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Abstract 
 

The importance of language education, and education more generally, in 
contexts of protracted crisis and emergencies is widely acknowledged as a 
potent tool for nurturing the wellbeing of individuals. It is also important in 
fostering development within afflicted societies. Despite this and an increasing 
interest in the improvement of the quality of education in these contexts 
(UNHCR, 2017; UNESCO, 2017; UNRWA, 2011), there has been scant scholarly 
attention given to language education models that emerge from those vulnerable 
settings, and to how they may differ from competence approaches developed in 
peace-time and in contexts of free mobility.  

Grounded in the theoretical framework of the capabilities approach for a holistic 
understanding of language education (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2000; Crosbie, 
2014), and motivated by rare empirical research investigating language 
pedagogies in contexts of pain and pressure, this study explores and co-
constructs a grounded model for language education in the context of the siege 
of the Gaza Strip (Palestine).  

The Gaza Strip has been under siege since 2007, when Israel declared it ‘hostile 
territory’. The siege of Gaza prevents the free circulation of people, goods, and 
basic materials. As a result, two million people live, many as refugees of long 
standing, in a condition of ‘forced immobility’ (Stock, 2016) and worsening living 
conditions. These have been further affected detrimentally by three military 
operations in the last decade. The siege affects people’s mental and physical 
wellbeing, and the development of Palestinian society. In addition to the 
military hegemony, an epistemological hegemony shaped by orientalising 
tendencies perturbs all narratives about the ‘question of Palestine’ (Said, 1979; 
1980; 1986).  

The chosen research methodology involves a cycle of critical participatory action 
research (CPAR), conducted online. The CPAR consists in the development, 
delivery, observation, analysis and evaluation of a series of specially designed 
workshops with 13 pre-service English teachers from the Gaza Strip. The aim of 
the research design is to investigate localized, critical, and creative language 
pedagogies. The workshop series focuses on the use of creative methods in 
language education, specifically on the use of Palestinian ‘Arts of Resistance’.  

The findings in this thesis demonstrate that: (a) pre-service English teachers 
value teaching approaches which move beyond competency-driven aims and 
instead engage with students’ dreams, hopes, values, and wellbeing; (b) the 
capabilities approach offers a lens through which language pedagogy can be 
framed within contexts of particular vulnerability; (c) participants value the use 
of Palestinian arts-based methods, as these enable a pedagogical practice which 
connects politics and aesthetics; and (d) the online network established during 
the research encounter shaped and was shaped by materiality and in 
relationality. A synthesis of these findings provides a metaphorical 
representation of an ecological language education in the context of pain and 
pressure.  
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Prologue 
 

So much for the play of chance in the minutiae of 

fieldwork, yet chance determines entire projects too. 

How many times is an anthropologist asked, Oh! Why 

did you go to Colombia, or Brazil, or Fiji or the 

University of Glasgow hospital? And the answer is 

inevitably crazy and generally a good story, a story of 

chance. 

(Taussig, 2011: 83) 

 

In September 2013 I started my PhD journey at the University of Glasgow, in the 

School of Education. Having worked and travelled abroad for a couple of years 

while teaching Italian and English as foreign languages, and having worked as a 

lecturer of Italian in a famous Italian university for another year, I was ready to 

quit my job to go back to be a doctoral student. I had a research project in mind 

which would have reflected my interests in applied linguistics and intercultural 

education, and in Middle Eastern studies.  

I was very excited about my research project since it was inspired by my 

previous personal teaching experiences in Palestinian refugee camps in the 

Middle East. The familiarity with the needs of people living in the camps, with 

the material constraints in which teachers operate, and with the socio-cultural 

discourses on the Middle East informed my research proposal, which focused on 

intercultural language education with refugees in the Middle East. The aim of 

the research project was to understand what intercultural language education 

looks like in conditions of protracted crisis and emergency, specifically with 

Palestinian refugees who are held in limbo, unable to move forward as citizens 

of the host countries or to return to Palestine.  

The first year of my PhD went smoothly, immersed in the literature review, 

attending seminars and workshops, and settling down at the University of 

Glasgow. Finally, in summer 2014, I started the ethical approval process and, 

after several revisions due to the precarious and potentially at-risk situation in 
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the Middle East region - affected by the Syrian crisis - I received clearance to 

carry out my research study in a Middle East country, which I will call Site 11.    

In September 2014, I flew to Site 1 in order to negotiate access to the schools of 

an important Institution2 that provides education for Palestinian refugees. 

Before starting my doctoral research, I had already been in touch with the 

Institution and, back then, the Director of Education in Site 1 seemed to be 

enthusiastic about such a proposal. Having secured ethical approval, and having 

keen contacts in the field, I therefore thought everything would go smoothly. 

But it was not to be the case.   

The first obstacle I encountered was in negotiating access to the refugee camp 

in which I wanted to conduct my research project. The camp, in which I had 

lived previously for extensive periods of time, is controlled by military 

checkpoints; access to the camp, for foreign visitors, must be approved by the 

Ministry of Defence of Site 1. In the past, I was always granted access to the 

camp, but this time – probably due to increasing violence in Syria and a 

consequent instability in the whole region – the permits were not granted as 

easily as I was used to.  

The story of negotiating access to Site 1 is rather long and frustrating. I will not 

dwell here on all the challenges, setbacks, efforts and dashed hopes I 

experienced. They were too many to be recounted in detail. However, 

summarizing, I spent some days in September 2014 going in and out of the 

Ministry of Defence of Site 1 in order to get the permit to access the camp. After 

some interrogations in Arabic with a number of soldiers and generals; after a 

heated debate with a colonel; after further interrogations and long waits for the 

colonel that would have been able to ‘help me’; after a long not-entirely 

voluntary ‘visit’ to the Mukhabarat (the intelligence agency); after another, 

heated discussion with a general who did not want to return my passport, I 

eventually met the colonel that would have given me the permit. As my research 

diary records, however, this resulted in an unpleasant surprise.   

A small piece of paper was printed in front of me in less than a minute, 

while the same threatening Colonel that interrogated me some days 

																																																													
1	I	anonymize	the	country	for	ethical	and	for	safety	reasons;	otherwise,	the	people	mentioned	in	the	
prologue	might	be	identifiable	because	of	the	roles	they	cover	in	this	specific	country.	
2	The	Institution	is	anonymized	for	ethical	reasons.	
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previously, was posing – again - the very same questions he had already 

asked me. Why do you go there? How long are you staying? Where will you 

be staying? With whom?  How did you know about the camp? Did you take 

part in protests in the camp or outside? Do you know any suspicious 

persons there... etc., etc. Finally, he printed off my permit and gave it 

to me. I took it, and was about to leave his office when I saw that the 

permit was valid until the 13th of September.  

A one-day permit.  

The rationale behind issuing the permit was to conduct my PhD 

fieldwork, in ONE day. Exhausted, after trying to complain about how on 

Earth I could have completed my PhD fieldwork in ONE day – all this 

happening in Arabic - I just took the permit and left. I would have come 

back soon anyway.  (Research diary, 12 September 2014) 

When I finally got to the refugee camp, that same evening, hoping to be able to 

enter, I was stopped by soldiers at a checkpoint, because another colonel 

needed to verify my identity and my permit.   

Time was precious indeed. And mine was being lost in chatting to officers 

and soldiers, rather than being spent with people that were waiting for 

me. 

That colonel at the checkpoint, after a long and constructive 

conversation, finally let me in the camp the following morning, so I 

stayed in the camp something like nine hours in total. 

However, he phoned me a few days ago to ask if everything was fine and 

told me that he personally had just approved a special permit for me to 

access the camp for the coming five months. (Research diary, 18 

September 2014) 

Undoubtedly a very challenging process, but the permission to enter the camp 

for future fieldwork was secured.  

Permission to access the Institution: lost in emails. 

As all the above was happening, I was also trying to get in touch with the 

Institution that provides education in several refugee camps. It turned out that 
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access needed to be secured at the highest level of the Institution, and not only 

from the headmasters of the schools. The Institution, with which I had already 

had some contact in the past, has a very complex and intricate structure since it 

operates in different countries in the Middle East.  

Between May 2014 and November 2014, the email correspondence between 

myself and the Institution was intense: I sent 47 emails, received 21 emails; 

three emails were sent by my supervisor on my behalf; 40 people in total were 

involved in the correspondence, based in 4 different countries; and I also had a 

face-to-face meeting with one of the heads of the Institution in Site 1. This 

intensive email exchange shows the difficulties in collaboration that I have 

experienced.  

These difficulties were validated by different reasons. By way of example, the 

first one was given in the email copied below:  

Dear Maria, 

We examined your documents. However, I regret to inform you that, due 

to limited staff capacity on the given dates, [the Institution] staff in 

[Site 1] will be unable to participate in your study. We would invite you 

to re-submit this request early next year, at which point [we] may be in a 

better position to facilitate such research. Alternatively, if you are 

interested, it may be possible to discuss arranging interviews with 

Education staff in [Site 23]. (Email communication, 28 August 2014) 

Due to my past experiences with the Institution, and because I knew most of the 

staff working within the schools in the camp, I persisted, and with some 

insistence, in trying to get access to Site 1, highlighting the fact that in my 

request to conduct research with them I had not specified any dates. However, 

after a face-to-face meeting with the Head of Education of Site 1, and after a 

long list of emails and of attachments to be provided, I was again informed that 

conducting research in the camps in Site 1, would not have been possible: 

 

 

																																																													
3	Site	2	is	another	Middle	Eastern	country	in	which	the	Institution	provides	education	for	Palestinian	
refugees.	I	anonymize	the	country	for	consistency	with	the	narrative,	and	for	ethical	reasons.	
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Dear Maria, 

I have discussed again the subject with [xxx] who is of the opinion that it 

would be difficult for her to approve considering that the field will not 

have a head of Education by then; besides, considering the circumstances 

[xxx] cannot encourage internationals to conduct activities that need 

frequent visits  to our schools at camps. 

Sorry that we cannot help. (Email communication, 22 September 2014). 

The Director of Education of the Institution suggested once again that I could 

conduct research in another Middle Eastern country, i.e. Site 2. Specifically, I 

was discouraged to work with teachers, but was invited instead to conduct my 

research at the headquarters of the Institution. In addition, as part of the 

conditions to conduct research there, I was told that I needed to send any 

publishable papers to the press office of the Institution before submitting them 

to journals.  

I tried to negotiate these terms, unsuccessfully. I agreed to conduct research in 

Site 2, after having been in touch with the Head of Education of that country 

and with other people in the Institution. However, I did not hear from the 

Institution any more, despite umpteen chasing attempts.  

Access had been denied by way of interrupting communication.  

I needed a ‘Plan B’, as Palestinian refugees are fond of saying.  

So, in December 2014, more than a year into my doctorate, the story of my new 

PhD research project started, and this was inevitably ‘a good story, a story of 

chance’ (Taussig, 2011). 
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Introduction 
 

1. The PhD research takes a new shape 
 

My doctoral research has been funded by the UK-based Arts and Humanities 

Research Council (AHRC) as part of one of three large grants under the theme 

Translating Culture: the Researching Multilingually at the Borders of Language, 

the Body, Law and the State (RM Borders) research project (PI: Prof Alison 

Phipps, University of Glasgow). The interdisciplinary RM Borders project, which 

runs from March 2013 until October 2017, has been concerned with analysing 

what happens to language(s) when used in contexts of duress, of pain and 

pressure, where different types of borders constrain people’s freedoms.  

The large grant consisted of a constellation of five case studies which 

respectively addressed different disciplines in various contexts: global mental 

health, with child soldiers in Uganda and with unaccompanied minors in Glasgow 

(Case Study 1); the language used in the court for asylum processes in the UK 

and in the Netherlands (Case Study 2); an anthropological ethnography of 

borders with refugees in detention centres at the borders of Europe, i.e. in 

Romania and in Bulgaria (Case Study 3);  the ecology of multilingualism in 

Arizona, at the borders between the US and Mexico (Case Study 4); and language 

education in the context of siege of the Gaza Strip, Palestine (Case Study 5). The 

RM Borders project, in addition, involved researchers conducting a meta-

research on the practices of researching multilingually, and artists who 

developed and reflected on art-based research methods.  

My doctoral research was envisaged initially as a contribution to the field of 

applied linguistics and language education with Palestinian refugees in the 

Middle East. The case of Palestinian refugees is peculiar since the ones that are 

displaced have no right to return to their country, and there are refugees even 

within Palestine who live under siege (as in the Gaza Strip) or under military 

occupation (in the Occupied Palestinian Territories). This is a situation of 

protracted crisis, ongoing since 1948, when the State of Israel was funded and 

Palestinians were dispossessed and displaced – either internally or externally. 

The continuous crisis and the repetitive wars and military operations mean that 
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the disputed land of Palestine – not recognised as a state – is at the heart of the 

Middle Eastern instability. On the other hand, Palestinians’ capacities of 

resilience and resistance against such living conditions make their case an 

interesting one in terms of looking to understand everyday life in difficult 

circumstances.  

A year into the RM Borders project, in summer 2014, the 50-day war in the Gaza 

Strip erupted, making it a real challenge to continue the collaboration with the 

Islamic University of Gaza. The buildings of the University were bombed and 

hence severely damaged. People, in autumn, started to slowly get back to 

normal life, but with several impediments. The research on language education 

in the Gaza Strip (Case Study 5) was on hold for some time in order to allow our 

partners in Gaza to be able to get back to their offices and to the post-war daily 

routine. Autumn 2014, meanwhile, was when I understood that my doctoral 

research, as I initially had conceived it, could not be taken any further because 

of the access denials I had received.  

It was at that point that instead of analysing and writing the story of what did 

not work, and rather than working with externally displaced Palestinian 

refugees, my supervisors and I decided that I would change course. Instead I 

began working with our partners in the Gaza Strip (i.e. Palestinians under siege), 

piloting ways of working and researching language education in a post-war 

context, whenever possible face-to-face, otherwise remotely. 

The new PhD research project developed rapidly, my ethics forms were 

amended and accepted (Appendices A, B, C) and both myself and our partner in 

Gaza, Prof Nazmi Al-Masri, were enthusiastic about our reciprocal academic 

solidarity bond, which would have – hopefully – enriched both of us, and the RM 

Borders project as well. A ‘Plan B’ was found.    

2. The PhD research project  
 

This research project looks at language education in the context of siege, i.e. in 

the Gaza Strip (Palestine). It aims at exploring and co-constructing a framework 

for language education in situations of protracted crisis and emergencies.  
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It draws upon literature in critical applied linguistics which problematizes 

language education not as a mere development of language skills and 

competences in order to suffice the neoliberal market needs, but rather unpacks 

issues of power, of voice and agency. In English, i.e. in the language of 

international relationships, people in the Gaza Strip, as well as other oppressed 

and colonized people, develop counter-narratives and might shape new 

discourses which impact the public sphere and the international community.  

The work of Edward Said offers a seminal conceptualization on the issues of 

narratives and counter-narratives: specific to the Palestinian context, he argues 

that the question of Palestine is an embodied example of Orientalising 

discourses that were created by the West. The question of Palestine is perceived 

as a conflict between a presence (the Israeli one) and a denial (the Palestinian 

one) since, as he demonstrated, Palestinian identity is suppressed both 

militarily, and also epistemologically/ontologically.  

Unpacking language education in the Gaza Strip means to explore and to 

extrapolate through praxis a model which could serve the needs of a population 

which considers education as the means towards freedom and hope for a better 

future. As such, language education requires us to move beyond a neutral 

understanding of teaching methodologies and levels of competences. 

Fundamentally, it involves engaging at an epistemological and linguistic level on 

the question of Palestine. As I will argue in this thesis, language education is a 

holistic undertaking which considers individuals’ aspirations and goals towards 

wellbeing. This thesis aims to develop the applied language education literature 

through the capabilities approach, i.e. nurturing individuals’ capabilities and 

their valued beings and doings.  

Models of competency have been dominant in applied language education for 

several decades. This research has brought a critical lens to bear on these 

models. In order to move beyond competency models in applied linguistics, I 

suggest a shift towards pedagogies of capability as inspired by the capabilities 

approach. The capabilities approach was developed in the field of welfare 

economics by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, and consists of a holistic 

normative approach to frame the wellbeing of individuals. Wellbeing, in the 

approach, is understood as the possibility of individuals to live the life they 

value, and have reason to value. In order to do so, individuals should live in 
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conditions which allow them to be able to act upon what they are able to do and 

to be (i.e. capabilities) and transform these beings and doings into achieved 

outcomes (i.e. functionings). The approach is flexible and open to being 

appropriated and modified according to contextual needs and freedoms. The 

approach, despite operationalising attempts in educational settings, has 

received scant attention in language education – and specifically in language 

education in difficult circumstances.  

This research project, therefore, has aimed at unpacking and co-constructing a 

model for language education in the context of siege in the Gaza Strip. This was 

done through a cycle of critical participatory action research, in the form of an 

online workshop series in which 13 pre-service English teachers (graduates from 

or senior students at the Islamic University of Gaza) took part. The objective of 

the workshop series was to understand and to develop in collaboration 

contextualised, critical and creative language pedagogies. Workshops centred 

around the use of Palestinian Arts of Resistance in English language teaching. 

The Palestinian Arts of Resistance, acknowledged to be locally developed and of 

value for the Gazan population, is a movement through which people more 

generally, as well as established artists, make use of arts in order to protest 

against injustice and to develop counter-narratives.    

In this participatory research inquiry, the following research questions guided 

the research – and the extent to which the literature could support or contest 

the findings. As is often the case in research projects of this nature, some of the 

ways in which the data developed from the participatory methods meant that 

answers were found to questions which had not been explicitly posed.  

