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Abstract: This paper explores language learning for displaced people in the
countries bordering Syria and attempts to establish a link between the concept
of translanguaging and the concept of safe spaces used by NGOs. The paper uses
the term ‘displaced people’ as it is this feature of being dis-placed that the paper
seeks to explore through the lens of superdiversity and its connections to spaces
for translanguaging. The concept of superdiversity helps us understand the
stratification and multiplication of the processes and effects of migration
which lead to heightened complexity, while the concept of translanguaging
has been incorporated into this heuristic to help understand how people com-
municate in these superdiverse settings. The main finding is that monolingual
ideologies of language learning pervade the safe spaces which one NGO pro-
vides, though the aim is not to single out this one NGO for criticism when the
majority of NGOs visited orient to similar monolingual outlooks which disregard
home languages at a time when vulnerable adults, adolescents and children
need to draw on all of the language resources in their repertoires to make sense
of their new surroundings.

Keywords: refugee language learning, translanguaging, Syria, Kurdistan region
of Iraq

1 Introduction

This paper focuses on the transformative power of translanguaging (Wei 2017)
in the light of monolingual orientations to language planning which pervade
both governmental and non-governmental staff’s responses to language learn-
ing for displaced people. The paper begins by re-visiting data collected in
refugee settings in the winter of 2015–2016 in Jordan, Turkey, the Kurdistan
region of Iraq and Lebanon. The initial analysis focused on the concept of
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resilience in relation to language programming in those four countries (Author
and Delaney 2016) and will be referred to in this paper as the resilience study.
In the current paper, interview data and classroom observations from the
fieldwork with governmental and non-governmental agencies working on the
humanitarian response to the Syrian refugee crisis are re-visited in order to
understand how far the concept of translanguaging space can be aligned with
humanitarian work in providing safe spaces for displaced people. In the
second part of the paper, the analysis takes up one specific setting and
explores how one NGO’s attempts to create an ‘adolescent friendly space’
might benefit from seeing the language use and language learning that goes
on in this space as a space for translanguaging.

When NGO staff reported the need to provide safe spaces for refugees to
learn in, their main focus was on creating the conditions in which to deliver
psycho-social support to the beneficiaries. Language learning classes were
increasingly seen by many of these agencies as a potential space in which to
deliver this support alongside or embedded in formal language learning,
whether in state sector schools in Lebanon which deliver the curriculum in
English or French, or NGO classrooms in Erbil Kurdistan where English language
lessons are seen as a vehicle for ‘post stress attunement’ programmes in ado-
lescent friendly spaces. Research carried out by the NGO found that the impact
of this approach to psycho-social interventions focused on beneficiaries’
increased levels of social trust, diversity of social networks, perceptions of
security and safety, and confidence in the future (Panter-Brick et al 2017).
These are significant gains given that, in Iraq, one of the main settings for the
research presented here, there are approximately three million IDPs of whom a
quarter of a million are Syrian refugees (UNHCR 2017). What research has failed
to explore is the role of beneficiaries’ language use in these interventions and
how that language use fits into their ability to recover from trauma.

Refugee settings are always complex; it may be the first time that people
living there have been displaced or they may have lived through multiple
displacements. Some displaced people want to return home at the earliest
opportunity, while others may not have made any decisions about what to
do next. This complexity has implications for the language learning pro-
grammes discussed in this paper because it makes equitable coverage difficult,
particularly as language learning initiatives run the danger of becoming
socially ‘exclusive’ if NGOs and governmental organisations only meet the
needs of learners who have previously had access to some form of language
learning in the target language of the NGO’s language classes. There exists
within the field of Sociolinguistics a current concern with this social distribu-
tion of language resources as a distinct move away from concerns over
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competence and proficiency. Martin-Rojo (2010) notes that it is the migrant
who challenges the Applied Linguist to re-assess this focus on competence and
look at how access to language varieties is socially and politically situated.
Moreover, in current scholarship on language and migration, it has been
suggested that ‘academic researchers have a responsibility to find ways of
communicating effectively with those who can make a difference to policy
and practice’ (Blackledge et al. 2015: 8). With this in mind, the current paper
examines the possibilities for taking what we know about the rapidly devel-
oping concept of translanguaging and applying it to the complexities of dis-
placement in order to connect current research interests in sociolinguistics to
the immediate real-world problem of refugee language education programmes.
The related case for mother tongue-based bilingual or multilingual education
has been made by organisations such as UNESCO since 1953 yet monolingual-
ism in dominant languages is still the norm across the globe (UNESCO 2003).
Within this case, the benefits of mother tongue-based education for disadvan-
taged groups links the use of the mother tongue in education to improved
educational outcomes and greater transmission of cultural heritage across
generations (ibid). For this reason the current paper connects the use of the
mother tongue and the importance of the refugees’ own language to the
creation of safe spaces as it is specifically disadvantaged groups such as
displaced people who need this connection to their linguistic and cultural
heritage as they are likely to have experienced disconnection from their
home language use and cultural heritage as part of their displacement.
Trauma may stem from this and compound the additional traumatic events
they may have witnessed or experienced. Some of the effects of trauma include
anxiety as well as poor memory, concentration and processing of information,
all of which interfere with learning and all of which are mediated by language.
Moreover, there is an extensive literature on Foreign Language Anxiety (see
Zheng 2008) which posits that the potential of anxiety to interfere with learn-
ing is one of the most accepted phenomena in psychology and education
(Horwitz 2000: 256). This means that language learning environments need
to be safe rather than stressful, Gordon (2011: 2) for example emphasising that
‘it is imperative for the ESL field to recognise and investigate trauma as a factor
in language learning.’ In this paper I therefore take that view that harnessing
the benefits of the mother tongue relate not only to enabling learners to
connect with their linguistic and cultural heritage at times of disconnection
but are also essential to the creation of safe spaces which lay the foundations
for reducing anxiety at times of increased trauma as part of the everyday
translanguaging that recognises the importance of refugees’ own language
varieties in language learning.
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To investigate these connections, this paper revisits data analysed for the
British Council resilience report in which over 60 agencies working in the four
countries were interviewed, and the classes they provide observed. The
Language for Resilience report (Author and Delaney 2016) identified five princi-
ples which language planners and policymakers might consider when designing
the provision of language learning for displaced people and host communities.
These principles brought together what we were told and saw in the field with
what we know about home language literacy, access to professional training and
qualifications, psycho-social support, social cohesion and teacher education.
What became very clear during the analysis of these data was that monolingual
ideologies of language learning pervaded the respondents’ views of language
learning as well as the classroom teachers’ language teaching strategies and
classroom discourse. The current study seeks to explore these orientations in
more depth as a means to establish a link between the valorisation of home
language use in second language learning by many critical sociolinguists and
the concerns of education providers for the psycho-social support of their
beneficiaries, as seen in their provision of safe spaces. The section which follows
introduces the transnational context of the four countries through an analysis of
what agency staff reported in interviews about their work with displaced people
before focusing specifically on what staff said about language use and language
learning. In the second part of the article the analysis focuses on the situation of
one NGO education centre in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. The discussion aims,
however, to explore home language use in refugee settings broadly and thus
moves on to consider language use in refugee settings beyond the immediate
context of Iraq by bringing together the two analysis sections in a discussion of
what a translanguaging pedagogy which addresses the needs of displaced
people might look like.

