. The late and low salary was one of the main reasons 

behind this lack of desire or motivation.  

Also, the role of teachers’ beliefs cannot be ignored when it comes to achieving 

agency. As was discussed earlier, teachers’ beliefs regarding the purpose of 

education and the needs of the traumatized students in camp schools can either 

enhance or limit the achievement of their agency as part of teachers’ short and 

long-terms goals are designed in accordance with their beliefs. According to agency 

theory (Priestley et al. 2015a), the achievement of teacher agency is oriented 

toward the achievement of a combination of some short and long-term goals and 

objectives.  

With relation to the participating teachers, setting some effective, useful and 

practical short and long term aims helps in achieving their agency. An example of 

these goals and aims would be developing students’ high-order thinking skills (such 

as critiquing, analyzing, synthesizing and arguing). However, as camp school 

teachers believed that what their traumatized students needed the most was not 

quality education, this was affecting their long-term goals. In their interviews, 

teachers were probed to talk about their goals behind teaching in camp schools. 

Surprisingly, none of their long-term goals were academic. Instead, their long-term 

goals were revolving around social coexistence and peace making.  

The importance of having these non-academic goals whether to the students or to 

the bigger society cannot be underestimated. Nevertheless, the existence of such 

goals was limiting more than enhancing their agency as these goals deviated 

teachers from concentrating on being agents of change. Moreover, as their long-

term goals were non-academic, teachers’ short-term aims were limited to covering 

the curriculum and raising their students’ success rate at final exams. 

Thus, while a state of equilibrium was reached in camp schools and hence erased 

the tensions within and between the different nodes of the teaching activity, this 

state was limiting teachers’ agency as well. That is, due to this agreed upon state 

of equilibrium, teachers adopted traditional methods of teaching as communicative 
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teaching would inevitably bring tensions back between them and their community. 

Importantly, this is not the case in non-camp schools where teachers have bigger 

opportunities to adopt communicative teaching methods while effectively 

counteract the impact of the remaining nodes, or in other words maintaining the 

state of equilibrium even with communicative teaching being adopted. 

As was indicated earlier, headteachers and supervisors in non-camp schools take 

their role in encouraging teachers to deliver quality teaching. Training programmes 

are also held to non-camp school teachers to help them implement the new 

curriculum effectively. Hence, the community’s power in non-camp school is used 

to push teachers to act as agents of change and thus increases the likelihood of 

achieving their agency. By the same token, classrooms in non-camp schools are 

supported with more ‘instruments’ or teaching and learning resources than in camp 

schools.  

This, however, does not mean that teacher agency is always achieved in non-camp 

schools. Rather, teachers in non-camp schools can more efficiently respond to other 

nodes or factors as the impact of these nodes are less severe and hence can be 

counteracted while maintaining the state of equilibrium. For example, as teachers 

have more time in non-camp schools than in camp schools, this means that teachers 

in non-camp schools can cover the whole curriculum even with communicative 

teaching strategies being followed. Hence, teachers can successfully build on their 

individual capacities without creating tensions with their community.  

Thus, a state of equilibrium in non-camp schools does not necessarily contribute to 

limiting teachers’ agency. On the contrary, it might help in achieving teacher 

agency as teachers can and are encouraged to build on their individual capacities. 

Moreover, teaching in non-camp schools could also be geared towards achieving 

some useful and effective academic goals that support rather than challenge the 

curriculum. 
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6.4 Impact of camp school settings on teachers’ identities 

One of the main aims of this thesis is to examine how the new teaching context (IDP 

camp schools) has impacted teachers’ identities. Based on the findings presented in 

the previous chapter, it can be argued that there is a twofold manifestation of the 

impact of the new teaching context on teachers’ identities. First, there is a shift in 

the identity standard for English language teacher’s role in camp schools. Second, 

teachers have taken up a new caring identity. 

To start with the first point, Burke and Stets (2009: 3) illustrate that identity is a 

set of meaning. These meanings are what differentiate one role identity from 

another. According to Identity theory, when an individual takes on an identity, s/he 

should behave in line with its embedded meanings so that this role identity could be 

verified. 

In relation to the present study, this means that to verify their teaching role 

identities, the participating teachers have to behave in accordance with the 

meanings held in their teaching role identity, or more broadly with what other 

people expect from them to do (as these meanings are culturally shared). 

Generally, what people expect from English language teachers is an effective 

teaching that maximizes the students’ capabilities, improves their command over 

the language and prepares them well for the examinations. Moreover, from my 

former experience as an English language teacher at secondary schools, English 

language teachers in Iraq normally evaluate their efficiency in terms of the extent 

they could improve their students’ English language level, and their students’ 

success rate especially at grade 9 and 12. 

However, the findings show the opposite. Due to the complex teaching settings, the 

participating teachers carried on with traditional teaching methods as effective 

communicative teaching was unattainable in camp schools. Besides, the percentage 

of students who were passing the national examinations (especially for grade 9) was 

very low (in some classes it was below five percent). Nevertheless, teachers were 
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still satisfied about their teaching role identity as they did not consider effective 

teaching as a criterion that defines the effectiveness of their work. 

Hence, as the participating teachers were unsuccessful in boosting their students’ 

English language level, this did not collide with the impression they had about 

themselves as English language teachers. This indicates that their teaching role 

identities were verified even with other people’s expectations being unmet. This 

means that trough erasing effective teaching from the criteria that define their 

role, teachers had shifted the meanings that define their teaching role due to the 

impact of the new teaching context.  

To Stryker and Burke (2000), when self-verification fails to occur due to a mismatch 

between the perceived behaviors and meanings (or goals to be achieved), this 

generates negative emotion as this would lead people to have some doubts about 

their self-worth (low self-esteem) and may even engender other negative emotions 

such as distress and anger. When this happens, people counteract the discrepancy 

between their actions and the meanings held in the identity standard (Stets and 

Burke, 2003). This, however, could be accomplished either through changing their 

behaviors or the goals to be achieved in a given context.  

