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Abstract 

This research examined a group of Yemeni women enrolled on a Family Learning (FL) and 

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) programme in the UK.  The study addressed 

three central elements: the ways in which the women conceptualise learning, their motives 

for engaging in FLESOL, and the barriers to learning they experience.  The investigation 

begins by reviewing Government policies on ESOL learning in Adult Education (AE) and 

considers the challenges faced by ESOL learners.  The review explores the wide-ranging 

factors which impact upon learning as discussed in existing research and literature.  This 

research argues that government policy and cuts in funding underestimate the complexities 

of developing life chances for learning.  The study contributes to the debate about the value 

of FLESOL in community learning and aims to provide a deeper understanding of the 

benefits for this group of learners.  The notion of community underpins the learner-centred 

approach employed in the study, which used a narrative inquiry methodology. An in-depth 

narrative inquiry was conducted with five participants, involving qualitative semi-structured 

interviews and a focus group.  The study employed imaginative strategies including 

memorable items and photo elicitation to prompt the views of the participants and to 

examine their experiences.  By selecting a group of FLESOL participants who have not 

received consideration before, and whose voices are rarely heard, the research 

demonstrates the nuances of their learning, motivations and perceived barriers.  

Participants’ stories provide insights into what they feel is important for their learning in a 

FLESOL environment.  Their stories have important implications for decision-makers 

regarding funding allocation and eligibility criteria to access ESOL. The emergent findings 

highlight the importance of learning English as a tool which supports change in women’s 

social capital, well-being and empowerment. It also illustrates that these changes have to 

come from within the Yemeni women themselves through balancing their new life in the UK 

with traditional family roles and expectations.  
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Chapter One: Introduction  

1 Introduction  

My interest in exploring the perceptions of learning from the perspective of Yemeni women 

emerged from my work as a tutor, senior adult community teaching and learning manager 

and coordinator for ESOL.  My experiences in the classroom and as a curriculum manager 

highlighted how significant ESOL classes are as a place for learners to meet others, share 

experiences, and learn from each other, as well as from their tutor.  These observations led 

me to reflect on my own learning journey and experiences as a second language speaker.  

This research project emerged from a desire to find out more about learning in the context 

of the Yemeni community and about how the support of community can lead to overcoming 

barriers and creating a positive teaching and learning experience.   

As a practitioner, I became aware of the social and cultural constraints Yemeni women have 

to deal with from within their community and from external (institutional) forces.  At first, I 

found it difficult to understand why some of the women did not have formal education in 

their childhood.  Much of their way of life is based on tradition, culture and the expectations 

of their immediate and extended families.  Alongside this the women have experienced 

collectively and individually the power exercised by patriarchal relations within the context 

of British society (Shain, 2013).  For some learners, learning English may be their first steps 

in a classroom environment.  In addition, it is learning in a new location - the UK.  The 

research, which took place from 2014 to 2017, is based on a West Midlands FLESOL 

programme involving Yemeni women. 

The complex and diverse needs of mothers in the FLESOL context inform how a community 

of practice can impact on learners’ lives.  Attending on a regular basis can be difficult due to 

family responsibilities, especially in a patriarchal community where women are expected to 

stay home and look after the family.  My research interest emerged from my previous 

experiences as an ESOL Manager; I noticed that language issues formed the most important 

part of discussions at curriculum meetings.  The centrality of language in FLESOL learners’ 

learning and well-being became apparent, as did the difficulties some women experienced 

in coping with everyday situations and helping their children.  The women attend FLESOL 
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classes as they want to find ways to support their children.  My particular interest is the 

experience of a group of Yemeni women attending FLESOL, and how knowledge of their 

experiences may inform teaching policy and practice.  In order to explore the women’s lives, 

my starting-point was to find out more about their experiences of learning and their 

motivations and barriers in engaging in FLESOL classes.  My research questions are: 

1. How do Yemeni women learners conceptualise learning? 

2. What motivates Yemeni women to engage with the FLESOL programmes? 

3. What barriers to FLESOL engagement do the women experience? 

 

Learner-centred approach 

I felt it was important to investigate further these women’s experiences.  Taking a learner-

centred approach is important as it helps to understand the context of learners in this study. 

Adult FLESOL programmes are influenced by the learner-centred movement - “focusing not 

just on what people do with the language but how they learn it and encouraging learners’ 

investment and participation” (Belcher, 2006, p. 136).   I am interested in the construct of 

learning experiences as discussed in several academic fields of interest, including second 

language learning, motivation and learning barriers (Vygotsky, 1978, Freire, 1973, Gardner, 

1995, Simpson, 2016, Cooke and Ellis 2015).  I wanted to understand how learning 

experiences relate to these theories and how my practice could be improved by research 

(Figure 1).  To do this I needed to understand the influences of other factors on the learners: 

how socio-economic factors impact their internal and external lives and their learning.  I 

wanted to investigate their motivational trigger-points and their barriers in life, and how 

these impacted on their FLESOL engagement.  Women’s meaningful involvement in learning 

is marked by difference. For the women in this study, FLESOL is about taking the first steps 

to engagement in accessing learning.  Information about the motivation to engage can be 

used to improve their learning experiences and FLESOL provision.  Figure 1 outlines how 

these elements were brought together as a theoretical framework for the study. 
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework of learner-centred approach to learning  

In addressing this research project, it was necessary to further explore and investigate the 

learning experiences of Yemeni women in their cultural setting.  It can be said that a 

community may have developed a certain set of ideologies that they uphold.  Therefore, a 

social approach was adapted to capture the women’s learning experiences in a FLESOL 

setting.  To support this, participants’ stories have been used to explore the ways in which 

learning is linked to the context of the women’s social world and their narratives (Ros i Solé, 

2016). The specific beliefs and social context of the Yemeni women in the setting were 

captured to enable the FLESOL programme to meet the needs of these participants.   

1.1 Rationale 

The starting-point for thinking about this research was looking at the engagement of Yemeni 

mothers in FLESOL provision and how individual participants’ experiences of learning impact 

on their lives, especially with regard to empowerment and transformation.  In addition, 

individuals rarely live in isolation and communities have an important part to play.  The 

rationale for this research is to provide fresh qualitative insights into the experiences of this 

group of learners (Ros i Solé, 2016).  To do this it is important to review the national policy 

context for ESOL learning and its influence on the FLESOL programme.  In 2013, Prime 

Minister David Cameron stated that “mass immigration has led to discomfort and 

disjointedness in neighbourhoods because some migrants have been unwilling to integrate 
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or learn English” (Bryers, Winstanley and Cook, 2013 p. 18).  Additionally, the perceived UK 

priority was the importance of addressing the language needs of migrants, particularly 

Muslim women, to prevent their sons from turning to extremism, (Cameron in Mason and 

Sherwood, 2016).  Cameron arguably further stigmatised Muslim women/mothers by 

stating that “after two-and-half years they should be improving their English and we will be 

testing them” (cited in Mason and Sherwood, 2016 p. 2).  However, in my experience, to be 

able to educate all groups and particularly to raise the level of English for Muslim women, 

we ultimately need to give voice to groups who are considered multiply marginalised 

(Casey, 2016).   

In a sense, Cameron sounded no different to Blunkett (2002), who insisted that “immigrants 

must be empowered to learn English or else” (Blunkett, 2002 p. 7).  The current context is 

reflected in the 2019 rhetoric by Boris Johnson.  He wrote in his Telegraph column that 

Muslim women wearing full-face veils “look like letter boxes” and compared their 

appearance to “bank robbers”.  The “Burka,” he stated, is oppressive (Johnson, 2018).  With 

his demeaning remarks, it can be argued that he marginalised Muslim women.  This may 

consequently affect their self-esteem and motivation to learn the language of their host 

country.  Unfortunately, the global rise in far-right movements is also having a negative 

impact on minorities in the UK (Simpson, 2018). 

Blunkett (2002), Cameron (in Mason and Sherwood, 2016) and Johnson (2018) say “Muslim 

women” and not migrant women when speaking of forced gender segregation, 

discrimination and social isolation.  They claim to be trying to help individual women but 

they are arguably placing women at the centre of vast geopolitical problems.  Pre-Brexit and 

post-Trump rhetoric and realities may serve only to heighten their marginality.  In a global 

context, Trump made it very clear: in his America, “Muslim citizens do not exist” (Bayoumi, 

2016).  The 2018 Integrated Communities Strategy Green Paper 2 highlighted that women 

find it difficult to find suitable ESOL provision.  The Government’s response to the 

consultation was that “everyone in England [should have] the English language skills to get 

on in life and contribute to a strong and integrated society and economy”, (HMG Integrated 

Communities Strategy Green Paper, p. 16).  In short, then, the aim for this research is to 

explore the Yemeni women’s perceptions and experiences of learning, as these have not 

received consideration before, and their voices not heard.  This particular community group 
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are identified as non-achievers by the adult community learning team, but their motivations 

are often extremely high to compensate for the lack of encouragement in their upbringing 

(Petty, 2006), hence the women became participants in this study.  The learners’ 

experiences can help to inform a construct of learning not previously considered or 

developed.  My tacit insider knowledge (Le Gallais 2008), gained from personal experience, 

privileged an insight into the experiences of these Yemeni mothers, and further informed 

the design and implementation of my study.   

1.2 Study context 

The role of the learners in FLESOL involves interaction between different people and groups.  

It offers opportunities to learn about the lives and language of the host country and about 

the lives and languages of individuals from other backgrounds and cultures; and those 

working with ESOL learners can learn about their students’ experiences and learning 

journeys.  Studies have examined the different factors that can affect ESOL learners and 

learning (Appleby and Bathmaker, 2006; Hodge, Pitt, and Barton, 2004; Hubble and 

Kennedy, 2011; O'Sullivan, 2012; Roberts and Baynham, 2006).  Others have examined the 

role played by adult education and the need for government to allocate further funding 

(Appleby and Bathmaker, 2006; Hamilton, 2009).  The findings from these and other studies 

show that most ESOL learners are positive about learning English and integrating into British 

society. 

Being able to speak English is often an important part of feeling empowered when the 

participants communicate with their doctor, school teachers and others, but more so when 

they can support their children with homework and be independent.  The Home Office 

(2019) requires immigrants to attend language classes as their language competence is 

measured and linked to UK citizenship or settlement.  For women such as these participants 

who have been in the UK for more than five years now, the stakes are high: “the 

implications are considerable since citizenship determines continued residence in the state 

and access to rights and benefits such as health, education, and welfare,” (Shohamy and 

McNamara, 2009 p. 1; Khan, 2019).  However, for educators to support them effectively, it 

is important to recognise the women’s needs to communicate with the wider community 

and to provide them with the learning needed to make sure they are equipped to play a part 
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in their community.  This is a challenge for FLESOL as there is a tension between policy 

requirements and the women’s needs upon arrival in the UK.  There is often limited 

provision at the early stages of their learning, with providers struggling to meet demand at 

pre-entry and entry levels (HMG Integrated Community Strategy Green Paper, 2018; 

Pember, 2019).  

Provision is nationally and locally limited by allocation of budgets to local authorities but 

could be developed if more funding is injected to support pre-entry needs. The eligibility 

criteria to access learning were fully endorsed by the government in 2010 (BIS, 2010), which 

signalled cuts in funding for those groups of learners who were not on active job-seeking 

benefits.  Further cuts in the Adult Education Budget (AEB) and the main source for ESOL 

funding provision, the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) in 2019 are subject to 

change following the decision on Brexit in January 2020.  However, the current eligibility 

guidelines on ESOL from ESFA-funded AE for those who are registered as unemployed state 

that they “…will fully fund individuals aged 19 and over on the day they start their ESOL 

learning where they are unemployed” (ESFA, 2019 p. 43).  For those who are employed the 

ESFA will “…co-fund all other individuals aged 19 and over on the day they start their ESOL 

learning aim. Where learners are employed, the low-wage flexibility may apply,” (ESFA, 

2019 p. 44). 

1.3 The FLESOL policy context and evolution  

It is worth noting that the UK has not had a national ESOL strategy since 2015, from which 

point the National Association for Teaching English and other Community Languages to 

Adults has been calling for one (NATECLA, 2017).  They assert that the lack of investment in 

ESOL has led to migrants being unable to get help to develop their language skills.  Language 

skills are not just important in communicating effectively; they also enable independence 

and freedom of expression, without which integration and their ability to contribute 

positively to UK society are difficult (Roden, 2017).  In 2018 the UK Government published 

the Integrated Communities Strategy Green Paper (2018).   It outlines the development of a 

new strategy to teach ESOL, aimed at improving integration, particularly for women in 

isolated and segregated communities, by promoting ESOL through new networks of 
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conversation clubs and by supporting local authorities to improve the ESOL provision for 

those who need it most. 

The link between ESOL and immigration is reflected in the way ESOL has been funded.  Until 

1998, ESOL funding came from the Home Office, known as ‘Section 11’ (Hamilton and Hillier, 

2009), rather than from the Department for Education and Science (DES).  According to 

Hamilton and Hillier, this is what led to “framing ESOL as an immigration issue” (p. 4); hence 

ESOL “was treated as a social ‘problem’ resulting from immigration, rather than primarily as 

an educational issue,” (2009, p. 4).  Family learning programmes were expanded through 

the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) in the late 1990s.  In 2000, the Learning and Skills Council 

(LSC) was set up to fund Adult and Community Learning, and funding for family learning 

commenced in 2002.  This evolving policy context thus influenced my interest in 

investigating the Yemeni mothers attending the FLESOL programme.   

At present, the changes proposed by ‘Local Enterprise Partners’ (LEPs) in respect of 

allocation of funding and cuts for the West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA, 2017), 

are most likely to impact on women learners.  In the context of my study, only those in 

receipt of Jobseekers Allowance or Employment Support Allowance can access free ESOL 

classes (ESFA, 2019).  Those who fall outside these categories must pay at least 50% towards 

costs, regardless of income (ESFA, 2019).  Women in my study and many learners nationally 

are not registered unemployed or benefits claimants, and they are not actively seeking 

employment.  They are dependent on their husbands and more likely to live in poverty 

(Casey, 2016).  This study argues it is important to understand the lives of marginalised 

women where they connect with the process of learning, along with planning for their 

future with a view to social cohesion.  

As stated, this investigation explored the lives of members of the Yemeni Community.  I am 

currently working with them to actively generate knowledge to contribute to solving the 

issues facing them.  To capture their perceptions of learning, their motivations for joining 

the programme, and the barriers they experienced, I concentrate on the methodological 

framework of narrative enquiry (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000).  The term ‘story’ and 

‘narrative’ are used interchangeably: narrative offers a means by which the ‘how’ of the 

story construction can be examined (Riessman, 1993).  Thinking about my study in narrative 
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terms allows me to “conceptualise the inquiry experience as stories on several levels” 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p. 71).  Narrative can be defined as predominantly factual 

whereas stories are reflective and creative, usually revealing something important about the 

human condition.  Haigh and Hardy (2011, p. 3) state that “stories are always true; it’s the 

facts that mislead”.  The study explores the women’s stories of their experiences, 

motivations and barriers to learning.  It looks at the main benefits the women gain from the 

FLESOL course, changes in their involvement in children’s schools, and their aspirations.   

Through their narratives, participants explain how their roles have changed since their 

arrival in the UK.  The changes included both personal and social impact as a result of their 

new learning experiences.  Research in ‘Family Learning Works’ (2018) found that Family 

Learning can increase children’s attainment by as much as 15 percentage points for children 

from disadvantaged families:  “Family learning can close the attainment gap and help end 

the ‘life-chance lottery’ by creating a culture of aspiration in every family” (Learning and 

Work Institute, 2018).   

My learning experience is an integral part of this study: as a doctoral researcher I am part of 

the research context, and as a second language learner, I recognise the reflexive stance.  My  

story in Figure 2 illustrates my starting-point as a “diamond trapped under ice with a puzzle 

look and foggy lens”, I felt at the time this was the best way to present my own living 

educational theory of my professional self (Whitehead, 1999, p. 97). I shared my story with 

my participants as I located myself within this study.  This may have influenced my 

participants’ engagement with the research by encouraging them to think about their own 

experiences that have been part of their individual journeys.   
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Figure 2: My journey as an educator and researcher   

1.4 Summary of the thesis 

Chapter 1 offers a summary and outlines my interest in finding out more about the 

experiences of my Yemeni participants.  Chapter 2 is where I present my review of the 

literature and recent research into theoretical concepts informing the pedagogical 

approaches – second language definitions, intergenerational family learning, my theoretical 

categories and how my findings extend and challenge ideas on developing FLESOL 

programmes (Chapters 4 and 5).  The theories of learning and the barriers experienced by 

the women provided me with the resources for my investigation.  By reviewing the findings 

of others along with my own findings, I can show how they interpret my theoretical 

categories and how my findings extend and challenge ideas on developing FLESOL (Chapter 

4 and Chapter 5).  The chosen research design and methodology for this study is discussed 

in Chapter 3.  It further justifies the use of my research methods:  storyboards, interviews, 

and photo elicitation employed for data gathering.  The focus of Chapter 4 is to present the 

methods used for data collection to support this study.  It offers justification for selecting 

qualitative methods to collect, collate, interpret and analyse the data (Cohen and Manion, 
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1994; Cohen et al., 2011). The data analysis section gives an insight into how I analysed the 

data and outlines my use of the research questions as a preliminary organising framework.   

My position within the research and the reflexivity of my own beliefs and assumptions are 

explored in Chapter 3 (section 3.2.3). The theoretical influences of Krashen (1987), Vygotsky 

(1978), Deci and Ryan (1985) and Bronfenbrenner (1979) have been highlighted as 

important in the research.  The aim for this study was to generate a space where the 

women could tell their stories and have their voices heard.  An overview of the key themes 

emerging will be presented to enable me to theorise the women’s experiences of FLESOL.   

In the final chapter, I focus on the study’s conclusions and address the nuances and 

contributions to the field, alongside recommendations for the potential enhancement of 

FLESOL.  This chapter also considers implications for future research and FLESOL practice.  



 

 Hasu Patel: 9200913      11 
 

Chapter Two: Literature review 

2  Introduction 

The significance of including a literature review to guide any research cannot be overstated.  

Bell (2010) suggests it provides the reader with a visual of what knowledge already exists 

and surrounds the subject investigated.  The review will also facilitate the researcher to 

discover what others have found out, which Thomas (2009) suggests allows the study to be 

placed “in the context of what is already known” (p. 30).  Therefore, in this chapter I will 

explore the definition of key terms, the FESOL policy context and evolution and 

conceptualisations of learning.  Given ESOL is the domain of learning, I will address theories 

of language learning motivation, and the barriers affecting learning and engagement. 

Key terms: English language programmes and definitions 

There are several types of English courses taught in the UK.  For the purposes of this study, 

English refers to ESOL, i.e.:  

...the teaching and learning of English for adults, who migrate to English dominant 
countries such as the UK, Australia, Canada, and the USA.   

(Simpson, 2016, p. 177)  

The courses are generally taught in colleges and by adult learning providers to adult 

learners, often migrants and refugees and those who are settling in the UK (Graham-Brown, 

2017).   

Family learning refers to:  

... any learning activity that involves both children and adult family members, where 
learning outcomes are intended for both, and that contributes to a culture of 
learning in the family.   

(NIACE, 2013, p. 7) 
 

Family literacy, language and numeracy (FLLN) is an umbrella term used to describe this 

curriculum.  Carpentieri et al. (2011) suggest that this curriculum improves children’s 

literacy skills. However, it does not concern itself with improving adult skills; the focus for 

adults is improving their ability to support their children’s literacy, language or numeracy 

development.  Arriving in a country where the language is different from the home country 
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does not automatically give learners the motivation to learn.  Li and Simpson (2013) 

recognise that attending an English class is the best way to learn language and develop life 

skills.  Contextualised programmes empower parents to support children with homework, 

attend school assemblies and participate in social events (Day, William and Fox, 2009). 

Giles et al’s (2008) studies on Family Literacy for adults revealed that adult learners were 

empowered with knowledge about the curriculum, for example, through offering parents 

books or picture books that they could take home and read with their children.  However, 

their studies in FLESOL contexts revealed that for some mothers who cannot read or speak 

English, it is difficult to become members of their new society.   The next section gives an 

overview of community learning and family learning. 

 

Community learning  

Examining the idea of community learning, Lave and Wenger (1991) propose that it involves 

a process of engagement in a community.  A community is formed by people who engage in 

a process of elective learning in a shared domain of human enterprise (Smith et al., 2003, 

2009).  ESOL community provision helps learners to build their confidence and develop their 

skills so that they can become more involved in their local community and wider society.  

What is relevant for FLESOL is considering the concept of community within the process of 

learning.  Learners elect to join a FLESOL group, as the learning is voluntary. FLESOL practice 

can thus be viewed as elective learning and learners can join or leave a programme at any 

time, whereas in ESOL programmes, learners must commit to learning through regular 

attendance.  As many participants’ main priority is their immediate family, the FLESOL 

programme is more suitable. 

FLESOL programmes aim to aid language acquisition and open up opportunities.  They have 

the potential to impact two generations of learners while operating to adjust the power 

relationships between dominant cultural establishments and marginalised groups, moving 

from individual learning to a situational context.  We can take the view that the situation in 

which learning takes place plays an important role.   Intergenerational learning operates in a 

variety of settings and draws together communities and groups to explore knowledge and 

heritage and enhance community cohesion (Lamb, 2009).  In FLESOL, the focus of the 

intergenerational learning is mother and child learning together (Lamb, 2009).  This 
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situation has the potential to generate positive outcomes for individuals and communities 

(Granville, 2002).  The specific location may influence the nature, meaning or process of 

learning (Taylor, 2005).  The major situational change in learning environments for Yemeni 

women learners triggers deep questions about the impact this may have on their 

experiences of learning.  Their internal desires may drive them to take control of their own 

learning (Pennycook, 1997). 

While research on family literacies has been growing since 2000 (Purcell-Gate, 2013; 

Carpentieri et al., 2013, Swain et al., 2015), few studies explore the ways in which Yemeni 

women benefit from the process of community learning in FLESOL.  This is one of the 

innovative elements of this study.  Instead, FLESOL studies have tended to focus on parent 

and child interaction, looking for development in children’s vocabulary and comprehension, 

for example (Roberts and Baynam, 2008; Thornburg, 1993; Burgess, 1997; Bus, van 

IJzendoorn and Peligrini 1995; Morrow, 1983; Teale, 1984).  However, the focus of this study 

is on adult FLESOL learners and learning with family for mutual benefit.  It could be argued 

that the focus of much ESOL provision is on individuals whereas, in FLESOL, the focus is 

more on learning together.  

Family learning 

Historically, UK governments have promoted Family language learning (FLL) programmes as 

an important means of bringing about greater social inclusion.  Policy and practice 

foreground the importance of parental involvement in children’s learning and, increasingly, 

in participating in shaping and planning activities in childcare organisations and schools 

(DfES, 2005a and 2005b).  Different governments’ ideologies all maintained that family 

learning makes a powerful contribution to children’s educational achievement as well as 

providing opportunities for parents to develop their own language skills (Morgan-Klein and 

Osborne, 2007, p 99).  In 2008 it was used by the New Labour government, together with 

citizenship programmes, as part of the emphasis on gaining a new identity and becoming 

integrated as British citizens (Blair, 2006, cited in Hickman et al., 2008, p. 14).  The 

Coalition’s reform plan for Further Education and Skills (FES) and Business, Innovation and 

Skills (BIS) extended this message with an even greater sense of urgency (BIS, 2011) 

concerning the value of learning ESL.  Field and Tuckett’s (2016) review shows that the quest 

for effective ESOL family learning is important.   
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Parents’ and carers’ language skills can affect the level of access and influence they have on 

childcare and educational organisations, as well as assisting them to support their children’s 

care and education.  It was believed that this would make a difference to the large numbers 

of children from black and minority ethnic (BAME) families who fail to reach their full 

potential at school (Vincent, 2017).  Brynner and Parsons (1997 and 2006) recognised that 

there is a correlation between children who underachieve and parents’ literacy skills.  

Parental levels of education and skills are key determinants of children’s attainment.  The 

Labour government (in office 1997–2010) saw Family Learning as playing a key role in 

addressing social inclusion and reducing the intergenerational transfer of disadvantage 

(Swain et al., 2015).  The Lamb (2009) review showed that parents who place more value on 

education and learning gain a better understanding of school systems.  The inquiry into FL 

(NIACE, 2013) focused on raising aspirations among disadvantaged families.  The reasoning 

behind the policy was that poor attainment in education, poor employment prospects and a 

chaotic life are driven in part by low aspirations (Schuller et al., 2004).  This view is 

particularly relevant and important to my study because of some Yemeni women’s lack of 

self-esteem, due to previous school experiences in Yemen and barriers communicating in 

English. 