2 Displacement and superdiversity
in the humanitarian response to the Syrian
refugee crisis

This section explores what I was told in interviews with humanitarian agency
staff in Jordan, Turkey, the Kurdistan region of Iraq and Lebanon about the
experiences of forced migrants in those countries. Whereas scholars working
within the new paradigm of superdiversity have primarily focused on metropo-
litan settings in Western European contexts, the current study focuses on non-
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European settings with a particular interest in finding out how the work on
superdiversity can be applied to refugee settings where people are displaced and
in the potentially enabling role of the superdiversity lens for stimulating lan-
guage policy and planning. The aim is, therefore, to shift the lens of super-
diversity towards displacement. Bringing together work from Sociolinguistics
with work from Development Studies invokes a mobile account of multilingual-
ism that is embedded within the unequal distribution of language resources in
these settings. This account, I suggest, must not only track language use across
national and regional borders but also consider the language learning that
occurs in these settings. The superdiversity lens forces us to recognise that the
trajectories of learners in these settings are complex; displaced people cannot
know how long they will need to, or be able to, stay in their current location and
multiple displacement is commonplace. Issues of poverty, and therefore power,
are raised when the allocation of resources along these trajectories is deeply
rooted in discriminatory practices, not least discriminatory linguistic practices
which privilege some language varieties over others. Blommaert and Rampton
(2011: 37) put it this way:

‘Superdiversity’ speaks of rapid change and mobility, and to interrogate this, it is
important to incorporate the comparison of old and new datasets and studies, as well
as to address the perspectives of different generations and informants. Multi-sited com-
parison across scales, mediating channel/agencies, and institutional settings is likely to
be indispensable in any account concerned with ideology, language and everyday life.
But there is also now an opportunity for comparison across nation states and different
parts of the world.

Crossing the boundaries of nation-states was a central concern of this study as
refugees’ trajectories cannot be understood without examining not only their
individual journeys and their families’ journeys but also the work of the agencies
which support them across national borders. Phillimore (2015) found that in
order to secure housing for refugees and enhance their employability, there was
a need for initiatives that were capable of helping institutions adapt to super-
diversity. Taking up the lens of superdiversity at the level of language policy and
planning may also enable those agencies working regionally and internationally
to seek a new perspective on their increasingly mobile beneficiaries.

The themes which follow are based on a content-based analysis of the
interview data from across the four countries. Going beyond an approach
which understands interviews as a transparent window into participants’
thoughts (Rampton 2006) means accounting for practices which are investigated
diachronically with reference to users’ trans-local, trans-cultural and trans-lin-
gual trajectories (Blommaert 2010; Pennycook 2012; Canagarajah 2013).
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2.1 Superdiversity across refugee settings

The number of home languages and additional languages involved in provid-
ing inclusive education in these settings and helping displaced people inte-
grate into primary and secondary host government schools varied widely. The
picture that emerged was very much one of trans-local, trans-cultural and
trans-lingual trajectories. The respondents were very aware of how displaced
people’s trajectories cut across locales, cultures and languages. These were not
stable, static or unidirectional but rather unstable, dynamic and multidirec-
tional. For example, many children are able to ‘integrate’ temporarily in
different non-governmental school settings by acquiring different local knowl-
edge, and different language varieties. However, language policy related to
using dominant languages such as English or French as the medium of
instruction requires them to be able to access standard language varieties,
which prevents or reduces their ability to fit in. In Lebanon, it was recognised
that it would take many years for displaced children to learn English or French
to a level of proficiency which would enable them to access the curriculum
where these dominant languages are the medium of instruction. A similar
situation exists in Turkey where the curriculum is delivered in Turkish, thus
raising access barriers to Syrians who do not speak Turkish. However, even in
Jordan where Arabic is the medium of instruction, displaced Syrian students
are still positioned negatively due to the different varieties of Arabic used and
the social position of refugees in the country. Negative perceptions of differ-
ences in students’ academic level, their different varieties of Arabic, and the
discrimination and bullying that result from these attitudes made many agency
informants pessimistic about the future of many of these learners. Other issues
which affect learner outcomes for displaced people are literacy in the first
language and previous educational attainment. Both these issues are related to
the education systems of learners’ previous schooling, the duration of the
conflict and the extent to which the cause of displacement prevented access
to education. This was compounded by the conflict that displaced people had
experienced and the multiple displacements and level of psycho-social
damage this has caused which, respondents commented, impacted on their
sense of identity. Learning needs in terms of literacy and language teaching
were impacted upon by conflict-affected disruptive behaviour, even when the
perceived and actual differences in education attainment between host and
displaced communities were not so great. Often, agency staff commented that
teachers believed that Syrian education standards were lower, while Syrian
refugees in Kurdistan generally believed that they had higher levels of educa-
tion than their host communities.
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Humanitarian staff understood language and integration into host commu-
nity settings to be part of displaced families’ networks and ties at the local,
national and transnational levels. The extent to which integration was encour-
aged by the host community also had a significant effect on opportunities for
integration. This recognition, or lack thereof, by host communities and host
governments included political and economic reasons for not wanting to grant
citizenship rights or employment rights to temporarily displaced people (the
term ‘refugee’ is not applied to Syrians in Lebanon due to the existing numbers
of Palestinian refugees settled there). This also had an impact on decisions
about learning new languages and designing new materials and curricula for
language learning. Informal camp schools made many attempts to maintain
home language use, while integrating into host community schools required
the teaching and learning of host languages and catch-up curricula, often
emphasising social inclusion. This demonstrated some awareness of language
as an issue in accelerated learning programmes which sought to condense three
to four years of curricula into much shorter periods. Language learning in these
programmes seemed unrealistic as there was little understanding among gov-
ernmental and non-governmental partners of how long it can take to teach and
learn a new language in low-resource environments.