My research questions were thus initially formulated as follows:  

What are the values and goals of language education in the context of 

the siege of the Gaza Strip? 

What capabilities can be identified and how can these be nurtured in the 

teaching/learning process? 

How can Palestinian Arts of Resistance be used in contextualised, 

creative and critical language pedagogies? 
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3. Thesis Overview 
 

Chapter I. The research context: the besieged Gaza Strip 

In this chapter I introduce the context of the Gaza Strip. I start with presenting 

the work developed by Edward Said on Orientalism and showing how his theories 

can be applied to the question of Palestine specifically. I then discuss the 

context of the Gaza Strip which has been under siege since 2007: the siege 

impedes the flow of people and goods into and out of the Strip, causing dreadful 

living conditions, increasing poverty, generating high rates of unemployment, 

and creating an overall situation of mental and physical distress. For the two 

million people trapped in the Strip, in the last decade, three military operations 

have worsened the overall already-precarious conditions. Palestinians in Gaza try 

to come to terms with that through using online technologies and virtual 

mobility which, however, do not improve people’s living conditions, but at least 

soften the feeling of isolation. I finally discuss education in the context of 

Palestine – which, as the United Nations Relief and Working Agency for Palestine 

Refugees (UNRWA) has pointed out, requires improved provision of its quality – it 

also being a model for the UNHCR (United Nations High Commission for 

Refugees). UNRWA has proposed an amelioration of education quality through a 

shift towards the capabilities approach, which, however, has not found 

operationalisation yet.  

 

Chapter II. The capabilities approach 

In this chapter I discuss the central tenets of the capabilities approach, 

presenting the work of the main theorists, Sen and Nussbaum. I consider the 

contribution of both authors, despite their divergences, crucial; I believe that 

the capabilities theories are beneficial for enriching the understanding of my 

findings rather than determining their meanings. I also present the critiques that 

have been levelled at the approach, which admittedly, I found interesting and 

stimulating. Being aware of the critiques, I believe, gave me a better 

understanding of the approach itself, and of my own epistemological and 

ontological positioning.  
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Chapter III. From competency models to alternative approaches in language 

education  

In this chapter I return to critical applied linguistics and to some of the theories 

that shaped my understanding of the field. I introduce Byram’s intercultural 

communicative competence model (1997), which was adopted by the Common 

European Framework of Reference (2001). The European framework was then 

exported to contexts beyond the one of free mobility in which it was originally 

conceptualised. I therefore look at theories in critical applied linguistics which 

problematize educational transfer and linguistic imperialism, arguing for 

linguistic resistance. Moreover, I introduce theories that, in addition to being 

critical of the macro-structure, are concerned with the wellbeing of individuals 

within and outside the classroom – touching upon the concept of languaging, 

presenting a study that applied the capabilities approach in language education, 

and discussing the use of creative art-based methods in a wellbeing-focused 

language pedagogy. Finally, I elaborate my research aim and guiding questions.  

 

Chapter IV. Methodology 

This chapter presents the chosen methodology – which was also inspired by 

decolonizing methodologies – and I describe the research design that was 

developed accordingly. I introduce the tenets of critical participatory action 

research and show its compatibility with my research study, reflecting 

extensively also on ethical concerns. I then present the research design, focusing 

on the phases of developing, delivering, observing and evaluating the online 

workshop series. 

 

Chapter V. Mapping the challenges and possibilities of establishing 

connections online 

This chapter is the first discussion chapter. It focuses on the online network that 

the participants and I established and, drawing on actor-network theory, I 

describe and map out the challenges and possibilities that emerged out of our 

online connections. The challenges were mainly material constraints that the 

participants and I learned to navigate (e.g. interruptions, disconnections, 
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unclear video- and audio-quality, power-cuts, etc.). Integrating the challenges 

into our pedagogical praxis, and learning to work within and not against them, 

transformed us ontologically and epistemologically. It also allowed us to co-

create rituals of virtual academic hospitality, which resulted from our 

relationship-building process.  

 

Chapter VI. Intercultural capabilities: L2 learning and communication, 

mobility and affiliation. 

This chapter is the first of three chapters which focus on the capabilities that 

emerged in this study. It unpacks intercultural capabilities, which in this 

research project emerged as intertwined with L2 learning and communication, 

mobility and affiliation. Due to the context of forced immobility of the Gaza 

Strip, mobility and affiliation – which in conditions of peace-time and of free 

movement are grounding principles of intercultural education – are present in 

terms of aspirations and dreams, since they are not viable options. In this 

context, they are rather linked respectively to the capacity to aspire and an 

attitude of intercultural curiosity.  

 

Chapter VII. Emotions and languaging  

In the seventh chapter, I present the capability of emotions and of languaging. I 

reflect upon the needs for participants to share their emotions and to shape 

these emotions in relationality. Drawing upon Sara Ahmed’s sociality of emotions 

(2004), I posit that emotions were embodied, they shifted and were socially 

constructed. The process of languaging is an embodied and affective way of 

being and of knowing in one’s own or in a foreign language. Participants 

expressed and worked through their emotions in class, nurturing their 

capabilities to language their distress, and to language for their own wellbeing.  

 

Chapter VIII. Voice and agency, and linguistic, cultural and aesthetic 

resistance 
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The last capability I present is one of voice and agency, which in this specific 

research context is intersected with acts of linguistic, aesthetic and cultural 

resistance. I highlight how participants both within and outside our classroom 

contexts developed everyday practices of resistance as teachers of English, using 

creative methods and the arts. Drawing on the philosopher Jacques Ranciere, 

who posits that there is a nexus between politics and aesthetics found in 

dissensus, I argue that linguistic, cultural and aesthetic resistance, which unfolds 

with critical hope, is at the heart of transformative, critical and creative 

language pedagogies, contextualised under the siege of the Gaza Strip.  

 

Chapter IX. Synthesis of the research findings and critical reflection: from a 

framework of reference to an ecology of language education in the Gaza 

Strip 

The concluding chapter aims to synthesize the research findings, pulling 

together the model for language education that I discovered in the research 

project. I return to the research aim and questions, and conclude with a 

metaphorical representation of language education under siege: as in a strength-

based approach used in global mental health (the Tree of Life), I represent 

language education as a tree; the roots of which are individuals’ values and 

interactions, the trunk and branches capabilities, and the leaves and fruits goals 

and values. I conclude by outlining how pedagogies of capability and of 

resistance water the trunk and nurture its flourishing.  
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Chapter I. The research context: the besieged Gaza Strip 
 

1. Introduction 
 

This chapter introduces the context of the research study, namely the Gaza 

Strip, Palestine. Gaza has been under siege since 2007, when Israel declared it 

‘hostile territory’ (Winter, 2015). The siege has had profound consequences on 

people’s mental and physical wellbeing. Three military operations in the last 

decade have worsened the living conditions in the Strip: Operation Cast Lead in 

2008, Operation Pillar of Defence in 2012, and Operation Protective Edge in 

2014. These three operations caused severe casualties: in the 50-day war in 

2014, 2100 people died and houses and infrastructures were destroyed and 

damaged. As a result, Gaza is expected to be an ‘unliveable place’ by 2020. The 

siege also causes forced immobility, impeding the freedom of movement in and 

out of the Strip, and has accentuated the crisis of educational, health and 

welfare services, as several UN reports attest (PCBS, 2016; UNCT, 2012; 

UNCTDAD, 2015; UNRWA, 2013, 2015, 2017a, 2017b, 2017c).  

In addition to the military occupation and the restrictions imposed by the siege, 

the question of Palestine was also conceptualized by Edward Said (1979, 1980) in 

terms of epistemological hegemony, since Orientalising dynamics have silenced, 

questioned and dehumanized the narratives put forward by Palestinian people.  

In such a context of pain and pressure, quality education is considered to be a 

potent tool with which to nurture the wellbeing of individuals, and to contribute 

to the development of Palestinian society, within a broader search towards 

social justice and equity. Education contributes to the development of people’ 

hopes, dreams and aspirations, and is envisioned as a peaceful weapon against 

the military and epistemological hegemony (Abu Lughod, 2000; Abu Lughod, 

2011; Nicolai, 2007; Hammond, 2012; Fassetta et al., 2017; Imperiale, 2017; 

Imperiale et al., forthcoming).  

In this chapter I discuss the context of the Gaza Strip as follows. The next and 

the third sections frame the context theoretically, drawing on the work on 

Orientalism developed by Edward Said (1979), and applying his theories of 

epistemological hegemony to the context of Palestine. The fourth section 
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outlines the specificities of the context of siege in the Gaza Strip, with a focus 

on how online tools and virtual mobility help circumvent imposed isolation and 

‘forced immobility’ (Stock, 2016; Fassetta et al., 2017). Finally, the last section 

focuses on education under siege and on the need for quality holistic education 

for people living in emergencies and crisis as described by the United Nations 

High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) and by the United Nations Relief and 

Work Agency for Palestinian Refugees (UNRWA) (UNRWA, 2010, 2011).  

2. Orientalism  
 

The Orient that appears in Orientalism, then, is a 

system of representations framed by a whole set of 

forces that brought the Orient into Western learning, 

Western consciousness, and later Western empire. 

(Said, 1979: 203) 

The context of my research study is located in the ‘Orient’, in the ‘Near East’. 

The imagined perceptions about the Orient have always been part of the 

Western tradition. Edward Said, in his pioneering work encompassing the 

humanities and European and North American literature, explains how this 

imagined Orient gave birth to a learned field of studies, namely ‘Orientalism’ 

(Said, 1979). Because of his innovative combination of literary and cultural 

studies, and the political commitment underpinning his work within and beyond 

academia, Edward Said is considered one of the founders of post-colonial 

studies, thanks to his major work Orientalism (1979). 

Orientalism, as Said argues, is a field of study which created its own object of 

study. The ‘Orient’, as we know it, is a textually-constructed representation 

developed by Occidental scholars. Representations of the Orient have been 

filtered by Western consciousness, resulting in a system of knowledge based on 

‘exteriority’ (Said, 1979: 21); Said points out that the system of representation 

does not rely upon the ‘Orient’ itself, but rather on representational techniques 

grounded in the Western classical rational and rhetorical tradition.  

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Orientalists – i.e. Occidental 

scholars studying the Orient - approached the Orient through studies on 

phonology, lexicography, linguistics and geography, restoring and throwing light 
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on the unknown Semitic past and languages. In the nineteenth century, the 

Orient was defined by ‘its sensuality, its tendency to despotism, its aberrant 

mentality, its habits of inaccuracy, its backwardness’ (Said, 1979: 205). These 

insights derived from a textual approach, that is the scientific and rational study 

of texts written by earlier explorers, providing a modern and authoritative 

vocabulary through which the Orient could be described and analysed. 

Representations, Said argues, operate  

for a purpose, according to a tendency, in a specific historical, 

intellectual and even economic setting. In other words, representations 

are formations, or as Roland Barthes has said of all the operations of 

language, they are deformations (Ibid.: 273).  

Textual representations created the ‘Orient’ by essentialising and silencing it. 

‘The Orient was therefore, not Europe’s interlocutor but its silent Other’ (Said, 

1985: 93). The West constructed its own identity by direct contrast with the 

sexual, exotic, savage Other. The Orient needed to be educated because of its 

intrinsic weaknesses and inferiority (Ibid.: 96). 

In the twentieth century, Orientalism undertook a new role in society. In 

contrast with previous centuries in which explorers, writers and humanists 

developed narratives about the Orient, in the twentieth century its major 

contributors were social scientists and scholars of politics and international 

relationships: they did not explore Semitic languages and literature, and were 

often not educated in that field. On the contrary, they transformed the textual 

and contemplative attitude into ‘administrative, economic and even military 

contributions to serve colonial purposes’ (Said, 1979: 210). Said writes that ‘the 

Orientalist could be regarded as the special agent of Western power as it 

attempted policy vis-à-vis the Orient’ (Ibid.: 223). During the colonial period, 

the authority of Orientalists went unquestioned in a celebration of the authors’ 

national systems.  

Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for 

dealing with the Orient - dealing with it by making statements about it, 

authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over 

it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, 

and having authority over the Orient. (Said, 1979: 3) 
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Therefore, according to Said, Orientalism and the Orientalists had major 

responsibilities in first representing, then constructing the Orient in order to 

serve colonial powers. These representational dynamics coupled with the 

unawareness of the responsibilities of those scholars constitute the major flaws 

of Orientalism, which Said summarized as being both intellectual and human:  

I consider Orientalism’s failure to have been a human as much as an 

intellectual one; for in having to take up a position of irreducible 

opposition to a region of the world it considered alien to its own, 

Orientalism failed to identify with human experience, failed also to see it 

as human experience. (Said, 1979: 328) 

By failing to engage with the embodied experience, Orientalism misconstrued 

fixed identities embedded in the literariness of its texts. The process of silencing 

the human experiences of the inhabitants of the Orient resulted in inadequate 

‘epistemological critique’ and hence in intellectual and epistemological 

hegemony undertaken by the West (Said, 1985: 102).  

Orientalism, as with all Said’s publications, has caused many polemics since its 

publication. It was received as a major pioneering and seminal book, which 

allowed a connection between cultural studies, philology, literature and political 

engagement, changing the traditional understanding of Orientalism into that of a 

much less neutral field, compared to how it was previously regarded. However, 

on the other hand, the work was also met with dissent, and its subject matter, 

its methodology and its style have been the objects of severe critiques as 

demonstrated by Elmarsafy et al. (2013). 

A famous rebuttal to Orientalism concerns Said’s methodological choice of 

engaging with texts and literature which could, supposedly, be fictional and a 

deformation of reality. For instance, Robert Irwin (2006: 309) attacks – and at 

the same time values Said’s eloquence – by describing Orientalism as a ‘good 

novel’, which, as such, is ‘essentially fictional’. Said’s eloquence and his 

decision to interrogate and analyse literary texts are grounded in the 

Nietzschean tradition of paying attention to the representational forces which 

contributed to the constitution of Orientalism, of which metaphors, metonyms 

and rhetorical devices, in general, were part. Elmarsafy and Bernard (2013: 7) 

write in this regard that Orientalism makes ‘a case for the “literariness” of the 
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misconstrued Orient, and with it a major claim about the power of the work of 

art’, considering Said’s text as a performance in itself. In addition, Said confutes 

Irwin’s argument in his essay Orientalism reconsidered (1985), stating that 

undoubtedly the object of study (i.e. the text), even the fictional ones, is 

reconstituted in the historical moment when it gets read, having therefore 

resonance with reality. However, as he further developed in his argument:  

this privilege was rarely allowed the Orient, the Arabs or Islam, which 

separately or together were supposed by mainstream academic thought to 

be confined to the fixed status of an object frozen once and for all in 

time by the gaze of Western percipients.  (Said, 2001: 201) 

Another interesting debate about Orientalism concerns the power of 

intellectuals to create and perform narratives which have political impact on 

society. For instance, Bernard Lewis (1990) insisted on presenting the Western 

quest for knowledge about the Orient as inspired by pure curiosity. However, in 

his famous essay The Roots of Muslim rage. Why so many Muslims deeply resent 

the West and why their bitterness will not easily be mollified (1990) he framed 

the discourses, vocabulary and narratives about the Western-Middle East 

relationships in terms of ‘clashes of civilizations’, with profound consequences 

on the foreign policies of the United States thereafter (Hamdi, 2013).  

Lewis framed those relationships, as his title reveals, in terms of rage, anger and 

hatred: in his essay, the Muslim’s rage emanated from the animosity of Muslim 

society towards modernity, secularism, democracy and Western beliefs in 

general. Lewis went further by writing an apology for imperialism, which is 

worth citing in full: 

Slavery is today universally denounced as an offense against humanity, 

but within living memory it has been practiced and even defended as a 

necessary institution, established and regulated by divine law. The 

peculiarity of the peculiar institution, as Americans once called it, lay not 

in its existence but in its abolition. Westerners were the first to break the 

consensus of acceptance and to outlaw slavery, first at home, then in the 

other territories they controlled, and finally wherever in the world they 

were able to exercise power or influence – in a word, by means of 

imperialism. Is imperialism then the grievance? Some Western powers, 
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and in a sense Western civilization as a whole, have certainly been guilty 

of imperialism, but are we really to believe that in the expansion of 

Western Europe there was a quality of moral delinquency lacking in such 

earlier, relatively innocent expansions as those of the Arabs or the 

Mongols or the Ottomans […] In having practiced sexism, racism, and 

imperialism, the West was merely following the common practice of 

mankind through the millennia of recorded history. Where it is distinct 

from all other civilizations is in having recognized, named, and tried, not 

entirely without success, to remedy these historic diseases. And that is 

surely a matter for congratulation, not condemnation. (Lewis, 1990: 53) 

Interestingly, Hamdi (2013) analysed one of President Bush’s speeches, delivered 

in 2001, in which the American politician emulated Lewis’ arguments. Hamdi 

stated that ironically, Lewis, despite preaching the impartiality and the 

apolitical mission of the intellectual whose work was moved by pure curiosity, 

became himself a major leader of the anti-Arab, anti-Islamic, Zionist discourses.  

Undoubtedly, Said’s concerns about the power of scholars and their impact on 

the public spheres were legitimate. His work was devoted to unpack, de-create, 

reorder and reconstruct the understandings of these dynamics, posing ethical 

questions of responsibility, especially in regards to the question of Palestine, 

which, according to him, embeds issues of legitimized epistemological, political 

and military hegemony.  

3. The Question of Palestine 
 

First denial, then blocking, shrinking, silencing, hemming in.  

(Said, 1980: 19) 

The Western Orientalising discourse finds its concretisation, in very subtle 

terms, in the Zionist project over Palestine. According to Said, as he wrote in 

the Question of Palestine (1980), Palestine is a Western representation, and it is 

constructed as a question. The identity of Palestinians, and therefore their 

presence, has been denied, verified and questioned on a daily basis:  
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Most other people take their identity for granted. Not the Palestinian. 