As was mentioned previously, people tend to start firstly with changing their 

actions or behaviors. If changing actions is not an available option, due to the 

surrounding context such as their work conditions, they start modifying the 

meanings held in the identity standard, or in other words the meanings that define 

their teaching role. This can be argued to be the case with the participating 

teachers who, due to the complex working conditions, believed that their academic 

goals were just unachievable. In other words, the participating teachers indicated 

that camp schools are filled with difficulties that teachers cannot overcome 

through changing their actions. Hence, the only option left for a camp school 

teacher to counteract the discrepancy between their actions and the meanings held 

in their identity standard was changing the identity standard.  
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In their interviews, many teachers talked about this issue. They indicated that they 

do not blame themselves for the ineffective delivery of knowledge, nor for the low 

achievement of their students in national examinations, which refers to the change 

in their identity standards. Mr. Khalid stated: 

As a matter of fact, teachers in IDP camp schools are the last to blame. The 
class size is beyond thinkable. There are tens of students crammed inside 
each tent. The majority of students lack the desire to learn with many of 
them come to class without the textbooks. In such situation, not to mention 
that many students do not speak or even understand Arabic, how can 
teachers be blamed? 

Mr. Jasim had a similar view. To him: 

Teachers in camp schools are confined by so many difficulties that do not 
allow them to apply what they believe to be a good teaching. When 
teachers find themselves in such a demanding and challenging context, I do 
not really think that there is much they can do to overcome these 
challenges. There is nothing you can change to make your teaching 
effective. Therefore, I am completely satisfied with myself as a teacher and 
deeply believe that none of the students’ low achievement is my or my 
colleagues’ fault. 

To Stryker and Burke (2000), when self-verification occurs, people feel satisfied and 

do not change the way they behave. This was the case with the participating 

teachers who gave their role identities a new definition that could be verified in 

camp schools. This can be seen more clearly in Mr. Hasan’s statement: 

when I first started my work as a voluntary teacher, I had so many goals in 
my head. I wanted to help the students through offering them quality 
teaching. Not so long after my first day in school, I realized that none of my 
goals is achievable. Nowadays, I am not even trying, to be honest, to have 
new goals or dreams because I know that unless the Iraqi Ministry of 
Education interferes, there is nothing teachers can do, and I do not blame 
myself for the low-quality teaching I am delivering to my students 

The statement above shows obviously how Mr. Hasan changed the identity standard 

for his teaching role identity and then verified it. This was also the case with other 

teachers who indicated that they had added new meanings to their teaching role 

identities. Mr. Salah, for example, explained that teachers in camp schools do not 
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have to aim at delivering quality teaching anymore as this is something 

unachievable. Instead, they shall look for different aims such as promoting social 

coexistence and/or convincing the students not to leave schools. 

Hence, the first impact of the new teaching context on teachers’ identities was a 

shift in their teaching role identities. Interestingly, there is a clear connection 

between this shift of identity and the state of equilibrium discussed in the previous 

section. That is, as the ‘proper implementation of the curriculum’ element (within 

the rule node) was erased from the teaching activity system to reach a middle-

ground settlement with the remaining nodes, it was necessary for teachers to also 

erase this element from the features that describe the effectiveness of their role so 

that their teaching role identities could be verified. 

Concerning the second impact, it was found that in addition to their teaching role 

identities, teachers have taken up a caring identity. Following O’Connor (2008, p. 

117), caring refers to those ‘emotions, actions and reflections that result from a 

teacher’s desire to motivate, help or inspire their students’ and is ‘demonstrated 

within the broader social context of teacher–student interactions in and out of the 

classroom situation’.  

A critical point should be raised here. In relation to the present study, when a 

teacher takes up a new role identity, this does not presuppose a quantifying or 

stratifying between his/her traditional teaching role and its newly taken 

counterpart (teaching vs. caring identities) as it is eventually the same person who 

holds these two identities. Rather, while the teaching role identity refers to 

teachers’ traditional role of teaching (along with all the academic-meanings and/or 

goals attached to their teaching identity), caring identity is used in this research to 

refer to the new roles that teachers had taken in their new teaching context. 

Hence, for ease of discussion, teachers’ caring role identity is used in the present 

research to refer to the new non-academic meanings and/or goals that teachers 

added beside their traditional academic ones. 
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In relation to the participating teachers and following the disjuncture that 

happened after 2014 between Muslims and Yazidis, new meanings or goals that 

ultimately shape their identities were added. That is, the participating teachers 

indicated that entrenching social coexistence lies at the core of their 

responsibilities as teachers in camp schools. For this reason, they were regularly 

speaking with their students about the need and necessity of maintaining unity 

within the Iraqi society by differentiating between ISIS and moderate Muslims, and 

by understanding that the vast majority of victims that were killed by ISIS were 

Muslims themselves.  

The participating teachers also mentioned that their priority was to help their 

traumatized students, mainly but not limited to psychologically, rather than be 

focused on their traditional role; teaching the English language. To such end and 

with no official training whatsoever, the participating teachers devoted a 

considerable time to the very serious pastoral needs of the students in the camps, 

even at the expense of being very focused on the curriculum. Some teachers were 

even meeting students out of the class to discuss some of the problems that the 

students were undergoing. Other teachers were devoting the first few minutes of 

each class to encourage students to keep moving, discuss their problems with 

someone who could help and to never lose hope in a better future.  