Parental influence had a significant impact on the valuing of education,
though this differed considerably across settings. Many NGOs were involved in
parent advocacy programmes which aimed to raise awareness of second lan-
guage learning. In some NGOs this went hand-in-hand with awareness-raising
vis-à-vis the importance of first language use in the learning of additional
languages, though this did not have a clearly defined pedagogy attached.
Some parents saw a relationship between the symbolic importance of home
language use for individual and collective identity. Language use was often
perceived as an intrinsic part of culture. Occasionally, there was a connection
between identity issues and the extent to which parents were literate in their
own language. In addition to these beliefs about home language use and
identity, many respondents in NGO agencies viewed English as instrumental in
helping beneficiaries find a voice for their experiences on the local and interna-
tional stage. Many commented that English was an important vehicle for dealing
with trauma in language lessons which had social inclusion and integration as
their objective. Teaching and learning English was also seen as a means of
enhancing resilience, and thus also a vehicle for providing access to employ-
ment and training.

Finally, the concept of resilience was an over-arching concern for humani-
tarian staff and is related to the notion of ‘safe spaces’, which is introduced in
the following section. As discussed earlier, it is embedded in the five principles

Language learning as psycho-social support 7



outlined in the Language for Resilience (Author and Delaney 2016) report and
most clearly linked here to the principle which identifies language learning
interventions as vehicles for psycho-social support. Agency staff felt strongly
that the effects of trauma are often displayed in learning situations and, in the
language programmes I observed, classroom teachers often sought to create safe
spaces to work through the effects of trauma with children, adolescents and
adults. I found that this was achieved through the provision of creative activ-
ities, play and stories in formal and non-formal education. Psycho-social inter-
ventions were not always seen as separate from language learning. For example,
stories and the arts were often used in language learning to enable learners to
express their feelings in the indirect third person with meaningful engagement
in language and emotions (Sutherland 1997). This, we argued, could be particu-
larly powerful in the safe space of a second or third language (Costa and De
Waele 2013), and therefore we saw this relationship between language, trauma
and resilience as a source of protection. However, we also found that the
challenge for policymakers and language planners was a lack of knowledge
about how language teachers develop their own classroom practices which
promote the psycho-social support of learners as part of language learning
activities that draw on contemporary methodologies rather than traditional
teacher-fronted language immersion approaches. Thus, in addition to the inclu-
sion of teacher education related to translanguaging pedagogies in NGO in-
house training on psycho-social support recommended below, there is also a
widespread need for awareness- raising across other stakeholder groups includ-
ing policy-makers, language planners and academic managers at all levels.

3 Theoretical framework: Safe spaces as
translanguaging spaces

The theoretical framework for this study draws on critical sociolinguistics
(Duchene et al 2013; Heller 207; 2013; Martin-Rojo 2010) and looks across
disciplinary boundaries in order to understand the benefits of seeing safe spaces
as spaces for translanguaging. I see this interdisciplinary approach aligning with
the superdiversity lens as it has been suggested that:

… more than merely describing the diversification of diversity as a result of recent migra-
tion, superdiversity has the potential to offer an interdisciplinary perspective on change
and complexity in changing social and cultural worlds … because … superdiversity aligns
itself with critical approaches which reject simplifying and reifying conceptualisations of
complex realities along national and/or ethnic lines. (Blommaert et al. 2017)
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The conflict in Syria has led to the displacement of millions of people; by 2017,
over 5.2 million people had been displaced from the country of origin, thus an
approach which looks across national and ethnic lines is relevant. For the
people who make up the research groups for this study, the demands of adjust-
ment to living in new communities after prolonged exposure to the stress of
insecurity and loss are marked by rapidly changing social and cultural worlds.
Similarly, the host community who find displaced Syrians as their new neigh-
bours also experience increased pressures to accommodate new populations
(Panter-Brick et al 2017). Such complexity requires understandings of difference
to move away from ethnic, racial and national groupism. The superdiversity
orientation enables this, in that it shifts the focus away from binary oppositions
of host majority culture versus immigrant minority cultures (Blommaert et al.
2017), as discussed in the previous examples of the trans-lingual and trans-
cultural practices of displaced people. To shift the focus in this way there is an
emerging desire to draw on interdisciplinary research and, it has been argued,
expand our research imagination and conduct research that is more attentive to
marginalised research contexts (Piller and Takahashi 2011: 379).

In this paper, in order to attend to marginalised research contexts, the
interdisciplinary perspective I draw on includes approaches from Second
Language Education as well as Mother Language Education and Development
Education. Drawing on Development Education means harnessing expertise in
areas as diverse as formal education system reform, girls’ education, life skills
and school leadership, as well as pedagogic approaches for large classes, mixed
ability cohorts, under-resourced systems and other difficult circumstances.
Similarly, humanitarian work covering minimum standards for conflict affected
education and work on social inclusion would help to better explain the multi-
ple and complex nature of education in emergencies, about which a great deal is
already known. There are also links to be made between social inclusion and
inclusive classroom pedagogies related to safe learning environments, child
protection and psycho-social support.