NIACE stated that “family is purposely not defined to enable parents and children with a 

wide range of relationships to participate together” (NIACE, 2004, p. 3).  According to the 

‘Campaign for Learning’ website (2005), FL incorporates “all forms of informal and formal 

learning that involves more than one generation.”  Family members include nuclear and 

extended family living under one roof, supporting each other in terms of emotional and 

physical aspects.  Women who count as family members are not restricted to relations or 

carers but include friends, reflecting the multiple forms of the modern family (Haggart, 

2000).  The many different epistemological perspectives of those who have tried to define 

family (Levine, 1986; Rassool, 1999) could echo the difficulty in the complexity of defining 

FL. These different viewpoints include political, economic, sociological, social justice, cultural 

and philosophical, as well as linguistic perspectives (DfEE, 1999 and 2000; Leitch, 2005; 

Barton, 1994; Gee, 1989; Barton and Hamilton, 1998; Lamb, 2009).  Whatever definition is 

used, research evidence highlights the impact on families of the intergenerational transfer 

of disadvantage from parents with poor literacy, language and numeracy skills to their 
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children.  Sammons et al. (2007) argue that the intergenerational transfer of low aspirations 

is particularly pertinent, given the quality of the early years’ home learning environment 

(HLE) and parents’ qualification levels.  This study will focus on parental involvement as a 

critical factor in developing children’s achievement.  However, I am aware that there are 

other factors which contribute to the holistic development of children (Alfrey, 2003).   

The FL strand of the Skills for Life (SFA 2001) agenda has developed over the past two 

decades to engage adults in learning.  FL is described as the third space between home 

learning and school learning (NIACE, 2009).  It gives the opportunity for parents to become 

more aware of the part they play in their children’s learning and how activities and 

behaviour at home can facilitate learning, including giving a practical, real-life context to 

school learning, while at the same time learning English.  It also gives opportunities for 

intergenerational learning where parents learn new skills, which in turn raise their 

understanding and attitudes to more aspirational levels for their children.  

Increasingly, FL means working with the most disadvantaged families and those who have a 

range of needs with which they require support, in order to break the cycle of 

intergenerational under-achievement (NIACE, 2009).  This is most likely to include families 

who do not have English as their first language and who need to improve literacy and 

language skills to find employment, take part in community activities and move to further or 

higher education, as well as supporting their children to greater achievement at school.  

Lamb (2009) stated that FL evolved as an intergenerational model of learning with outcomes 

for adults and children.  Both generations learn from and with each other and this nurtures 

a culture of learning within the family and supports the transition in knowledge, thinking 

and development.  This reflects the SFA aims for FL as encouraging family members to learn 

together with opportunities for intergenerational learning to lead to both adults and 

children pursuing further learning (NIACE 2009, p. 1).  Lamb (2014) also claims that FL is a 

successful platform for personal, social, educational and economic progression.  The 

question remains as to why, if all these outcomes are met for both providers and learners, 

there appear to be difficulties with engaging, progressing and retaining communities in FL 

programmes (NIACE, 2013).   
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Later policies make mention of parents’ involvement, and schools today are required 

positively to involve parents (DfE, 2014), many focussing on programmes for literacy.  

Previous and current government ministerial leaders (Cameron, in Mason and Sherwood, 

2016, May 2018 and Johnson 2019) appealed for better integration for Muslim women.  

Senior politicians are acknowledging and understanding the impact of poor language skills 

on individuals and families.  One current issue for UK provision is that it is arguably both 

underfunded and overregulated (Casey 2016).  FLESOL courses usually lead to qualifications 

and this influences the type of provision.  The benefits of this approach relate to the 

possibilities for structuring progression, but corresponding links to funding can also limit 

choice for second language learners.  Schellekens (2019), also supporting this view, suggests 

that with all these initiatives, acknowledgements and understanding, there is no mention 

from government of funding for learners with no or very low-level language skills who have 

the greatest need. 

Having established an overview of FLESOL evolution, the next section examines 

conceptualisations of learning in FLESOL. 

2.1 Conceptualisations of learning 

This section will review theories of second language acquisition (SLA), discussing how they 

have been instrumental in helping to explain the cognitive processes of second-language 

learning.  I will therefore examine some of the different perspectives and approaches that 

surround formal and informal learning and its significance within learning and skills in 

supporting learners who are learning a non-native language.  

Second-language learning theories 

Studies have found that theories of second-language acquisition have been beneficial in 

helping to explain the cognitive processes of second-language learning.  Two of the most 

significant aspects of SLA are Krashen’s language theories (1987) and socio-cultural theories 

(1978).  These two theories have supported practitioners with their emphasis on the process 

of second and foreign language learning in general, rather than specific ‘forms’ (academic, 

conversational, functional, casual, formal).  However, Cummins (1992) made the distinction 

between conversational and academic language.  Conversational language refers to 

language used for everyday interaction, whereas academic language refers to language for 



 

 Hasu Patel: 9200913      17 
 

study purposes.  A link has been established in Krashen’s studies on English language 

acquisition, with ESOL learners’ key prerequisites identified as dealing with conversational 

language, not academic language (Krashen, 1996).  Krashen‘s (1987) contributions to 

language learning theory are many and important to FLESOL learning.  He highlights that  

acquisition requires meaningful interactions in the target language, natural 
communication, in which speakers are concerned not with the form of their 
utterance but with the message they are conveying and understanding.”  

(cited in Schutz, 2007, p. 19)   

 
Krashen argued that for learners to acquire and master the language they need to engage in 

everyday communication such as interactive activities that require FLESOL learners to adopt 

a proactive approach to learning the English language.  Krashen concluded that learning and 

acquisition could be separate entities when it comes to SLA.  Learners who engage with 

resources are acquiring new skills that will support them in language acquisition.  Krashen 

assumed that in a taught session, learners are required to learn the rules and technicalities 

to perform the task they are learning, and not acquiring skills.   

Krashen also argued that speaking English through intense interaction with others supports 

the development of competency in a second language and reduces language barriers.  

Krashen (2004) claimed that social interactions help to encourage learning and to acquire a 

second language.  Other theorists support this view, acknowledging the role of two-way 

communication.  Pica (1994) and Long (1985) assert that conversational interaction 

facilitates second language achievement under certain conditions. According to Lightbrown 

and Spada (1999),  

When learners are given the opportunity to engage in meaningful activities they are 
compelled to ‘negotiate for meaning,’ that is, to express and clarify their intentions, 
thoughts, opinions, in a way a way which permits them to arrive at a mutual 
understanding.  

(p. 22) 

This is significant for the women in this study as they are working together (FLESOL tutor, 

child and mother) to achieve their goal.  Therefore, instructional approaches based on 

constructivism are effective in second-language acquisition because of significant levels of 

interaction amongst learners.  One of the advantages of social interaction in language 
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acquisition is that FLESOL learners acquire a broader vocabulary base, which allows them to 

communicate more effectively with their children, peers, and in everyday situations.  As a 

result, didactic methods are less effective in second-language acquisition for FLESOL 

programmes because of the low level of learner interaction they allow.  Krashen (2003) 

claimed that “it is not clear that direct teaching results in true acquisition ... it results in 

learning, not acquisition” (Krashen, 2003, p. 28).  

Grossberg’s (1998) Adaptive Resonance Theory (ART) supports Krashen’s concept 

regarding comprehensible input – what learners expect to hear is influenced by their 

previous language experience, i.e. what ‘resonates’ during their interactions.  Krashen’s 

second-language learning theories attempt to describe how ESOL learners gather their 

knowledge base.  

Some have critiqued Krashen’s model as inconsistent, however.  White (1987, p. 108) 

suggests tightening up and giving “a far more precise characterisation of the possible 

interactions between learner and input”.  McLaughlin (1987) argues for “a more balanced 

view of the second-language learning process” (p. 51), which embraces internal and external 

factors, comprehension and production in a comparable way.   

Brown (2000, p. 271) sees SLA as “a subset of general human learning” and highlights the 

elements that should be included in a theory of SLA: 

[SLA] ... involves cognitive variations, is closely related to one’s personality type, is 
interwoven with second culture learning, and involves interference, the creation of 
new linguistic systems, and the learning of discourse and communicative functions of 
language.  

(Brown, 2000, p. 271)  

Vygotsky suggests “we engage in learning to speak and then find out what it means, of 

clumsily taking over forms and culture and then learning how to use them appropriately” 

(Rogers, 2006 p. 17).  Hatch (1978) suggests that we learn to use language first and then 

appreciate the structures later. 

Despite the criticisms directed at Krashen, it is desirable not to see his idea as a unified and 

integrated theory, but as one of many models dealing with aspects of SLA that make an 

important contribution to second-language theory.  Krashen’s view that learners must 
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actively interact with their environment is a point that is strongly emphasised in the socio-

cultural theory (SCT) in Vygotsky’s work (1987).  

Socio-cultural theory describes learning as a social process and the beginning of human 

communication.  This theme in Vygotsky’s theoretical framework is arguably fundamental in 

developing the Yemeni women’s social interaction in the culture they live in (Vygotsky, 

1978).  Lantolf and Thorne (2007) comment that SCT theory can be relevant to second-

language and explain that SCT is grounded in a view “that does not separate the individual 

from the social and in fact argues that the individual emerged from social interaction and as 

such is always fundamentally a social being” (p. 218).  This supports Labov (2010) who 

suggests that language develops in social and cultural contexts.  FLESOL learners become 

the product of their surrounding and a constructive environment can support FLESOL 

learners in meaningful second-language learning.  Vygotsky’s work (cited in Shaffer, 2008) 

places importance on the individual’s social environment.  Learning takes place in an 

individual’s interaction with the outside world.  Vygotsky (1987) suggested that most of the 

interactions take place in a cultural atmosphere.  Schaffer (2008) concurs and claims 

individuals are interdependent on social processes that create meaning which leads to the 

construction of knowledge.  Zimmerman (2002) agrees that in terms of the acquisition of 

language, close relationships within the individual’s environment, including social and 

cultural contexts, enable individuals to develop cognitive and linguistic ability.  Learning is 

more than just cognition in this study; it is a combination of the engagement of an 

individual’s concrete experience and their community participation.  Ho (2007) concurs that 

group interactions support the learning process.  It is particularly important in FLESOL where 

learners use the English taught for specific situations for communication and integration 

(Bolton, 2014). Through social interactions, FLESOL learners may gain knowledge by 

constructing meaningful experiences and flip learning back into their environment, sharing 

their experiences with their peers.  This is particularly important for the participants as they 

are expected to communicate clearly with others, for example their child’s school teachers, 

the health service and their tutor. 

Constructivist approaches to learning 

The SLA and SCT theories are dependent on social significance, and since increasing 

knowledge and language development are based on interpersonal experiences, both 
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components are crucial elements of constructivist learning theory.  Exposure to the 

language environment, in terms of how accessible English is made for the learner, 

determines the rate of the learner’s acquisition.  For the Yemeni women, learning through 

social interaction triggers constructive talk around problem-solving activities, which has 

been shown to improve the language development of FLESOL learners by enhancing their 

social skills and understanding of their identity (Schaffer, 2008).  Fosnot (1996) and Staver 

(1998) found that through constructivist approaches to learning, learners bring a wealth of 

knowledge to the learning environment.  They use their personal interpretation to develop 

meaning to gain knowledge and self-assess.  This belief links back to the socio-cultural 

theory; the concept of interpersonal interaction is based on social and cultural custom that 

constructs individual meaning and perspectives. 

Glaserfeld (1993) defines constructivism as the notion that humans construct meaning in 

their ideas and experiences, in an attempt to understand.  In addition, people do not 

acquire knowledge about an independent reality; to some extent, they construct knowledge 

to fit what they experience.  The benefit of constructivism in FLESOL is that it creates an 

active environment for the women to engage in active thinking and practice. 

Vygotsky (1978), cited by Atwater, (1996) and Staver, (1998) suggests that knowledge is 

created by individuals through interpersonal processes, placing importance on language and 

culture.  This notion views knowledge as essentially cultural, signifying that meaning is 

constructed through social interactions and cultural implications.  Vygotsky argued that the 

community, tutors, parents, and children’s surroundings play an important role in how they 

acquire knowledge and see the world based on their beliefs.  Atwater (1996) suggests that it 

is through these social interactions that Yemini learners will become aware of others and of 

what others think about their thoughts and engagements. 

FLESOL, in the Vygotskian tradition, aims at social interaction either among learners or 

between learners and others.  Essentially it supports learners in progressing through the 

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which is defined  as: “the distance between the actual 

development level as determined by independent problem-solving and the level of potential 

development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with more capable peers”(Vygotsky, 1978 p. 86).  Vygotsky’s theory suggests 
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that each learner performs within a level of abilities and it recognises the importance of 

understanding previous learning as the starting-point for the learner journey.  In FL 

provision, currently this is recognised by achievement of learning outcomes, through the 

tutor-learner rapport.  In this case learning English and Vygotsky’s ZPD are considered in 

relation to FLESOL learners. 

This definition suggests that an individual has two levels of development.  The actual 

development level refers to already-attained functions; at this level, the individual works 

independently without help.  In contrast, the potential level of development refers to the 

functions that the individual is not capable of performing independently.  The latter is 

relevant to absolute beginner learners in a FLESOL class.  In ZPD when the individual works 

together with capable peers, the potential level of development may be increased.  The 

FLESOL learners, with the right support, can do more; this can be explained as potential 

development.  Therefore, the concept of ZPD highlights the social process in co-constructing 

knowledge in social settings (Warschauer, 1997).   Learners’ ability to perform cognitive 

tasks independently is rooted in prior social processes. This is the basic tenet of socio-

culturalism in which learning is situated within a given context and influenced by the socio-

cultural activities experienced (Oxford, 1997).  

Based on this review FLESOL, by its nature, creates opportunities to develop learners’ 

cognition by actively communicating with native speakers and developing conceptual 

potential.  Peer scaffolding serves as a mediating tool to promote ZPD and it has a valuable 

role to play in language learning to help FLESOL learners develop their second-language 

skills.  

Through constructivist methods, FLESOL learners can construct mental representations by 

engaging in learning that promotes active cognitive processing (Fosnot, 1996).  In a FLESOL 

class, constructivism is evident when learners construct and generate new ideas as they 

engage in learning activities such as developing dialogues (Simpson, 2016).  In such an 

environment, the tutor serves as a guide, supporting learners to reflect on content using 

inquiry, negotiating through role-play.  Through this process, learners are encouraged to 

develop their ability to think for themselves and to think critically by constructing their own 

meanings (Wheatley, 1991).  
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Brook and Brooks (1999) argued that constructivist instructional methods are better and in 

accord with the learners’ cognitive learning needs.  Learners learn through interactions with 

resources and their environment; therefore, learners need to be active participants.  

Constructivist learning is not exclusively geared towards native English-speaking learners.  

Constructivist teaching allows all learners to successfully engage in learning and develop 

understanding.  In addition, FLESOL learners benefit from constructivist classrooms because 

they have access to engagement with their peers from their community, in that way 

facilitating linguistic proficiency and cultural integration.  Brooks and Brooks (1999) suggest 

that peer teaching is an important aspect of rich learning environments, even though it is 

undervalued by many organisations.  Through peer interaction, FLESOL learners may learn 

correct pronunciation of English words, and witness direct syntactical and linguistic patterns 

in English. 

Court’s (2017) study highlighted learners’ perceptions of the relationship between learning 

English and integration.  For example, feeling accepted in society and in specific social 

contexts was shown to affect learners’ social interactions and their ability to improve their 

English. The literature surrounding FLESOL learners seems to lack in an in-depth 

understanding of how multiple contextual factors influence how learners adjust to learning 

in a FLESOL setting.  Therefore the next section utilises Bronfenbrenner’s (2009) ecological 

model of language learning. 

Ecology as a framework for language learning 

In the ecological approach to learning, the focus of language learning is rooted in the 

development of interactions and relationships.  It is about learners coping with a variety of 

everyday situations.  Pahl (2007) argues that researchers have to take into account 

institutional policy interactions in situations as diverse as homes, classrooms, and 

community.  I have found this approach challenging because it asks for attention to learning 

but also an understanding of the relationship between language development and social 

environments.  Therefore, a key aspect of thinking in the field of FLESOL ecology is the 

concept of social practice for language and learning (Krashen 2004 and Vygotsky 1978).  The 

model acknowledges the interdependence of the multiple layers of interactions one may 

have throughout life: this perspective is beneficial because it acknowledges that Yemeni 

women bring different life experiences to the learning environment and highlights the inter-
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connected layers of factors influencing them.  Figure 3 is adapted from Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979) model. 

 

Figure 3: Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological framework investigates human development against a 

series of interrelated structures labelled ‘ecosystems’. The nested ecosystem model 

identifies four connected systems - the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and 

macrosystem. The inner-most layer relates to a person’s immediate social group 

memberships where individual and contextual factors coalesce to influence development. 

The microsystem also includes the activity patterns, interpersonal relations and roles a 

person encounters in association with others and objects (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; 

Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

The mesosystem concerns the inter-connections between the various microsystems (e.g. 

the home and the school/college, etc.) and could be described as a net of microsystems. At 

the exosystem level, factors somewhat removed from immediate influence are considered 

(for example, circumstances that may influence close family members and thus become 

influential indirectly).  Finally, the macrosystem refers to broader socio-cultural values and 

beliefs that may predominate, i.e. more overarching influences. 

Pahl (2007) argues that by understanding the concepts of ecology as an interconnected web 

of everyday practices and interactions, a lens can be created to look at the relationship 

between learners, language and contexts.  An ecology of language approach means that 
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attention has to be paid to layers of influence and the connections between them.  

Therefore, by focusing on learning experiences and their connection to other social worlds, 

a constructivist theoretical space has been expanded in this study. 

Learning in community is also an ecological feature of language learning.  Lave and 

Wenger’s (1991) work on community supports the understanding of the community FLESOL 

context of learning together at microsystem level.  The theory emphasises the dialogic 

connection between the individual and the community; an individual’s participation 

becomes legitimate, it is recognised and valued by community members and, consequently, 

this participation further embodies what is legitimate within the community.  From this 

perspective, FLESOL becomes a discursive resource for negotiating, recognising and 

engaging other community members and participating in wider communities (Wenger, 

1998).   

Wenger (1998) proposes that when learners engage with each other in a learning 

programme, they demonstrate legitimate participation.  In FLESOL, they have opportunities 

to participate, co-construct learning and engage with others at mesosystem level.  Miller 

and Zuengler (2011) describe the use of ESOL as something which can push learners to the 

margins of a second-language classroom in the community when legitimate participation is 

recognised as dependent on the use of English alone.  For example, when a learner uses 

Arabic, it may not be taken up as a resource for meaning-making and a part of the 

community’s shared knowledge. It may not facilitate the engagement of other community 

members, the negotiation of community resources, and the shaping of community aims.   

In this section I have reviewed ecology as a framework connecting learning, motivations and 

barriers.  I feel this framework is appropriate for interpreting the findings of my study for 

several reasons.   It enables acknowledgement of the struggle the Yemeni women may 

encounter at different layers, multiple perspectives and influences, and the roles of family 

and policy.  It helps me to interpret the influences of relationships and interactions between 

the FLESOL community and family at a micro-level.  At the meso-level, the review helps to 

reveal how rapport and the connections with others motivate women’s English learning.  

The review serves as a lens for me to see the articulation between the Yemeni women’s 
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experiences, their social and cultural values, and the community influences on their 

learning.     

Formal and informal learning  

For the purposes of this section, informal and formal learning are reviewed through the lens 

of Yemeni women’s learning.  However, this focus has not been the subject of any recent 

policy statements and reviews (Casey, 2016).   

The theme of informal and formal learning can be reviewed in many different contexts and 

from a range of theoretical perspectives. Researchers in adult learning have shown an 

increasing interest in informal learning, and acknowledged its role in identity building 

(Sandlin et al.  2011).   Coffield (2000) described it as a necessity and McGivney (1999) 

discusses its place in community learning.  Coffield (2000) describes learning as associated 

with formal learning organisations; most people, however, tend to learn on an informal 

basis.  He emphasises that informal learning is as important as formal learning and that it is 

necessary and valuable to meet individual needs.  The difference between the two forms of 

learning is that formal learning is undertaken through an organised programme of study at 

an establishment; it is recognised through a qualification.  Informal learning occurs where 

learners initiate and carry out learning in pursuit of their own interests; non-formal learning 

is organised outside a formal system as required, such as in community-based opportunities 

like coffee mornings for mothers and toddlers (Foley, 2004; Merriam and Caffarella, 1999).  

My proposition is that the learners have different levels of language needs in which some 

elements are not the same as in the formal curriculum. At micro- and mesosystem levels, 

informal learning proves its value in activities like talking with others, understanding the 

doctor or making an appointment.   

Adults’ learning in FLESOL involves both formal and informal learning processes that can 

overlap and interact.  This occurs when sufficient numbers are not recruited and, to 

establish cooperative learning, both informal and informal learning takes place in the same 

class, working towards individual formal or informal outcomes (Schugurensky and Myers 

2003).  Formal and informal learning can take place in structured or unstructured 

environments at microsystem level. For example, formal learning may take place in a 

classroom and informal or subliminal learning can take place in the immediate environment.  
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However, there are many recommendations concerning the promotion of learning and 

encouraging participation in formal education, for example by the verification of evidence 

for formal and informal learning and by reduction in course fees. The significance of 

mentioning course fees here is that they do not apply to FLESOL engagement because of the 

way FLESOL is funded by government (ESFA 2019). This option of informal learning can be 

the key to Yemeni women’s learning.  Informal learning in the social context of a classroom 

environment for Yemeni women can result from daily life activities.  Examples include social 

etiquette, greetings, body language, communication skills, and accurate interpretation.  

Learners can thus improve self-understanding and their awareness of personal learning 

preferences (Livingston 1999; Smith and Smith; 2008; Cullen et al. 2000; Ainsworth and 

Eaton 2010; OECD, 2014).   

Each ethnic and cultural group has its own defined social constraints (Thompson, 2003), and 

informal learning may support well-being as Yemeni women learn to set and achieve their 

own goals that are meaningful for them (Field, 2009).  As discussed briefly earlier, Yemeni 

women value their customs, lifestyle and family.   

2.2  Language learning and motivation 

Given my interest in the women’s motives for FLESOL, the next section provides an overview 

of language learning motivation.  I will examine the work of Gardner and Lambert (1972) on 

instrumental versus integrative language learning motivation and Deci and Ryan’s (1985) 

self-determination theory of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations because their theories are 

more pertinent to my study. 

Second-language learning motivation is widely considered a key factor that contributes to 

enhancing language-learning competency and achievement (Chrono – level).  Rubin (1975) 

considered motivation an essential characteristic of the good language learner.  Gardner 

(1985) described motivation as one of the most effective factors influencing second-

language learning.     

Some of the motivational factors for the women in this study can be best described as the 

need to speak in English and the need to become independent.  Other factors included are 

being able to support their child with homework and finding internal satisfaction in learning 
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when they self-reflect and recognise their progress.  The significance of these points is 

further supported in the work of Pintrich and Schunk (2002); they suggest that motivation is 

usually used to describe a drive that directs an individual towards a certain goal.  Brown 

(1980) believes motivation to be “an inner drive, impulse, emotion or desire that moves one 

to a particular action” (p. 112). Gardner’s (1985) influential theory of second-language 

motivation describes “the combination of effort plus desire to achieve the goal of learning 

the language plus favourable attitudes toward learning the language” (p. 10).   My notion is 

that motivated FLESOL learners are more likely to develop a sense of self-determination and 

seek ways to develop their fluency in English through their own efforts rather than relying 

on their tutor.  The challenge for the FLESOL tutors (key agents at the micro-system level) is 

therefore to find ways to increase the Yemeni women’s internal motivation.  

Instrumental and integrative motivation  

A vast amount of research has been undertaken to explore adults’ instrumental and 

integrative motives in learning a second language.  The focus of each of these is relevant to 

my own research and so I address each in turn.   