Teachers’ caring identity manifested itself through the participating teachers’ 

assertion that these additional goals of helping their students were more important 

to them than their academic ones. Mr. Muhammad stated that he was teaching the 

English language only because he had to. He pointed out that if it was up to him, he 

would turn the classroom into a place where students can ‘taste some true 

happiness’ whether through conducting games or having friendly conversation. He 

added that this was what he wanted to do if only he was not required (by the 

Ministry of Education) to cover the curriculum. 

The same with Mr. Khalid who asserted that schools should have a new set of goals 

for displaced students. To Mr. Khalid, none of these goals should relate to academic 

teaching. Instead, camp schools should simply be a place where social coexistence 
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is promoted and where students are offered genuine psychological help. Like Mr. 

Muhammad, he pointed out that he was teaching the English language subject only 

because he had to. 

Through taking up a caring identity, the teachers had been emotionally engaged 

with their students. A review of the literature shows that emotions have always 

been part and parcel of teaching (Nias, 1986; Zembylas, 2003). Hargreaves (1994) 

stressed that emotions are at the centre of teachers’ work as teaching always 

involves ‘human nurturance, connectedness, warmth and love’. In his later work, 

Hargreaves (1998) stated that caring about and for students form a crucial aspect of 

teachers’ identity. He explained that teachers are passionate beings who, as other 

individuals, bring their beliefs and personal commitment to their society to their 

workplace.  

Nias (1989) and Forrester (2005) argued that teachers’ work includes ethical and 

humanistic dimensions that act as a source of intrinsic motivation to encourage and 

push teachers to care for their students even when there are no economic benefits 

behind their caring. To Hargreaves and Goodson (1996), teaching is traditionally 

more of a ‘caring’ profession than a high-status one.  

However, even with the emotions being at the heart of teaching, caring aspects are 

mostly ignored by teachers. To Dillabough (1999), such aspects are greatly ignored 

and normally not noticed because of the institutionalised standards that relegate 

teachers’ emotions and subjugating teachers’ private sphere, or in other words 

their own goals, aims and beliefs to the aims and goals of the system. The question 

raised here is why would camp school teachers challenge their institutionalised 

standards and show their caring aspects. According to O’Connor (2008), 

institutionalised standards are challenged, and caring aspects are brought up by 

teachers when students are in need for caring. 

Thus, while ‘the state of equilibrium’ justifies the first impact of camp school 

settings on teachers’ identities (a shift in the teaching role identities), the work of 

O’Connor (2008), or in other words the fact that students in camp schools were in 



228 | P a g e  
 

desperate need for help and care, explains the second impact of the new teaching 

context on teachers’ identities. 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

7.1 General summary and research questions 

This research set out to examine the impact of the new teaching context, IDP 

camps, on teachers’ implementation of the new English language curriculum, their 

identities and agency. To this end, the present research utilized two instruments to 

collect the data; semi-structured interviews and classroom observation. The sample 

of this study were eight male secondary school English language teachers divided 

into two camp schools in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. 

In fact, there was only one female English language teacher in both of the two 

schools. The female teacher agreed to participate in this study and was interviewed 

twice and observed once, but then decided to withdraw for safety reasons as some 

religious and political issues were tackled during the second interview. However, 

she was asked if references could be made to her in this thesis and she agreed on 

the condition that no concrete evidence should remain in my possession. Hence, 

after taking some notes, all of the audio recordings for her interviews and 

observation were deleted. Nevertheless, some of her beliefs were stated in this 

research.  

The data was gathered between March and April 2016. Three theories were used as 

lenses through which the present research data were analyzed; CHAT, Identity 

Theory and Teacher Agency. It was hoped that by relying on three different 

theories, an answer to the following research questions would be reached: 

1. What is the impact of the new teaching context on the practices of the Iraqi 

secondary school EFL teachers in the IDP camp?   

2. To what extent are teachers’ agencies achieved in their new teaching 

context?   
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3. What is the impact of the new teaching context on IDP camp school teachers’ 

identities? 

7.2 Research findings and their implications 

7.2.1 Implications for teachers’ knowledge of curriculum objectives 

In this research, more than half of the participating teachers had an extremely 

limited, and sometimes contradictive understanding of the new curriculum 

objectives. The goals behind introducing a new curriculum were reduced by many 

teachers to conduct more group work activities and to spend more time on oral 

skills in comparison to their traditional role. It has been found that one of the main 

reasons behind this was teachers’ insufficient knowledge of the different teaching 

approaches upon which curricula are designed.  

To the majority of the participating teachers, a curriculum is no more than content 

knowledge (textbooks) coupled with a set of practices. By the same token, language 

teaching is viewed by them as the mere teaching of four skills; speaking, listening, 

reading and writing. For example, many teachers were unfamiliar with other major 

differences between the new and the previous curricula, such as teacher-

centeredness vs. student-centeredness and/or knowledge-constructed vs. 

transmission-oriented pedagogy. Some teachers stated that they had no 

professional knowledge on CLT. For those teachers, CLT was just unknown. 

From this, it can be argued that a proper execution of a CLT-based curriculum 

generally starts with a proper understanding of the main tenets of a CLT approach. 

Also, being acquainted with the main principles of a CLT approach might not 

necessarily mean that teachers would change their teaching practices to align them 

with the directions of the newly adopted curriculum. Teachers should believe that 

through adopting a specific approach, real benefits to students would be gained. 

This view is supported by Morris et al. (1996) who stated that teachers do not 

normally take up a new innovation at early stages. Rather, they usually have a ‘wait 
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and see’ stance where they wait for their colleagues to adopt any new innovation 

initiative and then decide whether to accept or reject the innovation. 

Similarly, Iskandar (2014) argued that teachers only ‘accept innovative ideas once 

they have judged them’. This is why Fullan (1991) believed that the most important 

element that determines the success, or otherwise failure, of any educational 

change are teachers themselves as they might reject the innovation in the first 

place leaving no chance for the educational change to take place on the ground. 