Who is required to show proofs of identity more or less constantly. (Said, 

1986: 16) 

Rashid Khalidi (1997), in his book about the construction of the Palestinian 

identity, argues that the essence of the Palestinian identity is that it is checked 

and verified not only at borders, but also in the everyday life, which for many 

Palestinians is performed at checkpoints. 

Since the establishment of the Zionist movement in 1897, Palestinians have not 

been taken into consideration by Zionists, who adopted the motto ‘A land 

without a people for a people without land’. After the establishment of the 

state of Israel in 1948, the Israeli political discourses were framed around those 

beliefs. For instance, Golda Meir, Israeli prime minister in 1969, during her 

famous speech reported that:  

There was no such thing as a Palestinian. It was not as though there was a 

Palestinian people and we came and threw them out and took their 

country away from them. They did not exist. (The Sunday Times, 15 June 

1969, cited in McKean Parmenter, 2004 :21)  

As Said points out, the struggle between Palestinians and Zionism has been 

unbalanced since its conception: it was conceived as a struggle ‘between a 

presence and an interpretation’ (1980: 8) which exerted political and cultural 

hegemony over Palestinians, dehumanising and denying their identities and their 

presence. Those Orientalising discourses transmuted the presence of the 

Palestinians into an absence (Ibid.: 10) and made military and epistemological 

hegemony viable.  

Echoing the Gramscian theories about hegemony and consent (Gramsci, 1971, 

1975), Said explains how the dominant power, that appears based on the 

cultural consent of the majority, exercises its hegemony; the struggle is 

unbalanced because the political and cultural hegemony over the Palestinians is 

maintained and reinforced with the tacit consent of Western governments.  

The identification of Zionism with liberal Western ideology made this process 

viable (Said, 1980). The Zionism-Western coalescence with respect to language 

and ideology could be articulated as follows: first of all, the contextual 



31	
	

conditions in the aftermath of the Holocaust prevented any sort of Western 

opposition to Zionism as it would have been perceived inadmissibly anti-Semitic. 

Secondly, the colonial civilising mission, since its conception, was justified on 

the grounds of moral achievement and human development both for the West 

and for Zionist groups. Thirdly, the superiority of the white man in contrast to 

any undistinguished Other was a common narrative both in Europe and in North 

America with the consequence that Zionism would have constituted a bridge 

between the exotic and incomprehensible Arab world and the rational Western 

democracies (Said, 1979, 1980, 1985, 1986, 2001). 

According to Said, the Western media are complicit in perpetuating the political, 

epistemological and ontological hegemony by disseminating a distorted version 

of the Palestinian experience which mainly relies on the Israeli interpretation of 

the exotic, undecipherable Orient: 

What is much worse, in my opinion, is the hypocrisy of the Western (and 

certainly liberal Zionist) journalism and intellectual discourse, which have 

barely had anything to say about Zionist terror. (Said, 1980: x)  

In summary, the question of Palestine is silenced and distorted, based on an 

unbalanced struggle between a presence and a denial. The Israeli hegemony is 

political, epistemological and ontological. Hence, the conflict involves the 

dehumanisation of the Palestinians. The task of the scholars involved with 

Palestinians is a major one, as it has political resonance: it includes reflecting on 

the unsolved incongruences of Palestinian history and human reality, and coming 

to terms with incompleteness and contradictory ideas. It also means to reflect 

on the intellectual’s own identity and position within and beyond academia 

(Said, 1979, 1980, 1986). 

Said reflected extensively on his position as a Palestinian-American intellectual 

that writes in exile. His polysemic and multi-layered vision emerged in his book 

After the last sky (1986), which is a juxtaposition of text written by Said and 

photos taken by Jean Mohr. It is a mixture of unconventional styles, modes, 

representation, and interplay of languages. Its multimodal style, which works 

through autobiographical details, images, and written and oral history, reflects 

the multifaceted complexity of the Palestinian question and identity, as evoked 

in this distilled extract: 
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To be sure, no single Palestinian can be said to feel what most other 

Palestinians feel; Ours has been too various and scattered a fate for that 

sort of correspondence. But there is no doubt that we do in fact form a 

community, if at heart a community built on suffering, and exile. How, 

though, to convey it? […] certainly it contributes to the problem of writing 

about and representing the Palestinians generally. The whole point to this 

book is to engage this difficulty, and deny the habitually simple, even 

harmful representations of the Palestinians, and to replace them with 

something more capable of capturing the complex reality of their 

experience. […] The multifaceted vision is essential to any representation 

of us. […] Everything we write about ourselves, therefore, is an 

interpretative translation – of our language, our experience, our senses of 

self and others. But it is only through a recognition of these complexities 

that we can approach the elusive nature of our identity, or integrate 

public and private realities, or apprehend that extraordinary variety of 

individuals and activities called Palestinian. (Said, 1986: 5-7) 

It is my view that Said’s major achievement has been problematizing fixed and 

static representational theories, with the ultimate aim of scrambling the Us-

Them dichotomy: this being a shared responsibility of academics. In After the 

last sky (1986), in which Said, paradoxically, looked and commented on the 

Palestinians through the photographs – the lenses – of a European photographer, 

he acknowledged that Palestinians are not only watched, they are not only 

passive objects of study, but they are watching as well. His concluding thoughts, 

I believe, enlighten, overcome, unsettle, and scramble the Othering process: 

I would like to think, though, that such a book not only tells the reader 

about us, but in some ways also reads the reader. I would like to think 

that we are not just the people seen or looked at in these photographs: 

We are also looking at our observers. We Palestinians sometimes forget 

that – […] – we too are looking, we too are scrutinizing, assessing, judging. 

We are more than someone’s object. We do more than stand passively in 

front of whoever, for whatever reason, has wanted to look at us. If you 

cannot finally see this about us, we will not allow ourselves that the 

failure has been entirely ours. Not anymore. (Said, 1986: 166)  



33	
	

In this reciprocal gazing and critiquing process, knowledge about the Other and 

the Self is co-constructed. Recognizing and valuing the presence of the 

interlocutor who is not just the passive silent Other of our scrutiny, enables new 

narratives to emerge. A recent book edited by Nair-Venugopal (2012) unveils 

through a variety of examples from different disciplinary fields the more 

intertwined ways in which ‘the West’s gaze frames, shapes (but is also shaped 

by) eastern culture, practices, ideas and artefacts’ (Fassetta et al., 2016: 186). 

In our co-authored review of the book (Fassetta et al., 2016), we warn against 

the catastrophic and mundane dangers of Othering which result in dehumanizing 

narratives, in the closure of borders, the buildings of walls and, more 

drastically, in military operations.  

The next section will expand on the context of siege of the Gaza Strip, touching 

precisely upon, among other things, the building of walls, the closure of borders, 

and the preventive military operations.    

4. Gaza under siege 
 

The Gaza Strip (Palestine) has been under siege since 2007, when Israel, 

claiming it as an act of self-defence, declared the Strip ‘hostile territory’ after 

the election of the Palestinian Hamas Party. Building on Winter (2015), Fassetta 

et al. (2017: 136) elaborated on the definition of siege, using it as an analytical 

lens:  

Sieges constitute indirect and spatial forms of violence: they target 

infrastructure and aim to disrupt the conditions of natural reproduction of 

biological and social life. When sieges are protracted, as is the case for 

the Gaza Strip, their harmful effects can also be cumulative.  

The effects of the siege on the Gaza Strip are cumulative as it affects mobility, 

employment, poverty rates, and physical and mental wellbeing. The siege 

isolates two million people living in the Strip, by sealing the Eretz crossing 

between Israel and Gaza. In addition to that, since 2013, Egyptian policies have 

imposed the ‘temporary’ closure of the Rafah crossing – the only other possible 

way to access the Strip via land – between Gaza and Egypt. Both the Rafah and 

Eretz crossings have been permanently closed. Rafah is only open on certain 

specific dates, which are decided by the Egyptian authorities without any prior 
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official announcement. These restrictions impede people from moving into and 

out of the Strip freely (UNRWA, 2017a).  

The curtailment of the freedom to move results in ‘involuntary immobility’ 

(Carling, 2002) or in ‘forced immobility’ (Stock, 2016). Carling (2002) refers to 

‘involuntary immobility’ as determined by state policies which are geared 

towards a closure of borders preventing newcomers from entering the country. 

Stock’s definition of ‘forced immobility’ refers mainly to migrants’ inability to 

continue their journey so being stuck in long-term transit: this being detrimental 

to the transnational social relationships, to the individuals’ development and 

their wellbeing (Stock, 2016). In Stock’s definition, those trapped in ‘forced 

immobility’ are not only migrants in transit, but also asylum seekers, migrants 

with temporary residence permits, ‘voluntary’ would-be migrants (Alpes, 2011), 

and those fleeing conflict and persecution (Stock, 2016: 408). Both Caring’s and 

Stock’s definitions could frame an understanding of Palestinians being trapped in 

the Gaza Strip; however, Stock’s term emphasises the coercive nature of the 

curtailment of the freedom of movement. Hence, in this research and in other 

work that I have already published, I opted for her definition to describe the 

enforced hermetism of the Gaza Strip.  

Israel not only controls the flow of people into and out of the Strip, but also 

allowances of fuel, electricity, and goods (including medicines), regulating all 

the import-export exchanges of the Strip. The siege also comprises a naval 

blockade aimed at targeting Palestinian fishermen, who are allowed to fish 

within six miles of the coast, despite an international agreement that should 

have guaranteed the possibility to fish within 25 miles (Smith, 2015).  

Hence, the prolonged siege has impacted every sector in society, ultimately 

worsening people’s physical and mental wellbeing. As a result of the siege, 

unemployment and the poverty rate have increased dramatically. Tawil Souri 

and Matar (2016: 3) present some of the statistics in this respect, which are 

worth citing in full, identifying them as a ‘statistical impossibility’ to indicate 

their astonishing numbers: 

More than two thirds of the population is made up of refugees; 70% live in 

poverty; 20% live in ‘deep poverty’; just about everybody has to survive 

on humanitarian hand-outs; adult unemployment hovers around 50% give 
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or take a few percentage points; 60% of the population is under the age of 

18. This is the Gaza where on a good day there is no electricity ‘only’ 20 

hours a day; where before the latest Israeli military operation, in summer 

2014, there was already a shortage of 70,000 homes; where 95% of piped 

water is below international quality standards; where every child aged 8 

or younger has already witnessed three massive wars.   

It is not only the siege that has tragically affected the life of Gazans, as these 

numbers show, but in addition, in the last decade three military operations were 

carried out by the Israeli government and reported as acts of preventive 

defence, respectively in 2008, 2012, and 2014. These military operations 

devastated the living conditions of people in the Strip. The last round of 

hostility, Operation Protective Edge, which occurred between 7 July 2014 and 26 

August 2014, was the deadliest and caused the most devastating consequences 

since 1967. UNRWA (2017c) reports that 

Besides the massive damage to the enclave’s infrastructure – including 

hospitals, water and electricity networks, and streets – some 12,500 

housing units were totally destroyed and around 6,500 homes were 

severely damaged; over 19,000 housing units were rendered 

uninhabitable. Around 70 per cent of the affected persons are Palestine 

refugees. 

The BBC reported that 2,100 people were killed during the last 50-day war; 

among those there were 500 children4. UNRWA (2017c) specifies that 500 

children were killed, over 3000 were injured, and at least 1000 of them are 

estimated to have some sort of disabilities for the rest of their lives. In addition, 

290,000 people were internally displaced, staying for the duration of the conflict 

in over 90 schools and in hospitals, which served as shelters. However, schools, 

hospitals, universities and public services were the target of the military 

operation: according to UNRWA, 81 schools were damaged, as well as hospitals 

and higher education institutions like the Islamic University of Gaza (UNRWA, 

2017a, 2017b, 2017c).   

As one can clearly guess, the siege creates ‘growing dependence on 

humanitarian apparatuses’ (Fassetta et al., 2017: 136). People in the Gaza Strip 

																																																													
4http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28439404		
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– the number is estimated to reach 80% – depend – and are forced to depend – 

entirely on humanitarian help and assistance for education, health, shelter, 

infrastructures, relief and social services, work provision, clothing and all the 

necessary basic needs.  

On the other hand, Palestinians in the Gaza Strip try to combat the siege and 

occupation by escaping the isolation it imposes through virtual mobility and, 

undoubtedly, through education (Abu Lughod, 2000; Aouragh, 2011; Fassetta et 

al., 2017; Imperiale et al., forthcoming). 

4.1 Online work to tackle forced immobility 
	

One way for the Gazan inhabitants to tackle forced immobility has been the 

increasing reliance on the Internet connection, which could potentially enhance 

the chances of online employment and reduce isolation. As Aouragh (2011b: 52) 

argues, no technological medium can ‘transcend economic gaps’, but the 

Internet facilitates connection amongst Palestinians in the diaspora, those living 

in the Occupied Territories, and also sympathetic groups worldwide.  

For instance, in her research, Aouragh (2011a, 2011b) discusses examples of 

online work developed by Palestinians in Jordan, Lebanon, West Bank, and in the 

Gaza Strip and explores the role of the Internet in constructing a national 

identity remotely. In a subsequent study, Tawil-Souri and Aouragh (2014: 104) 

discussing the power of ‘(Internet) resistance’, note that ‘reports show a 

systematic increase in household computer ownership from 26.4 percent in 2004 

to 49.2 percent in 2009, and an increase in home internet access from 9.2 

percent in 2004 to 28.5 percent in 2009 and to 57.7 percent in 2012’ (Ibid.: 119).  

In higher education, investment into technology and on the Internet has 

increased since the first organized Palestinian uprising (called the first Intifada) 

in 1987. This has been a priority response to tackle checkpoints, curfews and any 

sort of curtailment which hindered people’s mobility within the Occupied 

Territories, hence facilitating university students to continue their studies 

despite Palestinian universities being forced to close (Hammond, 2012).  

It must also be noted that Palestinians’ chance to escape isolation virtually, 

depends on offline materialities in terms of technological facilities, and on 

territorial control and enclaves, and is therefore out of the control of the 
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Palestinian authorities. The Internet faces territorial limitations, which are 

compounded by military measures and illegal competition by Israeli providers. 

Israeli official policy limits what equipment can be installed and defines how and 

where installation can take place. The Israeli military confiscates equipment and 

forbids its import (or delays approval of equipment requests), and occasionally 

destroys machinery and infrastructure during military operations (Tawil-Souri 

and Aouragh, 2014). Tawil-Souri and Aouragh (2014) call this phenomenon cyber-

colonialism, i.e. the control of the internet connection and of its materialities.  

However, it is important to note the beneficial power of technology in situations 

of emergencies and crisis, and in a situation of forced immobility. Technology 

could be a tool to maximise the breadth of and access to education, also 

improving its quality, as well as providing a way out of isolation and 

unemployment (UNESCO, 2017; UNHCR, 2017; Fassetta et al., 2017).  

Education, finally, is considered a crucial tool with which to support 

empowerment and liberation: it is a tool with which to resist both military and 

epistemological hegemony, to nurture the wellbeing of individuals, and to 

contribute to the development of Palestinian society (Abu Lughod, 2000; 

Hammond, 2012). The next section discusses education in Palestine, especially 

focusing on the approach of UNRWA, the United Nations agency responsible for 

education of Palestinian refugees, and on its Education Reform Strategy 

(UNRWA, 2011).  

5. Besieged education  
 

Palestinians reject the ‘closing down’ nature of the 

occupation especially in education because education is 

always about opening up the future. 

(Hammond, 2012: 82) 

Education in the context of chronic crisis and of geographical fragmentation as 

in Palestine is a complex matter. The Palestinian education system – as it is now 

– was established after the Oslo peace accords (1993), after which the 

Palestinian Authority (PA) took control of administration and services which 

included education. It is worth noting that the PA exercised jurisdiction over 3% 

of the Palestinian territories (comprising the Occupied Territories and the Gaza 
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Strip), while Israel continued to occupy and exercise power and rule over three 

million Palestinians (Abu Lughod, 2000: 81). Under the PA, the Palestinian 

Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MoEHE) took over the responsibility 

of developing an education system which would have harmonised education in 

the Occupied Territories and in the Gaza Strip. The job of the MoEHE, since 

then, was valuable in achieving progress; however, its impact was severely 

impaired by the context of chronic violence and occupation (Abu Lughod, 2000; 

Nicolai, 2007). 

Curriculum development was a major task, since the education system, before 

the Oslo accords, was largely dependent on foreign influence. In 1995 the MoEHE 

established a formal centre for developing a curriculum that would have 

reflected the Palestinian context. Teaching materials and textbooks were 

designed accordingly. The new curriculum and the textbooks instigated a heated 

debate since Israeli educational experts claimed that it incited hatred against 

the Jewish state (Nicolai, 2007). 

During the second Intifada (the second organized Palestinian revolt) in 2000, 

episodes of everyday violence increased dramatically, and the military 

occupation over the Palestinian territories grew. In addition, the building of an 

eight-metre-high defence wall segregated Palestinian villages into enclaves. 

Nicolai (2007: 22) notes that in such a fragmented space, ‘the mere creation of 

an education system is remarkable’. In her report published by UNESCO, she 

valued the achievements of the Palestinian education system, and especially in 

higher education, which in spite of ongoing political and economic instability, 

remains ahead of the regional average. 