This interdisciplinarity is linked to work that has been carried out primarily
in psychology when strengthening existing evidence for humanitarian interven-
tions that provide psycho-social support for conflict-affected displaced people. It
has been suggested that psycho-social support and mental health programmes
have had little robust evaluation in humanitarian settings (Blanchet et al. 2015;
Tol et al. 2011), leading to the recommendation that there is an urgent need to
strengthen this evidence base (Ager et al. 2014; Panter-Brick et al. 2017). Patel
(2014) suggested that this weak evidence base has led to a lack of credibility
concerning mental health treatment and prevention. In response, Panter-Brick
et al. (2017) compared youth treatment and waiting-list controls over two
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programme cycles of the Advancing Adolescents programme at the NGO which
took part in the current study in their Jordan programmes by measuring distress,
insecurity, mental health difficulties, post-traumatic stress and prosocial beha-
viour (Panter-Brick et al. 2017: 1). They did this without accounting for the role of
language in their experimental design, though they did find that the Advancing
Adolescents programme had beneficial impacts on emotional and behavioural
difficulties, as well as symptoms of insecurity and distress (Panter-Brick et al.
2017: 16).

The Profound Stress and Attunement approach taken by the NGO has been
described as community-based and nonclinical. The International Child
Development Programme (Hundeide 2013) has outlined eight guidelines on
which the attunement principles are based. These principles range from estab-
lishing verbal and nonverbal emotional dialogue to describing emotional chal-
lenges. This approach is a programme of psycho-social care that aims to improve
social interactions through participatory approaches and the development of
safe emotional spaces (Panter-Brick et al. 2017). The remainder of this section
takes its theoretical orientation from concepts which explain how having a
language in common with others, that is respected when entering into emotional
dialogue, should be a central aspect of dialogue in these safe spaces.

Wei (2011: 1223) has suggested that social spaces for translanguaging are
constructed when language users bring together different aspects of their experi-
ence, history and environment, as well as their beliefs and attitudes. Bringing
together these aspects may then provide the conditions for emotional dialogue
and create a space in which post-stress attunement can occur, given that, as Li
Wei suggests, translanguaging space has ‘its own transformative power because
it is forever evolving and combines and generates new identities, values and
practices’ (Wei 2011: 1223). Translanguaging spaces are therefore spaces which
require participatory and prosocial behaviour to generate new values and new
identities which occur in interaction with others in and through language. They
are pro-social, as individual and group repertoires come together as history and
environment are combined in what Pennycook and Otsuji call spatial reper-
toires, i.e. they are formed through individual life trajectories that link particular
repertoires of individuals to the group (Pennycook and Otsuji 2015). It is in this
bringing together of repertoires that these spaces can become sites for emotional
dialogue where linguistic resources have a direct link to safe spaces.

In the Advancing Adolescents programme at the NGO, structured group-
based activities draw on the Profound Stress and Attunement framework
described above by creating a ‘safe space’ in which extreme and prolonged
stress are mediated (Macphail et al. 2017). Given that communicative repertoires
and available resources, at a given point in time and space, are subject to the
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contingencies of the space produced (Blackledge et al. 2017), it could be argued
that in order to mediate profound prolonged stress, these safe spaces must take
account of the communicative repertoires which make up that space. Scholars
bring together this notion of spatial repertoires with current work on
translanguaging:

… a space created by and for translanguaging practices, a space where multilingual
individuals integrate social spaces (and thus ‘language codes’) that have been formerly
practiced separately in different spaces by ‘bringing together different dimensions of their
personal history, experience and environment, their attitude, belief and ideology, their
cognitive and physical capacity into one coordinated and meaningful performance. (Hua
et al. 2015: 9)

Safe spaces ensure self-appraisal, self-esteem, positive identity and feelings
through self-regulation and, UNICEF argue, they provide a sense of hope, a
‘voice’ and meaningful engagement and interaction with others (UNICEF 2016).
Thus, a safe space can be seen as a space for translanguaging, and vice versa.
Teachers and learners use empathy, communication and cooperation in both
safe spaces and spaces for translanguaging. Seeing the goal of creating these
two spaces as a means to better understand how people communicate when they
bring different histories and repertoires into contact (Blackledge et al. 2017: 15)
embraces the notion of the safe space.

Translanguaging can, therefore, be transformative in creating safe spaces,
with the potential to remove the hierarchy of languaging practices that margin-
alise some language varieties and speakers of those varieties, speakers who will
already be marginalised if they are displaced. Like Conteh and Brock (2011), I see
the key to providing safe spaces for bilingual learning being in the relationships
that are constructed between learners and their educators and in the transfor-
mative power of such relationships, which Cummins (2001) argues must be
oriented towards empowerment rather than the re-production of the status quo
so that the culture of the classroom can be transformed. However, the theoretical
stance in the current paper extends the notion of safe spaces in which all
children grow into full participants of a society (in Conteh and Brock’s case,
the UK society), and it embraces the superdiversity of rapidly changing settings
where opportunities for meaning-making and identity construction through
language are not embedded in belonging to one nation-state, but rather consist
of multiple belongings as displaced persons’ trajectories may take them through
several nation-states. This expanded notion sees territorially-shaped identities
and practices de-territorialized when individuals no longer travel in one direc-
tion between their countries of origin and receiving nations, but rather form
identifications and affiliations which are both bounded and unbounded in
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transnational processes while at the same time ‘transcending the institutional
and geographical boundaries of the nation-state’ (Smith 2003: 468). This is not
to deny the significance of nation-building in the peace-building process in
Syria. The sense of creating a common identity connected to a (new) state
which is able to keep former enemies integrated into that state is closely related
to education; and language, as a marker of identity, has a key role to play (Footit
2012). However, Footit has suggested that using language as a discriminatory
tool deprives members of a minority ethnic group of the feeling of belonging to a
wider ethnically mixed community and also increases the likelihood that mem-
bers of the minority ethnic group will harbour feelings of belonging to their
specific ethnic group where their language is valued, rather than the wider
community, leading to segregation (ibid.).