Hence, when a new CLT-based curriculum is introduced, teachers should firstly be 

familiarized with CLT principles, and then made fully aware of how adopting 

communicative strategies would bring better results than traditional ones. Once 

these two steps are made, other issues that might challenge the execution of the 

new curriculum (such as contextual difficulties) can be tackled. 

Without doing that, it is quite unlikely that teachers would change their current 

teaching methods since traditional teaching methods seem more promising to them. 

Some of the reasons that make traditional methods of teaching look more attractive 

are first, students’ engagement can be kept under teacher’s control which means 

better control of the class. Second, high level of English proficiency, especially oral 

fluency, is not required on the teachers’ part. Third, less time is needed comparing 

with communicative teaching methods. Fourth, communicative teaching needs 

more preparation on the part of teachers as they need to prepare for the different 

classroom activities. Fifth, traditional teaching methods fit with the structure-

based mid and final-year examinations (Brown & Yamashita, 1995, Al-Khwaiter, 

2001, Yamchi, 2006; Rajab, 2013, Altaieb, 2013; Iskandar, 2014; Hussein, 2018). 

Importantly, while the argument presented above applies directly to non-camp 

school teachers, it does not deny the impact of camp school settings on shaping 

teachers’ practices. In fact, even teachers with sufficient professional knowledge 

on teaching approaches were found to be teaching traditionally. This means that 

while traditional teaching methods were followed by some of the participating 

teachers due to their lack of professional knowledge, these methods were favoured 
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by other teachers as coping mechanism against the complexity of their teaching 

context. 

7.2.2 Implications for the role of examination system and other 

contextual factors on curriculum implementation 

Relying on the findings of the present research, it can be argued that the role of 

the examination system and of other contextual factors cannot be underestimated 

when a new curriculum is introduced. To start with the examination system, 

curriculum designers should take into their account the nature of the examination 

system followed in the country for which the new national curriculum is designed. 

This means that a high correlation should be made between mid and final-year 

exams and the new curriculum as when the curriculum and the examination system 

do not have the same focus, it is quite unlikely that teachers will follow the 

curriculum directions. 

Obviously, this can be justified when considering that teachers are mostly 

concerned about their students passing the exams so that they can continue their 

studies. When students fail to pass due to their teachers being focused only on the 

curriculum while ignoring the nature of the examination system, gaining many other 

benefits from following the curriculum strictly will not seem appealing, neither to 

the teachers nor to their students. Teachers in this study stated that preparing 

their students to pass the exams was by far more important than accurate 

implementation of the curriculum, not only to them and their students, but also to 

the students’ families, the headteachers and the field supervisors. 

In relation to the present research, the participating teachers stated that while oral 

skills in the new curriculum are given at least equal importance as the written 

skills, structure-oriented questions that have nothing to do with speaking and 

listening skills form 80 percent of the total score except for year 9 and 12 were oral 

skills are completely excluded and structure-oriented questions make up the total 

score. Consequently, teachers were skipping the oral parts of the curriculum as 
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their main goal is always raising their students’ success rate. This coheres with 

other research (Gorsuch, 2000; Andrews, 2004; Brown, 2007; Rajab, 2013; Hussein, 

2018) that shows how the distribution of scores in final exams influences teachers’ 

implementation of any curriculum in such a way that more concentration and time 

are allotted to those parts which weigh the most in final examination.  

To overcome this inconsistency, the Iraqi Ministry of Education could allocate more 

score to the oral skills in mid and final-year examinations, just like with the IELTS 

tests where speaking and listening sections are given equal score as reading and 

writing sections. Without raising the oral skill scores, teachers will keep dealing 

with speaking and listening as less important than their counter reading and writing 

skills. 

In relation to the role and impact of contextual factors, the results of the present 

study are in line with other research (Gahin, 2001; Yamchi, 2006; Brown, 2007; 

Shamim, 2008; Rahimi, 2008; Altaieb, 2013; Ahmad and Rao 2013) that emphasizes 

the importance of different contextual factors in determining the success of a 

communicative curriculum. In this research, three contextual factors have been 

found to play a critical role in determining the possibility of teaching 

communicatively. These three factors are time, class size and teaching resources. 

As is known, communicative curricula are filled with classroom activities that need 

plenty of time (as all students should take part in these activities) and a variety of 

teaching resources such as cards, projector, appropriate furniture, speakers and the 

like. Communicative teaching therefore demands more time, smaller class sizes and 

more teaching resources than traditional teaching.  

In an interesting study conducted by Abdel Latif (2012) to investigate the 

applicability of communicative curricula in Egypt, the researcher found that the 

curriculum was inapplicable in governmental secondary schools, and teachers were 

following traditional teaching methods as a result of the existence of some 

contextual difficulties including large class sizes and time limitations. However, 

different results were gained from private teaching centres where teachers had 

more time, classes were smaller (15 students as an average) and well equipped with 
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video and audio teaching aids. In these centres, communicative teaching was 

adopted, followed and applied effectively by teachers.  

The study of Abdel Latif (2012) clearly shows that the role of context should never 

be underestimated as it plays a critical part in determining the fate of any 

curriculum. From this, it can be argued that with the very limited time and 

teaching resources, coupled with the large classes, communicative curricula are not 

only too ambitious for camp school settings, but also unworkable. This, however, 

does not guarantee that communicative curricula will automatically work in the 

right context as other factors, such as examination systems and teachers’ 

understanding of the curriculum, have to be considered as well. 

7.2.3 Implications for camp school teachers’ identities 

As the present study found that camp school teachers shifted their teaching role 

identities and took up new caring ones, this implies that the impact of teaching 

contexts on teachers goes beyond their choice of teaching methods to reach the 

meanings or goals teachers have in their minds. In other words, the study of 

teacher identity in this research implies that teaching contexts are places where 

existing meanings (or goals) could be maintained, modified or erased while new 

ones could be generated.  