On a more critical note, Abu Lughod (2000), who, with Edward Said, was one of 

the most famous Palestinian scholars and whose work is considered a milestone 

in Palestine studies, highlighted that, in addition to occupation, other internal 

issues also had an impact on Palestinian higher education. He listed as 

determinant factors:  

the occupation itself, the nature of a society that remains somewhat 

underdeveloped and traditional but hemmed in by a military occupation, 

and the absence of an independent national authority that is able to 
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assume responsibility for an effective system of education at all levels. 

(Abu Lughod, 2000: 86) 

The absence of an independent national authority coordinating education 

provision at all levels must be further explained. For instance, after the PA took 

over the responsibility of harmonizing Palestinian education, the 1999 Law of 

Higher Education threw light upon the mission, the procedures and the authority 

governing the education system. There was a consensus about the mission of 

education, understood as national integration and the development of 

Palestinian society. However, a governmental public system was differentiated 

from a for-profit, private one and other non-profit institutions. In addition, the 

United Nations Relief and Work Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 

(UNRWA), since its establishment in 1950, has been responsible for providing 

primary education to Palestinian refugees.  

Palestinian refugees constitute the large majority of Palestinians, both outside 

and within Palestine, since the definition of Palestinian refugee includes people 

‘whose normal place of residence was Palestine during the period 1 June 1946 to 

15 May 1948, and who lost both home and means of livelihood as a result of the 

1948 conflict’ (UNRWA, 2007: 5). Hence, UNRWA operates both in Palestine, 

with internally displaced refugees (in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, and 

in the Gaza Strip), and in the neighbouring host countries of Syria, Lebanon and 

Jordan. The government, private institutions and UNRWA comply with the 

different ruling authorities of the host countries, and their different education 

systems follow the respective curricula. 

Nonetheless, those different agencies and institutions share an overarching 

commitment to the provision of quality education and to the enhancement of 

access, equity and inclusion. In addition, schools and higher institutions aim to 

keep children safe, reducing risks of confrontation with Israeli settlers and 

troops:  

When no place is safe for a child, schools and teachers represent some 

type of authority, meaning schools are generally seen to be safer than 

nearly anywhere else. (Nicolai, 2007: 124) 

In this way, education contributes to the mental and physical wellbeing of 

individuals and to the development of society, despite the conditions of 
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occupation and siege. UNRWA’s mission and its Education Reform Strategy, 

launched in 2011, provide important insights about education in emergencies 

and under occupation, which will be further explored in the next section.    

5.1 UNRWA’s mission and the Education Reform Strategy 
	

The generic mission of UNRWA is to ‘help Palestine refugees achieve their full 

potential in human development under the difficult circumstances in which they 

live’ (UNRWA, 2011: 1). The Institution has a humanitarian mandate and is 

responsible for the provision of services to Palestinian refugees, including 

education, health and social services.  

Concerning education, UNRWA’s vision is to provide an education system which: 

develops the full potential of Palestine Refugees to enable them to be 

confident, innovative, questioning, thoughtful, tolerant and open minded, 

upholding human values and religious tolerance, proud of their Palestine 

identity and contributing positively to the development of their society 

and the global community. (UNRWA, 2011:1) 

Being an agency of the United Nations, it shares their beliefs and their goals. For 

instance, education is considered a potent tool with which to achieve human 

development. Human development is no longer perceived as national economic 

development, but rather, as described in the UNRWA Medium Term Strategy 

(2010), it encompasses and aims at fostering human capabilities of conducting a 

healthy and long life, of being knowledgeable and of living according to decent 

standards (UNRWA, 2010).  

In addition, UNRWA adhered to the United Nations resolution of 9 July 2010, 

which affirms the human right to education in emergencies for migrants, asylum 

seekers and refugees. The resolution points out that the right to education is not 

only a matter of accessibility and availability, but foremost of quality. UNRWA, 

alongside UNHCR, UNESCO, UNICEF and INEE (the International Network for 

Education in Emergencies), demands a higher quality of education for refugees 

for long-term sustainable economic, social and human development (UNRWA, 

2010; UNRWA, 2011). 
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In 2009, UNRWA and Universalia conducted an evaluation of the current UNRWA 

education system, the results of which revealed quite clearly the urgent need 

for education reform: 

The current system of education needs to be of higher quality, greater 

effectiveness, increased efficiency and enhanced equity. It is not serving 

its ultimate beneficiaries, the Palestine refugees, as it should. (UNRWA, 

2011: viii) 

Quality of education was not only perceived as measurable in terms of the three 

basic values of access, inclusion and equity, as in the Millennium Development 

Goals, but it included other aspects encompassing schools’ facilities and 

materialities, inclusion, and pedagogical underpinnings.  

The UNRWA review interpreted quality education as potentially being better 

achieved by implementing the capabilities approach (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 

2011) – explored in the following chapter – which would best suit the human 

development approach with which the United Nations complies. 

6. Summary 
 

This chapter provided an introduction to the research study by illustrating its 

context. The Gaza Strip, Palestine, has been under siege since 2007. The siege 

curtails freedom of mobility and impacts on people’s mental and physical 

wellbeing. It is a context of pain, pressure, and of both military and 

epistemological hegemony.  

Within this challenging context, education can play a meaningful role in 

contributing to the wellbeing of individuals; nurturing people’s resilience and 

hopes for a better future; and allowing the holistic freedom to ‘live the life that 

people have reason to value’ (Sen, 1999: 293).  

This research project aims to celebrate and nurture people’s aspirations in the 

face of adversity and occupation. By working through intercultural language 

education, this research aims to re-create, reorder and invent narratives, 

responding to the call for responsibility within academia that Said advanced 

(1986).  
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UNRWA and other United Nations agencies have argued for improved provision of 

education, which could best serve the Palestinians’ needs. In order to fulfil this 

overarching aim, a pedagogical shift towards the capabilities approach has been 

suggested.  

The next chapter expands on the literature on the capabilities approach, in 

order to provide a theoretical grounding for education under occupation, and 

specifically for this research study, for language education under pain, pressure 

and siege.  
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Chapter II. The capabilities approach 
 

1. Introduction  
 

In the previous chapter, I explored the context of the research study, illustrating 

the context of siege in the Gaza Strip. I concluded by discussing education under 

siege: several reports from UNRWA, UNHCR and UNESCO argue for improving the 

quality of education provision for refugees and for people living in situations of 

protracted crisis and emergencies. Education is envisioned as a means to 

improve the wellbeing of individuals, and it has a determinant role in advancing 

changes in society. In societies constrained by occupation and precarious 

instability and insecurity, it has been argued that a shift towards a more holistic 

approach in education could benefit both individuals and their society (UNRWA, 

2011). UNRWA (2011) has argued for the adoption of the capabilities approach 

for education with Palestinian refugees.   

The capabilities approach (CA), also known as the human development 

approach, was first conceived of by the economist Amartya Sen in the 1980s in 

the field of welfare economics and was then further developed by the 

philosopher Martha Nussbaum (Sen, 1980, 1984, 1985a, 1985b, 1987, 1992, 1999, 

2002, 2004a, 2004b, 2005a, 2005b, 2009; Nussbaum, 1988, 1992, 1997, 2000, 

2001, 2003, 2004, 2006a, 2006b, 2011, 2013).  

The CA is a normative and an evaluative framework to assess the wellbeing of 

individuals with the ultimate aim of pursuing human development, and the 

flourishing of humanity (Nussbaum, 2011). In order to achieve wellbeing, 

individuals need to have the real opportunities (freedoms) to convert what they 

are capable of being and doing (capabilities) into achieved outcomes, including 

valued beings and doings (functionings) (Sen, 1999). The approach focuses also 

on tackling socio-economic, cultural, and discursive constraints on individuals, 

which may impair the realization of their wellbeing.  

The CA offers a potential theoretical framework to conceptualize language 

education in difficult circumstances, with its emphasis on wellbeing. In this 

chapter, I present the central tenets of the CA, selecting the aspects that are 
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more salient for this research, namely: the concept of wellbeing; the 

relationships between freedom, development and agency; the concepts of 

capabilities and functionings; and Nussbaum’s list of capabilities, with a specific 

focus on the capabilities pertaining to cosmopolitan education. I then explore 

the application of the CA in educational settings, and I finally engage with the 

critiques that have been levelled at the CA.   

2. Wellbeing beyond utilitarianism and primary goods 
	

The understanding of wellbeing in the capabilities approach as developed by Sen 

(1999), especially in the field of economics, was a watershed. Sen moved beyond 

the classification of wellbeing based on utilitarianism and on primary goods: 

rather, wellbeing should be evaluated in terms of the agency and free choices of 

individuals ‘to lead the kind of lives they value – and have reason to value’ (Sen, 

1999: 18). The notion of ‘reason to value’ is important since it implies a 

reflective process in order to determine and recognize individuals’ values 

(Crosbie, 2014). Development enhances freedoms and includes the amelioration 

of social, economic, cultural, and political constraints in order to foster human 

flourishing and the overall quality of life.    

Sen's concept of wellbeing counters the doctrine of utilitarianism, which 

flourished in the late eighteenth century. Utilitarianism conceptualized 

wellbeing based on utility, identifiable with ‘pleasure, happiness and 

preference-satisfaction’ (Alexander, 2008: 28). Public policies and institutions’ 

achievements, under utilitarianism, are evaluated based on the single criterion 

of utility. Utilitarian ethics, for instance, privileges the individuals’ happiness, 

and the diminution of pain, but without necessarily considering whether such 

satisfaction is ‘reasonably valuable’ (Alexander, 2008: 28). As such, 

utilitarianism does not account for social and material constraints that people 

encounter. 

In contrast, Sen (1999), demanding a more objective approach to wellbeing, put 

forward a theory which qualifies capabilities as non-violable, and in which 

society should enable the development and freedoms to allow individuals to 

pursue their valued beings and doings. Sen is concerned in particular with the 

evaluation of happiness for people who are deprived, who, nevertheless, come 

to terms with their living conditions and even get to be content through the 
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adaptation of preferences. However, this does not mean that the society in 

which they live enhances real opportunities:  

The utility calculus can be deeply unfair to those who are persistently 

deprived […] The deprived people tend to come to terms with their 

deprivation because of the sheer necessity of survival, and they may, as a 

result, lack the courage to demand radical change and may even adjust 

their desires and expectations to what they unambitiously see as feasible. 

The mental metric of pleasure and desire is just too malleable to be a 

firm guide to deprivation and disadvantage. (Sen, 1999: 62-63) 

John Rawls (1971), also concerned with a more objective measurement of 

wellbeing, suggested its assessment in terms of primary goods. Rawls, in his list 

of ‘primary goods’, included basic rights and liberties; freedom of movement 

and choice of occupation; powers and prerogatives of offices and positions of 

responsibility; income and wealth; and social bases of self-respect. Those are 

the goods that a person with ‘a capacity for a sense of justice and the capacity 

to adopt and pursue a conception of the good would want’ (Alexander, 2008: 

33).   

Despite sharing Rawls' objections to utilitarianism, Sen moved beyond the 

Rawlsian approach in economics, which considers primary goods as indicators of 

wellbeing. Sen in his critique considered primary goods as means to pursue 

wellbeing, but not as intrinsic ends for wellbeing. Sen (1980) argued against the 

partial blindness of an evaluative framework for equity based on an index of 

primary goods which does not account for the diverse physical conditions of 

human beings, which may either favour or cause impediments to people’s 

realization:  

The primary goods approach seems to take little note of the diversity of 

human being… if people were basically very similar, then an index of 

primary goods might be a good way of judging advantage. But, in fact, 

people seem to have very different needs varying with health, longevity, 

climatic conditions, location, work conditions, temperament, and even 

body size. So what is involved is not merely ignoring a few hard cases 

[e.g. handicaps], but overlooking very widespread and real differences. 
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Judging advantage purely in terms of primary goods leads to a partially 

blind morality. (Sen, 1980: 215-216)    

In addition, Rawls’ theory of social justice is founded on principles of 

‘reasonableness’ (Sen, 1980), i.e. people cooperate because of self-interest. 

Both Sen and Nussbaum, on the other hand, argue that ‘life is more than a set of 

commercial relations’ (Nussbaum and Sen, 1993: 2) and that individuals can be 

motivated to cooperate and live together due to different motives. These could 

include both self-interest and, more importantly, sentiments of compassion, 

benevolence and sympathy, in addition to the sake of social justice.  

3. Freedoms, agency and development 
	

As the section above illustrated, in the CA the distinction between means and 

ends is important: for instance, primary goods, as well as the availability of 

commodities, services, social institutions and social arrangements are means 

that enable people’s real opportunities to be converted, through agency, into 

functionings, or achievements.  

Freedoms are the real opportunities that individuals have to achieve their 

wellbeing and their development. Sen (1999) identifies five freedoms to reach 

development: 1) political freedom, 2) economic facilities, 3) social 

opportunities, 4) transparency guarantees and 5) protective security. Political 

freedoms include political entitlements which are related to the concept of 

democracy in its broadest sense; economic facilities include resources and 

infrastructures. Social opportunities consist of welfare services, especially 

education and health. Transparency refers to ‘openness’ in communication, i.e. 

‘the freedom to deal with one another under disclosure and lucidity’, and 

protective security has to do with services and arrangements used to generate 

income such as public employment, unemployment benefits, etc. (Sen, 1999: 38-

40).  

As Navarro (2000) points out, Sen discusses the intertwining of the five freedoms 

without establishing a scale for those relationships. Sen’s failure to develop a 

theory that relates freedoms is perceived by Navarro as one of the major flaws 

of Sen’s theorization. He argues that Sen, following the classical economic 

tradition initiated by Adam Smith, perceives the individual as ‘the subject and 
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the object of the analysis’, whereas ‘collective agents and subjects such as 

social classes do not appear, nor does any analysis of what articulates these 

collective agents such as exploitation or domination’ (Navarro, 2000: 665).  

However, my understanding of Sen’s work is that he leaves scope to address the 

sources of unfreedoms, which, however, are context-dependent, and therefore 

not generalizable (White et al., 2016). For instance, some freedoms require a 

material-economic input, while others may need political arrangements and 

institutional services such as ‘the effective guaranteeing and protections of 

freedom of thought, political participation, social or cultural practices, social 

structures, social institutions, public goods, social norms, and traditions and 

habits’ (Robeyns, 2005: 96). The CA, therefore, has a multifaceted 

understanding of wellbeing, since it encompasses the material, the mental and 

the social dimension. The CA does not preclude investigations into societal 

arrangements and proposals to inform public policies, since 

[s]ocietal arrangements, involving many institutions (the state, the 

market, the legal system, political parties, the media, public interest 

groups, and public discussion forums, among others) are investigated in 

terms of their contribution to enhancing and guaranteeing the substantive 

freedoms of individuals, seen as active agents of change, rather than 

passive recipients of dispensed benefits. (Sen, 1999: xii-xiii) 

In Sen’s approach the agency of individuals has a crucial role. He defines agency 

as ‘the ability to act in accordance with one’s chosen goals and values as an 

element of a person’s effective power’ (Sen, 2002: 289). Agency, as with 

wellbeing, is therefore a multi-layered concept, which is dependent upon both 

the individual and the socio-material arrangements that hold people’s 

opportunities in place.  

Agency and a self-assessment of wellbeing could be undermined by individuals’ 

adaptive preferences. Both Sen (1985, 1999) and Nussbaum (2006a) are 

concerned with the human tendency to adapt preferences, especially in extreme 

circumstances, when the main concern of individuals is to make life bearable, 

with the potential consequence of lowering aspirations and expectations. 

Nussbaum’s concern is that adaptive preferences hinder self-awareness and may 
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prevent individuals from recognising their right to choose and to lead a truly 

human life. Nussbaum (2006a: 73) writes that: 

[People] adjust their preferences to what they think they can achieve, 

and also to what their society tells them a suitable achievement is for 

someone like them’.  

In doing so, individuals, implicitly, accept the ‘legitimacy of the unequal order’ 

(Sen, 1985: 196) becoming complicit in the subjugation of their inalienable right 

of being considered humans, simply because they cannot envisage a better life 

and identify what life would be in the absence of those constraints. Whereas Sen 

conceptualizes adaptive preferences as uniformly negative, Nussbaum (2000) has 

a more nuanced view that is that there are also more trivial and temporary 

adaptive preferences which might positively prompt individuals to recognise and 

accept their own limitations.  

Relating Sen’s CA to the context of the Gaza Strip, one can clearly see that the 

siege imposes restrictions on all those levels of freedoms. Sen’s approach to 

wellbeing, development and freedoms, and his attention towards the socio-

material constraints, therefore, suits a precarious context where human-made 

unfreedoms curtail people’s development and the development of their own 

society. Despite the dreadful circumstances, people in the Gaza Strip, as this 

research study will show, cope with their living conditions and even nurture 

their agency against the curtailment of their freedoms. If we adopted a 

utilitarian approach to wellbeing under siege, since people in Gaza even manage 

to be content and to feel pleasure, that would not account for social and 

political injustices. If a Rawlsian assessment based on primary goods was to be 

an indicator of wellbeing, it would be difficult to account for individuals’ 

agency.  

Sen’s theorization of wellbeing therefore seems to provide scope to address both 

the unfreedoms, and also the agency and capabilities that individuals possess, 

value, and nurture. In addition to these concepts, other key tenets of the CA are 

capabilities and functionings, discussed in the next section.  

4. Capabilities and Functionings 
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A key analytical distinction in the CA is between capabilities and functionings. 

Sen’s conceptualization of capabilities is related to the real opportunities to 

transform what a person is capable of being and doing into functionings, i.e. into 

measurable achieved outcomes. The distinction between capabilities and 

functionings, therefore, is between the potentially realizable and the effectively 

realized, between opportunities and achievements. In Sen’s words 

A functioning is an achievement, whereas a capability is the ability to 

achieve. Functionings are, in a sense, more directly related to living 

conditions, since they are different aspects of living conditions. 