The approach to translanguaging in classroom settings presented here
challenges this use of language as a discriminatory tool and seeks an alternative
view which is about a way of being, acting and languaging in social, cultural
and political contexts that removes elements of both nation-building and mar-
ginalisation for displaced people. For example, Makalela (2017) has demon-
strated that, in the context of South Africa, classroom spaces can be
transformed when they are reconceptualised as microcosms of societal multi-
lingualism. In these diverse classrooms, where fluid, versatile language prac-
tices are encouraged, learners learn together in safe translanguaging spaces.
Current sociolinguistic research has shown that linguistic and cultural differ-
ences have a negative effect on minorities when they have a weak position in the
social structure and have to overcome structural obstacles for their social and
economic success (Heller 2010; 2011). When other resources are scarce during
periods of displacement, the concept of a safe translanguaging space in which to
learn creates the conditions for psycho-social support through the transforma-
tive power of language users’ shared histories, beliefs and experience.

4 Methodology

By 2015, an estimated 40.8 million people were displaced within the borders of
their own country due to conflict and violence (UNHCR 2016). The aim of this
section of the paper is to describe the methodological framework employed
when collecting data in settings populated by displaced people, before moving
on to describe the methods of data collection and analysis for exploring how
one NGO in particular understands language use in its classrooms for dis-
placed people.
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Displaced people and host communities communicate when they come into
contact in rapidly changing settings, and so analysing their communicative
practices in terms of wider social processes, ideologies and relations of power
meant adopting methods common to Linguistic Ethnography. As such, it was
necessary to observe communication practices closely and repeatedly over time.
In designing the research, my aim was to account for heightened mobility and
complexity by revisiting the data collected in the winter of 2015–2016 to explain
the wider context of displacement from Syria. I then carried out two 2-week long
visits to one of the NGOs in Erbil from the original study. I have created pseudo-
nyms for the staff I interviewed and observed. The research took place in 2017 and
involved classroom observations and interviews with NGO staff and the teachers,
known as coaches. These coaches had been part of a year-long weekly remote
mentoring scheme which I had set up, where teachers at the University of Reading
in the UK mentored the coaches in Erbil, helping with guidance on classroom
procedures, activities and teaching strategies. Interpreters and translators have
helped me with the data collection and transcription of data, as my research
brought me into contact with many people communicating through semiotic
repertoires which were not accessible to me. Having visited the region in 2015–
2016 for the Language for Resilience project, I decided to focus on Erbil for the
current study as the city is predominantly Kurdish speaking, though the dialect is
different from that of the many Kurdish-speaking Syrians who had migrated there.
I also wanted to look at an NGO setting. It has recently been recognised that
superdiversity research developed predominantly in the context of Western
Europe and is currently limited as a Euro-centric or Western-centric notion
(Mufwene 2008; Pavlenko 2016; Ndhlovu 2016). However, Blackledge et al.
(2017) suggest that ‘child superdiversity is gaining independence and is beginning
to take steps out into the world’. In this study, this world is that of refugees and
internally displaced people who have come to settle in Erbil. Without the
resources or access to work across the whole city, the study focuses on two
youth centres located in the Khabat and Shawes districts in the Governorate of
Erbil. The communities in these districts have lower levels of access to schools
than other parts of Erbil and have received influxes of internally displaced people
from Mosul in Iraq, as well as refugees from different parts of Syria. The centres’
activities that I observed included technical courses, life skills classes, drop-in
sessions and community projects. At the Shawes centre there were specific
problems around the rental of the building, the high levels of stress that many
of the mixed community beneficiaries were experiencing and other international
NGOs implementing similar programmes.

A key study here in tracing youth and social change in these centres through
the lens of linguistic ethnography was that of Perez-Milans (2015), who suggests
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that adolescents must negotiate a complex set of discursive practices in forming
their academic trajectories across unpredictable social networks, communicative
genres and regional national boundaries. I took a similar approach when
accounting for displaced adolescents who, at the time of writing, had fled
conflict areas in Syria and Iraq and were settled in Erbil. This ethnographi-
cally-informed approach combines linguistic and ethnographic perspectives
with linguistic anthropology (Hymes 1980), as well as interactional sociolinguis-
tics (Gumperz 1982), in order to link what I was told in interviews with what I
saw inside and outside the classrooms during the ethnographic phases of data
collection with the NGO. Bringing these different fields together is both a
methodological and a theoretical challenge. However, De Fina et al. (2017)
have suggested that physical or virtual interaction is now the norm between
nationalities, ethnicities, languages and cultural modes. They argue that these
new norms affect the ways in which people communicate in all contexts of their
lives, which therefore requires a rethinking of the concepts and methodologies
underlying the practice of sociocultural linguistics (De Fina et al. 2017). This re-
thinking is demonstrated in the analysis of the interview data in the following
section, where I focus on the coaches’ beliefs about language use. I took an
interpretive approach to analysing the data collected across these research sites
in an attempt to provide a fine-grained, ethnographic understanding of diversity
as a lived experience in the city, following Copland and Creese (2015), an
approach which foregrounded the local and immediate interactions of actors
from their point of view and considered how these interactions were embedded
in wider social contexts and structures. By taking detailed field notes in these
settings, I was able to keep an account of interactions between the host com-
munity, refugees and internally displaced people, thereby linking everyday
linguistic and cultural practices to wider social processes, ideologies and rela-
tions of power in the discourse analysis which follows.