Instrumental motivation involves acquiring the target language for practical goals, like 

employment (Gardner and Lambert, 1972) whereas integrative motivation is a desire to 

integrate and identify with the target language group (Wlodkowski, 1999).   Gilakjani, Leon 

and Saburi (2012) comment that instrumental motivation arises out of a need to learn a 

language for functional or external reasons.  They commented that integrative motivation 

refers to second language learning for cultural enrichment and connection (echoing meso-

level factors); the FLESOL learners in this study may be likely to learn a language to integrate 

into their English-speaking community.  For Gardner and Lambert (2010, 1985) second 

language learning is different from learning other academic subjects as it “involves imposing 

elements of another culture into one’s own life space” (Gardner and Lambert, 1972, p. 193).  

For participants in this study, their functional needs may be to engage in learning English so 

that they can speak to their children in English, gain competency to communicate with 

others with confidence but also to capitalise on the learning opportunities available to 

them.  
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Self-determination theory 

There are of course many understandings of motivation.  Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-

determination theory (SDT) describes a scale of motivation ranging from amotivation 

through to extrinsic and on to intrinsic motivation.  Extrinsically (cf. instrumentally) 

motivated learners have a clear goal such as gaining a qualification or supporting their child 

with their homework.  For others it may be about accessing learning for social purposes.   

Unfortunately, if the goal disappears, their motivation may diminish.  In a FLESOL 

programme, if a learner is intrinsically motivated, then s/he has primarily chosen to learn 

English for personal interest, though the personal dimension can be expansive.  As Noels 

(2001, p. 50) summarises, this type of motivation means the learner is less influenced by 

external forces and is more likely to maintain learning in the future.   

To inform teaching and learning, Cooke’s (2006) research on the motivational ambitions of 

ESOL learners in the UK stated “ESOL practitioners must find out their learners’ needs and 

reasons for learning to keep them motivated (p. 70)”.  This links to Norton and McKinney’s 

(2011) research, echoing that practitioners need to identify and channel learners’ 

investment in an effort to motivate them to continue learning.  Whilst research is carried 

out on ESOL, there are still very few attempts to investigate FLESOL or indeed the 

experiences of Yemeni learners.   

The Yemeni Literacy Campaign in Sheffield (1988) focused on improving both the written 

English of older generations of Yemenis and the written Arabic of the younger generation 

educated in the UK (Gurnah, 2000).  Though that research is over 30 years old, the findings 

can be interpreted and related to the present FLESOL context.  Gurnah’s account of the 

Yemeni Literacy Campaign does not evaluate it in terms of literacy levels.  He stated that a 

number of the initial literacy assistants went on to higher education; some found work; 

others went into further education.  He also claims that the project led to the emancipation 

of young Yemeni women. This poses a question about the nature of the participants’ 

motivation with regard to the dimensions discussed above but not examined in the study.   

Schellekens (2001) researched ESOL learners from 58 countries attending classes in four 

large UK cities.  Findings identified the majority were extrinsically motivated.  This 

motivation is again related to externally located motives, e.g. seeking employment or 
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wanting to help children with their homework (2001, p. 13).  This was replicated in the work 

of Asadullah (2014) who surveyed ESOL learners in Bangor and Salford; she found that their 

reasons for studying varied, depending on length of time in the UK and their level of English.  

Learners with low levels of English were learning to function more effectively in daily 

activities, such as making appointments, etc., whereas those at higher levels were 

ambitious, aiming for higher education and citizenship (2014, p. 100).  So, both were 

extrinsically motivated but there was a distinction between more functional day-to-day 

motives on the one hand and higher status goals and ambitions on the other. 

Harvey’s (2014 p. 291) study of dialogic approaches to learner motivation draws on the 

work of Mikhail Bakhtin to define language motivation as “ideological becoming, a process 

of learning to be in the world.”  The study emphasises the importance of allowing learners 

to “speak as themselves” (Ushioda 2011, p. 21) so that their identities and motivation are 

engaged and allowed to develop, highlighting thus a strong humanistic dimension. The 

motivation was constructed through interactions and engagement with others, in a dialogic 

process of ideological becoming.  Harvey’s model does not offer ideological becoming as a 

definitive model of motivation.  There remains a tension between understanding the power 

relations and cultural influences on learners’ lives and understanding learners’ own 

perceptions of these matters.  

Evidently, part of learners' engagement with others involves direct and indirect 

confrontations with power relations and structural inequalities, and the way learners 

interact with and respond to these issues varies.  Some will continue to aspire to second 

language learning in the community and others may take a range of different stands that 

resist assimilation with the target community without giving up on the aspiration to learn 

English, or to acquire skills that may help them climb the socio-economic ladder in pursuit of 

what Lamb (2007) calls “a fantasy of future happiness” (p. 20), seen by Kubota (2011) and 

Kariya (2010) as imagined mobility.  Learners rarely want English for a single purpose and 

have many different motivations.  Rogers (1989) reminds us that adult learners choose to 

attend classes voluntarily, although this may not be true for all. Du Vivier (1992) adds that:  

Given the fact that they are free to leave at any time, it is largely the students’ own 
perception of progress that determines whether they will drop out or stay in tuition... 
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it is the student’s evaluation of the benefits of literacy learning that imbues the 
process with meaning.  

(p. 17) 

Knowles’ (1970) defined motivation as when a learner experiences dissatisfaction with 

present incompetence together with a clear route for self-improvement.    He further 

explained that when a learner is more deeply motivated to learn things, he [sic] sees the 

need to learn (echoing Rogers, 1961).  This highlights the essential importance of extrinsic 

and intrinsic motivation.  Both these writers take a humanist approach to learning and 

subscribe to an organismic paradigm which believes in an inner-drive towards maturity 

through increased autonomy, responsibility and self-direction.  Self-esteem is one of these 

‘needs’, and the lack of it certainly seems to be a difficulty for many learners who attend 

FLESOL classes. This may explain why these learners need to access and attend groups 

which offer a safe and supportive learning environment.   

If the organismic paradigm is predictable and restricts cognitive competences to life changes 

and events that people experience, then, like Brookfield (1986), Freire (1972), Habermas 

(1978) and Mezirow (1981) I can look to the contexualist paradigm, which takes into 

account the personal and historical context within which individuals live (again, echoing 

Bronfenbrenner).  As Brookfield (1986) states:  

…facilitating learning is a transactional encounter in which learner desires and 
educator priorities will inevitably interact and influence each other. 

(Brookfield, 1986 p. 98) 

FLESOL participants can learn to be self-motivating, which often produces a high level of 

achievement.  Du Vivier (1992 p. 23) suggests that adults reach “a state of generalised 

motivation which is determined by their level of awareness and understanding of their 

difficulties” and, together with other practitioners, finds that “negative experiences of 

school tend to colour an individual’s expectations of tuition and may inhibit them from 

seeking help”.   These differences in the reasons between individuals for being in education 

in the first place obviously affect their motivation to remain.  

I was well versed in the humanist approach of working with learners since it was the self- 

directed ideas of Rogers and Freiberg (1994) that permeated our practice as we taught adult 
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learners.  According to humanism, learning is individual and is extracted from the learner’s 

insight and experience which is then reflected upon (Reece and Walker, 2004, p. 94).  The 

humanistic perspective on motivation views the responses to internal needs and current 

circumstances as important in shaping the individual. This view chimes with my own 

personal experiences.   

Freire (1993) was a humanist whose ideas were about empowering learners.  He believed, 

when teaching literacy to the poor in Brazil that this went hand-in-hand with developing a 

critical consciousness, encouraging learners to question and become aware of their 

situation and their capacity to transform their reality, a process he called “conscientisation.”  

According to Freire (1993), teachers help their learners reflect on their current situation and 

“re-present” students’ “thematic universe” by finding “generative themes” which make up 

their world.  It is a problem-posing approach where learners are trained to look at what is 

wrong about their lives and community and reflect positively upon it together with their 

teacher (Lane and Walter, 1999).   This view of education starts with the conviction that it 

cannot present its own programme but must search for this dialogically with the people 

(Freire, 1993, p. 105). 

2.3   Barriers to learning  

Research shows that adults participate in AE for a variety of reasons.  However, many adults 

are confronted with barriers that impede or deter their participation.  The Learning and 

Work Institute (LWI, 2018) recognised in their UK study that to engage learners, it is 

important to understand any barriers they face.  An approach to examining these barriers is 

Cross’s model (1981, 1992) which identifies three types of barriers: situational, dispositional 

and institutional.  Situational barriers refer to those arising from one’s situation or 

environment, e.g. lack of money and time, personal or work responsibilities, childcare, 

transportation etc.  Dispositional barriers are those that relate to self-perceptions, such as 

negative attitudes and perceptions about learning and its usefulness/appropriateness; 

individuals may have low self-esteem, may lack confidence and not feel able to go out in 

social situations; they may have poor study habits and poor prior learning achievements 

could also constitute dispositional barriers.  Institutional barriers are caused by institutions 

and include those practices and procedures that exclude or discourage adults from 
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participating in organised learning, such as inconvenient scheduling and locations; lack of 

relevant courses; the availability of course information (Cross, 1992).  

Situational barriers 

Liu’s (2012) study documented examples from her own experiences and explained that 

many situational barriers faced at the micro-level by second language learners relate to 

balancing responsibilities against their learning needs.  These responsibilities may create 

barriers that prevent them from participating in learning (Lieb, 1991).  Durkin (2008) also 

reported in his study of East Asian learners that second language learners most likely face 

significant challenges adjusting to Western pedagogy in the learning environment. This was 

due to cultural differences in education.  This may relate to my participants in that women 

may avoid expressing personal opinions in class to avoid embarrassment or humiliation by 

others.  They are not used to the UK education system, where the views and opinions of 

other learners and tutors are open to critique and challenging can be threatening for them, 

given their different traditions and classroom. 

Dispositional barriers 

In developing a greater understanding of dispositional (and micro-level) barriers to 

accessing FLESOL, I found the work of Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Deci and Ryan’s (2013) 

self-determination theory on fear of learning and low self-esteem particularly interesting.  

These factors can prevent adults from taking their first step in learning or affect their 

commitment to learning.  Dispositional barriers are grouped into self-esteem and 

actualisation because they are highly related to the participant’s individual self-perception 

in relation to the social environment and can influence at micro and meso-levels.  Their 

perception may be influenced by their experiences at micro-level, namely the influence of 

family and childhood education experiences in the Yemen.  They may also be influenced by 

feedback from their social network, for example, comments about their language 

competency from other mothers and teachers at their children’s school (Abouchaar and 

Desforges, 2003).  Having troubled learning experiences and poor performance in school is 

negatively associated with participation in FLESOL programmes (Bamber and Tett, 2000; 

Belzer, 2004), as is lack of engagement in learning activities at earlier ages, including 

learning during childhood (Martini and Page, 1996). In terms of community perceptions, 

negative attitudes about education held by family, friends or partners can adversely 
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influence participation, as can feelings of conflict resulting from upward mobility (Bamber 

and Tett, 2000). Learners often struggle to realise their potential; their personal difficulties 

and family-related barriers can merge to cause anxiety and thus impede access to learning 

(Crossan et al., 2000). 

 

Culture also comes under the umbrella of dispositional factors at macro-level. A sense of 

belonging in a culture where education is not encouraged is a common barrier, particularly 

when Yemeni women are considering accessing learning and come from familial, 

neighbourhood and cultural communities where second language learners’ participation 

rates are low. They risk isolating themselves from their support systems (Cameron in Mason 

and Sherwood, 2016).  Britain is viewed as a multicultural society, as it is made up of various 

communities and different ethnic groups.  As human beings, we are all ethnic in the sense 

that we “all belong to a cultural group” (Thompson, 2006, p. 72). I would argue that cultural 

barriers can be perceived as dispositional and situational barriers (Fatany, 2007; Deci and 

Ryan 2012).  Situational barriers may also arise from traditional and cultural heritage and be 

imposed by immediate family or the community at the macro-level.  At the same time, these 

elements become internalised through socialisation.  Cultural barriers thus cross the divide; 

culture is part of us (internal), but also part of the outside world (external). 

We need to understand how the Yemeni women are motivated to learn and how barriers to 

learning are formed.  The Yemeni women have their own interpretation of their life 

experiences, their own view of the world and what is needed to survive, and their own 

views of success.  For these women there have been internal (intrinsic) and external 

(extrinsic) influences both from their past and present experiences at micro and meso-level.  

These views in turn influence the Yemeni women’s motivation and may also be implicated in 

their barriers to learning.   

Institutional barriers 

Potential learners may be ineligible for free FLESOL for a variety of reasons.  This includes 

visa or immigration status, income level and length of UK residency.  The British Council 

(2018) study illustrated that those who have lived in the UK for five years or less are more 

likely to make rapid progress than settled residents who access English for the first time. 

Those who come to the UK as a spouse or for family reunion may face eligibility restrictions, 
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such as no access to benefits for the first.  Eligibility criteria are extremely fluid, changing 

from year to year and dependent upon the local authority (ESFA, 2019). 

Pennacchia et al. (2018), cited by LWI (2018, p. 3) found that disadvantaged learners were 

more likely to experience barriers to learning.  These groups included people in receipt of 

benefits, single parents, and participants whose first language is not English.  Course fees 

are both a situational and an institutional barrier to learning because they affect household 

expenditure.  The Yemeni women in this study are financially dependent on their husbands 

and therefore any direct or indirect costs for their learning could be an additional barrier 

that could prevent them from accessing ESOL learning.  A lack of childcare was also cited as 

“a barrier to learning for women” (LWI, 2018, p. 3).  Childcare responsibilities were noted in 

the Department for Further Education (DfE 2019, p. 15). A lack of access to childcare is a 

particularly acute problem for women with young children who wish to attend ESOL classes.  

Therefore, their learning may happen in a haphazard way over a longer period. This 

highlights the importance of situational barriers, as the flexibility to pay for childcare is likely 

to be non-existent for women with small children.  Institutional barriers were also 

mentioned in situations where courses were timetabled during school hours with no 

provision for a crèche.   

The (LWI, 2018) study illustrated that learning is normally triggered at the crossroads 

between changes and events in personal situations.  Hoffman (2000) said that family 

responsibilities and childcare are the main barriers to women’s participation in adult 

learning.  Therefore, women living in deprived wards are most likely to be attracted to 

classes that provide a crèche. 

Schuller and Watson (2009) and Tuckett and Field (2016) suggest that learners who do not 

experience success in compulsory education are less likely to engage in learning as adults.  

“Positive learning experiences engender a desire for more learning: building identity, social 

and human capitals.  Negative experiences of education have the reverse effect” (Tuckett 

and Field, 2016 p. 6).  NIACE (2012) reported that learners who leave education early are 

probably less likely to engage later in life (p. 6).   

The coalition government in 2016 reported how ESOL learners’ continued language barriers 

impacted on social cohesion and integration (Cameron, cited in Mason and Sherwood, 
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2016).  The government commissioned Casey (2016) to help bridge the divides in the UK, to 

encourage immigrants to embrace ‘British’ values, and place a greater focus on promoting 

English language learning.  The LWI survey (2019) also reported that barriers across 

different demographic groups differed amongst adults who had not participated in learning 

for three years or more.  Institutional barriers are mostly likely to affect women and 

individuals who are unemployed and unlikely to gain employment and adults citing 

dispositional barriers are most likely unemployed people.  Some adults may have multiple 

disadvantages in employment.  In deprived wards, these factors equally affect a range of 

diverse communities. 

Course fees and changes in funding provision for ESOL are additional forms of external 

barriers.  Budget cuts have resulted in disproportionately high reductions to courses for 

those with the lowest levels of literacy and prior education in their own countries.  Providers 

have found these courses to be less profitable than higher-level courses to which some 

learners contribute financially.  This leaves those with the lowest literacy levels without 

appropriate provision (Community learning Survey 2013).  The ESFA funding guidance is 

shown in Table 1 (2016–17 p. 4; 2019–20 p. 37). 

 

Table 1 Funding guidance (ESFA, 2016–17 p. 4; 2019–20 p. 37) 
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An external barrier is created for these women because they do not conform to the 

categories prescribed in Table 1 above.  Therefore, they are subject to paying full course 

fees (ESFA 2016; 2019). 

In acknowledging the problems arising from the above coalition initiative, Darby (2016) 

agrees that, for “a woman starting English from scratch, including those with very little 

education, the lack of beginners’ classes prevented learning” (p. 6).  A helpful deep dive 

solution with customised implementation would make initial English language learning 

possible.  Darby (2016) suggests how learning English has value to women and their families 

and benefits for wider society even when it does not lead to employment.   

Whilst parents increasingly express the desire to become more involved in their children’s 

education (Mapp, 2003; Warren et al., 2009), a number of barriers hinder parents’ ability to 

be more involved, particularly in the more traditional and visible forms of involvement such 

as volunteering at school events and attending parents’ evening (Hornby and Lafaele, 2011).  

One barrier noted in Good et al., (1997) and Lawson (2003) was the lack of communication 

between the school and home, so that parents are unaware of school events and activities.  

Chrispeels and Rivero (2001), Hornby and Lafaele (2011) and Smith et al., (2011) also 

recognised in their study that for ESOL parents, language barriers may contribute to the 

difficulty of communication between school and home.  

2.4 Chapter summary 

The findings of this review identify the existence of a range of definitions and 

interpretations around the themes of learning, motivation and barriers. I have suggested 

that the development of second-language learning may have more to do with learners’ 

perceptions of needs to function in the UK. I have argued that a second-language approach 

which values the strengths of integrational learning needs to be more focused on a 

collective FLESOL approach. Those supporting second-language learning must appreciate 

how experiences of learning occur in specific communities.  The review has shown that it is 

essential to establish motivations for language learning and to identify learners’ previous 

experiences, needs and goals, and their levels of commitment to learning at different layers 

within their ecological needs. In addition, the review has shown a range of barriers to 

learning, including dispositional and situational and the importance of the impact of 
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ecological experiences to learning.  I identified limited research in the field of second-

language learning for Yemeni women and no studies addressing how the FLESOL approach 

supports the development of learners for transition to skills-for-life programmes. There is a 

need for further research in this area to develop and understand delivery of the current 

FLESOL provision and better inform practice.  The next chapter will discuss the 

methodological framework for the research and address design considerations.   
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Chapter 3: Research methodology and design 

3 Introduction 

This study seeks to understand the “lived experiences” of Yemeni women with regards to 

FLESOL (Creswell, 2007).  The purpose of this narrative research is to humanise and 

exemplify their experiences of language learning by drawing on their case stories.  I accept 

Gergen’s (2006) claim that stories are embedded within connections and appropriated by 

individuals for use in a range of situations, becoming major levers for human change.  

FLESOL learning allows learners to connect with the world in new ways by seeing 

alternatives to beliefs which have been taken for granted from birth and the same lifelong 

cultural identity (Rosa i Sola, 2014).  This study argues for an empowering agenda for 

learning English by looking at the personal world of the participants, their understandings of 

learning, their motives for engaging with it, and the barriers they experience.  

3.1 Methodology 

This investigation was carried out in the community education sector; the fieldwork was 

undertaken with a group of Yemeni women in a FLESOL programme managed by a local 

authority in the West Midlands.  To preserve institutional confidentiality, the setting will be 

referred to as the Adult Community Learning (ACL) service.  A narrative interview study was 

conducted with the participants.  Initially, in the introductory activity, there were ten 

participants but only five decided to continue.  The five participants narrated their stories in 

semi-structured interviews and focus groups, sharing their experiences and perspectives. 

Purpose of this research 

This is a qualitative study which incorporated a narrative design to explore the lived 

experiences of the participants.  Yemeni women learners offered their stories of learning as 

they attended FLESOL classes.   

My choice of research methodology is driven by my questions (p.2) and is reinforced by the 

themes emerging from the research.   The key themes I will address are learning, motivation 

and barriers.  My research is framed by three tenets, integral to understanding the Yemeni 

women’s life, their learning experiences in FLESOL and their integration into the dominant 

culture.  The three tenets are: (a) Personal world (Ros i Solé 2016), (b) Humanising language 
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learning (Ros i Solé 2014; Rogers, and Freiberg, 1994); (c) transformative learning and the 

cultural aspect of language learning (Ros i Solé 2016; Mezirow (1997) and Norton (1997).  I 

will draw on the three tenets to develop the methodology. 

 

3.2 Positioning 

My understanding of the nature of reality and knowledge has important implications for the 

research undertaken (Duff, 2008).  My ontological and epistemological positioning form a 

coherent research paradigm for the methodological choices detailed later.  In the 

construction of knowledge comes, for some, the exploration for the ‘truth’ (Cohen et al., 

2013) and for reality.  Crotty (2003) refers to this as the “what is” (p. 10) which pertains to 

the ontological stance of the researcher.  Gunter (et al., 2008) state two “extreme positions 

of ontology are those whereby reality and truth are a ‘given’ and are external to the 

individual [or where], reality and truth are the product of individual perception (p. 10).”  My 

research is aligned to the latter. In my overarching role as a Manager for the ESOL 

curriculum I am drawn to explore the outcomes and decisions made at local and national 

levels for ESOL.  My position best reflects the perspective of interpretivism.  This position 

will be used to group together diverse approaches – social constructivism, phenomenology 

and hermeneutics: these approaches reject the objectivist view that meaning resides within 

the world independently of consciousness.  Gadamer (1975) explains that, historically, our 

culture frames our consciousness and it is experiences that shape us; hence interpreting is a 

fusion of horizons.  The problem posed by Gadamer’s work is how, as researchers, we can 

be objective about meaning produced through research when tradition is our starting-point.  

I agree with Gadamer (1975) but for me this raises the question of ‘here is the notion and 

how can I use this?’ For this reason, it is important to consider how these influences have 

affected my approach to research.  It has also influenced my social and political beliefs; it is 

through experiences of difference that we discover ourselves as individuals and I 

acknowledge this viewpoint.  However, my own view is that as a researcher it is important 

to consider how our epistemological interpretation of experiences affects our research 

approaches. 
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My senior manager role can be viewed as that of a subjective insider; I am an insider 

because the learners, tutors and community leaders can relate to me as someone who has 

responsibility for ESOL within the local authority.  I realised that engaging in a dialogue is a 

way of performing a social self with others and how our relationship in many ways provides 

a constructive space, from which data can emerge.  This research journey has involved 

negotiating space and time where I, as a researcher, have attempted to co-construct 

knowledge.  My position has given me privileged access; I have a claim to hidden knowledge 

of a group that an outsider, detached from the commitments of the group under study, 

would be unable to access (Agar 1996). I recognise that my understanding of the behaviour 

and perceptions of others is because of my experience of everyday life and its “social order” 

(Cohen et al., 2011, p. 19). 

Although working as a researcher, manager and curriculum leader provides an opportunity 

to observe learners’ and tutors’ behaviour, it seldom gives the opportunity for in-depth 

discussion with individuals about their experiences of learning.  The methodology and the 

narratives in this investigation have hopefully supported practitioners and researchers to 

generate new approaches regarding FLESOL practices, planning and the delivery of 

community learning to meet the needs of Yemeni women, in particular, but perhaps other 

new arrivals from non-English speaking groups.  

My epistemological positioning 

Epistemology relates to theories of knowledge; ideas about what we know; how we know 

and who gets to know.  It relates to understanding and beliefs about subject (content) and 

how learners learn (process).  Shaver (1992) states that content orientation can be thought 

of as “epistemology as knowledge building”, focusing on content development and the 

production of new ideas and rejection of the old.  The process orientation can be thought of 

as “epistemology as learning” or a focus on ways in which individuals acquire 

understandings (p. 2). Epistemologically: phenomenological approaches are based in a 

paradigm of personal knowledge and subjectivity and put emphasis on the importance of 

personal perspectives, lived experiences and interpretation (Van Manen, 1990; Lester, 

1999).  With regards to my research, I am investigating the ‘Life world experiences of 

learning’ of Yemeni women with regards to FLESOL learning.  My epistemological position is 
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constructivist whereby the knowledge I generate has come from the interactions I have had 

with the Yemeni women who make up my purposive sample.   

The focus through the research process is on the ‘collective creation of meaning’ (Crotty 

2003, p. 42).  It is recognised then that the generation of knowledge requires careful 

consideration as the theoretical perspective and philosophical approach I adopt carries 

implicitly within it, a few assumptions (Crotty, 2003).  It is an attempt to unveil the world as 

experienced by the women through their life stories.  This theory acknowledges that 

interpretations are all we have and sees description as an interpretive process.  To generate 

the best interpretation of a phenomenon, it proposes to use the mechanics of the 

hermeneutic (Heidegger, 1976 and Gadamer 1975).  Therefore, my interpretation has 

involved a fusion of horizons where, as a researcher, I find ways that text, events, and 

experiences articulate with the women’s own background.  