Capabilities, in contrast, are notions of freedoms in the positive sense: 

what real opportunities you have regarding the life you may lead. (Sen, 

1987: 36) 

In the initial development of the CA, Sen used ‘capability’, or ‘capability set’ in 

the singular form. A person has one capability or a capability set which is a 

combination of potential functioning; it is an opportunity set (Roybens, 2003). 

However, in his later writings, Sen used both capability and capabilities 

interchangeably. Later on, Nussbaum and many scholars used capabilities in the 

plural form, to define the specific capabilities that make up the whole capability 

set. This terminological ambiguity has been now overcome, but worth 

mentioning since it gives insight into Sen’s development of the CA. Because both 

Sen and Nussbaum used capabilities in its plural form, in this thesis, I adopt this 

terminology, aware of its nuances.  

For instance, Sen does not provide a list of capabilities that would enable 

individuals to pursue their wellbeing. He posits that governments should not 

endorse a set of predetermined and fixed capabilities, but should rather 

facilitate a process of democratic reasoning that would lead to a contextualised 

development of a capabilities list. Society should be concerned with enabling 

the conversion of capabilities into functionings, and should also guarantee that 

individuals are afforded basic capabilities. The basic capabilities are ‘being 

adequately nourished, being in good health, avoiding escapable morbidity and 

premature mortality.’ (Sen, 1992: 39). The purpose of ‘basic capabilities’ 

therefore is ‘not so much in ranking living standards, but in deciding on a cut-off 

point for the purpose of assessing poverty and deprivation’ (Sen, 1987: 109). 
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The process of transforming capabilities into functionings is determined by 

conversion factors. Conversion factors are categorized into personal, social and 

environmental factors (Sen, 1987). Personal characteristics include physical 

condition, intelligence, personal dispositions, and skills, and influence how a 

person can transform a commodity into a functioning. Social factors include 

social and public policies, hierarchies, gender, and discrimination. 

Environmental factors are related to infrastructures, climate, and public goods. 

The combination of the three factors, compounded with individuals’ agency, 

determines the real opportunities to achieve a certain functioning. 

Differing from Sen’s deliberately open approach, Martha Nussbaum (2001) 

developed a list of capabilities to be endorsed by governments. The next section 

explores her capabilities list.  

 

4.1 Martha Nussbaum’s capabilities list 
	

Martha Nussbaum’s core contribution to the CA approach – and her main point of 

divergence from Sen’s theories – is the development of a list of ten capabilities, 

or a set of universal political principles, to be underwritten and endorsed by 

constitutions. Her provisional list is underpinned by the question, What does a 

life worthy of human dignity require? (Nussbaum, 2011: 32). Human dignity, 

according to Nussbaum, equalizes individuals and it is therefore the only valid 

parameter on which a threshold of wellbeing can be established.  

The basic intuitive idea of my version of the capabilities approach is that 

we begin with a conception of the dignity of the human being, and of a 

life that is worthy of that dignity – a life that has available in it ‘truly 

human functioning’. (Nussbaum 2006a: 74) 

Nussbaum (2011) distinguishes between basic, internal and combined 

capabilities. Respectively, basic capabilities include individuals’ personal states, 

traits, and dispositions; internal capabilities, fluid and dynamic, are the 

capabilities that the child develops as he/she grows up; and the combined 

capabilities are the combination of internal capabilities and the 

‘social/political/economic conditions in which functioning can actually be 

chosen’ (Nussbaum, 2011: 22).  
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While I do understand the distinction between internal and combined 

capabilities – and its value in determining the achievements and the 

shortcomings of societies – it seems to me that separating basic from internal 

capabilities may be redundant, since, I would argue that basic capabilities, 

similarly to internal capabilities, also evolve.   

Nussbaum’s list of capabilities endorse: 1) life; 2) bodily health; 3) bodily 

integrity; 4) senses, imagination, and thought; 5) emotions; 6) practical reason; 

7) affiliation; 8) other species; 9) play; and 10) control over one's environment 

(Nussbaum, 2011: 33-34). These capabilities are the minimum requirements for 

individuals to live a life worthy of human dignity. Nussbaum’s capabilities 

support one another, but she identifies two capabilities having an ‘architectonic 

role’, since they pervade all the other capabilities: those are practical reason 

and affiliation. The first constitutes the basis for individuals’ capability to 

choose freely upon reflection, while the latter considers the sociality of human 

beings. Nussbaum considers those two capabilities as marking the humanity of 

individuals (Ibid.). 

Nussbaum also indicates affiliation and practical reason as two of the three main 

capabilities for cosmopolitan education and democratic citizenship. She adds a 

third one, which she calls narrative imagination (2006b). The next section 

discusses those three capabilities in more detail.  

4.2 Three central capabilities for education 
	

Both Sen and Nussbaum acknowledge the central role of education for the 

‘cultivation of humanity’ and for becoming a cosmopolitan citizen. Nussbaum 

states 

Becoming an educated citizen means learning a lot of facts and mastering 

techniques of reasoning. But it means something more. It means how to 

be a human being capable of love and imagination. We may continue to 

produce narrow citizens who have difficulty understanding people 

different from themselves, whose imaginations rarely venture beyond 

their local settings. […] But we have the opportunity to do it better […] 

that is the cultivation of humanity.  

(Nussbaum, 1997: 14) 
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In her holistic approach, education is viewed as a meta-capability, i.e. a 

capability that pervades and enables the development of other capabilities. Her 

work on education is strictly intertwined with democratic citizenship and 

interculturality. For her, multicultural education 

acquaints students with some fundamentals about the histories and 

cultures of the many different groups with whom they share laws and 

institutions. These should include religious, ethnic, social and gender-

based groups. Language learning, history, economics and political science 

all play a role in pursuing this understanding, in different ways at 

different levels. (Nussbaum, 2006b: 390) 

She argues that multicultural education must combine a pedagogy that fosters 

critical thinking and ‘good textbooks’ (Ibid.). For example, in the case of 

history, ‘good textbooks’ will account for different narratives, and in addition, 

will prompt the student to understand why different groups interpret 

historiographical evidence in different ways, giving voice to opposing narratives. 

Drawing on the work of the Indian educator, Nobel-prize artist and philosopher 

Rabindranath Tagore, she advocates three main capabilities for human 

development, based on which educational praxis may flourish. The principles 

that Tagore outlined and that Nussbaum at a later stage framed as capabilities 

for the cultivation of democratic citizenship are critical self-examination, 

affiliation, and narrative imagination. 

Critical self-examination is linked to the Socratic capacity to critically examine 

oneself and one’s own traditions: this means to be able to reason logically 

without accepting all the beliefs, arguments, and traditions that have been 

imposed through habit. Nussbaum considers Socratic dialogue as a central tool to 

guide logical critical thinking since it develops not only the individuals’ thinking 

skills, but also the respect towards others, especially in the case of conflicting 

views.  

Affiliation is the ability to perceive oneself as a member of a group, but also as 

bound to all other human beings, tied to them by recognition, love and 

compassion. Nussbaum argues that this capability is crucial to understand the 

differences and the shared human needs and interests that make understanding 
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between groups and nations possible. Affiliation may foster the development of 

a multicultural education for a pluralist democracy.  

The third capability is narrative imagination. Narrative imagination is a 

combination of the first two capabilities: it is the ability to take the perspective 

of others, both consciously and compassionately. It fosters the understanding of 

others, of the circumstances that shape respective choices, hopes and fears, 

emotions and wishes, and - by doing so – it helps us understand ourselves too. 

This capability is cultivated through literature and the arts. Nussbaum adds that 

‘the arts are also crucial sources of both freedom and community’ (Nussbaum, 

2006b: 391), giving an example of how putting on a play may disrupt, at least on 

the stage, societal hierarchies and tradition. Moreover, ‘the arts are great 

sources of joy’ (Ibid.: 391) and should therefore be employed to understand 

others.  

Those three capabilities constitute a tripartite model for the development of 

democratic citizenship through education. This model has been taken forward 

and ameliorated in educational settings, as further explored in the next section.  

5. The capabilities approach in educational settings  
	

In educational settings, the tripartite model of capabilities for democratic 

citizenship that Nussbaum suggested has been a guiding principle for developing 

further thinking around the application of the CA for educational policies and 

curriculum development.  

Melanie Walker (2004, 2006, 2007), combining the theories of the capabilities 

approach and her grounded analysis of data collected both in higher educational 

settings and in secondary schools in South Africa, developed multi-dimensional 

lists of capabilities for the respective settings. Her evaluative frameworks argue 

for including students and teachers’ voices into the evaluation of education 

provision in order to offer a broader perspective on quality education, rather 

than just assess classroom sizes, facilities, marks, and more broadly numerical 

indexes.  

Another contribution in the field was elaborated by Flores-Crespo (2007) in 

Mexico. Rather than evaluating capabilities, the scholar developed a list of 

functionings resulting from feedback questionnaires, combining Sen’s freedoms 
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and Nussbaum’s capabilities. His research confirmed that the transformation of 

capabilities into functionings is dependent upon instrumental freedoms. His 

resulting framework encompassed four dimensions: namely, philosophical, 

pedagogical, institutional dimensions, and policy.  In the pedagogical and 

philosophical domains, he turns to Sen’s concept of agency and to Nussbaum’s 

capabilities for education. Concerning institutions and policy, he investigated 

how the curriculum and the school mission shape education. For instance, 

educational policies that suppress indigenous knowledge favouring Western-

based models, might impair the contextual development of people’s capabilities 

in the specific Mexican context.  

Other studies, as reviewed by Crosbie (2013) within the European Union and in 

South Australia, looked at the curriculum and discussed how it could integrate a 

capability-based framework (Boni and Lozano, 2005). Despite the Australian 

government’s rejection of the proposals of shifting towards a capabilities-based 

curriculum, those studies show that there is an effort towards the 

operationalization of the capability approach in educational settings. They also 

demonstrate that more work is needed in relation to the conceptualization and 

operationalization of the CA before it can be taken up and adopted at 

institutional and governmental level.  

It is important to point out here that none of the reviewed studies engages with 

education in vulnerable settings. However, an initial interest in the CA in those 

settings is perceptible in Hollywood et al. (2012), who, considering the 

application of the CA into nine cross-country case studies, point out that 'one of 

the key strengths of the CA is in understanding and identifying the issues faced 

by vulnerable groups in society' (Ibid: 15).  

Despite these studies on the application of the CA in education, one of the 

critiques that has been levelled at the CA remains its opaqueness in relation to 

its operationalisation. The following section focuses on this and on other 

critiques.  

6. Critiques of the capabilities approach 
	

This section problematizes some aspects of the capabilities approach. It is 

articulated around three main points of critique: the first one discusses the 
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opacity of the CA in relation to its operationalization; the second focuses on the 

individuality of the approach; and the last one presents the issue of universalism 

and paternalism levelled at Nussbaum’s contribution.  

Operationalising the approach 

Sen and Nussbaum have been critiqued because of the lack of clarity in respect 

to how the CA could be implemented, and in which fields. For instance, Sen did 

not develop a list of capabilities, claiming that these should be determined, 

examined and evaluated locally. In doing so, he left the empirical application of 

the CA underspecified. Nussbaum, on the other hand, developed the capabilities 

list, but it has been argued that her philosophical effort lacks empirical research 

(Gasper, 2001, 2002; Clark, 2002).  

In this respect, it must be noted that empirical research on the application of 

the CA in different contexts has been conducted by other scholars, who took the 

work of Sen and Nussbaum further. By way of example, the CA in poverty and 

developmental studies has been widely applied in order to develop poverty 

indexes (Sen, 1976; Atkinson, 1987; Clark et al., 1981; Clark, 2002). In addition, 

mental health research in the UK developed a multi-dimensional instrument that 

facilitates the measurement of capabilities for mental wellbeing (Simon et al., 

2013). In the same field, White (2014) and White et al. (2016) respectively 

engaged with studies on the bottom-up development of measures of the 

wellbeing of individuals in India, Zambia, Uganda and other countries from the 

Global South. White el al. (2016) argued for a real need for global mental health 

research to engage with the CA, and with macro-structural factors that may 

inhibit people’s physical and mental wellbeing. As demonstrated above, in 

addition, the CA has also been considered in education – addressing issues of 

access (Walker, 2004, 2006), of curriculum (Boni and Lozano, 2005), of inclusion 

(Hedge and MacKenzie, 2012), and of educational policies (Flores-Crespo, 2007).  

Individualism 

Another major critique levelled at the CA relates to its individualism. For 

instance, 'capabilities are seen primarily as attributes of people, not of 

collectivities, such as communities' (Sen, 2011: 244); in addition, the scope of 

the CA is to evaluate the wellbeing of individuals. However, both Sen and 

Nussbaum claim that the wellbeing of individuals is strictly intertwined and 
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dependent on social relations and on the social influence impacting what people 

have reason to value. In addition, in order to evaluate wellbeing one must take 

into consideration the social constraints to functionings. 

Robeyns (2005) notes a distinction between ethical individualism, comprised in 

the CA, and ontological individualism: the former establishes individuals as the 

only units of moral concern while encouraging an analysis of social affairs, as 

these have an impact on the quality of life of individuals. The latter affirms that 

only individuals and their belongings (i.e. their properties) exist, and society is 

not a system, but rather the sum of these. Robeyns therefore argues that the 

capability approach embraces ethical individualism, but nonetheless is engaged 

with collectivities, public engagement and bonds between people and their 

communities.  

 

Paternalism 

Nussbaum has been critiqued for her universalistic and paternalistic attitude in 

respect to the development of the capabilities list, which largely derived from 

an analysis of Aristotle’s writings. It has been contended that it is paternalistic 

for a middle-class, North American philosopher to develop a universal 

capabilities list, suitable for all peoples and cultures (Gasper, 2001; Clark, 

2002). Nussbaum (2006) maintained that her list is open to revision inspired by 

ethical and intercultural enquiries. However, as Clark (2002) posited, in her own 

revision of the list, the core categories have always remained the same. Sen’s 

critique of Nussbaum contends that the development of a list of capabilities 

should be a public endeavour, in which citizens’ voices are listened to, 

discussed, and debated, resulting in fruitful public reasoning (Robeyns, 2005). 

However, I shall also point out my discomfort in relation to Sen’s paternalism 

that, in my view, emerges – covertly - in his essay Is the Middle East an 

exception? (2009). In the essay, despite the fact that he asserts the rejection of 

the Western/Eastern dichotomy, he praises the media coverage developed in the 

West as nurturing practical reasoning, Western values, and giving voice to the 

oppressed and the disadvantaged: 
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and here, the traditions established in Europe and America over the last 

three hundred years have indeed made a gigantic difference. The lessons 

derived from these traditions have been transformational for the world as 

a whole, from India to Brazil, and from Japan to South Africa, and the 

need for a free and vigorous media is being rapidly learned across the 

globe. (Sen, 2009: 335)   

In addition, on one hand he problematizes the discourse on democracy in the 

Middle East, stating that 'the illusion of an inescapably non-democratic destiny 

of the Middle East is both confused and very seriously misleading - perniciously 

so - as a way of thinking about either world politics or global justice today' (Ibid: 

335). However, on the other hand, he also considers democracy as a Western 

achievement, and as such, a tool that other societies could and should advocate 

for:  

it cannot, of course, be doubted that the institutional structure of the 

contemporary practice of democracy is largely the product of European 

and American experience over the last few centuries […]. There can be 

little doubt that there is a major 'Western' achievement here. (Ibid: 323)  

The idea of the supremacy of Western democracy and the Western lessons about 

press freedoms that impacted and benefitted the ‘world as a whole’ sound, to 

say the least, Western-oriented, and subtly Orientalizing. As explained in 

Chapter I, Orientalism is a sophisticated way of relationalizing; it is a way of 

constructing one’s own identity in contrast to someone else’s, i.e. by 

considering the Arabs as uneducated, sensual, savages, the West is able to 

define itself, in contrast to the Other, as rational, developed and advanced.  

It is in this respect that I would argue that, investigating Sen’s writing through 

Said’s lenses, by signalling the mission civilizatrice of the West as advanced 

democracies, subtly and covertly, he posits a superior position of the West in 

contrast to the East. In addition, by praising the Western press in contrast to the 

press in the Middle East, he is complicit in – as Said (1980) would say – ‘silencing’ 

the narratives about the East that emerge in the East.  

7. Summary 
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In this chapter, I outlined the core tenets of the capabilities approach, by 

drawing on its foundational scholars, Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum. I 

understand the CA as a potential theoretical framework that can be adopted in 

language education in vulnerable settings. This is due to its holistic approach to 

wellbeing and to the consideration of individuals’ capabilities and its conversion 

into achieved functionings, according to what individuals value, and have reason 

to value.  

The approach, committed to ‘human flourishing’ and underpinned by social 

justice aims, provides a sound framework for education interpreted as human 

development. Going beyond both the utilitarian and the primary goods 

approaches through which wellbeing has often been measured, the CA argues for 

a more comprehensive account of people’s real freedoms to convert their 

capabilities into functionings. In doing so, it also addresses the localized, 

material socio-economic constraints that limit people’s freedoms.     

Despite Sen and Nussbaum diverging in their understandings of capabilities, by 

considering both contributions as complementary and interconnected – as other 

scholars have done before (Crosbie, 2014) – I do not wish to sacrifice theoretical 

coherence, but I rather hope to expand the breadth of my understanding of the 

approach itself, on which I build the arguments of this research study.  

Some of the critiques that have been moved against the CA resonate with me, 

such as concerns about the implicit paternalistic and universalist claims. By 

engaging with such critiques, I consider them stimuli towards a better awareness 

of the possibilities and of the limitations of the applicability of the CA, to which 

I hope to be able to contribute with this research study.   