In each of the NGO settings the aim was to make detailed intensive observa-
tions of communicative practices inside and outside the classrooms. In the
centres this meant observing people in the playgrounds, staff rooms and corri-
dors, as well as attending many of the activities that were provided for the
beneficiaries including drama groups, a fathers’ group, Arabic lessons, English
lessons and the community-based project planning sessions between NGO staff
and beneficiaries. I selected key participants in each site, explained the project
and gained consent for data collection and use of those data. For the first part of
the day in Erbil I wrote observational field notes, then during the afternoon
activities I asked participants to attach an audio-recording device with a tie-clip
microphone to their clothing and record themselves as I continued to write field
notes. I video-recorded interactions in the classrooms where possible, though
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occasionally in the NGO beneficiaries preferred not to be video-recorded. In the
afternoons and evenings, I interviewed key participants and stakeholders from
the wider community. I took a few photographs and the photographs I did take
were rarely of people, as most of the people in these settings are vulnerable
adolescents and adults.

5 Analysis: Language use and language learning
in an NGO in Erbil

Currently, approximately three million Iraqis are displaced, with more than one
million of these living in the Kurdistan region (UNHCR 2017). The analysis carried
out here seeks to understand how the NGO staff, interviewed in face-to-face meet-
ings in 2017, talk about language use in the English language classrooms of the
Advancing Adolescents programme and how they link English language learning
to their main aim of providing psycho-social support. The lay coaches who deliver
the Advancing Adolescent programme are trained by the NGO to understand how
stress physiology affects brain function and how to facilitate experiential learning,
but they are not trained in how to use different home languages in their mixed
refugee, IDP, host community classrooms and had received just two weeks of
English language teacher training before starting their 8-week English courses
which are part of the ‘technical skills’ strand of the programme.

Since the fall of Saddam Hussein, the Kurdish language (Badini dialect) in
the Kurdistan region of Iraq has risen in status as a result of changes in political
and social power. However, different dialects (Sorani) of Kurdish brought into
the region by Syrian Kurds mean that Kurdish remains a minority language,
though one with powerful links to group identity for Syrian Kurds. Many Kurds
interviewed for this study, regardless of national identity, believed that the
preceding period of success against ISIL was their greatest opportunity to
push their national aspirations. They feel that their desire for a Kurdish state
has been brutally crushed over decades and they were at that time in a situation
of strength; Pershmerga fighters successfully pushed back the Islamic State and
many Kurds across the region awaited their reward from the central government
in Baghdad. The medium of instruction in schools in Kurdistan is therefore
highly politicized as Kurdistan wrestles for independence from the Arabic-domi-
nant central government in Baghdad (see Shanks 2016). Different languages
compete for space in the education centres visited for this study.

This section of the analysis turns to interviews carried out in spring 2017
with 12 coaches of English. The research question relates specifically to the role
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of home languages in four NGO centres. The coaches were all asked the same
questions about language use and language learning, as the research aim was to
establish a link between the superdiversity explored in the previous section and
the discourses about language use which circulate in this specific NGO by
identifying key themes among the analysed instances of discourse in each of
the interviews. I then used these discourse topics to select data from the
fieldnotes and observational data from inside and outside the classrooms.
Drawing on Kryżanowski (2008), I define the basic analytic category ‘discourse
topic’ as ‘expressed by several sentences in discourse … by larger segments of
the discourse or by the discourse as a whole’ (van Dijk 1984: 56). A discourse
topic is, in other words, the salient theme that underlies a series of sentences in
the interview data. The topics were addressed by the participants during the
interviews, which were primarily framed by questions about home language use
in their classrooms. All the discourse topics relate to home language use; this is
the macro-topic. In this macro-discourse topic about home language use there
are various sub-topics (see Reisigl and Wodak 2001). These are identified below.

5.1 Discourse topic 1: English first

In the extract which follows, I am asking Zainab about when she uses home
languages in the English language classroom with her mixed Kurdish, Iraqi and
Syrian learners.

Tony: When you do see them what do they provide you with? What do they kind of
do the NGO mentors?
Zainab: Yes, yesterday I asked him [the mentor] what I have to do in my class
about heart contract in the first class session we have to do a heart contract for the
students. I asked him if it is necessary to do it in Arabic or in English.
Tony: Yep.
Zainab: If I have any question I tell him.
Tony: Did he say English or in Arabic?
Zainab: He said it depends on my students if their level is good and they can get
the idea of heart contract you can do it in English but if their level is somehow not
then you can translate you can use Arabic and English.

This discourse topic reflects the common view among NGO staff that the target
language, English, should be used first. The orientation to a monolingual
ideology in the ‘heart contract’ goes against the psycho-social aims of establish-
ing a contract among learners which values and respects all of their views and
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opinions but not, it would seem, all their language resources. Full immersion in
the target language in the first task of the first lesson also increases the risk of
foreign language anxiety (Zheng 2008). This anxiety is exacerbated in the case of
learners suffering from PTSD given its negative effects on how refugees process
new information such as vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation in the target
language (Borrell ND) in the sense that ‘second language learning involves a
fundamentally traumatic experience for the individual’ (Clarke 1976: 377) thus
reducing the likelihood of creating a safe space for learning which the use of the
learners’ own language may have increased.

The extract demonstrates how the home languages of the beneficiaries are
seen by the mentor as less significant languages, even in the more directly
‘psycho-social’ parts of the lesson.

5.2 Discourse topic 2: ‘She has to translate’

Nadia: What I like that Noor helped me so much and she talked so much, she take
the most of time, this is the reason I can’t express I can’t share, just I translate for
my students side translate and it is difficult because maybe take more time to
speak in English at first and then she has to translate to Kurdish and then I have to
translate to Arabic.

This is not an uncommon discourse among teachers who feel that transla-
tion is the default position when students do not understand the target lan-
guage. In the lesson observations I saw many examples of the coaches using the
target language; then, if there was silence or misunderstandings, the coach
would translate the target language into the learners’ home language. García
and Wei (2014: 122) suggest that this is because, in the majority of teacher
education institutions globally, learners’ multilingualism is an ‘after-thought’.
The authors identify examples of translanguaging and examples of translation
which can be built on as part of teacher education so that teachers know how to
use a translanguaging pedagogy which includes strategic use of translation,
rather than the ad hoc translation that the coaches described in the interviews.