It is a relationship between a past and present and with the intention that I refer back and 

forward.  Gadamer stated, “If we fail to transpose ourselves into the historical horizon from 

which the traditionary text speaks, we will misunderstand the significance of what it has to 

say to us” (Gadamer, 1975, p. 302).  A horizon is a range of vision that includes everything 

that can be seen from a vantage point and allows for the possibility of expansion.  A person 

who has no horizon does not see far enough and hence values what is nearest.  

Nevertheless, we must put ourselves into the other’s situation - if we put ourselves in 

someone else’s shoes, then we will understand them.      

Gadamer believed that language was the starting point for hermeneutics: what makes 

coming to understanding possible is language.  In Truth and Method, Gadamer explored the 

importance of thought, the role of culture, common sense, taste and judgement as well as 

language.  Gadamer is willing to acknowledge that there is always something of one’s self in 

one’s interpretation, but it is a good something because after all I am mindful of the horizon 

of otherness.  This process is demonstrated in Figure 4 (the Hermeneutic spiral).  Gadamer 

states that the hermeneutic circle is defined by our own personal horizon of understanding. 

The hermeneutic circle of interpretation and knowledge- formation is conceived as circular, 

iterative and spiral; it is not linear and cumulative as in positivist epistemology.  The 

interpretation of a part of something depends on interpreting the whole, 
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Figure 4 Hermeneutic spiral 

but interpreting the whole depends on an interpretation of the parts (Usher and Edwards, 

1994). The spiral in Figure 4 represents a starting point of with limited understanding, 

(learners at this stage are complete beginners when they join FLESOL class). 

Ramsden (1992) discussed interpretation further.  He stated, “Learning is interpreting and 

understanding reality in a different way, learning involves comprehending the world by 

reinterpreting knowledge” (Ramsden 1992 p. 26). I believe that epistemology must place its 

participants at the centre of the research as active agents, whereby they collaborate and 

reflect with the researchers through practical discourse, to achieve transformation of real 

educational situations, thereby transforming their own custom and practice.  Reflecting on 

my life and career and having this opportunity to make sense of my reality and what has 

influenced my epistemological view has made me more aware of different viewpoints and 

has impacted on the way I approached this narrative research study. 

The case for epistemological awareness, instantiation of methods and methodological 

transparency is powerful in the current political and academic climate, in which many 

question the design choices, purposes and trustworthiness of qualitative studies and other 

alternative approaches (Freeman, De Marrais, Preissle, Roulston and St. Pierre, 2007). I have 

used the Thayer-Bacon (2003) distinction between transcendental epistemology and non-

transcendental epistemology.  For Thayer-Bacon, the transcendental concept refers to 

knowing what is ‘true’ and ‘real’ in a universal way, whereas non-transcendental knowing is 

situated in the context of the world and in our everyday experiences.  Thayer-Bacon (2003) 
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accentuates the exit from transcendental viewpoints and reconstructed epistemology by 

bracketing the ‘e’pistemology.  Thayer-Bacon (2008) states that the customary and 

transcendental epistemologies empower conversations and discussions about epistemology 

without “getting tangled up in the shimmering ontological nest of universal essences” (p. xi). 

Given the above, the resulting epistemological positioning for this study is that my research 

aims to construct knowledge through research (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000).  Such a stance is 

intended to ‘facilitate the creation of meaning out of complex and problematic situations’ 

(Benesch, 2012), focusing on the subjective meanings that participants themselves assign 

through their own frames of reference (Cohen et al., 2000). The resulting dialogic research 

paradigm views the social world as ‘not governed by law-like regularities but […] mediated 

through meaning and human agency’ (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003, cited in Duff, 2008, p. 29). 

The reality of the learners’ inner worlds ‘cannot be discovered as it does not exist prior to 

being constructed’ (Hartas, 2010, p. 43) and, in the case of interviews, the knowledge is 

instead co-constructed by the interaction between the researcher and interviewees (Guba 

and Lincoln, 1994).   

My ontological positioning   

The research adopts the ontological position that there can be nothing that is truly objective 

since that would involve it existing independently of the world of ideas in which we live 

(Pring, 2004).  A constructivist stance is assumed in which it is posited that there are truly 

multiple realities which are filtered through our senses (Guba and Lincoln, 1994).  

Individuals construct their own realities; they will perceive a given social phenomenon in 

different ways, (Cohen et al., 2007).  This study places importance on the personal way, in 

which individual learners create meaning through reflections. Re-telling the stories that 

make up our lives and our learning journey (Clandinin, 2007), enables us to “see more in our 

experiences, to hear more on normally unheard frequencies, to become conscious of what 

daily routine has obscured, what habit and convention have suppressed” (Green, 2005, p. 

123). Equally significant is the need to recognise that the researchers themselves perceive 

the world subjectively (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000).  Blaikie, (2010) defines ontology as the 

study of being, whilst Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p. 5) describe it as a “belief system” that 

one holds.   
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My ontological stance is one of seeing reality as constructed from many viewpoints, 

influenced by both time and place; to be in the story and out of the story chimes with my 

epistemological stance that values the construction of knowledge based on experiences of 

everyday actions and feelings (Creswell, 2013).  Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2013) state 

that individual behaviour can only be understood when researchers understand the 

experience of research subjects through dialogue.  This insight comes through a discourse 

between researcher and learner whereby they express their own interpretations of their 

experiences (Burton and Bartlett, 2009).  Because of my awareness of my own background 

and because I wanted to create transparency within my research study, Burton and 

Bartlett’s (2009) work influenced my methods of evidence collection.  

Ontologically it is a comfortable belief that realities are both individual and multiple, and 

epistemologically, knowledge-making is grounded in experience and shared subjectivities.  

Hence, the lived histories and identities of the Yemeni learners, as well as the structures and 

functions of FLESOL teachers’ beliefs about their roles, and the meaning-making processes 

that underpin these various perspectives form the focus of this research approach.  A 

feature of the hermeneutic approach is that the process of ‘unveiling’ is a shared endeavour 

between storyteller and listener, who engage in conversation directly and indirectly through 

thoughtful interaction with textual and other artefacts.  Abram (1997) suggests the worth of 

participants’ stories as meaning-making events lies in their capacity to ‘make sense’ and 

enrich the awareness and understanding of others.  “And ‘making sense’ must here be 

understood in its most direct meaning: to make sense is to enliven the senses [original 

emphasis] … to renew and rejuvenate one’s felt awareness of the world,” (Abram 1997, p. 

265). 

Crotty (1998) specifically distinguished between a theoretical perspective as a reference to a 

“philosophical stance informing the methodology” and an epistemology as a “theory of 

knowledge embedded in the theoretical perspective” (p. 3). In this study, I build on Crotty’s 

definition of theoretical perspective.  He suggests epistemology, theoretical perspective, 

methodology and methods are elements which depend on each other and any decision 

made in one element affects decisions made in the others; they all inform each other.  This 

view is supported by King and Horrock (2010, p. 10) who state that ontology, epistemology, 

methodology and methods are all connected and cannot be viewed in isolation. In my view 
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the structure suggested by Crotty (1998) is essential for my study in helping me to make 

sense of the key methodological approach decisions I have had to take.   

Methodological implications of positioning  

The ontological and epistemological positioning described above has clear implications for 

the methodology adopted.  The individual way in which we experience the world to create 

our own realities supports the adoption of an approach in which the participants’ own 

perceptions of their experiences are explored.  The complex nature of such realities is also 

such that a multi-method approach needed to be adopted (Cohen et al., 2007).  The 

difficulties posed by this data generation process, the subjectivity involved in the analysis of 

the data, and the lack of reproducibility of the data themselves, are explicitly acknowledged 

in this study and measures to increase the validity of the study are included in the 

trustworthiness section.  I recognise that “there is no single interpretive truth” (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2005, p. 26) in interacting with learners, listening to their narratives and 

interpreting their perspectives on their learning experiences, and the equity of their 

journey, ethos and culture.  This has helped me to observe and construct meaning on how 

the women viewed their world.  I have shaped the knowledge generated and recognise that 

participants taking part in my research construct their own realities (Bosher, 2007).  

In this study, social constructivist, phenomenological and hermeneutic approaches were 

adopted to examine experience as ‘a lived process, an unfolding of perspectives and 

meanings ... unique to the person’s embodied and situated relationship to the world’ (Smith 

et al., 2009, p. 21). The assumption of the interpretivist framework lies in the view that 

there are multiple truths.  In contrast to the positivist framework, interpretivism seeks to 

understand and explain social reality, an understanding that is different for every individual 

person.  According to Crotty (2005), “truth, or meaning, comes into existence in and out of 

our engagement with the realities in our world.  In this understanding of knowledge, it is 

clear that different people may construct meaning in different ways, even in relation to the 

same phenomenon” (p. 97).   

Interpretivist studies generally fall within three theoretical perspectives:  symbolic 

interactionism, phenomenology and hermeneutics (Crotty, 2005).  My study best reflects 

the beliefs of Heidegger (1976), who was an advocate of phenomenological hermeneutics.  
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Heidegger erased any distinction between the individual and experience, interpreting 

them as co-constituting each other and unable to exist without the other.  The 

interpretivist approach is appropriate, since my study seeks to understand experience 

from the viewpoint of those within it. I require an approach that allows me to draw out 

both meaning and understanding of complex human experiences, whilst also addressing 

the influence of organisational structures and relationships within the learning 

environment.  

3.3 Research strategy  

As stated, this study seeks to understand the “lived experiences” of Yemeni women with 

regards to FLESOL.  The research focused on a small group of Yemeni women attending 

FLESOL and can be considered a ‘case study’.  According to Porter and Lacey (2005), a case 

study is a method of small-scale research where the focus lies in an in-depth 

understanding of one or a few instances.  A case study attempts to ‘prove a picture of a 

certain feature of social activity in a particular setting and the factors influencing this 

situation’ (Opie, 2004, p. 74), and is appropriate for researchers who are investigating an 

aspect of a problem, scrutinising in-depth over a short time span, (Creswell, 2007).    My 

current reading on second language acquisition has highlighted that researchers have 

placed post-structuralism and post-modern thought at the centre of SLA, but I agree with 

Ros i Solé (2016), on the need to look at our horizons for alternative theorisation of the 

subject within the humanities. 

Creswell (1998) mentions that there has been renewed emphasis on the use of interpretive 

narrative as a qualitative method, amongst researchers who are interested in: 

Exploring women’s lived experience in a way that remains true to women’s voices, 
focuses on the contexts in which women are living or have lived, and incorporates 
complexity and diversity into data collection and analysis.  

(Creswell, 1998, p. 26) 
 

This investigation models a methodology that grows out of a feminist approach of reframing 

power relationships, knowledge construction and individual experiences.  Domince’s (2000) 

understanding of life history is a ‘method of inquiry that engages the research informant in 

a patterned, somewhat guided exploration of his or her experiences’ (p. 56).  Bogdan and 
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Biklen (1998) recognise personal narrative as a ‘powerful form of qualitative research’ (p83).  

Denzin and Lincoln (2000) explain that ‘it is a form of first-person narrative that places the 

writer within socio-political context as witness to or producer of social change’ (p. 76).  

Through the experience of my insider role, my supervisory meetings, and further reading, I 

reflected on what I really wanted to achieve from this research, and the most appropriate 

methodology.  At the time, I attended a narrative methodology workshop at the University, 

and starting to read about the narrative interpretive approach which involves using 

storytelling methodology, a research approach that I had very little knowledge about.  As I 

started to learn about narrative methodology and the creative approach of using story maps 

and memorable items with participants I saw how I could encourage participants to produce 

in-depth statements of experience and the importance of ecologies of learning 

(Bronfenbenner, 1979).  The narrative interpretivist approach resonates with me and it 

seemed to offer a natural position for research with the FLESOL learners.  I now move onto 

the research design section. 

3.4 Research design  

This section describes the methods and procedures for guiding narrative inquiry.  The 

research design provides a framework for participant participation, data collection, 

management and analysis, data representation, ethical considerations, and trustworthiness 

and rigour.  Each procedure is defined, and the description of how it was applied for this 

study follows.  Methodologically, I chose to conduct an in-depth narrative inquiry.  Narrative 

research can be considered as a subtype of qualitative inquiry, which is regularly used in 

interpretive research. With this approach I interpret and analyse the stories my participants 

create, engage in the inquiry by asking questions and give insight into how and why the 

topics are being presented.  Asking participants to complete a questionnaire would not have 

given an insight into their experiences of learning. This is because my participants have low-

level literacy skills, and some have very basic English. The evidence collated consists of a set 

of interpretive information and practices that makes the Yemeni women’s world more 

visible.   
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3.4.1 Participants’ participation 

I made an initial decision to undertake data gathering in stages. The introductory activity, 

Stage one, was conducted with ten participants to explore the women’s perceptions of 

learning. It was also an opportunity for participants to drop out from further participation in 

research study, and five decided not to continue after this stage.  This may be due to their 

cultural experiences; the trust involved in sharing their experiences or lacking the 

confidence to speak in English.   The literature review indicates that language and culture 

are barriers that prevent Yemeni families from coming to school and participating in school 

activities.  This transition from an Arab dominant self to a linguistic and cultural social 

minority compels them to reconstruct their identity.  Stage 1 was an invaluable process and 

ensured the appropriateness of the data collection instruments.  In case study research, Yin 

(2003) recommends refining data collection plans and supporting the development of 

relevant lines of questions.  The introductory activity was presented to a group of Yemeni 

mothers; the class selected was based on convenience, access and location, and helped 

develop my confidence as an interviewer (Denscombe, 2007).   

Qualitative research does not have any specific rules on the number of participants for a 

study (de Marrais, 2004).  Since it tends to be more focused on depth and detail, having few 

participants is appropriate (Miles and Huberman, 1994).  According to de Marrais (2004), 

“less is more” (p. 61) because qualitative researchers are not in the business of generalizing 

but in the business of developing in-depth understanding. More participants does not 

necessarily mean a better study.  I believe the depth in which a participant’s experiences are 

understood, analysed and represented should matter more.  I was mindful of the resources 

and time available to develop an in-depth understanding of the participants’ lived 

experiences; hence a small sample of five participants fully participated in this study. 

Narrative inquiry is understood here as “the type of discourse composition that draws 

together distinct ranges of events, happenings and actions of human life into thematically 

unified goal-directed processes” (Polkingthorne, 1995, p. 5).  However, as Chase (2005, p. 

651) has claimed, narrative inquiry is still “a field in the making”.   It is based on a very rich 

research tradition that had its origin in sociology and anthropology and offers the 

researcher a broad selection of analytic lenses and innovative methods. The most significant 
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characteristics that all these share are a central interest in the case story events that 

represent a learner’s life (Chase, 2005).    

3.4.2 Data collection 

Case stories can capture developmental changes in participants’ personal worlds, and 

language experiences.  It is through the ongoing construction and reconstruction of 

individual stories that we are able to connect lived experiences with new knowledge.  Case 

stories are significant to this methodology as participants have narrated their personal 

stories in their own words.  Therefore, the main source of data for this research is the 

stories that the participants tell and that I have reconstructed. 

As stated, my approach is narrative, a methodologically eclectic approach to data gathering. 

It is a notion which leads into the field of narrative hermeneutics and is about finding 

understanding from people’s “experiencing” of learning (Gadamer, 1979; Heidegger, 1976) 

and links to humanising the ‘Life world’ part of emotion and embodiment (Merleau-Ponty 

1962).  “For us, life – as we come to it and as it comes to others – is filled with narrative 

fragments, enacted in storied moments of time, space and reflected upon and understood 

in terms of narrative unities and discontinuities” (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000 p. 17).  For 

this to transpire, the qualitative researcher needs to let go of preconceived notions in order 

to listen (Scharmer, 2009). I have interpreted data from case stories provided by the 

women.  Multiple methods were used for data collection to understand their stories and 

experiences.  Figure 5 Illustrates the process used for gathering data. 
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I adopted a bricolage approach, drawing from multiple perspectives, texts, transcripts, 

artefacts and visual tools to achieve meaning and to respect the complexity of meaning-

making, and indeed, the women’s experiences (Denzin and Lincoln, 1999). This meant 

embracing the belief that “there is no one correct telling [of an] ... event.  Each telling, like 

light hitting a crystal, reflects a different perspective on [an] ... incident” (p. 6).  

3.4.3 Recruitment of research participants  

Permission to recruit participants was sought from the head of ACL service, who announced 

the research to the team and signposted me to the FLESOL co-ordinator.  They suggested a 

site where classes take place within a socially deprived ward as a potential venue.  A 

teaching colleague supported with participant recruitment.  The participants are all learners 

enrolled on a FLESOL programme (all female Yemeni Arabic speakers between 19 and 45).  

As stated, ten FLESOL participants initially volunteered to engage in mapping their individual 

case story during stage 1, and five opted to continue.  These five are at various levels in their 

learning of English and indeed their life experiences. They engaged in Stage 2 and the focus 

group interview at Stage 3, remaining with me for the duration of the study.  The data from 
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those who chose not to participate after stage 1 are included in the main study.  The 

provision is based in a local primary school, where learners have access to computers during 

session time.  A crèche was also made available to enable the women to settle their children 

before attending FLESOL.  The women’s language skills were between pre-entry to entry 3 

level.  Table 2 below represents what each level means in adult ESOL learning. 

  

Table 2 CEFR and adult learning UK levels – profile of participants 

3.4.4 Ethical dimensions  

Ethics within research are fundamentally concerned with recognition of the rights and 

interests of the participants.  Walford (2001) states all research brings ethical decisions. 

These include considering the impact of the research process and findings on those affected 

by it.  As Denscombe (2002) states: “ethics concerns the system of moral principles by which 

the individuals can judge their actions as right or wrong, good or bad” (p. 175).      

The participants were given full disclosure concerning the purpose of the study and the right 

to withdraw at any time.  Ahead of participants’ case stories being utilised as sources of 

data, they were involved in this process to verify accuracy (Guillemin and Gillan, 2004).  

Involving the participants in analysing and interpreting data was one of the many ethical 

considerations that supported reducing misinterpretations.  Observing ethical 

considerations also helped in dealing with any surprises that might arise that have 

implications beyond research, such as cultural and moral issues (Guillemin and Gillam, 

2004).  There were no guarantees that ethical issues would not arise during the research 

process, but advance preparations were in place if an ethical issue did rise.   
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This investigation followed the most recent guidelines of the British Educational Research 

Association (BERA, 2018).  These high standards were maintained throughout and after the 

research process.  

I believe, as does Robson (2002), that anonymity should be assured to collect real data 

without prejudice or fear of possible reprisal.  Furthermore, I must accept the overarching 

responsibility is to protect the rights and dignity of all my participants.  Research ethics are 

therefore the principles that we use to make decisions about what is acceptable practice in 

any project. 

3.4.5 Ethics and consent 

It was my responsibility to be aware of participants’ circumstances and to be responsive to 

any sensitive situation.  As stated above, a primary school had identified Yemeni parents 

with limited English which, in their view, had affected their children’s low achievements at 

school.  Participants were not thought to be subject to risk of physical or psychological harm 

through taking part in the study.  The research was thus carried out at a location in which 

the participants felt comfortable, a venue and place of study they were familiar with, 

thereby minimising risks to their safety.  All data were kept confidential and anonymised, 

the names used for participants are pseudonyms.  

Potential participants each received an information sheet written in English inviting them to 

participate in the study.  A translator also explained the contents in Arabic (Appendix 2).  

This outlined the background and purpose of the study and gave contact details for anyone 

requiring further information.  The participants were informed that there were no risks to 

them as individuals.  However, their contribution to the research would help towards a 

meaningful development of the future FLESOL curriculum.  Those who chose to participate 

were given a consent form (Appendix 3).  This included more information regarding:  the 

purpose of data generation, the nature of their involvement and period of commitment; the 

use and storage of data, maintenance of confidentiality and anonymity at each stage of the 

research; and sources of support. Participants were reassured of their right to withdraw 

from the study after data collection had commenced, without prejudice, although data 

already collected would be retained.  Following time to consider, agreement to participate 
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was confirmed by completion and signing of an informed consent form (Appendix 3).  A 

short debriefing period was provided after each interview. 

The British Education Research Association (BERA 2018) guidelines offer educational 

researchers a set of principles, underpinned by an ethic of respect within which all 

educational research is conducted.  These principles and rules give guidance for the 

research with respect to “the person, knowledge, democratic values, the quality of 

education research and academic freedom” (BERA 2018, p.4).  The guidelines identify areas 

of responsibility: “responsibility to participants, to the sponsor of research, to the community 

of educational researchers and to educational professionals, policy makers and the general 

public.” (BERA 2018, p.5).  Throughout this research I have read and considered the BERA 

(2018) guidelines and applied appropriate safeguards to ensure respect for all participants; 

this has been at the forefront of my approach.   

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011, p.84) similarly suggest that regardless of the nature of 

their work, social researchers have a responsibility to their participants and must consider 

its effects on the participants.  Researchers should act in such a way as to ensure they 

preserve the participants’ dignity as human beings.  This research involves participants in 

ways that mean relationships, respect and professional trust are central to its success. 

Issues of anonymity and confidentiality were therefore paramount concerns, particularly in 

view of the women’s potential vulnerabilities and the sensitivities surrounding their 

positioning within local social hierarchies.  My awareness of these issues meant that 

developing trusting relationships was vital.  This was gradually built on my providing regular 

reassurances of anonymity and confidentiality in the hope that the participants would feel 

confident enough to express their honest personal views, rather than the obligation to 

comply with dominant social scripts.   It is hoped that the trusting relationships developed 

here have thus also supported the study’s trustworthiness, though other challenges 

remained. 

Creswell (2009, in Brown 2013, p.95), for example, highlights the issue of gatekeeping, an 

important issue regarding my study.  In order to carry out research with the women, it was 

first necessary to negotiate access and permission via the local Yemeni community leader, 

who subsequently liaised with the women’s husbands.  Managing the social dynamics 
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involved in these negotiations required great sensitivity, and my position and standing were 

also important elements in this process.  Though unavoidable first steps in securing access 

to the participants, I acknowledge the complexities involved here with regard to the 

women’s permission and consent in the context of the patriarchal controls operating in their 

social contexts.  My awareness of these complex social dynamics once again meant that it 

was always important for me to emphasise the voluntary nature of the women’s 

participation and that their individual consent was key.  Though I was at great pains to 

highlight this and provided repeated reminders of confidentiality and anonymity, I must 

once again recognise the consent conundrum involved in the women’s participation.  But 

yet again, I hope that the depth and openness of the relationships I nurtured with the 

women supported their willing involvement and indeed the trustworthiness of my findings.     

3.5  Data collection tools 

I took a novel approach for the data collection; different tools were used at each stage.  

1. Initial Individual Interviews of participants - individual case story /story map to share  

2. Participant narrations, sharing realia (Artefact and Storyboard board), within the 

group. 

3. Focus group, participants tell their story using a memory box (photographs used as 

prompts and realia) with audio recording (transcripts).  

Table 3 explains the rationale and focus for these strategies. These tools, stages and their 

implementations are explained in further detail below.  The different forms of data 

collection helped with triangulation and contributed to reducing biases and the limitations 

of this study (Creswell, 2007).  Creswell (2007) recommended the use of taking notes to help 

the researcher capture their thoughts, and to help them think about the data. I took notes 

in my research journal during the observations and interviews.     
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Table 3 Data collection tools used – stages, rationale and focus 

3.5.1 Interviews  

As Kvale (1996) states: “the qualitative research interview attempts to understand the world 

from the subjects’ points-of-view, to unfold the meaning of people’s experiences” (p. 1).  I 

Data collection tools: Stages, rationale, focus and strategies 

Stage Rational and focus 

of story 

Tools Task and 

creative 

strategies 

Data Date 

Stage 

1 

Individual 

participants reflect 

their life 

experiences and 

learning 

 

Semi-structured, 

emergent and 

casual interview 

questions 

10 participants:1 

to 1 interview 

Research notes: 
Individual 
interview nots 
(5 participants 
decided to opt 
after 
introductory 
activity) 

2015 

Stage 

2 

Individual 

participants create 

a story board of 

their learning and 

barriers.  They 

share their creation 

with their tutor and 

peers 

Story board, 

open 

questioning, 

paraphrasing, 

lexical and non-

lexical  

5 participants 

(same 

participants 

from stage 1), 

create story 

board or mind 

maps to share 

Participants 
story boards 
and mind maps 

March 

2016 

Stage 

3 

Practical 

storytelling 

Participants tell 

their story using 

memorable items 

relating to their 

learning, 

motivation and 

barriers 

Focus group,  

Q & A to 

stimulate 

5 participants 

(same 

participants 

from stage 1 and 

stage 2) focus 

group engaged 

in story telling 

using 

memorable 

items and 

photos 

Transcripts, 
flipchart, story 
board and mind 
maps 

June 

2016 
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realise that in interviews, I can only gain access to the information that the participants are 

prepared to give which gives rise to the consideration of validity and reliability.  I also 

understand that “knowledge and evidence are contextual, situational and interactional” 

(Mason, 2002, p. 64), and it is recognised again that these facts can affect the validity and 

reliability.  A key advantage of using semi-structured interviews as a research method, 

however, was that I had the opportunity to be flexible with regards to listening to responses 

of the participants and was able to develop ideas provided by the participants and probe 

them, where appropriate, to gain depth in their responses.  