My conclusion is that, despite any shortcomings, the approach seems robust 

enough to suit the needs of language education in a context of precarious 

conditions of pain and pressure, in which (language) education cannot be 

evaluated in terms of competency and skills to serve neoliberal and success-

driven market-needs. In the next chapter, I explore relevant literature in the 

field of critical applied linguistics, discussing the shift from competency models 

of language education to alternative and more holistic paradigms, including the 

capabilities approach.  
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Chapter III. From competency models to alternative approaches in 
language education 
 

1. Introduction 
 

In the previous chapter I discussed the tenets of the capabilities approach as a 

theoretical grounding for language education in the context of siege in the Gaza 

Strip (Palestine). I contended that the capabilities approach provides a robust 

theoretical framework for language education under siege since it focuses on 

both the holistic wellbeing of individuals and on the contextualised constraints 

that hinder the flourishing of people’s capabilities.  

In the field of applied linguistics, scant attention has been given to the CA, since 

existing frameworks in language education – e.g. the Common European 

Framework of Reference (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001) – seem to be 

preponderantly focused on measurable linguistic and intercultural competence 

and language skills, driven by success and market needs (Crosbie, 2014).  

Some scholars, whose work will be discussed in this chapter (e.g. Phillipson, 

1992; Pennicook, 1994; Holliday, 2005; Canagarajah, 2003), drawing on critical 

theory and post-colonial studies, have argued for the development of critical 

applied linguistics (Pennycook, 2001a, 2001b). They envisaged the politicization 

of the field of applied linguistics, shifting from the original neutrality of dealing 

with the technicalities of language teaching (Davies, 2008) towards a more 

critical understanding of its impact upon society.  

Other scholars in the field (Kramsch, 2006; Phipps and Gonzalez, 2004; Levine 

and Phipps, 2011; Crosbie, 2014; Frimberger, 2016), concerned with the ethical 

aspects of intercultural language education, have developed alternative 

paradigms in language education which go beyond competency models, and 

rather focus on the developing of individual beings and the process of 

ontological becoming. This chapter presents the shift from competency-based 

models to, I would argue, those more ethical understandings of language 

education, to which my professional identity as both a language teacher and as a 

researcher is aligned. 
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The chapter is structured as follows. The following section introduces the notion 

of Intercultural Communicative Competence as developed in the 1990s by Mike 

Byram, and then taken forward by the CEFR (2001). Then, I explore critical 

studies in language education which, drawing on critical theory and post-colonial 

studies, problematized English language politics both at a macro and micro 

level. In the fourth section I present a literature review of models that 

complexified the notions of competences and skills, arguing for more holistic 

underpinnings of language education for wellbeing. I conclude the chapter by 

outlining the research questions of this study.  

2. Intercultural communicative competence  
 

The concept of ‘communicative competence’ was coined in 1972 by Hymes, and 

it catalyzed a pedagogical tradition that arose in contrast to mnemonic 

acquisition of grammatical rules and decontextualised translations. Byram (1997) 

subsequently developed the notion of ‘intercultural communicative competence’ 

(ICC), providing a theoretical framework for the CEFR which has been exported 

and adopted beyond the European borders (Byram and Parmenter, 2012).  

Intercultural communicative competence, enhanced in the communicative 

language teaching methodology, in its conception fostered a ‘democratic spirit 

of dialogue and interaction’ (Kramsch, 2006: 249) by encouraging learners’ 

effective communication and the completion of assigned tasks. Byram’s 

elaboration of ICC (1997) consisted in a multilayered model which includes five 

savoirs:  

1) savoirs, i.e. knowledge and knowing (of social groups and of societal and 

individuals’ interaction); 

 2) savoir etre, i.e. attitudes (curiosity and openness) and values;  

3) savoir comprendre, i.e. skills of interpreting and relating a document and/or 

an event of another culture;  

4) savoir apprendre, i.e. the skills of discovery and interaction (the ability to 

‘operate knowledge’, attitudes and skills under the constraint of real-time 

communication and interaction), and  
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5) savoir s’engager, i.e. critical cultural awareness defined as ‘the ability to 

evaluate critically and on the basis of explicit criteria perspectives, practices 

and products in one’s own and other cultures and countries’ (Ibid.: 53). The 

model encompasses three competency dimensions, i.e. linguistic, social-

linguistic, and discourse competences. 

Byram distinguished between ‘intercultural competence’ and ‘intercultural 

communicative competence’: the former refers to people’s ‘ability to interact in 

their own language with the people from another country and culture’, while the 

latter denotes ‘the ability to interact with people from another country and 

culture in a foreign language’ (Ibid.: 70-71). 

His comprehensive model was highly positively received, and shaped the vision 

of linguistic and communicative competence in Europe: 

All human competences contribute in one way or another to the language 

user’s ability to communicate and may be regarded as aspects of 

communicative competence. (CEFR, 2001: 101) 

Nowadays, more than 40 models of ICC have been documented and those have 

served further studies on the technicalities of teaching and assessing ICC, 

especially in a transparent manner across countries (Baiutti, forthcoming).  

Byram’s model (1997) and subsequently the CEFR (2001) are products of the 

context of peace-time and free mobility of goods and people that characterizes 

the European Union. It is not surprising, therefore, that an emphasis on cultural 

diversity, cultural awareness and language proficiency which focused mainly on 

education and on the occupational domains (CEFR, 2001) gained momentum. In 

such a context, it is understandable that Byram’s model, despite the fact that it 

touched upon political education as part of developing critical cultural 

awareness, did not consider the politics of languages and issues of language 

power.  

However, the expansion and exportation of this model of ICC, extended beyond 

contexts of peace-time and free-mobility, now poses some issues in relation to 

educational transfer (Tabulawa, 2003; Phillipson, 1992), to appropriate 

pedagogy (Holliday, 2005)  and more broadly to cultural imperialism (Fassetta et 

al., 2017). 
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An example that in my opinion represents problematic educational transfer can 

be found in the UNESCO report entitled Fostering a culture of intercultural 

dialogue in the Arab states (2010). Due to the lack of available resources in 

Arabic on intercultural dialogue, the report suggested the mapping of those 

resources, and eventually, as a back-up strategy, the translation and adoption of 

materials developed by the Council of Europe. In a region affected by political 

instability, human tragedies, in which millions of people are nowadays living in 

tents as refugees and suffer from post-traumatic stress disorders, the scope of 

intercultural dialogue is estimated to be broader then performing simulated 

language tasks within the occupational domain (Imperiale et al., forthcoming).   

This unproblematic and uncritical adoption of resources and theoretical insights 

exported from the Centre5 to the Periphery does fall under what critical applied 

linguists have already called  ‘linguistic imperialism’ or ‘educational 

imperialism’ (Phillipson, 1992; Canagarajah, 2003). The next section focuses on 

critical studies in applied linguistics, which consider the cultural politics of 

English and of English-language teaching, addressing linguistic imperialism in its 

different forms.   

3. Critical applied linguistics: English-language teaching as a tool to foster 
‘linguistic imperialism’ 

 

Moving beyond the neutrality of applied linguistics, some scholars sustained a 

more critical approach in the field, drawing on critical theory and post-colonial 

studies (Fairclough, 1989; Tollefson, 1995, 2007; Phillipson, 1992; Pennycook, 

1994, 1998, 2001a, 2001b, 2007; Holliday, 2005; Canagarajah, 2003, 2005; 

Canagarajah and Said, 2013).  

The term critical, as used by those authors and as used in my study, emphasizes 

the connection between language and broader social constructs such as 

ideology, politics, discourse. Critical applied linguistics rests on principles of 

performativity, contextuality and transgression (Pennycook, 2007): a 

performative (Butler, 1990) understanding of language which goes beyond a 

framing of identities as static and rather focuses on the contingency of the 
																																																													
5	I	use	the	distinction	between	Centre	and	Periphery	as	used	by	Canagarajah,	drawing	on	Kachru’s	(1986)	
circles:	the	Centre	is	located	within	Anglo-Saxon	countries	belonging	to	the	Global	North	of	the	world	(the	
UK,	the	USA,	Canada,	Australia	and	New	Zealand),	whereas	the	Periphery	is	constituted	by	the	rest	of	world,	
encompassing	both	developing	countries	and	the	countries	at	the	geographical	periphery	of	the	Centre.	
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encounter; a contextualized approach to social and political issues which 

encourages the development of localized practice and intervention formulated 

in collaboration with local communities; and a transgressive approach to 

mainstream thoughts and politics which are shaped in language. Highly 

influenced by critical literacy and critical pedagogy (Freire, 1976, 1996), 

Pennycook (2001a) argues that the field needs reflexivity, through which it can 

problematize practice and aim to the ameliorament of society.  

These critical studies, largely focusing on the spread of English, resulted in 

concepts such as linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992) and in new roles for 

TESOL practitioners at a micro-analytical level of the classroom (Pennycook, 

1994; Holliday, 2005; Canagarajah, 2003, 2013), which will be discussed below.  

3.1 Linguistic imperialism 
 

Phillipson’s seminal work in critical applied linguistics (1992) is noticeably his 

conceptualisation of ‘linguistic imperialism’ of which English Language Teaching 

(ELT) represents a part. Linguistic imperialism consists of the practices and the 

ideologies employed in subjugating groups on the basis of language: because of 

its linguistic capital, English dominates over other languages, and hence is used 

as a discriminatory tool. 

The dominance of English is asserted and maintained by the establishment 

and continuous reconstitution of structural and cultural inequalities 

between English and other languages. Here structural refers broadly to 

material properties (for example institutions, financial allocations) and 

cultural to immaterial or ideological properties (for example attitudes, 

pedagogic principles). (Phillipson, 1992: 47) 

In Phillipson’s conceptualization, linguistic imperialism encompasses the 

economic, the political, the military, the communicative, the cultural and the 

social (Ibid.: 52-55). It is manifested in two ways, i.e. in ‘anglocentricity’, and it 

is also related to language pedagogy, which Phillipson refers to as 

‘professionalism’. Respectively, anglocentricity in analogy with ethnocentricity 

is related to the attitude of judging other cultures by the superior position of 

one’s own culture standards, with the consequence of devaluing and 

misunderstanding the Other. ‘Professionalism’ refers both to the neutrality of 
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ELT which ‘disconnect[s] culture from structure’ (Ibid.: 67) and to the 

exportation and imposition of ELT models as standards.  

The one-way flow of ELT models exported from the Centre to the Periphery, i.e. 

from the countries in the inner circle to local communities of the outer circles 

(Kachru, 1986), maintains and reinforces the asymmetrical relationship between 

norm-providing and norm-dependent countries: this is what Phillipson (1992) 

calls ‘educational imperialism’. A concrete example of ‘educational imperialism’ 

is the work of the British Council which, according to Phillipson, is the primary 

organ of the exportation of ELT and hence of linguistic imperialism. The 

apolitical mission of the British Council, which often finds concretization in 

educational aids for developing countries, is motivated by the argument that 

issues of power relations do not entail language pedagogy. 

Despite its contribution, the work of Phillipson presents some drawbacks that 

are a consequence of his structuralist perspective (Pennycook, 1994; 

Canagarajah, 2003). Phillipson does not account for the local and the particular, 

since he describes ‘pre-existing, pre-linguistic, and presumably more 

fundamental structural and cultural inequalities’ (Canagarajah, 2003: 41). As a 

consequence, according to Pennycook (1994: 57), his research does not identify 

ways in which local communities may appropriate and use both English and also 

English language pedagogy in order to counter the cultural hegemony. 

Pennycook, conversely, in addition to discussing the imperialist cultural politics 

of English, tries to ‘come to terms with this pedagogically’ and to ponder over a 

critical pedagogy for teaching English (Pennycook, 1994: 7).  

3.2 Pennycook ‘s ‘critical pedagogy’ in critical applied linguistics 
 

Pennycook argues that the spread of English has been perceived as ‘natural, 

neutral and beneficial’ (Pennycook, 1994: 9): natural, since its expansion is 

often seen as the outcome of global forces and extra-linguistic factors; neutral 

since English is considered as an international language, detached from its 

imperialistic culture; and beneficial, since it ensures international 

communication, and is the tool through which developmental aid is provided.  

He opposes these views by pointing out how English embeds and is related to 

colonial discourses (Ibid.: 34; Pennycook, 1998); he argues about the complicity 
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Figure	13:	Capabilities	as	pillars? 

 

6. Gaza teaches back: from a framework to an ecology of language education 
	

The conceptualisation and representation of the framework was proving 

challenging. I knew the main components but not how to represent the 

dynamism of their links and relations. As Ellingson (2009) suggests in 

crystallisation, I returned to visual mind-mapping, using different colours and 

developing different sketches. I went back to my data, to the transcripts, and to 

the representation of the analysis process. Having memorised some of the 

quotes by heart, a metaphorical concept resonated with the whole framing of 

language education in the Gaza Strip. It was what A. wrote in her written 

assignment, in which she discussed what meant to her to be a ‘successful 

teacher’:  

So, in Gaza, everything is different, even the definition of the term 

‘success’ is unique. According to the Gazan dictionary, Success can be 

defined as planting seeds in a sterile tree, then it could bring ripe fruits. 

Success means to plant hope in a land of despair and frustration.  

(A., written assignment). 

In her figurative Gazan ‘dictionary’, A. found a metaphorical concept depicting 

success in difficult circumstances, one that invoked images of nurturing, 
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watering, feeding, blooming, and flourishing, and one which summarizes the 

whole educational process in the Gaza land: planting seeds of hope in a land of 

despair and frustration.  

	

Figure	14:	An	ecology	of	language	education 

 

The representation afterwards came easily (Figure 14): the soil, the land with its 

intersecting roots is the network, which evolves in relation to what it 

encounters. At the intersections between the branched out roots the network 

unfolds: it changes, it is dynamic, and it is shaped by the presence of individuals 

in their environment. The network in intercultural language education is not a 

backdrop, but conversely is relationally co-constructed in the encounter. The 

network incorporates actors and actants and takes shape in materialities and in 

relationality (Latour, 2005; Ingold, 2000; Najar, 2016).  

From the soil, a trunk originates. The trunk is composed by intertwined and 

intermingled capabilities, which in my study are being identified as intercultural 

capabilities; voice and agency and its corollary, linguistic, aesthetic and cultural 

resistance; and emotions and languaging. These are not compartments or 

containers, but rather the nourishing lymph which allows the tree to bloom and 
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flourish. The organic, live roots, the trunk and branches constitute the structure 

of our changing, dynamic, evolving organism.  

The values and principles, and the goals and achieved functionings, are 

respectively represented by the leaves and the fruits of the tree. Their 

development and growth depends on several factors, i.e. the soil, the 

capabilities, the encounter with challenges and with resources. Fruits and leaves 

can be picked up and may fall again to the ground, opening up their shells and 

disclosing the vulnerable seed for it to flourish once again, giving birth to a new 

tree and hence representing both the foundational and the outreach components 

of the language ecology.  

The organism evolution and the metaphorical conceptualization recalls human 

ecological approaches in language education (Van Lier 2004, Kramsch 2006, 

Levine and Phipps, 2011). Among the work of these scholars, I have never found 

any explicit reference to an organic tree, neither, to my knowledge, are there 

existing frameworks of reference that resemble this representation and 

conceptualization. However, the Tree of Life (Ncube, 2006, 2007) is a strength-

based approach used in global mental health, in narrative therapy, and in 

general with people suffering from traumas and post-traumatic stress disorder, 

in order to help people reconstruct a coherent self by articulating their stories 

of sorrow and pain. The approach capitalizes on individuals’ strengths and 

positive attitudes, on people’s sense of belonging, on cherished beings and 

doings, on values and goals, on hopes, dreams, and relationships. Such a 

strength-based approach (Houghes, 2014) echoes the tenets of the capabilities 

approach – and my understanding of what language education involves in the 

Gaza Strip.  

This metaphorical representation unpacks that language education in the Gaza 

Strip does not look like a framework of reference, but rather as an evolving 

organism, which adapts and re-adapts itself to the network and the contextual 

realities, and makes capabilities flourish. It points at the consideration of a 

holistic understanding of language education, and is not concerned with 

technicalities of language-teaching methodologies, but rather understands these 

as means to develop the ontological and epistemological transformations of 

students, that an education which is the practice of hope and freedom should be 

concerned with.  
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7. Concluding thoughts  
	

In this research project, I was taught that education can be constrained by the 

precarious living conditions that oppress the young learners and teachers, but it 

nonetheless finds its way as a political act of hope and resistance. I was taught 

that individuals value their beings and becomings, and they poignantly and 

steadfastly act for their wellbeing and the development of their own society. I 

was taught that technology can enhance access and human connection when 

there is a strong determination to bypass difficulties and challenges, and when it 

is the only option as mobility cannot be contemplated. I was taught many lessons 

in the field of educational research and about language education in difficult 

circumstances: I understood that language education is better visualized and 

conceptualized as an ecology, rather than as a framework of reference, as this 

chapter has illustrated.   

It is hard to conclude, but a more academic conclusion covering contributions, 

limitations, and future studies will be presented in the conclusive remarks in the 

next pages. I believe that, instead, this chapter should end on the note of what 

the participants taught me during this research project, beautifully summarized 

in the words of Y.:  

Teachers should teach their students that they should use their hard 

circumstances and the suffering as a challenge instead of playing the role 

of being a victim. Yes all the Palestinians are victims especially young 

children but we should not give up; we must challenge the hardship we 

live. Teachers should remind their students that yes we have electricity 

cuts that sometimes exceed 12 hours a day; yet the light of the candles is 

enough to sit the whole night on your desk just to finish your assignments.  

They also should remind that hundreds of children lost their moms and 

dads in the last war; yet they are going on in their lives, they study, work 

hard, and get the highest marks. 