5.3 Discourse topic 3: ‘There are many identities’

NGO Centre manager: ok so there’s no actual book they have to follow. We want to
promote group work or leadership or identifying identity. So these are the themes
they try to link to the course that’s the coaches’ responsibility to assess the group
that registered for this course let’s say for English and he has a theme like identity
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so if the group is a basic level they will for example there are many identities in the
community there’s doctors there’s police officers there’s nationalities. If it is inter-
mediate level they will go deeper, we have a bank which kinds of people work in a
bank accountants etc. Ok what kinds of countries so they will go in deeper
conversation about that subject matter depending on the course they choose. So
the identity will be the same for barbering, so the barbering will say what’s the
barbering identity what’s making a barbering do what he do.

NGO staff and coaches oriented to a dominant discourse about psycho-social
support and respecting different identities. However, nowhere in the interviews
was there a link between the beneficiaries’ identities and language use.
Knowledge about the links between language and developing a sense of where
we belong in the world, and how we fit into the world, was missing.

5.4 Discourse topic 4: In my eyes or in my movements,
i will show to her or to him that i am here to support

Usman: In English classrooms when I will show my psycho-social support for
everyone, firstly I will play with my body to show them I am with you, in my
eyes or in my movements, I will show to her or to him that I am here to support
you, to learn, to teach you to be with you don’t shame with me. I am here just for
you. If I see that she or he have a type of acceptance of my movements I try to be
close for him or for her and sometimes it results in better attitude when there’s a
reaction and they become active.

The final discourse topic relates to using movement in the classroom to
teach and to support. Above, Usman signals an understanding of how semiotic
repertoires are not limited to the linguistic but rather include aspects of com-
munication not always thought of as language. As in the example above, these
include gesture and posture. Blackledge et al. (2015) explain how these semiotic
repertoires are a record of mobility and experience and include gaps and
silences as they are responding to the places and people to which a wide
range of semiotic resources are deployed. These authors suggest, as illustrated
in in Usman’s description above, that the manner in which people walk, stand
and sit, as well as the gaze of their eyes and the movements they make with their
bodies, all make up the semiotic repertoire. In this sense, embodied commu-
nicative practices are part of linguistic communicative practice (Blackledge and
Creese 2017). Similarly, Hua et al. argue that these multimodalities of movement,
touch, gesture, gesture, objects and sounds, as well as other modes of commu-
nication in addition to the use of words, ‘afford new translanguaging spaces and
resources for multilingual and multimodal communication’ (Hua et al. 2015: 10.)
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6 Discussion: Collaborating with NGOs to develop
safe spaces for translanguaging for displaced
learners

All the teachers to varying degrees claimed that they tried to apply the ‘English
first’ strategy, though they also acknowledged significant mixing of languages
both inside and outside the classroom. This strategy clashes with what the
beneficiaries reported doing in actual practice: language mixing or translangua-
ging. Teachers often produced complicated explanations when explaining what
I saw them do during classroom observation and what they reported in the
interviews. This is again a common mismatch between actual practice and
reported practice, but it points towards what Cenoz and Gorter (2017: 903)
describe as ‘spontaneous translanguaging’, which refers to the complex dis-
course practices of bilinguals (Garcia 2009). In my observations around the
NGO outside the language classrooms, language mixing did not seem proble-
matic as many Kurdish speaking and Arabic speaking beneficiaries and teachers
seemed to be able to engage in complex interactions, making use of a large
variety of resources by drawing on their trans-local, trans-cultural and trans-
lingual knowledge. What seemed to be problematic for the coaches was how
they made sense of these complex practices in this superdiverse setting. Their
attempts to make sense of these competing discourses can be seen in the tension
between the ‘English first’ discourse and the ‘translation as default’ discourse.
These discourses are in conflict with the importance that is given to psycho-
social support, which is encouraged and illustrated in the social cohesion of the
‘identities’ and ‘movement’ discourses.

The classrooms described in the interview extracts above are increasingly
multilingual with both teachers and learners exposed to different forms and
varieties of Arabic and Kurdish, as well as English. The coaches spoke of feeling
they needed to stick to English throughout the lesson, translating only as a
means of moving the lesson forward, not using grammar and feeling as though
the language mixing which came naturally to their learners was something to be
avoided. These beliefs demonstrate a fundamental misunderstanding about
language and learning and a mismatch between language mixing outside the
classroom and what goes on inside it. All of the coaches demonstrated a lack of
understanding about how to deal with classroom multilingualism and how best
to draw on this diversity when teaching English, as well as when providing
psycho-social support to their vulnerable learners. The findings also demon-
strate that although there are parallels with English language teaching in other
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settings, there are also important differences, as the analysis shows. Ideas from
TEFL, such as ‘full immersion’ and ‘avoiding language interference’, may make
sense in other settings, but they are not helpful in the specific settings discussed
in this paper, given the nature of the psycho-social support that is prioritised
over teaching of the target language. In this final discussion it would seem that
some of the commonly held beliefs by the coaches clash with what is now
known about the complexities of learning in superdiverse settings such as Erbil.