Interviewing is not as basic as asking questions and getting answers, especially when my 

participants are FLESOL learners and some have not previously experienced formal 

education.  For the participants, interviews had the potential to be ambiguous as written 

and spoken words can have multiple connotations (Schwandt, 2007).  Yet, Fontana and Fry 

(2008) stated that, “interviewing is one of the most common and powerful ways in which 

we try to understand fellow humans” (p. 117).  Interviews are carried out or negotiated 

between two or more people in an effort to achieve an understanding of the ‘hows’ and 

‘whats’ of people’s lives (Fontana and Frey, 2008; Glesne, 2011).  Interviews were central to 

gaining an understanding of the participants’ lived experiences as they grew in confidence 

to speak with others in English.  In this study, interviews were conducted to elicit responses, 

which could be analysed to answer the research questions.  The nature of my participants’ 

circumstances – for example, their cultural background, and how to share their experiences 

with others from the same community – required some careful consideration in the design 

of interviews. It is in the context of these exchanges that the researcher and the participants 

experienced the “creation of collaborative effort called interview” (Fontana and Frey, 2008, 

p. 116). 

In qualitative research there are three types of commonly designed interviews: structured 

interviews, semi-structured interviews or conversational and unstructured interviews 

(Schwandt, 2007).  I used semi-structured interviews (Appendix 4) and, where appropriate, 

guided the interview to be as conversational as possible.  The semi-structured format was 

utilised to ease participants into the process, to build rapport and trust, and make it a 

comfortable experience.  Fontana and Frey (2008) support growing “a partnership between 

the researcher and respondents, who should work together to create a narrative for the 
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interview” (p. 117).  In view of the fact that this is a narrative inquiry, responses that lead to 

developing a story were the desired outcome of the interviews. 

To ensure anonymity and adhere to data protection (GDPR, 2018), ethical issues and data 

protection were addressed by verbal explanations and through an Arabic interpreter.  

Participants were reassured that the information they provided for the study would be 

treated with confidentiality. The initial interview activity with each of the ten participants 

lasted approximately 20 minutes.  These were used as a means to re-establish rapport and 

bring together a wide-range of the participants’ experiences while they attended the FLESOL 

class.  During the interviews there were several questions asked at different points of 

discussion to help guide the interview.  The questions were intentionally developed as open-

ended to elicit thoughtful storied responses.  However, as each interview unfolded, follow-

up questions that were not pre-determined were asked to further probe for uninterrupted 

narrative, each interview was recorded and transcribed.   

During the transcription process, notes of significant events were highlighted to synthesise 

data and to develop questions about events or issues that required further elaboration.  

Prior to conducting the follow-up interview, the participants were enlisted to conduct 

member checks (Creswell, 2007) where the researcher checks for accuracy of the transcripts 

and any meanings derived from the data collected. The process of member checking led to 

increased accuracy, credibility and rigour during data collection, data analysis and data re-

presentation (Patton, 2002; Turner and Coen, 2008).  Completing member checks with the 

participants allowed participants to be co-narrators of their experiences so that what is 

reported was not based on the researcher’s lens only. 

Focus group interviews 

The third stage started with a focus group to investigate the developing categories, e.g. the 

situational, dispositional and institutional barriers, identified in Stages 1 and 2.  I went 

through multiple coding processes in which I attempted to allocate data to themes (Saldana, 

2009) manually, then I found relations between similar codes and combined them to make a 

category.  I identified an emerging pattern in each category, which then built a theme, see 

Figure 14 and Appendix 8). The aim of the focus group was to advance emerging concepts 

from the initial data gathering, allowing deeper investigation and interpretation of how 
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these are visible within the individuals and their communities.  A focus group approach is 

based on the principle that ‘rich data can be elicited from group interactivity’ (Cousin, 2009 

p. 14). 

Focus group interviews have advantages, achieved through the group dynamics afforded. 

Those who had basic English were able to explain in Arabic. This would then trigger 

interaction amongst the participants in group talk – the focus group interview would 

probably provide the best information.  In addition, when individuals interviewed on a one-

to-one basis are reluctant to provide information (Krueger, 1994; Morgan, 1988; Stewart 

and Shamdasani, 1990), focus group interviews can be useful.  However, Creswell (2007) 

reminds researchers to be careful with this approach and to encourage all participants to 

talk while checking for individuals who may dominate. 

The viewpoints demonstrate that the focus group interview is particularly relevant in 

gathering the opinions of participants, especially those who are not literate in their own 

mother-tongue and may feel marginalised (Cameron, cited in Mason and Sherwood, 2016).  

Traditionally, these women have not been well represented through the more conventional 

and common methods employed in FLESOL studies. Furthermore, this research raises 

conscious awareness about the potential of the focus group as a viable and verifiable tool in 

qualitative research.   

Photo elicitations 

A photo elicitation technique was used as a discussion prompt within the focus group.  This 

technique helped me to reflect on different points about this research that may not have 

been achieved otherwise (Maxwell, 2005).   Participants were asked to bring photographs to 

talk about their life experiences (their own photographs or from the magazines).  This was 

an important feature of the data collection; the use of photo takes away the spotlight from 

the interviewee and is useful in understanding events that may be difficult or challenging to 

articulate. 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) advocate gathering data through a wide range of sources, 

conversations, interviews, stories from families, photographs, documents and personal-

family social artefacts.  During the photo-elicitation session, I focused on what was 

happening in the group, took notes and searched for specific statements that reflected their 
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personal world, humanising language learning and identity transformative learning and 

culture. During all the interviews, I took notes to support my thinking about possible 

themes.  I considered the use of vocabulary in dialogues between participants to map their 

stories.  I looked at how the participants offered suggestions to one another based on their 

experience.  The notes served as a reflection of what I had observed during the interviews 

and how I could relate back to my research questions.  The audio recordings support and 

clarify my notes.   

3.5.2 Introductory activity: one-to-one interviews with ten participants 

The interview schedule consisted of five questions in total (Appendix 4); included in the 

questions were an ‘ice-breaker’ and content questions about their experiences of learning.  

 

Figure 6 Introductory activity: physical seating arrangement 

 Each participant in Figure 6 participated in the interview.  Stage one set the scene and 

allowed the women to reflect on their life experiences and learning.  The entire stage one 

process took six hours, spread over a three-week period.  To supplement the answers given 

by the participants, they were asked to engage in creating story maps or a storyboard, 

contributing to their storyboards.  As a result, the learners were able to share and narrate 

their individual story maps with their peers (in pairs).  

The individual interviews were the main source of data gathering and are grouped into four 

basic types of information: interviews, documents, audio, and visual materials.  At the close 

of the interview, a story map of a tutor’s learning experience was shared with participants 

(Figure 7) to motivate them and for them to reflect on their experiences and learning. 
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Figure 7 Story board of a tutor’s learning experience 

This session directed learners towards sharing their mind-maps and storyboard with their 

peers.   

3.5.3 Stage 2: individual participants narrate their map with tutor and peers  

This stage focused on extending the information gained in stage one.  Participants worked in 

small groups of three and a pair.  The task was to create their individual learning journey 

map.  The participants shared their journey map with their peers (Figure 8), using verbal, 

lexical and non-lexical communications to convey their explanations.  To capture data, the 

open-ended, semi-structured interviews prompted learners to think about their experiences 

and gave them the freedom to choose how far they wanted to take the question.  

Participants’ storyboards and story map data were utilised in the data analysis.     

Using mind-mapping or pictorial maps in telling stories can foster imagination, interest, and 

discussions.  Mamber (2003) refers to narrative mapping as a way to temporally represent 

the unfolding of events by incorporating text and images.  Participants in this study during 

stage one used mind maps (words and images) to sketch their stories and provided another 

layer of data for analysis.  The visual mind maps provided a holistic account of the 

phenomenon under study and supported the process of making meanings of nuance within 

complex narratives.  The mind maps proved more useful to beginner FLESOL participants as 
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prompts for discussion in the interviews.  The methodological significance of mind maps or 

vignettes as a tool for telling stories can also expand and generate understandings of the 

participant’s social world, (Hayes, Sameshima, and Watson, 2015), especially useful for 

sensitive areas of inquiry that may not be readily accessible through other means, (Rahman, 

1996).  Each participant’s story was mapped using a visual mind map. Participants’ 

metaphors and descriptions became the design impetus for these maps.  The process of 

visualising these descriptions and creating a pictorial map allowed the researcher to discuss 

the nuances of meaning embedded within the metaphor beyond what textual descriptions 

could depict.   

3.5.4 Stage 3: focus group practical storytelling, participants tell their story using 

memorable items  

The third stage was a focus group.  Participants were brought together to engage in a 

guided discussion, to further explore their motivations and barriers to learning (research 

questions two and three).  This was audio-recorded and transcribed.  The same five 

participants from stage two all agreed to engage.  To introduce the activity the tutor 

demonstrated her life story using memorable items as illustrated in Figure 8. This visual 

demonstration encouraged and helped participants with their narratives. 

 

Figure 8: FLESOL tutor shares her 

story using her memorable items 

 

 

 

The purpose of this activity was to encourage the participants to bring in personally 

significant memorabilia.  In the absence of visual evidence, they were given an option to use 

magazines/catalogues and tasked to look for images that were important to them.  There 

were opportunities for participants to use their mobile phones and to take photos to 

support them with their task.  They had the freedom to choose memorable items that 
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matched their lived experiences.  Semi-structured questions were used to elicit their stories 

(Appendix 4).  

In the focus group activity, I asked participants, ‘Tell us about memorable items, why are 

they special to you?’  Five participants collated memorable items and constructed their 

descriptive stories.  They used their crafted plans and artefacts to share and tell their 

stories.  During their crafting time they were thinking about how they would engage in the 

semi-structured interviews.  I facilitated the focus group activity by asking participants to 

describe experiences they had concerning learning that were memorable (positive or 

negative).    

I recorded the focus group stories to make sure the right participants were identified when 

there was crosstalk.  In addition, with the audio-recording I was able to transcribe and 

identify specific phrases that were meaningful for their life experiences.  Participants took 

turns to tell their stories and this provided a platform for a systematic process of listening 

and talking.  

The photographs supported participants in narrating their cultural, social learning 

experiences (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). Participants had collated a few items in their 

memory box to prompt their story-telling.  Open-ended questions guided the focus group 

interview (see Appendix 5).  Photographs and images from the memory boxes reflected 

beliefs, values, barriers, and expectations related to learning.  Table 3 provides a summary of 

the methods of data collection and analysis.   

3.6  Data interpretation 

3.6.1 Validity and trustworthiness  

Following Yin (2003) I enlisted two critical friends - a mentor and a peer from my doctoral 

group - to give me feedback on the analysis phase.  My critical friends could make comment 

on my data and provided suggestions.  However, they could not develop new codes, change 

the codes that I applied to interview transcripts, or delete any part.  The use of critical 

friends added to the trustworthiness of my data analysis by supporting developing 

impressions.  The main weakness of the case study approach is its small sample size.  

Validity and reliability of the findings in a scientific sense can be debatable.  Merriam (1998) 
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cautions researchers that a debate is raging because the construct of reliability and validity 

are quantitative and positivist and are not appropriate to qualitative research (p. 199).  

Generalisation of qualitative findings is not easy; however, there were strategies and criteria 

used to enhance the trustworthiness of the research findings.  Pring (2001) recognises BERA 

(2011) guidelines whereby the researcher is honest with regards to the research being 

undertaken and has a “respect for persons” (p. 410). Appropriate issues for second language 

learners are their interpretations and meaning making.  This is important to the Yemeni 

women as age and wisdom are honoured in their personal world, and their roots and 

culture are openly discussed in class (Horwitz, 1999, Gawi, 2012) to allow the researcher 

and the researched to be “united in a common partnership to discover the truth,” (pp. 410–

411).  This mandates:  

trustworthiness of the researcher – to exercise judgement in as impartial a manner 
as is possible, to conclude only those things which can be justified in the light of the 
evidence, to be open on the critical scrutiny of others where that is possible. 

(Pring, 2001, p. 411) 

Since from this perspective the purpose of qualitative research is to describe or understand 

the phenomenon of interest from the participants’ perspectives, the participants are the 

only ones who can legitimately judge the credibility of the results by member checking.   

My critical friends were invited to add comments.  I shared examples from the data to see if 

I was capturing meaning adequately.  I also returned to my participant group, to clarify and 

share what had emerged in the themes and again checked if the meanings were captured.  

The credibility criterion involves establishing that the results of qualitative research are 

believable from the perspective of the research participants. 

Trustworthiness also consisted of bracketing out of the study as per Moustakas (1994).  Van 

Manen (1990) described bracketing as individual reality and expression about the 

phenomenon.  One aspect bracketed outside the phenomenon was my own value about 

learning a language, specifically English.  Just because I have experienced specific things in 

my attempt to learn English does not mean those experiences are indicative of my 

participants.  Thus, by clarifying researcher bias, I could add credibility to the study.  
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A rich, thick description of participants’ experiences was used to ensure trustworthiness.  By 

providing a detailed description of events, vague or open-ended ideas could be eliminated.  

Laverty (2003, p. 23) pointed out that “for hermeneutic phenomenological projects, the 

multiple stages of interpretation that allow patterns to emerge, the discussion of how 

interpretation arises from the data, and the interpretative process itself are seen as critical”.  

Multiple stages and creative ways of data collection in this study have been described. 

Triangulation was achieved by gathering information using the mind mapping, storytelling, 

and photo-elicitation and interview methods.   

3.6.2 Data management and analysis 

Data analysis began with reviewing artefacts and recorded transcripts.  This provided me 

with rich, detailed descriptions of the participants’ FLESOL experiences. Creswell (2009) 

recommends the following systematic procedure for qualitative data analysis to provide a 

clear overview of data preparation, coding, interpretation and validation.  This procedure is 

presented in a linear form, but he stresses that it works more interactively in practice.  That 

is, “the various stages are interrelated and not always visited in the order presented” (p85).  

Creswell’s proposed procedure, which offers a feasible and comprehensive framework for 

qualitative data analysis was adopted in this study. See the data analysis spiral adapted from 

Creswell, (2009) (Figure 9).  

 

 Figure 9: Data analysis spiral (adapted from Creswell, 2009)  
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3.6.3 Data from interviews 

I transcribed the recordings (mind-maps, interviews and focus group). This gave me the 

possibility of keeping the data securely stored on my personal computer, and of gaining a 

deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences.  I listened to the recordings in their 

entirety before transcribing them.  I avoided transcribing only sections of the interviews to 

minimise bias.  Rewriting the discourse would most likely have generated false clarity of 

experiences that I fabricated using my participant’s personal vocabulary (Wellington, 2000).  

The analysis of the data in this study is closely linked to the data collection stages since both 

processes occurred simultaneously.  While interviewing participants I began making 

inferences regarding which influences most shaped their personal world and their identity 

transformation.  

Transcripts    

I followed Dresing, Pehl and Schmieder’s (2015) suggestions on transcription rules. I 

transcribed everything manually to avoid bias and then selected the data relevant to the 

study.  I did not edit the English in the transcript, I believe it was important to keep the 

originality of the transcriptions to capture the meaning of what participants were conveying.  

Scrutiny of transcription is fundamental for the analysis of the data as it supports in 

answering the research questions.  This is the reason I went over transcriptions numerous 

times to confirm accuracy.  Agar (1980) suggests researchers “... read transcripts in their 

entirety several times.  Immersing yourself in the details, trying to get a sense of the 

interview before breaking it into parts” (p. 103).   

The research questions provide themes, and I believe my chosen methodology discovers the 

position of the participants in relation to those themes, for the purpose of making sense out 

of the data (Merriam, 2009).  I consolidate the data focusing on those segments that may 

provide insight into my research questions.  Writing notes into transcripts and participants’ 

mind-maps supported me in the initial process of exploring the dataset.  I scrutinised my 

entire dataset to identify and catalogue ideas that occurred as I was reading.  The narrative 

methodology is important to this research because my aim was to allow participants to 

narrate their experiences, allowing them to self-reflect on the significance of each individual 

theme: learning, motivation and barriers. 
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3.6.4 Coding  

 I used Excel to help me code the data; Excel has many facilities that allow collaborative 

coding.  To be more specific, I transcribed all the interviews, and turned to my research 

questions as a preliminary organising framework. This was followed by identifying important 

categories along with the identifier for each category, for example, “I left school after 

Primary school” was allocated to the category ‘Formal Learning’.   The next stage was grid 

analysis.  This was a table containing the defined categories in the first column, each 

transcript separately in subsequent columns, with all transcripts thoroughly gone through, 

and all categories identified marked on the grid. I was able to tag any group related data 

together according to data categories and themes (Ose, 2016).  Saldańa (2013) pointed out 

that: 

… themes consist of such ideas as descriptions of behavior within a culture; 
explanations for why something happens; iconic statement; and morals from 
participant stories. (p. 267) 

 

According to Saldańa (2013), a theme is an expected phrase, or it can be a sentence, which 

identifies what a unit of data is about or what it means; characteristics can be decided as 

directly observable in the information or underlying the phenomenon.  I looked for themes 

across all three types of data.  I was attentive to outlying themes and considered how these 

patterns may help me to explain the research questions.  Taylor and Bogdon (1998) 

explained, “themes are defined as units derived from patterns such as ‘conversation topics, 

vocabulary, recurring activities, meanings, feelings” (p. 131).  Hence, I developed themes to 

help me understand the ways Yemeni women construct their personal world, humanise 

language learning and identity transformation through participation in FLESOL. On the other 

hand, a code is dissimilar from theme.  Creswell (1995) suggests “Codes are used to sort text 

or visual images into categories” (p. 152).  Creswell (1995) encourages qualitative 

researchers to look for code segments that can be used to describe information and develop 

themes.  These codes represent surprising information that researchers did not expect to 

find, information that is conceptually interesting to researchers, practitioners and 

participants.  Coding data is dissimilar from identifying themes, Saldańa (2009) said that 

codes are “Often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, 
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essence capturing, or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” 

(Saldańa, 2009, p. 3).  

Saldańa (2009) illuminated that a theme is an outcome of coding and it is “not some-thing 

that is, in itself, coded” (p. 13).  Applying the suggestions from Saldańa’s manuals on coding 

for qualitative research, I started looking for codes during data collection, and after I had 

read the transcriptions of initial interviews.  Furthermore, this process supports the 

development of research questions that started to emerge during the initial interviews and 

observations.  These questions guided my focus during data collection.  As I reviewed the 

data, I looked at repeated words in the interviews, which helped to create possible codes.   

3.6.5 Procedures 

While interviewing the participants, I established links that either compared or contrasted 

with their life experiences, their reaction towards them and the impact these had on their 

learning experiences.  Each time I found one of these links I wrote a note about it in the 

research journal along with some initial interpretations of their experiences.   This process 

took place on a regular basis with each piece of journal I read and in dialogues with peers.  

The inferences I was making about the data were therefore systematically gaining structure 

and being reshaped by the participants’ discourse, the discourse in the literature and my 

participants and peers’ discourse (Creswell, 2007).  

As stated by Neuman (2000), flexible and creative approaches to qualitative data analysis 

are extremely popular, since words are often loose, dependent on text, and usually demand 

more than one meaning; this is the reason I opted not to use a software analytical tool such 

as NVivo.  I believe for my study analytical tools such as NVivo are unable to capture the 

meaning of unspoken communication such as gestures, stress variations and expressions, 

which can challenge or reject the verbal messages that participants give (Lyons, 1977). 

I transcribed ‘text’ from ten mind-maps from stage one and then five interviews from the 

focus group. The first stage of data analysis of participants’ experiences of learning was from 

their individual vignettes or mind-maps. I then immersed myself in the data to become 

familiar with it.  I manually transcribed the data from participants’ mind-maps; I read and re-

read before coding and searching for meanings and patterns.  Significant words were 
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highlighted and coded. These codes were used to determine clusters of meanings 

(Carpenter and Suto, 2008).  According to Carpenter and Suto (2008), code is 

shorthand labels, usually a word, short phrase, or metaphor, often derived from the 
participants’ accounts, which are assigned to data fragments defined as having some 
common meaning or relationship. 

(p. 116) 

I looked for the “essence” of the phenomenon. Van Manen’s (1990) hermeneutic approach 

was utilised as I searched for meaning as well as interpretation of those results.  These 

clusters of meaning were gathered into themes (no school attended, early years, high 

school, married at 16, FE, children and FLESOL) that I used to develop the essence of the 

phenomenon (see Appendix 9). 

3.7 Summary  

Through the analysis, I have attempted to highlight the layered environments in which the 

women have lived. Their learning experiences both in Yemen and the UK are important and I 

draw on number of conceptual frameworks to support the analysis, findings, and 

discussions.  I draw on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of human development as 

a conceptual framework to understand the Yemeni women’s learning experiences, 

motivations and barriers.   I have adopted and adapted storied maps as a way of providing a 

conceptual map of the sphere of learning and language practices within the women’s lives.  

Thompson’s (2003) Personal, Cultural and Social (PCS) model identifies links to help to 

connect values, experiences and internalised oppressions, also drawing upon Deci and 

Ryan’s (2000) SDT theory based on determination, motivation and needs.   Table 4 shows 

the categories and themes which emerged from analysis. Reflexivity used throughout the 

analysis shed light on how my own experience, thoughts and beliefs influenced my 

interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2003; King and Horrock, 2010).   
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Table 4 Themes, categories and subthemes from analysis – Appendix 6 Source data coding 

tool  

All the significant labels were allocated to a category; categories identified in the datasets 

are discussed thoroughly under the relevant questions in the findings and discussion 

chapter in this thesis. There were important areas that I identified from the focus group 

discussions.  For potential barriers to engagement, Table 4 shows that, of the many factors 

identified, participants’ internal and external barriers were included. These are categories 

under the sub-themes of situational, dispositional and institutional barriers.  
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In summary, the process of analysis and interpretation outlined in this chapter leads to 

the identification of units of meaning within individual stories.  The developing categories 

were emergent from interviews, focus group and document analysis. Appendix 8 sub 

themes are linked to the research questions in this study.  Continually returning to data 

enabled me to refine my interpretations; commonalities of meaning were identified as 

running across the women’s stories and represented in narrative threads.  These threads 

were pulled together into three key threads – learning, motivations and barriers – in this 

thesis, representing the collective stories of the Yemeni women and their learning 

experiences.  My approach to data collection drew on the guidance from the narrative 

methodological framework, initially developing, then focusing and consolidating 

theoretical codes to analyse the data (Creswell, 1998). In analysing my data, I have been 

mindful of Creswell’s (1998) words: 

Exploring women’s lived experience in a way that remains true to women’s voices, 
focuses on the contexts in which women are living or have lived, and incorporates 
complexity and diversity into data collection and analysis. 

(Creswell, 1998, p. 26) 
 

In Chapter 4 I will discuss the findings that have emerged from the above analysis.  
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Chapter 4:  Findings and discussion 

4 Introduction 

One of the study’s aims was to generate a space where the women could tell their stories 

and have their voices heard about their perspectives on learning.  Exploring the women’s 

experiences in a way that remains true to them will enable this research to focus on the 

contexts in which the women live and reflect the complexity and diversity of their lives 

(Creswell, 1998). Participants’ ecologies of learning are located within an ecological systems 

framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) which offers non-linear exploration. The participants’ 

stories are expressed as connections between overlaps in their experiences at micro- and 

meso-levels. The research highlights the impact of FLESOL as one of many tools in the 

women’s personal world.  The journey from Yemen to the UK for young Yemeni girls and 

women is a complex maze of challenges for which there is little perceived support.  In 

Chapter 3, I introduced the research approach adopted. In this chapter, I present and 

discuss the findings in relation to my three research questions.  According to Van Manen 

“phenomenological themes may be understood as the structures of experience” (1990, p. 