In this regard, I would like to quote Ziadah’s wonderful lines from her 

poem ‘We teach life, sir’ 
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“We teach life, sir, we Palestinians teach life after they occupied the last 

sky. We teach life after they have built their settlements and Apartheid 

walls; after the skies we teach life, Sir”.  

(Y., reflective journal) 
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Concluding remarks 
 

This thesis was born out of a concern about the homogenization of language 

education. Whereas models of language education developed in Europe and in 

North America have been crucial to foster intercultural dialogue within contexts 

of free mobility and of peacetime, they have also been uncritically applied to 

language education with people seeking refuge and fleeing from war contexts. 

Furthermore, these frameworks have been exported indiscriminately to the 

countries of the periphery, establishing a clear distinction between norm-

providing and norm-receiving countries – and therefore enhancing the gap 

created by linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992). I have suggested in this 

thesis that critical applied linguistics might benefit from critical language 

pedagogies that emerge in contexts of protracted emergencies, and from the 

knowledge and expertise developed in praxis in such contexts.  

The research aim that drove the enquiry was to explore and to co-construct a 

contextualised model for language education in the context of siege of the Gaza 

Strip. The Gaza Strip (Palestine) has been under siege since 2007. It is a context 

in which the siege impedes the free circulation of people and of goods; high 

percentages of the population live in poverty and in high poverty; unemployment 

rates among young graduates are increasing; and three military operations (the 

last of which in summer 2014) have affected the mental and physical wellbeing 

of individuals.  

In this thesis I suggested that a holistic understanding of language education – 

especially in vulnerable settings, as in the Gaza Strip – is needed. In other words, 

I argued that language education should – and has the potential to – promote the 

wellbeing of individuals through appropriate pedagogies, a point also advanced 

by the United Nations Relief and Work Agency for Palestinian Refugees (UNRWA). 

I explored the capabilities approach as a theoretical framework that might 

contribute to supporting and developing a wellbeing-focused, human, ecological 

approach for language education in challenging circumstances.  

In the previous chapter, I have synthesized the research findings by going back 

to the research questions, and I have elaborated on the ecology of language 

education, working through its metaphorical conceptualization and 
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representation. In these concluding pages, I pinpoint the contribution to 

knowledge this study makes, its limitations, and the potential future 

developments it opens up.   

1. Contribution and impact of the study: a pedagogy of capability and of 
resistance 
 

I assert in this thesis that a critical, intercultural language education that aims 

to foster a culture of peace, respect and social justice should be grounded in a 

pedagogy of capability and of resistance, considering the potential of languaging 

as an ontological and epistemological process, and also enabling the 

development of counter-narratives which are meaningful for the oppressed 

community. In addition, this study has contributed to piloting ways of developing 

and establishing online networks in situations of protracted emergencies. This is 

relevant, since it not only touches upon online pedagogical practices, but it also 

concerns participatory research methodologies.  

The pedagogical model that I have developed in this thesis is one of ‘capability 

and resistance’. Despite the fact that this study has identified different 

capabilities for language education, I believe that it is appropriate to refer to a 

‘pedagogy of capability’ rather than a ‘pedagogy of capabilities’. I contend that 

‘capability’ refers to an overarching theoretical contrast with ‘competence’; 

while the concept of ‘competence’ refers to what individuals are able to know 

and do, the concept of ‘capability’ includes the essential dimension of what 

individuals are able to be, alongside what they can know and do. As a 

consequence, the ‘pedagogy of capability’ that the participants and I co-

developed for language teaching in a challenging context involves both the 

ontological and the epistemological dimension of becoming critical human 

beings.  

The pedagogy of capability is concerned with the development of individuals’ 

beings and doings and is grounded in individuals’ values and goals – which are 

culturally and socially constructed. As such, I do not believe that a pedagogy of 

capability is grounded in ethical individualism (as it has been claimed about the 

capabilities approach), since values and goals are constituted in an immanent 

ethical praxis of relationality. The pedagogy of capability is then to be 
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contextually adapted and adopted, nurturing the specific and localized 

capabilities, values, and goals which pertain to different contexts.  

More specific to contexts of despair caused by human-made disasters and 

injustice is a critical pedagogy of resistance. Resistance could be considered a 

contested term, especially when referring to the Palestinian context, where 

resistance might be associated to violent uprisings. Undoubtedly, this thesis 

rather points at the creative tension that peaceful resistance enables: 

resistance, in the Palestinian context, is embedded in the term sumoud, which is 

meant to signify a disposition of actions of everyday resilience. The pedagogy of 

resistance stimulates students to transgress, and to celebrate transgression. It 

stimulates students to go beyond the boundaries that are imposed on them, 

limiting their freedom. It also stimulates a peaceful and creative way of 

responding to the social injustice that individuals suffer from, providing a 

meaningful education that reaches beyond the classroom.  

Methodologically, it is not my aim here to provide a ‘how to’ guide for 

researchers who intend to conduct work in difficult circumstances, in conflict 

areas, when access gets denied, or when borders do not allow to conduct 

research in the field: I believe that, in this respect, the contribution of this 

thesis is on a more affective level. This thesis speaks to the feeling of 

frustration, of being overwhelmed when things do not work out as they should, 

of the stress of making connections happen and, above all, of the anxiety of not 

being enough qualified to work in a context of crisis and emergencies. The 

contribution of this thesis is therefore to encourage researchers, and teachers, 

to embrace these challenges, and to work through these complexities. These 

may become the source of creative stimuli and, ultimately, opportunities for 

new beginnings and for the unfolding of positive outcomes.  

What followed from my study was the development of an extended online 

teacher-training course for teachers of Arabic to speakers of other languages 

(TASOL), as part of the Researching Multilingually at Borders large-grant. The 

TASOL training course, which I co-developed with other colleagues, was 

grounded in critical pedagogy and in a pedagogy of capability and resistance – 

and also made use of creative methods in language education. As a result of the 

TASOL programme, the Islamic University of Gaza employed all the trained 

teachers in the newly created Arabic Centre, which provides Arabic courses 
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online. The TASOL training course received attention at the prestigious 

UNESCO/UNHCR ‘Mobile Learning Week 2017’, which had the conference topic 

‘Mobile technologies for education in emergencies and crisis’. The paper 

discussing the course was one of the 60 selected out of more than 500 proposals, 

and was presented by myself and by Dr Giovanna Fassetta at the UNESCO 

Headquarters in Paris, to an audience of policy-makers, practitioners, academic 

researchers, private donors, and major experts in the field. After the TASOL 

course, the theoretical and the methodological contributions of this thesis were 

incorporated into an AHRC and GCRF (Global Challenge Research Fund) bid to 

design and develop a capabilities-based syllabus for a Palestinian Arabic 

beginners language course. The bid was successful, and the new project is 

starting in October 2017.  

The model of language education that I have proposed in this thesis received 

attention also in refugee education in Greece: I was invited to deliver a keynote 

about the findings and analysis of this study at a Press Conference for Refugee 

Education that took place in June 2017, in Athens. The model was included in 

recommendations presented to the Greek Ministry of Education, and was 

suggested as a viable option for language education with refugees.         

While highlighting the impact of this work, and the attention it has received 

internationally, also in terms of potential transferability to other contexts, it is 

important to acknowledge the dangers of educational transfer and linguistic and 

cultural imperialism as outlined in Chapter 3. In this thesis, this was avoided 

thanks to the fact that knowledge, rather than transferred, was co-constructed 

with the participants of the study, and as such, the proposed model was the 

outcome of dialogic encounters and collective efforts of critical thinking, which 

included an analysis of both Western thought and indigenous and decolonising 

knowledge and methodologies.    

2. Limitations of the study 
 

Although this study was carefully planned, and it achieved its overarching aim, 

even going beyond my initial expectations, there were some inevitable 

shortcomings. The first one was methodological, and it relates to the limited 
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time and available resources; and the second one is a consideration about my 

PhD journey more broadly. 

Critical participatory action research is a longitudinal ongoing practice, which 

requires extensive time in order to evaluate its impact, whether the research 

project is indeed a ‘practice changing practice’, and whether it changes 

‘practice architectures’ (Kemmis et al., 2014). Due to the time constraints and 

to the financial pressures, this study did not include a second cycle of CPAR, 

during which I would have ideally re-proposed an ameliorated version of the 

workshop series on the basis of the suggestions provided by the participants. 

While there were important contextual differences, the lessons learnt during 

this study informed and were incorporated into the TASOL programme. Those 

were key to anticipating and to dealing with the challenges of the TASOL 

teacher-training course.  

A second shortcoming I acknowledge is that both the Islamic University of Gaza 

and myself as a doctoral researcher had limited resources available to fund the 

workshop series, and therefore could not buy technological consumables such as 

premium versions of software or apps for online teaching. During the workshops 

we only used freely available software. Having had a different budget, the 

participants and I could potentially have developed more aesthetically 

‘attractive’ teaching materials. Those teaching materials could have been 

collated into an open online repository, which could have been used by other 

teachers, and hence, could have supported the sustainability of the doctoral 

research reaching a wider impact. This would also have meant that participants’ 

ownership of the research findings could have been ensured – as the literature 

on CPAR advises. On the other hand, having to use only free and familiar 

software ensured the deliverability and sustainability of the research project 

both in the Gaza context, and also potentially in other contexts of protracted 

crisis and emergencies; and it also ensured that during the workshop series the 

participants and I prioritized the pedagogical learning and teaching process 

rather than technological trends. In addition, recognizing officially the 

participants’ ownership of some of the materials developed as part of the 

research could have caused issues in terms of anonymity. Underpinned by the 

principle of care of participants, I could not have – under any circumstance – 

disclosed the names of the participants since some of the data presented in this 
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research is sensitive. In contexts of military hegemony, where only in rare 

exceptions is it possible to leave the Strip, an imprudent disclosure of names – 

though done with the best intention of recognizing participants’ voice, agency 

and ownership – might at best have jeopardised participants’ already minimal 

chances to leave the Strip. At worst, it might have led to direct negative 

repercussions on the participants and on their families.         

Finally, the last consideration I shall discuss in this section returns to the 

doctoral project as initially conceived: the access denial that I received a year 

into the PhD meant that a considerable amount of time was allocated to reading 

and sharpening a research proposal which was never taken any further. That 

proposal still sits in my drawer, waiting for the appropriate time to be 

developed. However, I have now understood that the thesis I presented here 

would not have been written if a colonel had given me a permit to access a 

refugee camp as he should have done, and if an important institution had 

allowed me to conduct research in its schools. In hindsight, I now celebrate the 

transformation of that denial into a creative and fruitful opportunity, with the 

awareness that substantial time and energy went into dealing with that issue.  

 
3. Future work 

 

It is my hope to continue improving the intercultural pedagogies that emerged in 

this thesis for situations of protracted emergencies and crisis, expanding the 

work on the capabilities approach and on creative and critical pedagogies in 

language education. The AHRC-GCRF research project in which I am now 

involved, ‘The impact of language. Collaborating across borders to the design, 

development and promotion of an Online Palestinian Arabic Course’ (PI: Dr 

Giovanna Fassetta, University of Glasgow), will enable me to continue the work 

in this respect. The focus of that project is on the development of a capabilities-

based syllabus with tailored language teaching activities and resources. In other 

words, this project allows me to engage with language teaching in praxis. 

Developing a syllabus also allows me to unpack a research interest that has 

recently emerged, on issues related to assessment: i.e., how a pedagogy of 

capability can be assessed and through which tasks and tools. It is my hope, as a 

result of further studies, to elaborate on that, developing indicators for 
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assessing a capabilities-based curriculum, which could then be considered as 

applicable in schools.  

The long-term plan for extending this work is to take it beyond the boundaries of 

the Gaza Strip and expand it to address additional contexts of protracted 

emergencies and crisis. For instance, it is my hope to explore and co-develop 

language pedagogies for refugees in countries at the borders of Europe, 

especially in the Mediterranean area, to which I am so personally attached. I do 

believe that in these relatively new teaching and learning situations much could 

be learned from those who have lived their lives in protracted emergencies. As 

part of this, I can envisage the creation of a network of language teachers 

working towards a wellbeing-focused language pedagogy of capability and of 

resistance – online – across countries and borders – in which the people in the 

periphery will be recognized as experts, and in which education will truly be co-

constructed and geared towards – as a participant stated - ’planting hope in a 

land of despair’.  
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Epilogue 
 

As I am writing these final paragraphs, approximately two years have passed 

since the workshop series. Needless to say, I am still in contact with the 

participants and as I see the word counter reaching the intended word limit for 

this thesis, I am becoming more and more nostalgic. It is time to let the PhD 

journey and the thesis go. 

However, there is more to be said about them, about us. Those 13 young women 

who taught me so much, after the workshop series, completed their studies, 

started working in different occupations and I, admittedly, blushing and feeling 

emotional tears coming as I write, feel extremely proud of what they have 

achieved, thanks to our short but precious encounter. Some of them thanked me 

extensively because our workshop series – so they told me – changed them, 

inspired them, and helped them to develop themselves and pursue their dreams 

and hopes. This was to me the most meaningful impact of the whole research 

project. 

N.A. writes for We Are Not Numbers. She writes about her family and the 

Palestinian cause. She is happy about ‘let[ting] the world hear her voice through 

her stories’. She does it for her brother, killed during an assault in the 2008 war, 

at the young age of 24. She got married, and invited me to her wedding in Gaza, 

which, unfortunately I could not attend.  

A.W. still writes poems, in English. ‘English is her friend that helps [her] convey 

her message to the world’. She still smiles, despite her mother’s poor health, 

and the hard circumstances in which her family is living nowadays.  

A.A., whose dream was to go abroad to complete her study as a graduate 

student, got married and joined her husband, a Palestinian from Gaza, in Oman. 

After lots of difficulties with papers and bureaucracy, she was able to travel to 

her spouse. She has a child, and is now teaching English in a private language 

centre. She has started a Master’s in TESOL.  

R.A. is doing a course on translation because ‘[she] wants to play more with the 

language’ and because she could not find a job. In this way, she hopes to be 

more competitive and ultimately to find a job. She says, however, that 

conditions are very difficult: ‘no formal jobs, no marriage, no continuation of my 
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studies... this is the land of tragedies’. She will start a Master’s in Applied 

Linguistics at the Islamic University of Gaza in October 2017.  

Y. got married – she did not wear her hijab at the wedding and had scarlet nails 

as she wanted me to notice in the pictures she sent me. She worked for UNRWA 

for a while, in afternoon and evening shifts, but she did not like her job there. 

She now works with an institute on a community learning programme which 

involves active learning and psychological support for the ‘orphans from the 

2012 and the 2014 wars’. She is responsible for the language education project. 

R. passed the UNRWA recruiting process and is teaching English in an UNRWA 

school, afternoon and evening shifts. She teaches young boys, whom she finds 

difficult to handle. She got married, and had invited me to her wedding, which I 

could not attend.  

L. was curious about teaching Arabic as a foreign language through the Arts of 

Resistance. She enrolled to attend the subsequent teacher-training course that 

we developed as part of the RM Borders project, and now she is teaching Arabic 

as a foreign language in the Arabic Centre. She applied for an Erasmus mobility 

scheme between IUG and the University of Glasgow, and might arrive in Glasgow 

in October 2017, if border controls and visas allow her into the UK.  

B. does not have Internet at home, did not have a Facebook account, nor 

WhatsApp, and has not been in touch after the course. I have heard from other 

girls that her family is struggling.  

F. has a permanent contract with UNRWA, is teaching English in an UNRWA 

school and sometimes calls me on Skype because she ‘has a lot to share about 

[her] students and [her] teaching’. She tries to discuss resistance with her 

students to promote ‘unity within the Palestinian society’, but, ‘you know, it is 

not easy because it is an UNRWA school, and it is highly recommended to avoid 

any topic related to resistance…’ Still, she is doing it, as she is ‘just being a 

Palestinian’ (her emphasis).  

A. has a permanent job contract too with UNRWA. She teaches boys from Year 4 

to Year 8. She enjoys it, but would rather be teaching in a girls school as she 

thinks that girls are ‘less naughty’.  
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N.M. didn’t want to teach within UNRWA because she ‘would get crazy and leave 

the job straightaway’ as she wanted to be free. She did an IT-related course, 

and taught in a private centre so that she could do ‘meaningful teaching’. She 

then attended the teacher-training course that we developed with the RM 

Borders project, and is now a teacher of Arabic as a foreign language in the IUG 

Arabic Centre.  

A. tried to apply for a Turkish university, but I haven’t heard whether she was 

successful in travelling abroad or not. Continuing her studies abroad was her 

aspiration too, and she repeatedly asked me for advice on how to leave the 

Strip. I couldn’t help much with that, unfortunately.  

S.S. was employed by the Islamic University of Gaza as a teaching assistant and 

worked for a while as a freelancer translator. She too attended the teacher-

training course for teaching Arabic as a foreign language that we developed with 

the RM Borders. After the completion of the course, when she was about to start 

taking on the new job as an Arabic language teacher, she received a prestigious 

scholarship for a master’s in TESOL at a London University. She travelled to 

London and is now about to finish her Master’s. She is starting to think about her 

PhD proposal.  

And myself: apparently, I learned to be patient with technology. I developed and 

delivered with some colleagues the teacher-training course for online teaching 

of Arabic as a foreign language, as part of the RM Borders project. I also worked 

as a Research Assistant on an AHRC- and GCRF-funded research project on 

‘Idioms of Distress, Resilience and Wellbeing’. I contributed to developing a 

proposal for follow-on work in partnership with the Arabic Centre on developing 

a capabilities-based curriculum for teaching Palestinian Arabic online, which was 

successful, and so I am taking up a Research Associate position soon. This follow-

on project builds on the insights gained from my thesis, and from the TASOL 

programme.  