As discussed earlier, Cenoz and Gorter (2017: 910) suggest that translangua-
ging has been used to describe different multilingual practices in different
educational contexts (Lewis, Jones and Baker 2012; Garcia and Wei 2014). They
suggest that this is a positive feature of translanguaging ‘because it opens up
new ways of looking at multilingual speakers and emergent multilinguals using
a multilingual lens instead of [a] traditional monolingual perspective’ (Cenoz
and Gorter 2017: 910) and stress the importance of considering the specific
characteristics of the socio-linguistic context when discussing its use in celebrat-
ing regional minority languages. They suggest that translanguaging in these
contexts will only be sustainable if it is rooted in the reality of minority lan-
guages and allows for breathing spaces that create the need to use these
languages. Hence, the authors have suggested building on Fishman’s work
(1991) on breathing spaces for use in schools where ‘the idea is that the minority
language can be used freely and without threat to the majority language; it can
‘breathe’, in a space where only the minority is spoken’ (Cenoz and Gorter 2017:
910). Such a space, they suggest, could be a village, an area, a classroom or a
school. Without using the term ‘breathing spaces’ the need for separate spaces
has also been highlighted by Garcia (2009: 301) when discussing minority
languages, and she says that ‘it is important to preserve a space, although not
a rigid or static place, in which the minority language does not compete with the
majority language’ (Cenoz and Gorter 2017: 909). Here I am suggesting that this
principle of a breathing space be extended by bringing it together with the
notions of a translanguaging space and a safe space. This can, I argue, only
happen with the will of NGO language planners and policymakers. Policymakers
have increasingly taken up the term superdiversity as a useful means of con-
ceptualizing the challenges and affordances they engage with in planning to
meet the needs of complex societies (Berg and Signona 2013). Superdiversity has
begun to make a difference in policy in a range of areas, including educational
policy and practice. However, exploring refugee settings as superdiverse, and
seeing safe spaces in refugee settings as translanguaging spaces, remains an
innovative yet useful lens, I argue, to view these diversification processes.

It was by examining how the heightened mobility of refugee settings as
superdiverse in the first section of this paper that provided policymakers with
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evidence that essentialist and ethnicist views are no longer valid in understand-
ing the more relational and fluid approach to communities and enterprise
suggested by Ram et al. (2011). The essentialist discourses that emerged from
the analysis in the previous section illustrate this. The fluidity of language
practices outside the classroom setting is contrasted against the rigid monolin-
gual practices of the coaches’ classroom discourse. Just as the initial report on
Language for Resilience was aimed at donors, planners and policymakers, the
recommendation here is that continuing collaborations must be developed with
the NGO sector, as ‘trusting them as partners, goes some way to reduce the gap
between the separate constituencies’ (Blackledge et al. 2017: 8) in order to share
with them learning from across the sociolinguistic study of migration and multi-
lingualism. Given that Clayton’s review of the literature on language learning
and Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) concluded that PTSD has a direct
effect on refugee language learning (2015), teacher education which enables
NGO language coaches to create translanguaging spaces as safe spaces in
their provision of psycho-social support is an urgent need in the NGO sector.
For example, this training could be included, initially, as part of the post-stress
attunement training the coaches receive. Once the principles of a translangua-
ging space were embedded in the coaches’ classroom practices additional sup-
port could be provided, adding to the coaches’ knowledge of the role of
language in learning.

7 Conclusion

This paper has introduced the concept of translanguaging to the study of
complex superdiverse settings in locations which are characterised by heigh-
tened mobility because, it is claimed:

Superdiversity research has considerable potential to investigate, configure, theorise, and
plan for greater equality in complex societies. In order to do so it will need to keep its
balance, challenging established discriminatory structures, while at the same time going
beyond those structures to reveal them as social and discursive constructions. This is a
balancing act that requires social researchers with an interest in contributing to the
creation of more equal societies to step into each others’ academic territories, and
exchange knowledge and expertise. It requires an approach that is interdisciplinary, or
transdisciplinary. (Blackledge et al. 2017: 9)

Displaced people flee their country of origin for many reasons. These reasons
profoundly shape the ways in which they settle, and the ways in which they
draw on their language resources in these processes of settlement, however
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temporary. The paper presented here has sought to engage with the emerging
literature on superdiversity to assess the possibilities for investigating language
learning and displacement through its lens. It did this first by looking across the
four countries neighbouring Syria as a means to balance the different views of
the humanitarian staff working in these complex settings, and second by draw-
ing from different disciplines when putting together a theoretical framework for
the study of one specific NGO in Erbil, Kurdistan. The notion of a ‘safe space’
which is a key feature of the psycho-social support provided by humanitarian
agencies was brought together with the concept of a translanguaging space,
before exploring the notion of home language use in the interview data with
coaches of English in the NGO. The language mixing which went on inside and
outside classrooms, and the discourses that the coaches drew on to explain
these practices, was at odds with the goal of teaching English as part of the
provision of psycho-social support. This not only suggests that there is a mis-
understanding about how language learning occurs but also that the emotional
dialogue which NGO staff seek to encourage between the beneficiaries may in
fact be negated by using a language in these programmes which is unfamiliar to
the learners.

The Syrian refugee teacher and their Kurdish counterparts in the study
provided could, for example, have spent their two-week ‘English for teachers’
course learning how to harness the translingual, trans-cultural practices of their
diverse learners and reflected on a pedagogic approach in which all language
varieties were valued. Instead, they focused entirely on English in the classroom
and the level they achieved was not enough to teach any of the four skills, other
than some basic vocabulary. If in the same period they had been able to work in
their home language and developed a translanguaging pedagogy which fostered
peer-to-peer learning, or translanguaging as co-learning (Wei 2017), they would
then have been equipped with the kind of skills necessary for developing
emotional dialogue through psycho-social support more relevant to the aims
of the post-stress attunement programme that the NGO provides. The training for
this post-stress attunement can therefore be the vehicle for training about
translanguaging space as safe space, reaching NGO coaches as well as NGO
management.

Given the levels of mobility in Iraq and across the region discussed here,
taking this translanguaging approach or at least initially including breathing
spaces for translanguaging, would be a step towards recognising the heightened
complexity that the lens of superdiversity engages with and the increasingly
stratified and multiple processes and effects of migration which lead to that
heightened complexity (Vertovec 2015). How displaced people communicate
when they bring their different histories and repertoires together in this
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complexity can be seen in their translanguaging when this is seen as ‘the full
deployment of a speaker’s full linguistic repertoire without regard for watchful
adherence to the socially and politically defined boundaries of named (and
usually national and state) languages (Reid 2015: 281), which this paper suggests
is even more pressing in times of political conflict. Moreover, the monolingual
norm that was described in the majority of classroom settings for this study
limits the possibilities for the kind of emotional dialogue that many NGOs seek
to provide when engaging with displaced people across a region in which
millions of people have been forced from their homes.
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