79).  The themes are patterns across data sets that are important to the description of a 

phenomenon, which supported these research questions.  What follows is an analysis of the 

three research questions, drawing on the data collected from the whole study.  I refer to 

these where elements of research questions were framed around the participants’  

1. Conceptualisation of Learning 

2. Motivations for engaging in FLESOL 

3. Barriers experienced. 

Results and analysis 

The data revealed several key themes and subthemes listed in Table 4.  The thematic paths 

and sub-themes are used as a framework for presenting the findings in this chapter.  Each 

section concludes with a summary and the identification of the emerging themes and sub-

categories, drawn together from the data sources.  
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4.1 RQ1: How do Yemeni women learners conceptualise learning? 

Dewey (1938) and Vygotsky (1978) assert that we learn best through the connection 

between our experiences (at micro and meso-levels), the artefacts we construct and our 

social interactions with the wider world (Bronfenbrenner’s macro- and exo-system levels, 

1979).  In this study, the participants used artefacts and memorable items in the interviews 

to illustrate their experiences and understanding of learning in various places. This was a 

way for them to voice and conceptualise their learning experiences. The sub-sections 

evolved as a result of sub-themes emerging from the participants’ ecologies; they 

demonstrate the richness of the differences and similarities in their learning.  My 

participants included both their initial learning and the FLESOL situation.  

   

Figure 10: Participants’ storyboards from Stage 2 

Figure 10 illustrates participants’ storyboards and mind maps: they used simple vocabulary 

and images and wrote initial narratives of their experiences, learning and barriers. They 

shared the above with their FLESOL tutor and the volunteer interpreter. 
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4.1.1 Location of learning 

Evidence from the story boards and interviews during Stage 1, draws attention to focussing 

on the location of learning.  Participants recalled that the beginning and initial place of their 

learning journey was in Yemen, their immediate setting (microsystem). Based on their 

individual ecologies, the participants articulated their stories using simple phrases in English 

and visual images, as discussed.  They talked about people who influenced them, their peers 

and how they dealt with a range of learning experiences; about mothers as educators, and a 

female community – most of the participants’ fathers had been away, working in the UK.  

Schooling in Yemen was not mandatory, so they explained that their mothers were 

educators.  Now in the UK as young mothers, they realise that education is important; they 

need to engage with their children, and feel that their culture has marginalised them, more 

so now they are living in the UK with limited English.  Location points to the micro and 

meso-level physical, social and pedagogical relationships between the learners, people and 

the resources in the learning environment (i.e., classroom and non-classroom based) 

(Benson and Reinders 2011).  As participants came across different locations, they attached 

their understanding of learning to specific places and locations.  In evidence from the 

transcript about learning in Yemen, Ramila said, 

Yes and my learning was in my country, teachers let us play they didn’t care about us 
learning, when I think about it now they did not teach us they just let us play, they sat 
around chatting, it was boring for me, I did not enjoy school.  I would sit in class 
thinking I wish I stayed home I could help my mother with household chores or taken 
the animals to the mountains with my friends from the village.  

 
 Sarda’s story was about her learning when she arrived in the UK. She said,  

Tutors are more approachable and helpful; I can ask for help; we learn words and 
practice how to say and ask for things.  In Yemen we just played we did not have 
books to write in. We had to take our own slates and by the time I got home it would 
have rubbed off.   

 

Their evidence shows them learning about the future, their mothers as educators teaching 

about caring for family, cooking, and looking after animals.  The example below is a 

participant’s vignette; a visual stimulus to achieve an ‘insider’ position on Yemeni women’s 

perceptions and value systems in her world. 
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Figure 11: Participant’s visual reflection and her values in her world  

Her story was filled with apprehension about coming to the UK, her vulnerability to barriers 

in her new world, and at the same time excitement for a better life in the UK and sadness 

because she was leaving.  Her story led her to illustrate her life experiences and her learning 

journey.  In Figure 11, the narrator created an imaginative picture for the listener and “this 

individual account of an event creates a memorable picture in the mind of the listener,” 

(Kirkpatrick, 2007, cited in Drumm, 2013, p. 38).  Participants viewed learning in Yemen as 

not a good experience for them.  The participants shared their knowledge of women from 

the city; they explained that the women from cities would have received a basic education, 

which mostly finished before starting a college course.  None of the participants in this study 

went to college in Yemen as they are all from villages.  One learner expressed the view that 

her parents thought it would be too dangerous if she went to college because she would 

have to travel.  This means they have had little or no education and their life experiences 

are confined to the home and village environment.  Simky explained:  

I didn’t go to school in Yemen, I stayed at home to help my mum, I learned everything 
from my mom like looking after my younger brothers and sisters. I helped with the 
housework, taking the animals to the field and near the mountains with my cousins 
and [others] from the village. I didn’t even go to the city. I wasn’t allowed to go; I just 
stayed in the village.  

(Simky)  

The participants had different experiences of learning in different places and this changed 

them as learners (Benesch, 2012).  For Simky and Damy, their place of learning was at home 
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in Yemen to begin with, then it was the UK; whilst Ramila, Kamla, and Sarda attended school 

in Yemen.  However, Simky tells us that when she arrived in the UK she stayed home for 

almost three months because her parents wanted to make sure her brothers settled in first.  

The decision made by Simky’s mother to keep her at home to help with household chores 

meant she was held back from attending school. 

From Simky’s transcript analysis, her key experiences of learning were from her mother. 

Simky illustrated this with text and images, where she emphasises the key role of mother as 

educator in Yemen.  She said: 

I learnt everything from my mom; I didn’t need to go to school, mom taught me 
everything … because I needed to help my mom, I was the eldest [and] had to help my 
mom because we have no one because my dad was not here.  

(Stage 1 interview, Simky) 

Ecological theories, such as those of Bronfenbrenner, concentrate more on the way 

different characteristics in an individual trigger certain responses from the environment 

(Sameroff, 1987).   

Simky’s microsystem revolved around her life with her family in a mountain village. Her 

father worked away and her mother, according to Simky, was a good manager who did 

everything.  Simky described places and people who influenced her world either as insiders 

– they were her immediate family, cousins and, after marriage, her husband and children – 

or outsiders, such as a mentor from her secondary school, children’s teachers in school, and 

now FLESOL tutors.  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) microsystem points to the importance of 

mutual trust and communication between the settings in which children and parents live 

their lives.  Simky, in her narrative, talks about this trust and respect within her immediate 

family. 

Her story points to her lived experiences, influenced by her mother.  Simky did not need to 

read and write when she was in Yemen.  She explained that her mother was illiterate though 

she got by.  Now in the UK, Simky feels the pressure and frustration of having no education 

in Yemen.  In her story, she tells us “My first language is Arabic, my second language is 

English, and first literacy skills are also English, I get so muddled”.  This realisation frustrates 

her, more so as an adult learner.  If she had had the opportunity to attend school in Yemen, 
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she would be in a better position to develop her skills for formal learning and strategies for 

reading and writing, which she feels she struggles with the most.  These past and future 

reflections echo Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) micro- and chronolevels. 

Simky realised that helping her mother with household chores involved activities that she 

found fulfilling and she did not feel a need for education, as it was not a mandatory 

requirement to attend school in Yemen.  She was the eldest in the family, she had a role to 

play, and going to school was not a priority for her.  

Exemplifying  micro/mesosystem elements, her story illustrates how at an early age she 

accompanied her mother, taking their farm animals away every day from the village where 

they lived to leave them out on the fields; she would then go back in the evening to bring 

the animals home with her cousins and friends.  Taking the animals to the mountains was 

another learning experience in a different place but not recognised as such by Simky; she 

saw this as one of the necessities of everyday routine.  Her mother again was the main 

influence and there were others like her village friends and cousin.  Simky did not have the 

choice to attend her local school; this was demonstrated in her story and was her reason for 

lacking literacy skills in Arabic.   

Looked at through Simky’s lens, learning is solely a formal classroom-based process (reading 

and writing) and not what happens at home; in her story about learning experiences, she 

does not recognise the informal non-classroom-based learning from her mother. Now as a 

young mother, she recognises that learning is relevant, if she is to support her children’s 

education. She said: 

My first experience of learning is in the UK, I never dreamt that I would speak in 
English. It was hard at first to learn English; I started learning the alphabet, then 
spelling my name, I enjoy learning English in the community centre, I can help my son 
with homework now.   

At chrono-level the evidence shows that the context of learning has changed for them for 

the reasons mentioned earlier, and the learning is different for them.  Learning is different 

in that in describing experiences of learning in Yemen, they talked about their attitudes and 

concept of learning and that it is not like the formal skills in the UK.  Ramila shared her story 

and explained that she completed her secondary education. She liked her school and said: 
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The classrooms had proper chairs and desks, we were given books, did not have to 
pay for books, teachers gave us attention, they asked questions, checked our work in 
the book and wrote how well we did or needed to do, moreover my school meals 
were free.  

(Ramila) 

After completing her secondary education, she joined her local college which she 

attended for a short time.  She went on to tell me, “I enjoyed learning in college and 

mixing with other people, the atmosphere was different and I met different people who 

also needed to learn the second language and they were from a different country, you 

would not see someone from another country in the Yemen village or the school in 

Yemen”.  She explained that she then had an arranged marriage and did not get the 

opportunity to complete the course she was enrolled on.   

A number of factors from the various ecological levels (previous location, learning 

environment, institutional influences, family, and culture) influence conceptualisations of 

learning. Participants have had time to reflect, just as I reflected and, just as I did, they 

may have used the Community to conceptualise the notion of learning (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991).  The evidence shows how important it was then (in Yemen) and now in 

the UK for them to conceptualise the influence of family and location of learning in a way 

that complemented their learning journey (Ashwin, 2009).   

Evidence shows that for most of the participants, conceptualisation of learning whilst 

living in Yemen was the same, while location and arrival in the UK changed different sets 

of factors.  Kamla’s conceptualisation of learning was the management of the day-to-day 

household duties, centring on her enjoyment helping her grandmother.  Her 

conceptualisation of learning in school was that it was ‘all play’ and not a particularly 

positive experience; her attendance was erratic, and she did not see the point in going to 

school.  She explained she had a negative view of learning.  It was after her marriage and 

arrival in the UK, hearing people speaking in English and seeing women drivers, that she 

was inspired to learn.  

Participants described their limited experiences of learning and their disadvantaged 

backgrounds at the micro-level. The findings from the interviews showed that locations of 

learning and the requirement to live in a different cultural environment were overwhelming 
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and different to previous experiences of learning. Vygotsky (1978) made similar 

observations and further agrees that for some learners’ cultural anxiety has an effect on the 

learning process.  Conversely, microsystems support the development of an individual’s 

experiences of learning (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  This is echoed in the participants’ 

narratives where listening to their stories shows that the Yemeni women’s direct influence 

starts with their immediate family and the environment they live in.   

Interpretation of meanings of learning experienced was personal so that some learners 

talked about their earlier experiences in Yemen, formal learning experiences in the UK, 

learning as a social or personal activity, and learning as a reproductive process.  The 

participants recalled their learning experiences in Yemen through play, though they did not 

associate this with learning: 

Teachers just let us play, they didn’t care or teach us anything, not like here. 
 (Ramila, Kamla, and Sarda)   

 
Ramila expanded on this and explained: 

[It] was a long time ago. They did not teach us, we just played and copied from the 
board.  The classrooms were not nice like here and not clean. Teachers make us clean 
the classroom before our lesson.  I went to school in Yemen for few years but I am not 
strong in Arabic. I am weak with spelling. I can read Arabic and I can understand what 
I am reading but the spelling is poor.  

(Ramila) 

A mesosystem is used to present the theme of experiences of learning (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979).  The experiences of learning outlined in the inner concentric circle of Figure 17 

identify factors at different ecological levels that inform the findings.  When Ramila 

attended her primary school, she moved into a  mesosystem that comprised the 

interrelations between two or more settings in which the developing person actively 

participates (such as, for a child, the relations between home, school and neighbourhood, or 

peer group; or, for an adult, family, work and social life  - Bronfenbrenner, 1979 p. 25).  The 

microsystem (tutors, peers) influences Ramila at the mesosystem level, with the 

mesosystem influencing Ramila’s entire learning experience of education in Yemen (based 

on rote learning).  As such it did not provide concrete learning.  She recalls this experience 

as a generally negative experience.  Other participants also described their lack of 
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enjoyment and their experiences of going to school in Yemen.  Kamla said, "school was all 

about play and no learning. I didn’t like it so didn't go”.    

4.1.2 Formal learning experiences in the UK 

Simky and Ramila attended secondary school in the UK. Upon arrival they both started in 

year nine, but in different classes.  Simky explained that she was scared to go to school and 

voiced her regrets about not having a choice to attend a school in Yemen as others were 

forward with their reading and writing because they had had the opportunity to learn in 

Arabic.  Ramila explained: 

I went straight into a secondary school in the UK upon arrival; it is too hard to go both 
ways, English and Arabic. 

 (Ramila) 

Simky described her first experience of learning: 

Learning locations does not apply to me because I did not go to school in Yemen.  I 
came here in 1993 and after two months I went to the high school near my house, not 
speaking any English at all not even ‘hello’.  I remember I got lost on my way to my 
school and could not find my classroom and I just walked into a class and kept 
speaking in Arabic and the teacher did not understand me.  It was hard for me to 
learn I could not read or write Arabic let alone English.  

(Simky) 

Simky refers to not being able to locate her classroom in a big school as a negative learning 

experience because she could not speak English and further elaborated that this happened 

to her on number occasions in different situations and locations in the school.   

Both participants describe different learning experiences at micro and meso-levels.  For 

Ramila, she admits it was hard to read and write from left to right when she started school 

in the UK.  She did explain that she has L1 Literacy skills and said her learning environment 

in the UK provides a better experience than in Yemen, whereas for Simky, it was completely 

the opposite.  She felt lost learning in the UK and could not share or agree on the same 

experiences as Ramila. 

Kamla had no experiences of formal learning in the UK: 
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Learning English was not important; when I arrived in the UK, I was dependent on my 
husband and members from his family for interpreting and translating.  I could not 
speak English. My husband’s mother was an English lady and she helped me. She 
could speak some Arabic. My experiences – I don’t know how to explain other than it 
was difficult.  

(Kamla) 

Damy had no schooling in Yemen, the FLESOL class being her first school experience. She 

acknowledges that, for her, learning was at home in Yemen and centred on cleaning, 

cooking and helping her mother.   Damy described: 

[Feeling] out of place and feeling lost, when I started the class and now, I’m happy.  

(Damy) 

Neither Kamla nor Damy went to school in the UK and their story maps and interviews 

revealed they arrived in the UK as adults to join their British-born husbands.  Learning was 

not a priority for Kamla as she had support from her husband and his extended family.  

However, she is literate in Arabic, her English mother-in-law was helpful, and Kamla learned 

some English through her.  Damy, in her interview, claimed to be a mature learner. She does 

not have literacy skills in Arabic because she did not go to school in Yemen.  After arriving in 

the UK, she stayed home to raise her children.  Her current FLESOL class is her first formal 

learning experience and she cannot compare it with Yemen.  However, in her interview she 

revealed her self-perception as a lost learner, not knowing what to expect and how she 

would learn but went on to say she was happy in her current FLESOL class.   

The theme of formal learning experiences was convergent with the findings from Benson 

and Reinders (2011), in which formal experiences are found to be educationally structured 

(non-formal and informal).  The participants at chrono-level had to overcome and adapt to 

the learning ethos in FLESOL classes in the UK.  

4.1.3 Learning as a personal activity 

The importance of a prefect to Simky when she went to a nearby secondary school was also 

apparent:  

Yes and then there was one girl – she was in Year 11 – she took me with her 
everywhere. She was from Yemen, she speaks Arabic, she took me everywhere with 
her in school, without her I couldn’t do anything. My cousin was a boy. He always 
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wants to play with his mate so this girl just helped me, yes she took me to her class, I 
was small and she was, like, 16 and the teacher said I can’t bring anyone with me but 
this girl was with me all the time. 

 (Simky) 

Simky is grateful to this newfound friend and feels that she helped and looked after her. She 

likened this to the bond between cousins, drawing on her experience from Yemen when her 

cousins used to look after her when they took the animals early in the morning to the 

mountains.  These personal micro-level influences are striking in Simky’s account of her 

early experiences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Family members and friends were central 

players in the formation of Simky’s future.  This kind of influence from family members 

seems atemporal (Deci and Ryan 2012); even though Simky had these experiences in her 

childhood years, they continued to have an impact on the ways she enacted herself in her 

adult life.  

Barton et al. (2007) suggest that language needs to be viewed in use and approached as a 

set of social practices.  This takes language learning further than a restricted range of skills, 

into the use of language across women’s wider lives.  FLESOL gives women an opportunity 

to meet with others in class, to understand how they lived, to learn from them and not just 

about their previous world; FLESOL was a meeting place, perceived as a social activity by 

some.  One of the participants was permitted to attend classes by her husband and in-laws; 

she stated: 

I don’t go out much and this is the only chance I have to meet other women.  I am 
learning but my experiences of meeting and mixing with the other women is good for 
me. 

 (Damy)  
 

The support provided by FLESOL was her lifeline (Wenger, 2010). Golovatach and Vanderplank 

(2007) and Peacock (2010) report on positive and negative attributions assigned to English 

language learners’ success or failure in English.  At meso-level, Damy’s FLESOL attendance 

reveals a positive experience of improving learning and confidence.  She interacts in the 

learning process, which becomes a social activity, contributing to improved proficiency 

(Norton and Peirce, 1995; Eldred et al., 2004; Kramsch, 2008, Dörnyei, 2009).  It is interesting 

to note that other participants discussed learning as a social activity and meso-level 

experience where exchanges occur in a supportive environment (Bronfenbenner, 1979).  
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Other participants commented on the value of engagement with other peers and this view of 

personal learning is the way in which they see themselves not just in the FLESOL class but also 

living in the community and the UK at chrono-level. The women expressed and recognised a 

wish to live in the UK and to connect with the community they currently live in; their need is 

to learn English so that they can network with others. This may be because of their perception 

of engagement connects personal learning with a sense of safety.  The participants’ 

comments from their stories below confirm their conceptualisation of learning within their 

new location:  

Comfortable with people in FLESOL class, I belong in this group (Sarda) 
 
We live here now; I belong here not Yemen (Simky) 
 
I like the groups I mix with here (Ramila) 
 
My mother-in-law is English, I belong here (Kamla) 
 
I had my children here, we belong here, it’s safe for us (Sarda) 

 
Interpretation of meanings was personal at their meso-level so that some participants 

talked about their personal development. Nickson’s (2014) study identified that the most 

useful and important content of learning was that which was of immediate practical 

application.  An extract from Simky’s interview supports this - “I can go to doctors on my 

own.” Learners identified learning content which was of immediate, practical use in their 

daily lives (health, education) as the most useful and important learning.  My findings 

show that all the participants valued their personal learning activities.  They described an 

increasing cyclical effect of confidence and achievement in which recognition of success 

was an important progression at chrono-level.  The findings thus raise questions about 

policy which focuses more on concerns related to economic matters (employability), 

citizenship and integration.   

 

Evidence shows that learning English for personal reasons was seen as an essential part of 

living in the UK.  Participants used wording that stressed the importance of learning that 

instilled confidence and a feeling of independence; Sarda said: 

It was like drawing the curtains in the morning to let the light in, my freedom to go to 
Asda by myself.   
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Ramila, in her interview, said “I can catch the bus by myself and go to the city.”  

Participants use powerful and liberating comments to describe how their experiences 

opened a window to different ways of thinking and being, contributing to their personal 

enrichment.  They felt FLESOL satisfied their personal learning needs.  These findings relate 

to the theoretical basis of ‘needs analysis’, which aims to ensure that learning meets the 

needs of the women attending FLESOL.  Personal learning activity supports the women’s 

engagement and also highlights the relevance of a needs analysis tool for identifying 

learning aims (Benesch, 2009).  

Participants identified several factors which are important in their personal learning 

(Wisniewska, 2013).  They expressed themselves using terms such as: 

We live here now; we’ve got to learn to do things for ourselves.  

(Simky, Ramila, and Kamla)  

Two other participants echoed:  

It’s my life, it’s different here, I want to go on holiday with my family. 

 (Damy and Sarda) 

Improving their English supports the Yemeni women’s wider personal learning and 

communicative competence.  The women felt that attending FLESOL and learning about 

different faiths and celebrations developed their knowledge and understanding of living in 

the UK.  Sarda, Ramila, and Simky stated: 

We want to be involved in the development of our children and encourage their 
thinking. They are from a different world to ours.  

(Sarda, Ramila, and Simky) 

The women were happy to develop links with people from different countries living in their 

neighbourhood.  They have forged friendships with neighbours from other countries or 

those with children in the same school (NIACE, 2014).  They talked about the sewing class 

they attend and their new friends from Pakistan, India and Sudan. They explained that they 

could all speak some English and learn from each other when making an outfit.   However, 

the gap is still there in relation to mature people in the same community.  These women 

wanted a future different from their past, and involvement in the development of their 
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children’s education; they now attend assemblies in schools and engage with other parents 

and their children’s teachers. 

Learning together as a useful endeavour 

This section presents evidence of interview findings of the participants’ learning together as 

a useful endeavour.  At macro-level the findings showed that learning traditions varied in 

their cultural contexts, and that the participants construct and re-construct their learning 

over time. 

The participants view classes as being practical – women learning with their children to 

achieve a goal.  Women learn how to support their children’s development, and learning 

does not involve both parents and children being in the same place at the same time. The 

emphasis is continuously on intergenerational collaboration (NIACE Family learning, 2018).  

To illustrate this further from the data, Sarda described learning with her family:    

We all help each other in the kitchen to prepare meals; my eldest daughter talks to us 
about healthy meals, and how we should cut down on salt.  My younger son and I 
work together and make a healthy snack for school lunch. I learned about the healthy 
snacks from my FLESOL class and cooking food with my child at home.  

 (Sarda) 

Supporting children, the home and family remain important.  The development of learning 

and their motivation in a wider sense are at the heart of the FLESOL learning experience.  

For Sarda, one of her aims is to improve her learning and the diet and wellbeing of her 

family.  While Damy recognises learning at meso-level can have common utility, she feels a 

lack of confidence limits her (echoing Deci and Ryan, 2000). 

Brown (2001) supports the idea that learning at meso-level will lead to better understanding 

and generate meaningful interaction as well as promoting creative thought (Ngeow, 2004, 

Bronfenbenner, 1979).  Participants’ day-to-day experiences enable them to construct and 

define co-operative learning and reconstruct beliefs (Vygotsky, 1978), internalising and 

embedding them into other beliefs.  However, the participants’ previous values and 

experiences affect their learning and they are conforming to what are perceived to be 

societal needs and norms for living in the UK (Freire, 2000).   
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Stories of learning English were shared as an essential aspect of living in the UK.  They 

included personal learning, social learning and connecting with their children and everyday 

situations.  Findings  revealed the participants have a greater sense of ownership and 

control over their learning experiences; they bring their own authentic resources (and share 

realia, for example letters from school, issues with housing, novels, etc.) (Dam, 1995, 

Nunan, 1999, Benson, 2001). 

The experiences of class-based FLESOL activities have provided some autonomy for the 

women.  They can now support their children’s learning and communicate with others, 

some at a basic level (Damy and Sarda), while others are fairly fluent and can hold a 

conversation.  For those who had never previously experienced formal learning in their 

country, learning in the UK presented distinctive learning opportunities to meet ‘other’ 

people and experience learning in places such as schools, colleges, libraries, health centres, 

community venues and adult learning centres, and to experience learning outside a Yemeni 

frame of reference.  For most of the participants, their perceptions of learning in the UK 

have had a robust influence on themselves as well as on how they support their children’s 

learning.  For these participants, who they are and where they live is important to their 

development and learning.  Their experiences shape who they are and how they interact 

with the world, and learning is embedded in their experiences (Dewey, 1938).    