To start with existed meanings, the participating teachers erased communicative 

teaching from the criteria (or meanings represented in goals) that used to define 

their role. They also decreased the importance of teaching communicatively. This 

can be seen through the participating teachers’ assertions that effective 

communicative teaching was not their main concern anymore as there were more 

important goals to achieve. That is, as communicative teaching was not attainable 

in camp schools, it also looked less appealing to teachers through decreasing its 

previous value. The participating teachers were evaluating their goals through their 

teaching context. 
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In relation to creating new meanings, taking up a new caring role identity simply 

means adding more meanings (or in other words new goals to achieve through 

taking certain roles) to oneself in a given context. That is, through taking up new 

caring identities beside their traditional teaching role, the participating teachers 

added new meanings or roles to themselves, represented in a set of new goals such 

as helping their students psychologically and promoting peaceful coexistence. Since 

the importance of having these extra roles cannot be underestimated in camp 

school settings, this implies that the participating teachers’ answer to the ‘what 

does it mean to be who we are?’ question was significantly affected by their 

teaching environment.  

Hence, it can be said that the participating teachers took up a new caring role as 

camp schools leveraged new meanings or goals on re-learning human relationships. 

As was indicated earlier (see section 5.6), many of the participating teachers 

looked at themselves as the only representatives of the Muslim community in the 

eyes of the displaced Yazidi students. Following the disjuncture that happened 

between Muslims and Yazidis after 2014, camp school contexts were therefore the 

appropriate contexts for taking up new role identities that tackle human 

relationships. Importantly, relaying on such understanding of the relationship 

between teaching contexts and teacher identity means that teachers in any context 

are under constant influence of modifying, erasing or adding meanings or goals. 

Consequently, teachers’ traditional teaching role can be defined differently by 

different teachers in different contexts. By the same token, what roles teachers 

take also differ from one context to another.  

Thus, while taking a new caring role might not seem needed in other contexts (as it 

reduced teaching quality since teachers were devoting considerable time to meet 

their caring role’s goals), playing out such roles in the context of the present study 

was understandable and also beneficial not only to the students but to the bigger 

society as well. Interestingly, this is where Identity theory and CHAT meets. 

According to CHAT, the object of any activity can be misunderstood when the 

impact of context is neglected (see section 3.2.1 and 3.2.2.1). Also, CHAT stresses 



236 | P a g e  
 

that rules and instruments are defined differently from one context to another. In 

relation to teacher identity, why teachers play out different roles (or meanings 

represented in goals) in different contexts might not be fully justified or understood 

when neglecting their surrounding environment.  

In fact, teachers’ new caring roles are what McCall and Simmons (1978) named as 

the idiosyncratic dimension of identities. As was argued earlier (see section 3.5.3), 

McCall and Simmons stated that there are two dimensions from which meanings 

that form individuals’ identities are derived. While the conventional dimension 

refers to the agreed-on meanings that people share, the idiosyncratic dimension 

signals the individuals’ distinctive understandings and interpretations of their roles. 

According to McCall and Simmons, individuals could heavily rely on the idiosyncratic 

dimension (rather than its conventional counterpart) to the extent that some role 

identities might become unrecognizable to others. 

Thus, it can be argued that caring roles were the idiosyncratic dimension of 

teachers’ identities. In other words, while it might theoretically seem to an 

outsider that camp school teachers were playing two separate role identities 

(teaching and caring role identities), these two role identities were arguably looked 

at differently by camp school teachers. To them, caring was not an extra role that 

they were playing. Instead, it was their distinctive understanding of what it meant 

to be a teacher in a camp school. This also shows the impact of IDP camps on 

teachers’ identities as it led them to understand their role differently. 

Importantly, looking at the relationship between teaching contexts and teacher 

identity in this way could be considered a productive line of inquiry for future 

research. This is because future work could examine the impact of other teaching 

contexts (such as non-camp schools in Iraq) on teachers’ identities, or in other 

words on how meanings within that context are modified and/or created.  
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7.2.4 Implications for camp school teachers’ agency 

In relation to teacher agency, the present study found that the new teaching 

context (IDP camp schools) was characterized by a set of complex challenges that 

did not leave much place for teachers to overcome these difficulties, even with an 

encouraging professional history as with Mr. Abdullah and Mr. Jasim who both have 

more than 20 years of teaching experience. This means that camp schools rendered 

teachers’ theoretical and pedagogical knowledge irrelevant. This can be seen with 

Mr. Jasim who in spite of showing more theoretical and pedagogical knowledge than 

the remaining participants, he was unable to put what he believed to be the best 

teaching techniques and/or methods into practice. Like the remining teachers, Mr. 

Jasim was pushed to adopt traditional teaching methods that appeared to him and 

his colleagues as inevitable rather than a choice. 

Indications of the teachers’ limited agency can be seen in, first, their assertion that 

without a direct interference from the Iraqi government (represented by the Iraqi 

Ministry of Education), teaching in camp schools would remain ineffective. This 

implies that camp school teachers could not manoeuvre pedagogically to meet the 

new curriculum goals and objectives. This can be seen through the participating 

teachers’ assertion that they were implementing the new curriculum against their 

will.  

Second, the absence of long-term goals was another indication of the teachers’ 

limited agency. This is in line with other studies, for example Priestley et al. 

(2015b: 637) who stated that this ‘narrowness of vision and purpose limits and 

delineates teacher agency’. Importantly, the present research argues that the 

absence of the long-term goals on the part of teachers was caused, though 

partially, by their new caring role. This is because the participating teachers’ long-

term goals were mostly related to entrenching social co-existence, rehabilitating 

the traumatized students psychologically and encouraging them not to leave school. 