More things could be said about that, but this is a different story.  

Another good story, a story of a new chance.  
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Appendix C: Copy of approval of amendments from University of Glasgow’s 
Ethics Committee (College of Social Sciences) 
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Appendix D: Copy of the Plain Language Statement in English 

 

Plain Language Statement 

 

1. Study title and Researcher Details 

Title of the study: 

Intercultural language education to refugees in the Middle East 

 

 Researcher’s details: 

Maria Grazia Imperiale, University of Glasgow, College of Social Science, School 

of Education, St. Andrews Building, Room 682 

Email: m.imperiale.1@research.gla.ac.uk  

 

2. Invitation  

You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide if you 

can take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being 

done and what it will involve. Please take time to read the following information 

carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask me if there is anything that is 

not clear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether or 

not you wish to take part. 

Thank you for reading this 

 

3. What is the purpose of the study? 

The study responds to the call of UNHRC and UNRWA for improved provision of 

refugee education. It focuses on language education: it wants to explore the 

current English and Arabic language teaching practices and how they could be 
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fostered to promote intercultural language education. The study will take 

between 6 and 9 months.   

 

4. Why have I been chosen? 

You have been chosen because you are either a pre-service or in-service 

language teacher (of English or Arabic as a foreign language). Your expertise and 

experiences are therefore very valuable. 

 

5. Do I have to take part? 

Taking part in the study is entirely voluntary. If you decide to take part and later 

on you no longer want to continue taking part, you are still free to withdraw 

without giving a reason.  

 

 

6. What will happen to me if I take part? 

You will be interviewed or asked to meet other teachers to discuss about English 

and Arabic language teaching. You will participate in discussions and workshops 

on ‘Building language teachers capabilities’, where language teaching 

methodologies appropriate in Gaza Strip will be explored. Due to the limited 

access to Gaza Strip, interviews/focus groups/workshops will be done online, 

through Skype or Adobe Connect: you may be asked to reach the Islamic 

University of Gaza for training workshops and group discussions. 

 

7. Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

All information collected during the study will be kept confidential. Any 

information about you will have your name removed so that you cannot be 

recognized from it. Finally, data will be stored and retained as outlined in the 

University of Glasgow guidelines, and then file will be deleted and destroyed by 

shredding. 
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8. What will happen to the results of the research study? 

It is hoped that the study will contribute to the improvement of current teaching 

practices. Also, it may impact the TEFL (Teaching English as a foreign language) 

and TAFL (Teaching Arabic as a foreign language) courses of the Islamic 

University of Gaza and other universities in Gaza. The results also, will be used 

to increase academic knowledge and debates as they will be presented in 

conferences and published in journals. As time goes on, I will notify you with the 

completion of the research project. Please note that in all future presentations 

or publications, you will not be identified. 

 

9. Who is organising and funding the research?  

The study is funded by a large AHRC grant ‘Researching multilingually at the 

borders of language, the body, law and the state’. 

 

10. Who has reviewed the study? 

The study has been reviewed by the University of Glasgow, College of Social 

Sciences Ethics Committee. 

 

 

11. Contact for Further Information  

Maria Grazia Imperiale. University of Glasgow, School of Education.  St Andrews 

Building, 11 Eldon Street, Glasgow. G3 6NH. 

            Email: m.imperiale.1@research.gla.ac.uk 

Prof. Alison Phipps, University of Glasgow, School of Education, St. Andrews 

Building, 11 Eldon Street, Glasgow, G3 6NH 

Email: Alison.Phipps@glasgow.ac.uk 

Dr. Katja Frimberger, University of Glasgow, School of Education, St. Andrews 

Building, 11 Eldon Street, Glasgow, G3 6NH 
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Email: Katja.Frimberger@glasgow.ac.uk 

Dr. Nazmi al-Masri, Islamic University of Gaza; TEFL and Curriculum 

Development, Gaza Strip. 

Email: nmasri@iugaza.edu.ps  

 

 

Please note that if you have any concerns about the conduct of this research 

project, you can contact Dr. Muir Houston, College of Social Science Ethics 

Officer, Muir.Houston@glasgow.ac.uk  
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Appendix E: Copy of consent form in English 
 

  

 

Consent Form 

 

Title of Project: Intercultural language education with refugees in the Middle 

East 

Name of Researcher: Maria Grazia Imperiale 

    

I confirm that I have read and understand the Plain Language Statement 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 confirm that the interview / focus group (delete as applicable) will be audio 

recorded with my consent. The data will be used only for the stated research 

purposes.  

 

I agree / do not agree (delete as applicable) to take part in the above study. 

      

 

           

Name of Participant Date Signature 
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Name of Person giving consent  Date Signature 

(if different from participant, eg Parent) 

 

Researcher Date Signature 
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Appendix F: Copy of letter sent to the Islamic University of Gaza students of 
the English Department 
 

Dear Graduates and students of the English Department of IUG, 

 السلام علیكم

 

I am Maria Grazia Imperiale, a PhD student at the University of Glasgow, working 
with Dr. Nazmi al-Masri.  

 

As part of my PhD project, I am organizing a free teacher training course at IUG, 
on ‘Using Art of Resistance in English language teaching’ in the next month.   

The workshops will be interactive and you will be given tips by experts, and 
experiment creative methods for teaching English, relevant to future English 
teachers in Gaza. You will gain knowledge, and also do a teaching practice. 

I am looking for brilliant future English teachers, interested in experimenting 
creative methods in language teaching, interested in the Art of Resistance, and 
who are committed to education for Palestinians in Gaza. You don’t have to be 
an artist, but be willing to try some different teaching techniques and activities. 
Your motivation and engagement is very valuable to me and your expertise and 
opinions are very important for my research project.   

The Training Course is completely free of charge. And as part of a research 
project, your anonymity and confidentiality will be protected. I will give you 
more information about that on the first day. 

Places are limited, so if you are interested, please read the Teacher Training 
Booklet attached, and fill the Application Form, which is included in the 
Booklet. Send the application form as soon as possible, and no later than the 
27th of March, to myself, at this email address: 
m.imperiale.1@research.gla.ac.uk  

I hope this will be an interesting opportunity for exchanging knowledge, and 
build connections from Gaza to Glasgow.  

 

It is my strong hope to be in Gaza for giving the workshop face-to-face, and I am 
fighting to obtain a permit to be there with you all. It will be my honor to visit 
IUG and be with you all in Gaza, Insha Allah.  

 

In case that will not be successful, unfortunately, we will experiment online 
teacher training, breaking the siege anyway, and hoping for a real, in person 
meeting soon!  

 

Should you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask.  
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I look forward to hearing from you, 

 

 شكرا جزیلا 

 

Maria Grazia Imperiale 

PhD Candidate in Education 

College of Social Sciences 

University of Glasgow 
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Appendix G: Copy of the teacher training booklet 
 

‘Using the Art of Resistance in English Language Teaching’ Teacher Training 

Booklet 

Course Overview 

The course is an experimental, introductory course on using creative methods in 
language education. It is part of a PhD project on ‘Creative methods in 
intercultural language education in Gaza Strip, Palestine’, (PhD Candidate: Maria 
Grazia Imperiale, School of Education, University of Glasgow; Supervisors: Prof. 
Alison Phipps; Dr. Katja Frimberger; Dr. Nazmi al Masri) within the AHRC large-
grant ‘Researching multilingually at the borders of language, the body, law and 
the state’. Being part of a research project, participants will be ensured 
anonymity and confidentiality, and will be able to withdraw anytime. They will 
be asked to sign a consent form before the beginning of the workshops, and to 
read the Participant Information sheet, which will be provided.  

 The course aims at involving pre-service teachers in workshops on exploring the 
use of political cartoons, comics, drama and films for language teaching. All the 
activities will be relevant and embedded in the Gaza Strip context: the course 
will refer to English for Palestine; and will deal with authentic material relevant 
for ELT in Gaza Strip (ie. the political comic books ‘Palestine’ and ‘Footnotes in 
Gaza’, by Joe Sacco; the website ‘Palestine Remix’ etc..).  

Participants will gain subject knowledge; they will experiment teaching 
techniques through interactive activities; will be asked to construct a lesson plan 
and then will apply their learning in a practice-teach session.   

Participants are expected to engage during the workshops and to contribute with 
ideas, opinions, and constructive feedback. The space of the workshops is a 
safe-space, where all participants feel free to ask questions, to try out ideas, 
contributing to each other’s learning. 

The course is an intensive course of 20 contact hours, in 5 days (11-16th April 
2015). In addition, participants may dedicate an additional 5 hours for compiling 
their learning journals; and another 2 hours to prepare a written assignment.  

The course is free of charge. In return, participants will be asked to train 
another group of pre-service teachers (that will be done after participants’ 
graduation, in the coming months, in the form that candidates prefer. 
Continuous contact and consultation for the training development will be 
provided).  

There is no formal evaluation for the course. However, participants are 
expected to meet the course requirements as indicated in the section ‘Course 
requirements and evaluation’. 

Target candidature – Entry requirements  

The ideal candidate is a pre-service English teacher, enrolled in her/his last year 
in the English Department, Islamic University of Gaza. The ideal candidate has a 
genuine interest in teaching English using a variety of teaching methodologies.  
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No specific artistic skills are required in order to participate in the course, but a 
strong motivation for exploring different teaching methodologies is required. 
Participants with any sort of artistic capabilities, are strongly encouraged to 
make use of them during the workshops. All the candidates are expected to 
participate actively during the workshops, contributing with ideas, opinions, 
feedback. 

No teaching experience is required. However, pre-service teachers with any sort 
of informal teaching experience may wish to point that out in the Application 
Form. 

The course is free for students of the Islamic University of Gaza.  

In order to apply for the course, fill in the Application Form attached and send it 
by the 27th of March, 1pm to: 

Miss Maria Grazia Imperiale: m.imperiale.1@research.gla.ac.uk.  

Places for the course are limited. If demand exceeds the number of places 
available, candidates will be selected according to their application forms. 
Applicants may be asked to have a brief online interview to discuss their 
motivations to attend the course.  

Participants will be given notification of acceptance by the 3rd of April.   

Course Aims 

The course enables candidates to: 

Acquire an introductory subject knowledge on adopting creative methods in 
language teaching, exploring drama pedagogy and the use of comics and political 
cartoons in class 

Experiment creative teaching techniques through interactive workshops 

Reflect on the teaching materials in use in Gaza Strip (English for Palestine, 
Grade 8-9) and how could certain units be supplemented with the inclusion of 
creative methods 

Apply their learning in a teaching context, demonstrating the teachers 
capabilities acquired during the workshops 

Strengthen an active network of pre-service and in-service teachers  

Syllabus content 

The course consists of three specific topic areas: 

the use of comics and political cartoons in ELT;  

drama pedagogy in ELT; 

films and videos for ELT purposes. 

The workshops are interactive: they consist in a combination of input sessions; 
group work; interactive activities; discussions; peer learning; peer observation; 
lesson planning and also a teaching practice.  

Duration and Start date 
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The course is an intensive 5-days course, for a total of 20 contact hours. 
Participants will need to dedicate an additional 8 hours for compiling their 
learning journals and to prepare a brief written assignment on the evaluation of 
the course. 

Dates are: April, 10th-16th, at the English Department of the Islamic University 
of Gaza.  

In addition to the course, participants will be invited to attend the Symposium 
‘Language and art of resistance’ on April, 14th where international speakers will 
give talks on the topic.  

 

Course requirements and evaluation 

There is no formal assessment for the course, as it is in its experimental stages. 
However, participants are expected to meet the course requirements. 

The ‘informal’ evaluation is continuous, as assessment takes place all throughout 
the course, and integrated, as it will be based on three components: 

participation, active engagement, feedback throughout the workshops; 

a 30-minute practice-teach class; 

a written assignment, which consists on the participants’ reflections on the 
course (to be submitted via email by April, 23rd) 

Participants will be asked to compile a learning diary every day after the 
workshop. A copy of the learning journal will be submitted for research 
purposes.  

At the end of the course, students will be invited to evaluate and reflect on the 
course, and provide feedback both in group, and in individual form (either 
through interviews or through a questionnaire).  
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Application Form 

Personal Information 

Name: 

Surname: 

Address: 

Email: 

Post- school Education 

Institution: 

Department: 

Transcript of studies:  

Exams (of relevancy for the course) Grade 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

Teaching experiences. Please list all your teaching experiences (formal – 

informal: it does not have to be working experiences – it may be volunteering, 

helping siblings etc.) 

 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Motivation. Please, write not more than 200 words on why you intend to take 

part in the course. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

________________________ 

What do you think are the benefits and drawbacks of using creative methods in 

English language teaching?  

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Artistic skills and capabilities. Please list your artistic talents, skills and 

capabilities; and what you could offer to the workshop members. If you think 

you are not an ‘artistic’ person, please reflect on your talents as a future 

teacher, and write what you could bring to the group. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Please order these creative methods (from 1-7) according to the ones that you 

think you would adopt in your class. Please provide rationale for your choices. 

□ Visual Arts                                  

□ Comics 

□ Political cartoons 

□ Music 

□ Films 

□ Drama – role play – improvisation 

□ Photography  

 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix H: Copy of the Certificate of Participation that was given to 
participants upon the completion of the teacher training course 
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Appendix I: Copy of plain language statement in Arabic 
	

	

Plain Language Statement 

 عنوان الدراسة و تفاصیل الباحث

  عنوان الدراسة

 تعلیم اللغة الانجلیزیة للاجئین في الشرق الأوسط

 تفاصیل الباحث

682ة سانت اندروز، غرف مبنىماریا غراتسیا إمبریال، جامعة غلاسكو، كلیة العلوم الاجتماعیة، كلیة التربیة،   

 m.imperiale.1@ research.gla.ac :البرید الإلكتروني

 فقرة الدعوة  

ن تفھم لماذا یتم دعوتك للمشاركة في دراسة بحثیة. قبل أن تقرر ما إذا كنت یمكن أن تشارك، من المھم بالنسبة لك أ

رین إذا كنت لومات التالیة بعنایة ومناقشتھا مع الآخیجري البحث وما الذي ینطوي علیھ. یرجى أخذ الوقت لقراءة المع

مكن ترغب في ذلك.یمكنك ان تسأل  إذا كان ھناك أي شيء غیر واضح أو إذا كنت ترغب في مزید من المعلومات. ی

  اخذ  الوقت اللازم لتقرر ما إذا كنت  ترغب في المشاركة ام لا.

 أشكركم على ھذه القراءة

الدراسة؟ما ھو الغرض من ھذه   

لیم اللغة: فھي تستجیب الدراسة لدعوة مجلس حقوق الإنسان والأونروا لتوفیر وتحسین التعلیم. لأنھا تركز على تع

لاح التعلیمي. تھدف لاستكشاف ممارسات تدریس اللغة الإنجلیزیة الحالیة وكیف یمكن تعزیزھا، وذلك تماشیا مع الإص

أشھر 9و  6سوف تأخذ ھذه الدراسة ما بین   

 لماذا تم اختیاري أنا؟ 

برات لقد تم اختیارك لأنك من أصحاب المصلحة الرئیسیة ودورك وعملك مع الأونروا مھم جدا. وبالتالي لدیك الخ

تابعة والتجارب ھي قیمة للغایة. المشاركون المعنیون ھم معلمي اللغة الإنجلیزیة من مختلف المدارس الثانویة ال

والعاملین  بالأونروا.للأونروا ومدیري المدارس،   

 ھل یجب أن أشارك؟ 

، المشاركة في ھذه الدراسة ھي طواعیة تماما. إذا قررت المشاركة  وفي وقت لاحق لم تعد ترغب في الاستمرار

 فیمكنك الانسحاب في أي وقت من دون ضرورة اعطاء أسباب. 

 ماذا سیحدث لي إذا شاركت؟ 
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مقابلة معك،  یة بالمحاولة جاھدین لتحسین نوعیة تعلیم اللغة. سیتم اجراءستقوم مجموعة من مدرسي اللغة الإنجلیز  

یھا وتقییمھا. أو یطلب منك  لقاء معلمین اخرین للمناقشة  حول تدریس اللغة الإنجلیزیة، لوضع خطة عمل، ثم البحث ف  

 

 

 ھل مشاركتي في ھذه الدراسة ستكون سریة؟

علیھ. أخیرا،  الدراسة سریة. وسیتم ازالة الاسم  بحیث لا یمكن التعرف ستبقى جمیع المعلومات التي تم جمعھا خلال

حذفھا و تدمیرھا. سیتم تخزین البیانات والاحتفاظ بھا على النحو المبین في جامعة غلاسكو ، ومن ثم   

؟ماذا سیحدث لنتائج الدراسة البحثیة   

لبیانات لزیادة یم بالأونروا. أیضا، سیتم استخدام   امن المؤمل أن نتائج الدراسة سیتم استخدامھا للتأثیر على التعل

ین انتھاء المعرفة الأكادیمیة حیث یتم عرضھا في المؤتمرات والمنشورات في المجلات العلمیة.كما سیتم اعلامكم ح

 ھذا المشروع البحثي.

 من ھو منظم وممول ھذا البحث؟

 البحث في حدود اللغة, الجسم, القانون, و الدولة في لغات متعددة.  :  (AHRC)المشروع البحث  

؟تمت مراجعة الدراسة من قبل من    

 لقد تمت  المراجعة من لجنة الأخلاقیات بجامعة جلاسجو، كلیة العلوم الاجتماعیة 

  الاتصال للحصول على مزید من المعلومات .
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وستن، یرجى ملاحظة أنھ إذا كان لدیك أیة مخاوف حول سیر ھذا المشروع البحثي، یمكنك الاتصال بالدكتور مویر ھی
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