4.1.4 Summary  

This section has discussed three categories in relation to learning to provide an insight into 

the participants’ understandings.  The study aimed to investigate how the Yemeni women 

conceptualise learning. I developed my analysis by exploring their notions of learning, 

starting with their earlier lives at the micro-level, and listening to and looking at their 

subsequent meso-level experiences.  The first point emerged in relation to how the 

participant group conceptualises learning from early experiences at home in Yemen 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979.  Ramila, Kamal and Sarda attended school in Yemen but their 

conceptualisation of schooling was that schools taught them little. Teachers let them play 

which held no value for them.  The factors identified contributed to both good and bad 

learning experiences in different locations, connected to the mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979).   I have presented participants’ voices, using transcripts, storyboards and memorable 
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items to bring together the content, complexity and diversity of their learning experiences 

(Creswell, 1998).  

 

Figure 12: Summary of conceptualisation of learning 

At chrono-level, conceptualisations of learning have changed for the participants and 

different factors have contributed to these changes. They have a greater sense of control 

over their learning.  Learning to speak is seen as an essential part of living in the UK (Dewey, 

1938; Vygotsky, 1978, Krashen, 1978). Participants learn best through the social connection 

with others and support their children with homework in an ethos of learning together.  

Taking ownership and being accountable for themselves and their families are seen as 

important elements in their learning journey.    

4.2 RQ2: What motivates Yemeni women to engage with FLESOL? 

4.2.1  Introduction: participants’ motives 

This section will now present my findings on my participants’ motives.  It examines the 

women’s personal, social and vocational motives for learning (at meso/macro/chrono-level) 

as revealed by their narratives.  A personal motive that emerged was overcoming the day-

to-day difficulty of being a low-level speaker of English and the desire for more effective 

personal competence.  Simpson (2016) described multiple reasons why those settling in a 

new country are motivated to learn English, ranging from the necessity of securing 

employment to the desire to integrate.   
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Motive: the desire for more effective personal competence 

All participants expressed what they have gained and what motivates them. For some 

participants, intrinsic motivation began in childhood and was sustained into their adult lives.  

These deep personal motivations, some spiralling from childhood experiences in Yemen, 

some from their personal experiences in the UK, appeared frequently in the participants’ 

interviews. At meso-level, Kamla was encouraged to learn English by her mother-in-law but 

the real drive to learn English came from within Kamla. She explained she was mesmerised 

by women drivers in the UK, and she too wanted to learn to drive.  Using persuasive skills 

with family and getting support from her husband, she attended the FLESOL class.  She went 

on to explain that she gained confidence in her FLESOL class to learn English, and motivation 

also came from her family, her husband (with practical driving sessions) and her mother-in-

law helping her at home with road signs.  Through this support, she gained confidence to 

take her driving test.  This evidence demonstrates at macro-level how attitudes have 

changed. It is no longer just about individual or family learning as in Bronfenbrenner’s 

spiralling, concentric circle; the environment influences participants’ motivation as 

illustrated by this comment from Kamla: 

Where I lived in Yemen, I never saw women driving and if I was there now I would not 
be allowed to drive.  After marriage, I came to England and I saw many women 
driving.  I learned English and I asked my husband if I can learn to drive. With support 
from my husband and his mother I learned to drive.  I am so happy I can drive; I can 
take my children, friends and family to places.  

(Kamla) 

Several participants expressed being empowered by FLESOL participation in their interviews 

and now they were confident about travelling on their own on a bus. This would not happen 

if they were in Yemen. Simky said: 

I never travelled by bus in Yemen I wouldn’t know how to.  Here I know how to travel 
by bus, we went to town with our FLESOL class and our tutor, now I have confidence I 
can go by myself.  

The themes of empowerment and effective personal motives to learn were convergent with 

the study by Horne and Haggart (2004, p. 15), who described a similar theme in their 

qualitative study:  
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despite the main motivation for many adults’ participation in family learning being 
the support of their children’s learning and development, parents often go on to 
address their own learning needs when attending family learning.   

The participants in my study lacked the confidence to use public transport when they 

started their FLESOL classes and recalled being unable to read, write or speak English but 

now they feel empowered as the classes are addressing their personal needs.  Kamla’s 

response about empowerment and personal motivation is an example: 

Learning English gave me confidence, then a reward for my achievement in English, I 
got my confidence and took driving lessons, then passing my driving test ... this was 
my licence for freedom to go places and not be dependent.  I can give something back 
to others in the community, I feel happy. 

 (Kamla)  

These women want the opportunities and gains they did not have for their own children. I 

heard through their narrative how they moved from informal to formal education and 

progressed from absolute beginners in English to an entry level ESOL qualification.  Simky 

explained in her interview: 

I didn’t go to school in Yemen, so I didn’t know how to read or write in Arabic.  I know 
in Arabic; we go from right to left because I watched my brothers.  However, when I 
started secondary school in UK it was left to right.  In ESOL class I started at Entry 3 
level for speaking and listening, I achieved my certificate but my reading and writing 
was still developing at Entry 2.  

(Simky) 

The findings show the women have extrinsic reasons beyond themselves too: they want to 

be able to do other things; they want to support their children in their learning and get to 

know people speaking English to become part of society:  

I am independent now. I can go to doctors; I don’t need to ask anyone to do things for 
me.  I can do it myself, before [with] little confidence I could not ask for anything ... 
it’s history now.  Now I am working towards Entry 3 Functional skills English. 

 (Simky) 

Dörnyei (1994) believes that learners in a second-language context are more motivated by 

extrinsic purposes than by intrinsic factors.  However, the interviews revealed both aspects 

are important to this group: 
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I want to learn more English. It is important; I live here now; my class in the 
community room at this school is good, near my house and I can come myself.  [It’s a] 
nice clean classroom, the teacher explains, and we have spelling tests, I can take an 
exam and get a certificate. We have fun learning and I enjoy coming to class. My 
husband tells me I can go to the FLESOL class now.  Now, I am learning English, I will 
be respected by my son’s teacher that I am learning and my older children.  

(Ramila) 

The findings from the focus group interviews show how much the women may be motivated 

by a desire for respect or recognition of their own feelings of enjoyment of English, which is 

a type of extrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2000). The findings from the interviews also 

point to a shared personal motivation among respondents: 

Learning English is important to me because it will allow me to meet and mix with 
more people and mothers in school.  The classes help me with my Citizenship test.  

(Damy)  

I want to be able to speak, read, write in English, I have a chance to learn. Now that 
my children are at school, they want me to speak English with them.  Before my 
husband said ‘No’ because there was no one to look after our children.  I live here 
now. This is my country. 

 (Sarda)  

The findings echo how the women’s learning needs are embedded within the layered levels 

of Bronfenbrenner’s ecology and show that various factors have influenced participants’ 

personal motivation for learning, including their immediate family and their children.  One 

important factor was their perception of who was responsible for controlling the learning 

process.  I found that some (Simky, Kamla and Damy) believed their learning was controlled 

by their mother when they were in Yemen.  In an interview, Simky explained how she was 

not in control of her learning and shared what her mother had said to her: “I need you to 

help me at home to look after your sisters, brother, and the farm animals.”  Echoing macro-

level factors, Kamla and Damy explained their mothers felt going to school was unsuitable 

for girls. They both felt they had to respect their mothers.  

In the UK, the idea of control applies to all the participants.  Their husbands, children, 

FLESOL tutors and the schools their children attend, control their learning.   Sarda explained 

during the focus group interview how she felt she was not in control because her husband 

reminded her of her responsibilities: 
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My husband told me the housework and children must come first before I can think 
about starting a FLESOL class.  He didn’t think I could cope if I attended the FLESOL 
class.  

(Sarda) 

This is an interesting point; it demonstrates how the process of changing attitudes and 

cultural expectations occurs at macro and chrono-levels.  If, through dialogue, the learning 

of English by the mother can be interpreted as looking after the children, then any potential 

cognitive dissonance is potentially addressed and macro-level changes occur, as described in 

Bronfenbrenner’s model (1979).  Damy and Kamla felt they had to juggle their time to 

attend classes and additional pressure from the tutor and their children to make time for 

learning made them feel not in control.  

The women’s personal motivation to learn in class supports their out-of-class activities, thus 

the in-class practice of English is indeed an important characteristic of their personal 

motivation to be able use English independently and to flip their experiences back into class 

with peers and their tutor.  

4.2.2 Social motivation for learning  

The interview findings illustrate the strong influence of intrinsic motivation for second 

language learners’ empowerment and their social motives to learn.  Deci and Ryan’s (2000, 

2002a, 2002b; 2013) SDT says that intrinsic motivation, well-being and other positive 

outcomes are a product of the fulfilment of three basic and innate psychological needs: for 

autonomy, competence and relatedness. 

The development of these needs, in a social context, supports an individual’s intrinsic 

motivations and ability to function effectively.  The needs are not hierarchical; however, 

they play equal roles within an individual’s development and maintenance of intrinsic 

motivation.  Ramila’s statement from the focus group interview reflects all the participants’ 

views that FLESOL has been instrumental in developing the three areas of needs, supporting 

Deci and Ryan’s (2013) SDT theory.  Ramila’s statement captured what emerged as intrinsic 

motivation:   

[The] lifestyle is good here. I’ve got freedom and can go out with friends. There is free 
school here, I like it. The NHS is free here; in Yemen you must pay to see a doctor or if 
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you have to be in hospital. In the FLESOL class we learn a lot about how to help 
children and our well-being, it’s good for people like us,  

(Ramila)  

The data revealed that participants are immensely proud of their achievements at chrono-

level, driven by social motivations to learn. They demonstrated increased identity capital 

(Schuller and Watson, 2009), improving confidence and intrinsic motivation in and out of 

the classroom.  Simky explained: 

I never went out of the village and I wasn’t allowed to go to the school, I can’t read or 
write in Arabic.  Now I go to Arabic class, I have achieved my Entry 3 Functional skills 
English, but for speaking, I am at level 1 and working towards a level 2. I can interpret 
for others who speak Arabic only, they phone my house and ask for me to go with 
them.  

(Simky) 

Findings from the focus group interview showed the women’s achievements, their new 

experiences, receiving and giving gifts on special occasions, ordering from the Avon 

catalogue, going to the seaside and knowing they can order food and drinks when they go 

out. These were among the memorable items shared in Figure 13 to tell their stories. 

  

Figure 13: Memorable items in 

an envelope of significant 

items 

 

 

 

At a macro-level, the findings showed that those who may not previously have had 

opportunities developed social motives to learn; this may lead on to greater achievements, 

previously out of reach.  They may become role models for others in the family, 

neighbourhood or the wider community.  Sarda mirrored this statement in her interview 

when she said:  
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Everyone knows Mother Teresa, she was a good role model for all. I can’t be her, but I 
know I want to work with teenagers and keep them safe. Everything is changing for 
them now.  Maybe I will make a difference and they’ll remember me. 

 (Sarda) 

The interview findings show participants’ perceptions of learner autonomy, intrinsic 

motivation and positive learning outcomes were increased by attending FLESOL classes.  In 

their stories, they explained their social motivation to learn.  The women feel free to express 

themselves and discuss their interests and values.  Interview findings show that the women 

(Simky, Ramila, and Sarda) feel competent when communicating and that they can meet 

future challenges and goals (Ryan and Deci, 2013).  Simky said:  

I go to my appointments by myself, I can go out by myself, I can do almost everything 
by myself now. I don’t have to wait for my husband to come home to sort things for 
me now. 

 (Simky) 

The findings at meso-level suggest a strong relationship between intrinsic motivation and 

empowerment.  The group interview findings illustrate how learners trust their FLESOL 

tutors to allow them to move along their chosen path.  Simky commented in her interview: 

When I started ESOL class I trusted my tutor, I learned lots of things. I trusted my 
tutor because she taught me how to make appointments and the words I needed for 
personal use with doctors and to speak to people in English.  Now I am in a FLESOL 
class my tutor’s advice and guidance has secured my place on a TA (Teaching 
Assistant) programme. 

 (Simky) 

During the interviews, participants voiced how their confidence and intrinsic motivation 

helped in their capital growth.  The participants have invested in this (to be independent 

and support their children with their homework and GP visits). They discussed how they felt 

empowered to follow a path to proficiency in their second language.  

I help my son with his word list he brings from school. 

 (Sarda) 

Before, I couldn’t speak or understand English, I didn’t know anything but now I’m 
much better. I can go to the doctors on my own, speak to teachers, go to the bank.  
Before I used to take my eldest child to interpret for me at the doctors and that was 
embarrassing for me.  
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(Damy) 

Another participant in an individual interview said: 

I can help my younger child now with spellings and reading simple books. The other 
day I made a telephone call to my local council office and reported a fault. I am so 
happy that I can do this by myself now.  Previously I’d have to wait for my husband to 
make a call and report a fault and I used to feel left out when he was helping our son 
with homework.  

(Sarda) 

In summary their empowerment and social experiences are unique, but they may resonate 

beyond the study.  Learner autonomy is closely linked with intrinsic motivation and 

empowerment (Ryan and Deci 2000).  Motivation is increased by attending FLESOL classes 

and participants are proud of their achievements.     

Engagement with the wider community  

Kamla connected engagement with the wider community with being respected and cared 

for by her peers, tutors and children. The desire to engage with the wider community 

bridges intrinsic and extrinsic motives, and is perceived by the participants to involve 

participation in a broad range of activities, as commented on by Kamla in interviews: 

Now I speak with my children and this has helped all of us. It’s not so embarrassing 
for them or me now.  I can speak to teachers, phone up school when one of the 
children is sick and give reasons why he/she is not attending. I can share a joke in 
English with friends and have a laugh, and our FLESOL tutor. I don’t really have any 
English friends, only mothers at school I talk to.  

(Kamla) 

It was interesting to note that most of the participants discussed a strong social element in 

their learning experiences with friends, other parents from their children’s schools, their 

peers in FLESOL and the ESOL Sewing class.  Social motives to learn included a range of 

situations in the community, e.g. at the health centre; they talked about the women-only 

keep-fit classes they attended.  Women-only swimming had been considered but was not 

taken up (Simky, Sarda and Ramila) – the supermarket and the local libraries were more 

appealing.  They shared the example of the ‘school playground’, an unfamiliar environment 

for them.  This new experience created a bond with a relative stranger.  Simky recalls: 

She was a stranger to me, and she spoke to me.  She said ‘Hello’. I just looked around 
me, but she was talking to me as if she knew me. I didn’t know her, but she knew me.  
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Her son and my son are friends. They are both in same class.  [She was a] stranger in 
a safe environment, I felt safe talking to [her]. 

 (Simky) 

The fact is that Simky may have felt safe because it was a school environment, as she 

reflected in relation to her childhood experiences; in Yemen, it was unsafe to go out of the 

village, where there were no strangers, and she never experienced talking to a stranger.  

Now, in the UK, she has attended secondary school for two years and has some experience 

of socialising with peers at school while observing rules from parents not to speak to 

strangers.  Now, as an adult, attending FLESOL classes may have fuelled her confidence and 

influenced her desire to interact independently with the wider social environment and 

those around her to develop her skills and knowledge. The social motivation to learn in this 

study reveals a positive link between learning and well-being (Field, 2009) and was reflected 

in the focus group interviews. The participants reflected on a new-found enjoyment of 

group learning, raising self-esteem and intrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2011).   

Spade’s (cited in Sadeghi, 2016) study reported that social factors also relate to a person’s 

self-confidence; an individual can experience a lot from their micro-level surroundings.  The 

same features happen in language success as well.  Greater social involvement supports the 

development of intrinsic motivation and learning.  Spada (2007) and Xu (2011) both 

conducted research into social factors in self-confidence.  Both reported that self-

confidence brings a willingness to communicate in the target language.  Those who are 

more confident are more likely to communicate in and outside class. They highlighted how 

ranges of communicative settings have an important role in self-confidence.  Edwards 

(2015) revealed that self-confidence in a second language is a significant predictor of 

language skill.  Thus willingness to communicate with native speakers in the target language 

can continue to develop second language self-confidence. 

Indeed, the establishment of a community of practice appeared to be having a positive 

effect on the participants’ learning, confidence and their interactions in the wider 

community (Field, 2009): 

…[m]eeting and mixing with people, to make friends and chat with them; I want to 
speak to English people and understand them.  We go to Pizza Hut with family and 
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friends; sometimes we get a train to the city for a day out and people look at us when 
we are speaking in English and switch to Arabic.  

(Ramila) 

In the above extract, Ramila says she is most likely to speak in English and Arabic when 

out socialising.  Participants described how they often speak in both languages outside 

the home. Code-switching is a phenomenon in which bilingual participants switch 

between L1 and L2 as a function of the audience with whom they are interacting (Heredia 

and Cieslicka, 2015).  Ramila explained how code-switching increases between family 

members and friends.  She went on to explain that code-switching is useful as it helps her 

engage with her children.  She wants to maintain the balance between Arabic and English 

so they can communicate with the Yemeni community and secure future employment.   

Evidence from the data showed the connection for learners between increased social and 

human capitals (Field, 2003).  The women participated in the ‘International Women’s Day’ 

and talked about how they came together to celebrate, sharing Yemeni dishes with others: 

[I] felt shy at first. I was so happy to meet so many other women, they were happy to 
try our food and talk to us. They asked about children and were interested in the 
outfits we wore under our outer coat. 

 (Simky, Ramila and Sarda) 

The participants shared their experiences, celebrating achievements, displaying outfits 

made in sewing classes, performing cultural dances and talking with others.  Practising 

language in a real context presents important enrichment opportunities for these learners.  

They are enthusiastic about the support they have received from friends, family, their 

children and tutors.  Recognising the social motivation to learn, exchanging positive 

feedback and receiving social recognition are both personal and social benefits. One 

participant said: 

My husband goes to the gym; he likes to keep fit, he’s into boxing, so everyone in the 
community knows he is a boxer.  Now my son has joined too and now people come up 
to me and want to speak to me.  

(Simky)  
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Another said: 

Learning English gave me confidence, passing my driving test – this was my licence to 
freedom to be independent, go places, and help others in the community.  I felt a gift 
had been granted; I can speak in English and drive now. This is my dream come true.   

(Kamla) 

The findings illustrate strong social motives to learn alongside intrinsic motivation (Deci and 

Ryan, 2013).  They also show that certain macro-level cultural factors sometimes combined 

with gender issues (Gallacher et al., 2002) to frustrate the women’s motivation to learn as 

they felt obliged to prioritise support for their children, family and the community. The 

women acknowledged that, as individuals, their needs had changed to accommodate and 

integrate within the host community (Schuller, 2009). 

4.2.3  Vocational motives 

The data revealed the participants’ positive attitudes to FLESOL were also linked to their 

vocational achievements at chrono-level.  The interviews reflected their growing vocational 

motivation to learn.  Participants described the increasing cyclical effect of confidence and 

achievement in which recognition of success and motivation were identified as important to 

progression into vocational learning:   

I am taking my level 2 Functional Skills English exam in June, I have a provisional offer 
on a Teaching Assistant course for September, I want to work in a school with 
children. 

 (Sarda) 

Simky, Ramila and Sarda are working towards English qualifications, Damy is working 

towards her Citizenship test, while Kamla has passed her driving test and is working towards 

her Entry 3 English qualifications.  This was highly valued and something they now 

anticipated was within their reach.  They said this was because the motivation to learn was 

multiple: from their children, husbands and their FLESOL tutor.  Simky commented: 

I was getting help with my spelling from the tutor in class, and at home from my 
children and husband. Then helping children with their spelling was helping me too. I 
got more confidence from them.  I passed my ESOL E3 and Level 1 reading, I got 
Functional Skills E3 writing and now I’m doing the Level 1 Functional Skills. 

 (Simky) 
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Ramila said she wanted to:  

Get [a] job and pass my English but I need more help with spelling as I keep 
forgetting; children are helping me. 

Kamla commented: 

I’ve got help from mother-in-law, husband and children with my Highway code, my 
friends are helping with my Entry 3 qualifications.  I am using my husband’s car more 
to take other people from the community to their appointments.  

(Kamla) 

Damy’s comment was: 

Children are telling me to go to ESOL class, I am working towards my English for my 
Citizenship test. 

 (Damy) 

The evidence from interviews links to the assertion that acquiring skills and knowledge 

contributes to ‘identity capital’ (Schuller and Watson, 2009).   

Sarda grew up in an environment where education was highly valued and respected.  As a 

result, she claims she acquired a passion for wanting to achieve social status.  Family 

influences are explicit in Sarda’s accounts of learning experiences.  In the interviews, she 

describes her family’s encouragement for her to study, to learn English and to educate 

herself at micro-level.  She likes to listen to Radio 4 or watch the BBC news.  In her story, she 

explained that the news is clear but it can be “too fast for me to capture the meanings.”  

Desiring knowledge and skills seem to have permeated her childhood and continues to play 

an important role in her adult life.  Sarda has observed her family and relatives fully 

participating in British society, and her positive attitude to learning is empowering her along 

a vocational pathway.  In this situation, Sarda’s motivation can be viewed as intrinsic 

because she is engaging in an activity she enjoys, but it is also extrinsic, driven by the 

anticipated rewards of the achievement of her qualifications and securing her provisional 

course offer. 

Simky explained she was attending FLESOL as a top-up to her mandatory programmes.  She 

joined the class because of her extrinsic motivation and became intrinsically driven as 

learning became enjoyable. Simky is motivated as it helps her to reach her self-determined 

goal (SDT) goal.  She said: 
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I have to attend. I need to pass my Level 2 English. If I don’t I will fall behind. I want to 
enrol on the interpreter course.  In the FLESOL class it’s a little bit social, like, I can 
meet my friends and go over and do some of my other homework from the other 
class. 

 (Simky) 

Findings show how Simky found her previous learning environment (secondary school) 

difficult, which may reflect Freire’s (1996) concerns about education. The interviews 

indicate that Simky is positive about her vocational motivation to learn. She uses her own 

initiative and maximises her learning in a community setting by negotiating her attendance 

and making the most of the opportunities available.  These positive goals are only effective 

motivators if they become internalised (Deci, Koestner and Ryan, 1999). Deci and Ryan 

(1985) make an important distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.  

Intrinsically motivated participants engage in learning because they find it interesting and 

enjoyable (Kamla and Damy), whereas extrinsically motivated participants carry out 

activities to gain reward.  The findings show that Simky’s, Ramila’s and Sarda’s self-

determination enabled them to achieve their English qualification. They also show the inter-

connectedness of both forms of motivation (Deci and Ryan, 1985).  

Focus group and interview data reveal how that for some participants (Simky, Ramila, and 

Sarda), the need for communication with others was a motivating factor for their 

development at meso-level.  This influenced their decisions to become volunteers at their 

local school and gave them social status.  This desire to be in an environment arises from 

the increased social identity and human capital gain (Schuller and Watson, 2009) developed 

through the FLESOL programme.  Learners articulated this interdependence of asset 

development as crucial.  Simky highlighted the experience of learning, meeting others and 

using English through volunteering as good preparation for her work placement on her 

vocational programme.  The positive focus on learning raised her confidence and self-

esteem and may have a long-term impact on her economic well-being, providing routes out 

of poverty (Fullick, 2009). The interviewees highlighted increasing internal motivation to 

work towards qualifications, to look for jobs and more economic independence.  Simky 

commented, “I have a plan” and this statement points to Simky’s self-determination to 

achieve (Deci and Ryan, 2012).   
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4.2.4 Motivation to engage in learning for employment   

Participants linked their progress initially to non-credited learning.  Kamla and Damy’s 

interviews show they are motivated by learning, but for them learning English for 

employment was not a priority.  However, they wanted to prove they could achieve for 

themselves. They talked about aspirations for future jobs for their children.  FLESOL learning 

was helping them to be ready for changes to come, supporting them with decision-making 

regarding their children at chrono-level.  Damy’s interview revealed that when her children 

are in full-time education, she might pick up her sewing and work from home, “mending 

clothes for women and children”.  Figure 14 is an example from the focus group word-storm 

activity of the women’s aspirations for the future.  

 

Figure 14: Focus group storyboard activities on women’s aspirations 

Ramila said, “I would like a job in translation.”  She went on to say “I am currently acting as a 

role model in school for other Yemeni women but without pay. I meet and greet and 

support the class teacher.”  Ramila values this experience as it empowers and supports her 

English; she meets other people and sees this role as a job.  She perceived that Muslim 

women and parenting styles are subject to negative portrayals (cf. Cameron, cited in Mason 

and Sherwood, 2016) and wants to provide a positive role model for her own children and 

others.  Sarda, on the other hand, is currently volunteering and supporting the FL/ESOL 
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tutor.  She explained that her volunteering experience was giving her exposure to English 

and, at the same time, she was gaining classroom experience: 

Volunteering is a key. It started me with extra learning and when I’m volunteering, I 
am also learning a job.  I can help other moms who can’t speak English and help them 
through the difficult times I once had.  