This interrelatedness between teachers’ identities, agency and their classroom 

practices does not stop at this point. Arguably, one reason behind taking up this 
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new role was teachers’ inability to execute the new curriculum properly, or in 

other words to teach effectively. This was mentioned by three teachers (Mr. 

Muhammad, Mr. Othman and Mr. Salah) who stated that given the fact that 

effective academic goals were challenging due to the complex set of contextual 

challenges, they decided to have some other goals (helping their students 

psychologically and entrenching social co-existence) as they wanted to do 

something useful rather than just killing time at their workplace. Hence, teachers’ 

inability to implement the curriculum properly played a part in pushing the 

participating teachers towards taking a new role identity which in turn, impacted 

the achievement of their agency. 

To conclude, results obtained from the present study imply that the new teaching 

context, IDP camp schools, was of a great influence on many levels. It made 

effective communicative teaching unattainable due to a complex set of contextual 

challenges. Also, due to the traumatized conditions of camp school students, and 

the peaceful coexistence between Muslims and Yazidis being on the verge of 

breaking down (during the time of data collection); new roles for teachers emerged 

and understandably looked more important to them than their traditional teaching 

role. This consequently affected the achievement of their agency as meeting the 

new curriculum objectives was no longer their priority. As agents of change, 

teacher agency is achieved when, among other factors, teachers’ practices are set 

to be in line with and support the new curriculum directions, represented in the 

curriculum short and long-terms aims and objectives.  

However, an important point to raise here is that teacher agency in camp school 

settings was limited only in relation to their role of executing the new English 

language curriculum. In other words, through taking new caring roles, the 

participating teachers did act as agents of change, even if in a different way. That 

is, as camp school teachers were supporting students psychologically and 

strengthening social cohesion, this clearly shows that they did set some short and 

long-term goals and they brought some sort of change to their daily classroom 

practices. 
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Moreover, through relying on their power within their workplace and building on 

their knowledge (represented in their general life experiences of helping others 

psychologically and entrenching social coexistence), certain actions were regularly 

being taken by camp school teachers to meet these goals. This clearly implies that 

camp school teachers did achieve some agency through their caring roles. Thus, 

while teacher agency in this research is argued to be limited, it is only limited in 

relation to whether teachers could manoeuvre pedagogically through their 

contextual challenges to meet the new curriculum objectives. 

7.3 Limitations of this study 

In relation to the present study, the first limitation is gender-imbalance in the 

sample. As was indicated earlier, the sample of the study consisted of 8 males. 

There was only one female who participated in the present study. However, before 

the end of data collection period, she decided to withdraw as she was anxious that 

her participation in this research might put her safety at risk, as the present 

research tackled some sensitive religious and/or political issues. In fact, this shows 

the complexity of conducting research in sensitive contexts (such as IDP camps) 

where the influence of religion and politics on research participants significantly 

increases.   

Second, only two schools (in two different camps) were involved in the present 

research. Both schools, and hence the camps, are located outside the city of Duhok 

in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. It should be mentioned that at the time of data 

collection, there were many other camps in different locations in Iraq. Importantly, 

some of these camps were occupied exclusively by Muslims. Hence, issues related 

to teachers’ goals (especially long-term ones) and their identities could be quite 

different. By the same token, contextual challenges differ from one camp to 

another. For this reason, the findings of this research cannot be overgeneralized to 

include all other camp schools in Iraq.  

Third, data was collected over a period of two months, which could not be 

extended due to the regulations of my scholarship. Given the fact that teachers’ 
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practices, identities and agency are always evolving (Deaux, 1992; Stets, 1995; 

Burke, 2006; Priestley et al., 2012d; Noonan, 2016, Hussein, 2018), more 

longitudinal or ethnographical studies are needed as more detailed findings on 

teachers’ practices, identities and agency will ultimately be obtained.  

Fourth, in relation to the practical-evaluative dimension of teacher agency, only 

the material aspect (represented in the shortage of teaching resources) was 

accounted for. Hence, more studies on the remaining two aspects (cultural and 

structural) are needed to see whether other dimensions of teacher agency could be 

achieved in camp schools.  

7.4 Contributions to knowledge 

The present research contributes to the literature on teachers’ practices, identities 

and agency as it, first, has made the first attempt to build on the following three 

theories (CHAT, Identity theory and Teacher Agency) in a single study and more 

importantly, in a novel and a unique context. The interrelatedness between these 

three theories was discussed in this research. As was shown in the previous chapter, 

the outcome of the teaching activity system (from a CHAT perspective) is directly 

connected to teachers’ identities and to the achievement of their agency. That is, 

CHAT has been found in this research to be directly connected to teacher agency as 

the two-way arrows between its nodes ultimately determine to what extent 

teachers are enabled and/or constrained in a given context (see section 6.3). 

Teachers have also been shown in this research to modify their identities (or in 

other words the meanings that represent their goals) in line with the outcome of 

the teaching activity system so that their teaching role identities could be verified. 

Second, the present study contributes to the literature through investigating Iraqi 

English language teachers’ implementation of the new curriculum. To date, no 

study has examined the applicability of the new English language curriculum in Iraq, 

whether in camp or non-camp schools. However, more studies on teachers’ 

implementation of the new English language curriculum in non-camp schools are 

still needed. 



241 | P a g e  
 

Third, it is the first study that set out to examine the impact of camp school 

settings on teachers’ practices, identities and the achievement on their agency. 

Clearly, the role of context in this research is extremely vital. Giving the fact that 

schooling inside IDP camps has never took place in Iraq before 2014, and that the 

available literature on teaching and learning in IDP camp schools is extremely 

limited, the present research contributes to literature on teachers’ practices, 

identities and agency in camp school settings.  

Also, the number of IDPs is increasing on a global level. Throughout its different 

reports, such as IOM (2019a) and IOM (2019b), International Organization of 

Immigration (IOM) stated that the number of IDPs only in Iraq was rapidly increasing 

over the last few years and stood at 1.8 million people by December 2018, large 

portion of whom do not intend to return to their homes in the near future. 

Research on IDPs is therefore important and needed. 

7.5 Recommendations of the study 

7.5.1 Recommendations for policy and practice  

In relation to recommendations, and based on the findings of the present study, the 

following recommendations will be given. First, pre and in-service training 

programmes should be conducted and all camp school teachers should be given a 

chance to enroll in these programmes. Also, teachers should attain these 

programmes continuously and not on a ‘one-shot’ basis, as it is mostly given in Iraq. 

It should be stressed that these programmes are only helpful in terms of achieving 

their goals when the focus of these programmes is on how to properly implement 

the new curriculum within the context of Iraqi schools rather than explaining how 

the curriculum can best be executed while ignoring all context-related factors. To 

elaborate, Mr. Jasim was enrolled in one of these programmes and was told that 

there should be no more than 22 students in the class, and that a variety of 

teaching aids should also be provided. Clearly, this is not the case with the Iraqi 

governmental secondary schools. Hence, training programmes should be designed in 
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such a way that proper implementation of the curriculum is reached when teachers 

effectively counteract context-related factors. 

Moreover, teachers in these training programmes should not only be acknowledged 

of how to implement the curriculum, but also be made aware of how executing the 

curriculum properly can bring benefits to the students themselves. It is also 

recommended that supervisors and inspectors visit the schools periodically not only 

to ensure that teachers are applying what they have already learnt in these 

programmes, but to offer help and guidance on teaching methods and/or practices 

when needed. 

Second, as teachers allocate most of their time to teach grammar (due to the fact 

that grammar-related questions weigh the most on mid and final-exams), it is 

recommended that part of the pre and in-service programmes focuses on how to 

integrate communicative aspects in teaching grammatical rules, through what is 

called as ‘communicative grammatical competence’ (Leech et al., 2002). This can 

be achieved when students are given questions on some grammatical rules and are 

asked to discuss their answer with their peers.  

Third, in relation to the different focus of the curriculum and the examination 

system, it is recommended that the Iraqi Ministry of Education allocates more 

scores in mid and final-exams to the oral parts of the curriculum. This can take the 

form of many international tests, such as IELTS, where speaking and listening parts 

have the same weigh as reading and writing. This, however, is not an easy task to 

achieve as ensuring objectivity, especially in the speaking part, can be problematic 

and teachers need extensive training to such end. 

Fourth, due to the many challenges that camp school teachers were facing 

including their inability to cover the curriculum due to time pressure, it is strongly 

recommended that a less condensed curriculum (that accounts for the complex set 

of contextual difficulties) should be designed for camp schools. Arguably, this is the 

only way to make an English language curriculum workable in such a challenging 

context. Again, designing a new curriculum for camp schools cannot be an easy task 
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to achieve. However, by explaining many of the difficulties that teachers in camp 

schools were facing, it is hoped that the findings of the present study will pave the 

way for other researchers, and/or for the Iraqi Ministry of Education, to start 

working on designing such a curriculum. 

Fifth, one of the main findings of this study is that schooling in camp schools is 

governed by a set of contradicting and nonhomogeneous rules or factors. Arguably, 

the provision of a teaching environment governed by a homogeneous set of rules 

that stand in line with and encourage teachers to adopt communicative teaching 

strategies can be said to be the first step towards improving teaching and learning 

in Iraq. This means that introducing a new curriculum is only one step in the 

process of bringing about change in English language teaching and learning. 

However, real change happens when the teaching environment is governed by a 

homogeneous set of rules that effectively counteract the contextual factors.  

Based on the above, it is strongly recommended that detailed longitudinal studies 

on context-related factors, in both camp and non-camp schools, should first be 

conducted if proper implementation of any curriculum is to be reached. 

Importantly, this would not only allow teachers to design their practices in line with 

the directions of the new curriculum but would also contribute in achieving their 

agency as when teachers counteract context-related factors, they are enabled 

rather than constrained and their capacities are built on rather than neglected. 

Finally, as the participating teachers frankly expressed that they were lacking 

motivation for work, and since lack of motivation inevitably influence teaching and 

learning, it is recommended that financial incentives should be provided for camp 

school teachers. Arguably, this would increase teachers’ motivation and thus, 

enhance teaching and learning. 

7.5.2 Recommendations for future research 

Relying on the present research findings, suggestions for future research are given 

in this section. First, as the present study shows that the new English language 
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curriculum is unworkable in camp schools, future research can build on the results 

gained from this research as a starting point towards designing a new context-

sensitive English language curriculum where different contextual difficulties in 

camp schools are accounted for. 

Importantly, more detailed studies on teaching and learning in IDP camps are 

needed if an effective designed-for-camps curriculum is to be reached. This is 

because teachers’ perspectives were the main source of data upon which the 

findings of this study were reached. Therefore, more studies that account for 

students and supervisors’ points of view about the new English language curriculum 

are also needed. 

Second, research on Iraqi teachers’ implementation of the new curriculum in non-

camp schools are needed as to this date, no study has examined the applicability of 

the new curriculum in Iraqi non-camp secondary schools. Clearly, contextual 

challenges in non-camp schools in Iraq are less severe than those inside IDP camps 

as class sizes are smaller, teachers have more time and are working in better 

workplace conditions. Therefore, different results from such studies will be reached 

and will add more to literature on executing communicative-base curricula in Iraq. 

Third, as all of the main cities in Iraq have been liberated from ISIS, a number of 

IDP camps were closed and teachers went back to their original schools. Hence, for 

those teachers who moved back to their non-camp schools, new research that track 

the shift in their identities and the achievement of their agency in non-camp 

schools are needed. 

Fourth, as camp school teachers took new goals such as offering psychological help 

and entrenching peaceful coexistence, to what extent teachers were successful 

meeting these goals could be examined by future work. More generally, as the 

present research mainly concentrated on how camp school teachers’ beliefs, values 

and identities were influenced by their society, more research that studies how 

teachers, or schools in general, influence society especially at times of emergencies 

will be valuable.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet 
 

 

Dear Participant,  

You are kindly invited to participate in my research study. Before you decide 
whether to take part or not, it is important to have an idea about what this 
research is about. Please read the following information carefully and feel 
free to further discuss it with others if you wish.  For clarification or more 
information, I am more than happy to help.  

Sincerely, 
Ahmed Abduladheem Abdullah 
PhD student 
College of Social Sciences 
School of Education 
University of Glasgow 
Supervisors: Professor Stephen McKinney, Dr. Lavinia Hirsu and Julie McAdam. 
 

Title of the Project: Investigating Iraqi Secondary School English Language Teachers' 
Practices in IDP Camps. 

What is purpose of this study? 

The purpose of the study is to shed some light on the practices Iraqi secondary 
school EFL teachers are currently using in the IDP camps in Duhok. Moreover, I will 
investigate to what extent teachers' beliefs and attitudes about teaching English 
have been changed after being displaced. 

Why have I been chosen? 

You have been chosen to take part since you are an English language teacher within 
the IDP camps. Another seven English language teachers within the IDP camps will 
take part in this study as well. 
 
 

 

 

https://mail.student.gla.ac.uk/owa/?ae=Item&t=IPM.Note&id=RgAAAAALJYsXzi4AQbk2vltuJpfJBwDgZ4oyr6fFR7ACkpfmCf3GAKLEuG9SAADgZ4oyr6fFR7ACkpfmCf3GAKgYXnqjAAAJ
https://mail.student.gla.ac.uk/owa/?ae=Item&t=IPM.Note&id=RgAAAAALJYsXzi4AQbk2vltuJpfJBwDgZ4oyr6fFR7ACkpfmCf3GAKLEuG9SAADgZ4oyr6fFR7ACkpfmCf3GAKgYXnqjAAAJ
https://mail.student.gla.ac.uk/owa/?ae=Item&t=IPM.Note&id=RgAAAAALJYsXzi4AQbk2vltuJpfJBwDgZ4oyr6fFR7ACkpfmCf3GAKLEuG9SAADgZ4oyr6fFR7ACkpfmCf3GAKgYXnqjAAAJ
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Do I have to take part? 

Your participation is voluntary. It is your right not to participate or to withdraw at 
any time.  

What will happen to me if I take part? 

 You will be interviewed twice by me, face-to-face. The first and the second 
interview shall be around 45 and 15 minutes respectively. Questions will be on 
your beliefs and attitudes about teaching English after displacement.  

 I will also attend three of your classes to do classroom observation. The reason 
behind doing classroom observation is to have an idea about what pedagogical 
practices you use in teaching English.  

 The interviews and the classroom observation will be audio-recorded. 

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

Your participation will be in full confidence. All the data taken from participants 
will be anonymised. Only the researcher will have access to the data and 
information collected before removing your name. All research data will be deleted 
after completion of the project. 

What will happen to the results of the research study? 

You will receive, via email, a summary of results after completing my project. 

Who has reviewed the study? 

This project has been reviewed by the College of Social Sciences Research Ethics 
Committee at the University of Glasgow. 

Contact for further information  

If I have any questions about this research, please contact the Principal Investigator 
Ahmed Abduladheem Abdullah (a.abdullah.1@research.gla.ac.uk). If you have any 
concerns regarding the conduct of this research project, you can contact the 
College of Social Sciences Ethics Officer Dr Muir Houston, email: 
Muir.Houston@glasgow.ac.uk 
 

 

  

mailto:a.abdullah.1@research.gla.ac.uk
mailto:Muir.Houston@glasgow.ac.uk
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Appendix B: Consent form 
 

 

1. Title of Project:  Investigating Iraqi Secondary School English Language Teachers' 

Practices in IDP Camps  

Name of Researcher: Ahmed Abduladheem Abdullah / Supervisor: Professor 

Stephen McKinney 

I, the undersigned, hereby affirmatively confirm that I have read and understood 

the Plain Language Statement/Participant Information Sheet for the above study 

and have had the opportunity to ask questions. I understand that my participation is 

voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time, without giving any reason. I 

consent to interviews and classroom observations being audio-recorded. I, also, 

acknowledge that participants will be referred to by pseudonym and there will be 

no effect on my employment arising from my participation or non-participation in 

this research. Concerning data storage, I agree that the data collected from this 

research will be stored securely with my personal details removed and agree for it 

to be held as set out in the Plain Language Statement. I understand that only the 

anonymised result could be shared with other genuine researchers 

 

I agree to take part in this research study    

 

I do not agree to take part in this research study   

 

Name of Participant ………………………………… Signature   ……………………………. 

Date ………………………………… 

 

Name of Researcher  …………………………………… Signature   …………………………… 

Date ……………………………………  
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Appendix C: The approved petition from the Duhok Governor’s 

assistant 
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Appendix D: A translated version of the approved petition from the 

Duhok Governor’s assistant 
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Appendix E: The approved petition from the Executive Directorate, 

Board of Relief and Humanitarian Affairs 
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Appendix F: A translated version of the approved petition from the 

Executive Directorate, Board of Relief and Humanitarian Affairs 
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