 

(Sarda) 

4.2.5 Summary  

The findings revealed that the women’s motivation for learning is driven by their children 

and their desire for independence.  This is a significant shift from Yemen to the UK at 

chrono-level. They want to gain qualifications as recognition for their efforts, for acceptance 

for citizenship and, for some, as a potential doorway into paid employment.  The 

storyboards and interview data show the participants’ aspirations for the future and 

community learning is helping them to be ready for change. Social motivations and 

employment were motives identified as key sub-themes. 

 

Figure 15: Summary of motivation to engage in FLESOL 
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The findings show that some women have vocational aspirations for their own future, but 

they all want to support their children with their homework. They want to gain 

qualifications, using initiatives like volunteering to maximise learning so they can practise 

English (Deci and Ryan, 2013).  This is the development of capability through a learning 

process where an individual applies existing competences successfully to new and uncertain 

circumstances.  Their stories reflect positive links between learning and well-being (Field, 

2009) and also the layered levels of influence and development.  

Participants have aspirations for both genders, contrary to their own early experiences 

where boys were favoured over girls.  Gender differences persist, however, as voiced by 

Simky (“going to gym for boxing is boys thing and not a girls sport”).  Some of the 

participants have experienced formal education in Yemen but would never have had the 

opportunities for work, education or volunteering roles.  They discussed how important it is 

for them to have the opportunity to learn, gain a qualification, be independent, and they 

value the support their husbands’ encouragement.  In their stories, they reflected on people 

(tutors, friends, children) who supported and inspired them in their motives to learn. The 

image in Figure 15 depicts a summary of participants’ motives to learn.  

A complex multitude of layers (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) surrounds learning a second 

language.  Forming a deeper understanding of the barriers involved is the focus of my third 

research question.   

4.3 What barriers to FLESOL engagement do the women experience?  

4.3.1 Introduction 

This section presents findings on participants’ perceived barriers to FLESOL engagement.  It 

explores situational, dispositional and institutional barriers in the women’s lives.  Under 

these themes, there are sub-themes demonstrating how the layers (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Deci and Ryan, 1982) overlap. I will now move on to discuss the situational barriers 

experienced by the participants.  
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4.3.2 Practical situational barriers 

At micro-level, the situational barriers related to accessing health services, talking to health 

visitors, making appointments and always having someone to interpret for them and being 

unable to talk about personal health issues. Damy commented:  

I want to be independent, I can’t even make a doctor’s appointment or speak to a 
doctor without help.  

(Damy) 
 

Sarda said: 

I didn’t know what to say to callers at the door. I couldn’t complete a simple form, 
and I didn’t understand what I was signing for. Now I laugh about it when I accept a 
postal delivery and sign for it.  I could not even make a simple request for anything for 
my baby.  All of these things made me feel sad and I didn’t want to go or do anything.  

(Sarda) 
 

Simky recalled her early experiences and revealed that one situational barrier was going to 

her local shop.  She said:  

My mother sent me to a local shop. She gave me money, I don’t know how much 
money she gave me. I didn’t understand the value of money then, it was coins not £1 
notes. I went to the shop but could not explain to the shopkeeper what my mom 
needed – so I just kept looking on the shelf and behind the counter.  I remember very 
clearly what the shopkeeper said to me, ‘what do you want can’t you see?’ She used 
this voice that made me feel very uncomfortable, it was not polite in those days.  I 
thought it would be the same as going to the village shop in Yemen.  There I used to 
stroll into the shop, pick up what my mom needed, pay and walk back.  I never had to 
use words such as thank you.  

(Simky) 
 

Participants’ other situational barriers included communications with doctors, going to 

post offices and hospitals. This caused anxiety, apprehension and frustration for them.  

Findings revealed that participants overcame the situational barriers through their self-

determination. Participants’ self-determination relating to accessing English for 

everyday use can be understood from the construct of ‘SDT’ discussed in the literature 

chapter (Deci and Ryan 2012).  

Supporting children with homework 

Findings identified the participants’ situational barriers and difficulties, including supporting 

their children with school homework and going to parents’ evening. Sarda and Damy stated:  
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I can’t help my younger child. He is in the nursery class and I feel sad I can’t help him 
with the alphabet or the words he brings home to learn.  I do not know the alphabet; 
how to read the words, name the colours.  I get it wrong, so he goes to his father and 
at parents’ evening, when I went, I didn’t understand what the teacher was saying.  

(Sarda) 

For me I feel sad because I understand why it’s like this for them but it's like, you tell 
us to speak English, but I find it easier to speak Arabic.  I understand my children at 
home.  I tell them to speak Arabic. They can't. They say it’s easier to speak English. I 
feel they are being pushed to speak English.  

(Damy)  

The context of supporting their children has changed from what they were used to in their 

own childhoods.  Families learn together now where, previously, mothers felt left out 

because of their culture and the barrier constituted by their lack of English. In the focus 

group, Damy revealed how she felt pushed out from engaging at home with her immediate 

family: 

My husband talks to the children in English, I can’t join in with them, I am left out.  

(Damy)  

Research suggests that a parent’s involvement in school activities is positively associated 

with learners’ social and emotional adjustment (Henderson and Mapp 2002; Westmoreland 

et al. 2009). The literature review identified much research in adult learning, mainly in the 

area of literacy, but less research on L1 literacy and for speakers of other languages.  

However, there is even less on Yemeni women’s literacy needs and barriers to engagement 

in learning. It was evident from my fieldwork that participants expected to use Arabic at 

home (indoors) and English outside; the evidence shows that children are the drivers who 

are challenging their mothers. Children also use English to some extent at home, often in 

preference to Arabic.  My research participants are acutely aware of the expectations and 

pressures placed on them as mothers of bilingual children. 

As echoed in recent literature, perceptions of Muslim women can be coloured by 

miscommunication, as some learners experience fear, isolation and feelings of 

incompleteness, as discussed in the literature review. Certain sectors of the media and 

some politicians frame the opportunity to learn as an obligation.   Sarda discussed the 

recent media coverage of Muslim women in the UK and the USA (Cameron, cited in 
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Mason and Sherwood, 2016 and Trump, 2016).  She expressed how this influenced 

both her internal and external barriers, one affecting the other following the media 

coverage: 

It doesn’t matter if you’re Muslim or non-Muslim. There are people where I live, they 
need English too and there are English people not working who could, so why is the 
government pointing a finger at us, about how we dress, and that we must earn a 
wage.  On TV last night President Trump was saying ‘No Muslim allowed’ and was 
othering us. 

 (Sarda) 

Sarda wants to overcome her barriers and to support her family.  Participants persevered 

and reached out to improve their English through different means, such as watching the 

news, and they tried to approach teachers from whom they could get support for their 

English.   

Some research suggests that educators often regard parents from different cultural 

backgrounds as being hard to reach and as less interested in their children’s education than 

other parents (Feiler, 2010).  However, there is evidence to suggest that parents from 

different cultural backgrounds are not ‘difficult’, ‘obstructive’ or ‘indifferent’ – the kind of 

language often used of such groups (King, 2008).  Rather, it is often the schools which make 

it more difficult for these parents to access and engage in their children’s learning; in this 

case, they are ‘under-served’ rather than ‘hard to reach’. 

4.3.3 Dispositional Barriers 

In this section, I discuss the findings in relation to the dispositional barriers experienced by 

the participants at micro-level.  The sub-themes in this section are personal and family-

related barriers. The barriers revealed are divided in two categories: dispositional (internal), 

and situational (external) (Deci and Ryan 2012).  Internal barriers are those that have been 

internalised by women often through socialisation.  The external barriers (situational) result 

from the traditional and cultural heritage imposed on females by the immediate family and 

community, yet the two interact and the central barrier to development is the macro-level 

stereotype of Yemeni women.  To begin with, in this section, I will present the evidence for 

personal internal barriers.  
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Personal 

Simky and Damy are confident to voice their personal internal barriers and agreed with 

Ramila when she said:  

Everyone was looking at me as if I was from space.  I wear my traditional dress ─ we 
call it an ‘Abaya’ ─ it’s a long black dress, like an overcoat, and my black headscarf.  I 
just felt uncomfortable and didn’t like people staring at me, so I didn’t attend. But 
now it’s not so bad. I can speak and my children are with me. 

 (Ramila, Simky and Damy) 

The example provided by the participants above shows there is a connection between 

internal and external barriers, the cross-over between the individual and the outside 

worldview (Deci and Ryan, 2012). 

The women in this study have been in the UK for many years. They stayed home to raise 

their children and learning English was not a priority for them. Their limited exposure to 

English became a barrier in other situations, as discussed.  Damy said:   

English is only used in class, but out of class and at home it is mostly Arabic; I need 
English to get by every day. That’s why I come to class. I want to phone the council 
and report a fault, call the school to say my child is sick, and go to appointments by 
myself at the doctors and hospital. 

 (Damy) 

All the participants identified their limited exposure to English as a barrier, which then 

became a barrier to other things. As I discussed earlier in this chapter, my participants relied 

upon their husbands for everything, from accessing services to everyday situations and their 

basic needs at micro-level.  Damy emphasises that her internal barriers result in an over-

reliance on her husband to go to “parents evening,” and “hospital appointments”:  

I don’t know how to ask questions and if I don’t understand when they speak me to 
me what’s the point, I have to rely on my husband for everything, even going 
shopping and money. 

 (Damy) 

This story from Damy is evidenced within the interviews with Kamla, Sarda, Simky and 

Ramila.  At micro-level the interview themes highlight how their internal barriers impacted 

on accessing schools and adult learning centres.  The interaction of factors affecting 

participation involve the home, the individual and the community; these factors are 
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complex and multi-layered, with each constraining women’s individual agency 

(Bronfenbrenner 1979, 1986).   

Simky explained that her husband spends a lot more time with their son than with their 

daughters, even now they live in the UK.  In a Western society, she continues to see that the 

macro-level Muslim tradition of favouring boys persists.  This particular socio-cultural 

dimension of Muslim life in contemporary Britain can be seen within Simky’s narratives and 

is significant in this study:   

My husband goes to the gym. He’s a boxer, and now my son is more interested in 
training up to be boxer like his dad. Our daughters stay home with me but I wish that 
they could find some sort of interest and I would be happy to join in it with them, but 
not boxing.  

(Simky) 

Considering the meso-level, one of the anxieties that Simky feels concerns her access to 

engaging in other opportunities with her daughters. This may influence her anxiety in other 

situations.  Her husband influences child-rearing practices and she is always reminded by 

her extended family that her girls are required to show obedience to males in their family.  

The findings are convergent with a study by Alsaif (1997), who reports that “raising girls is 

very important in Islam and is seen as a way to seek more reward, but Saudis tend to favour 

boys” (Alsaif, 1997, p. 166).   

Ramila described her experiences of traditional women’s’ roles within her family:  

My husband stopped me from attending FLESOL. There was no one to look after my 
children. I wasn’t allowed to leave them with anyone else. For five years, I stayed 
home.  

(Ramila) 

Ramila and Kamla had attended college for ESOL in the past but when they had children, 

they had to stop their studies.  The flexibility of FLESOL, they said, helped them fit studies 

around their responsibilities.  They said the provision of a crèche had been a crucial factor in 

enabling them to access learning and speak better English, seen as essential for their future 

economic independence.  The support given by crèche staff and volunteers in family classes 

was particularly directed to enabling the women to participate on their own terms. 
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The continuing practical dependence of women on their husbands has retained some of the 

Yemeni women in a patriarchal structure.  Women’s role is to maintain the Islamic family 

and community structure.  Some of the participants have conformed to the stereotype held 

by the Yemeni community and, as the findings show, the women tend to reinforce the 

traditional child-rearing practices adopted by parents, and their husbands add to the 

women’s inner anxiety, which constitutes a barrier in its own right.  Fatany (2007) states 

that the Yemeni community appears to put up barriers for women, resulting in restrictions 

imposed on women in order to safeguard their Muslim identity, as well as the family values 

that it is feared could be lost in the process of learning.  Not having money for course fees 

and women being reliant on their husbands meant going without learning English for at 

least one year after arrival, with negative consequences for their prospects of engagement 

and for becoming active in their communities.  

The findings in this study show that women did not speak English upon arrival, having 

received little or no education.  This indicates that they are more likely to be illiterate in 

their own language, and consequently have greater barriers to learning English (Krashen 

1978). Illiteracy  and low literacy levels mean that, as well as learning a new language, the 

participants may need to learn a new alphabet, how to hold a pen, and, for those who did 

have schooling in Yemen, reading and writing from left to right.  All of the participants said 

in their individual interviews that they did not know the difference between surname and 

first name and some of the women did not know their date of birth.  Damy said:  

I knew nothing and I couldn’t even copy from the board.  

(Damy)   

Simky’s storyboard illustrated that when she learned to read and write in Arabic as an adult 

it was from right to left. Learning English was more confusing for her own cognitive 

processes, as she went on to explain, “I had to train to look from left to right and, moreover, 

I am left-handed”.  Simky’s story suggests that she views the abstract concepts of good and 

bad in learning.  From the embodiment perspective, Simky is making a clear statement in 

her story that the hand in which she is most proficient (her left hand) is considered the 

better hand.   
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In the focus group, the women explained that the more fundamental basics of English, such 

as greetings and the pronunciation of some words were a barrier, as some of the sounds of 

English vowels do not exist in spoken Arabic.  Sarda and Ramila went on to explain that “we 

can say the words in the class but forget how to say it and what it means out of class.”  The 

focus interviews also revealed that the women did not use English every day.  At macro-

level all of them identified that they felt isolated from the outside world by certain cultural 

norms, creating barriers in everyday practical situations. 

Damy said:  

I do not have extensive speaking practice on a regular basis; I feel stupid and cut off 
from engaging with children.  When they were younger, they spoke to me in Arabic 
but now in primary education the preferred language is English.  When they come 
home from school, they speak in English with each other and continue to do that with 
their father who supports them with their homework.  I am excluded, and they only 
see me as the one who takes care of the cooking and cleaning.  

(Damy)    

The data from the story maps and interviews show Simky, Ramila and Sarda’s level of 

confidence in everyday encounters with those around them is growing.  However, they 

revealed in the interviews that upon arrival in the UK, and after marriage, the barriers 

became more obvious, as previously they depended on their extended family and husband 

but, after starting a family, extrinsic motivation and confidence grew. 

During the individual interviews, participants described and provided examples of internal 

barriers, and explained how they were reluctant to engage in school life.  For example, 

‘sports day’ and the ‘school assembly’ were perceived as formal and only for those with 

‘good English’.  They explained that the school did not investigate why they did not 

participate in such activities.  Instead, Simky shared the views of other participants and said: 

“The teachers told our husbands at parents’ evening that we were not interested” (Simky).  

These findings were also reflected in the Home-Start family support programmes study 

(Frost et al., 1996), which found this to be a problem for Asian parents who did not speak 

English.  Although the women felt these experiences to be part of their internal barriers, 

they reflect how structural barriers impact on personal experiences and perceptions.  
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Family-related barriers 

The findings identified participants’ external difficulties related to the women’s situational 

position resulting from the traditional and cultural heritage imposed on females by the 

immediate family and community.  These findings link to Gallacher et al.’s (2002) study of 

barriers to learning. Within the family-related dimension, husbands and extended families 

can exercise their power supportively or restrictively. 

Personal difficulties and family-related barriers were gathered from story maps and the 

focus group discussions provided more in-depth qualitative data to inform and deepen the 

findings, revealing participants’ internal anxieties and fears in accessing learning.  It was also 

possible to observe the process of interaction among the participants and their reactions to 

questions as they engaged in discussion.  Integration outside of their immediate community, 

for some women, was rarely felt to be essential due to their self-sufficiency and family 

networks, but for others, like Damy, Simky, and Sarda, the story map and focus interviews 

revealed their internal barriers – anxiety, fear and a lack of confidence with the outside 

world.  Damy said: 

I used to be scared to go out because I couldn’t speak English properly; my husband 
and his family did everything for me.  When I had to go out to take children to school, 
I kept thinking people are looking at me and laughing at me.  

(Damy)  

Childcare constituted a further family-related barrier.  Some participants with children felt 

they had to stay at home. Sarda said: 

 I got babies ... you know and had to look after them. My husband told me the 
children and running the house was my priority, not learning.   

(Sarda) 

The women in class are entitled to free childcare. However, it is also important to 

understand cultural attitudes to the way childcare is delivered in communities (such as 

Yemen) where leaving your child to be cared for by someone else is considered neglectful.   

With the findings from the focus interviews including phrases such as “our values, tradition, 

extended family, culture and where I come from”, I quickly became aware that barriers to 

learning were deeply ingrained and entwined within the women and their communities, 
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reaching deep into their experiences of authority structures and rejection. Many layers of 

barriers merged within the participants’ internal experiences.   

4.3.4 Institutional barriers 

Examining the barriers within the current FLESOL programme enabled an appreciation of 

the participants’ interpretations of the structural, cultural and pedagogic barriers to 

engagement. Institutional barriers include eligibility rules and fees, alongside UK rules for 

engaging. The importance of being able to access learning close to home emerged as key for 

the women, but geography was not the only potential barrier.  

Lack of information  

External obstacles were revealed in the focus group. Findings from interviews identified that 

one reason participants started FLESOL was because of crèche availability.  All participants 

perceived that when the centre hosted FLESOL in their local schools, there was a lack of 

information and awareness and the centre did not do enough to overcome this barrier.  

Additionally, the interviews revealed further insights.  Ramila, Damy and Kamla each had 

more than three children under school-age; for them, childcare was key and the timing of 

the courses did not fit in with the practicalities of their daily routines.  There were issues of 

taking them to school and flexibility to fit in around busy family lives at micro-level was 

limited but, with flexible childcare, these barriers could have been avoided.  Damy 

explained: 

I have four children, one at primary school, a two year old and twins who are just 
eleven months.  I had no help at home and I was juggling with home and family, [I 
had] no time to learn.  

(Damy) 

UK rules and systems  

Findings additionally revealed macro-level system barriers to engagement in FLESOL. Damy 

and Sarda, in their interviews, explained that one of the reasons they did not previously 

access learning was because they felt UK rules excluded them.  The ESFA (2018) eligibility 

rules state “newly arrived spouses and family members of permanent UK residents must 

reside [in the UK for] 12 months ...” (2018).  Three participants (Sarda, Kamla, and Damy) 

explained they entered the UK with a spouse visa to join their husbands.  Due to not 
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meeting the twelve months eligibility rules the participants faced barriers of affordability for 

FLESOL course fees.  What Kamla said in her interview is significant for my study: 

When I came to this country to join my husband, he took me to the local college to 
join the ESOL course.  The course was not free for me; I had just arrived from Yemen.  
I did not qualify. I had to be in the UK for 12 months for free classes.  The course fee 
was so high my husband could not afford to pay. It was the same for the community 
classes, and FLESOL was not an option for me because of the rules and moreover I 
didn’t have a child at school. 

 (Kamla) 

NIACE (2011) reported that full public funding for FLESOL was restricted to those on ‘active 

benefits’ (Jobseekers’ Allowance or Employment and Support Allowance).  Having less 

money can be perceived as an external barrier because one cannot afford course fees for 

access (Pandey and Zhan 2007). The findings revealed that none of the participants was on 

active benefits or looking for employment.  These factors created external barriers and were 

a deterrent to engaging in the FLESOL programme.   

My study supports the AOC (2015) report, which said that cuts to FL/ESOL funding will 

prevent second language learners from integrating with the community. UK rules 

emerged as an important concern especially in terms of access, recent media coverage, 

and government announcements on Muslim women discussed in Chapter 2 (cf. Cameron 

in Mason and Sherwood, 2016). Damy said:  

My English is not good. I can’t pass Life in UK test. It’s best for me to keep coming to 
class and try for the Entry 3 Speaking and Listening test. I don’t know how because at 
home my husband and children speak to me in Arabic and not English.  

(Damy) 

Evidence shows that Damy has not reached Entry level 3 in English and she does not 

recognise that her FLESOL class is incorporating resources and preparing her to meet 

the requirement for citizenship if she completes her course. 

4.3.5 Summary  

Johnson (1985) and Ward (2008) commented on FLESOL and the need to remove barriers, 

support families and reduce the numbers who do not reach their potential.  The findings of 

both studies are interesting; they are 20 years apart but still echo my findings.  Whilst 
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various factors are perceived by the women as barriers to living a normal UK life, these can 

in fact be viewed as translating into motives to learn and obstacles to be overcome.  

Removing barriers to FLESOL engagement is, I believe, impeded by policies from 

government and funding rules (ESFA, 2019).  Participants found access to learning was 

limited due to the non-availability of a creche, and the fact that they were not actively 

seeking employment or on active benefits - system barriers.  

 

 

 

 Figure 16: Summary  

In conclusion, this chapter has considered the various levels of barriers faced by my 

participants. The importance of the elements of my theoretical framework and the 

interdependence of the multiple layers of the ecological learning needs are particularly 

relevant when we consider the barriers faced by the Yemeni women.  Each story has 

revealed obstacles and pressures. Several barriers were identified as hindering access to 

learning – e.g. lack of programme information.  There were broadly similar experiences 

within the group, and their perspectives on the impact of barriers highlighted the difficulties 

of participating with others in the community (Gibbs, 2013).  The next chapter will move on 

to discuss conclusions arising from the study.  
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Chapter 5 Conclusion and recommendations 

5  Introduction 

The aim of this study was to examine Yemeni women’s experiences of learning, their 

motivations and barriers.  The study considered the impact of engagement in second 

language learning, and how it played a role in empowering the women’s learning and 

transformation (Schuller and Watson, 2009).  In doing so, it explored how their experiences 

of learning influenced their personal worlds and thinking.  In Chapter 1, I provided an 

overview of the thesis; Chapter 2 focused on the literature review. The concept of learning 

was explored through the ecology of learning framework and I discussed existing research 

and theories surrounding learning English as a second language, including socio-cultural 

theories.  The focus in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 was on how theoretical, methodological and 

analytical approaches were used to collect and analyse data to answer my research 

questions.  This chapter summarises my findings in relation to each of the research 

questions in turn, followed by a consideration of the study’s contribution to knowledge and 

potential recommendations arising from it.  Figure 17 summarises the different layers of 

participants’ journeys, each layer peppered with meaningful interpretations of their 

experiences of learning. 

 

Figure 17: Whole story of learning experienced  
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The learner-centred approach led to the narrative inquiry framework. Opting for this 

framework was ideal for second language learners.  It created a supportive and facilitative 

atmosphere which was shared regardless of culture and vulnerabilities. This was imperative 

for generating dialogue and co-constructing meanings. The ecological framework 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Vygotsky, 1978) defines a concept of powerful learners and 

learning, which enables women to acquire knowledge and skills and to make real choices 

about their learning.  Combining narrative inquiry with creative methods to capture 

learners’ voice is an original contribution to the topic of learning, motivation and barriers. 

These detailed stories might not have been obtained using traditional qualitative methods 

because of the low level of language skills of the participants.  The learner-centred approach 

enabled participants to be creative in narrating their stories.  Participants’ story maps and 

memorable items were employed for elicitation and discussions at learner-level, and this 

may not have been considered previously.  This was arguably an important and innovative 

element of my study.  This strategy may be useful in recruitment, induction and for initial 

assessment for when second-language learners enrol on ESOL programmes. 

 

The FLESOL programme provided a bridge for women who may not have been able to 

access second-language learning due to constraints and eligibility requirements.  Journeying 

through participants’ stories with the themes and subthemes that emerged, this study 

investigated how the women were able to use the new skills available to them. This was 

regardless of intrinsic or extrinsic learning motives or the internal and external barriers they 

experienced.  The study created an environment in which to hear participants’ voices.  Not 

all women in the study realised how many doors learning English would open for them and 

their families.  Clearly, these new experiences of learning and achievement have made them 

more determined to support others to engage in education.  

I have explored the participants’ experiences of learning through their narratives and used 

these to consider the FLESOL programme they attended.  Their stories were embedded in 

their storied maps, individual interviews and the focus group interview which connected 

factors in conceptualising their learning in their current environment.   This chapter 

summarises my research findings in response to each of the research questions.  
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5.1 How do Yemeni women learners conceptualise learning? 

Participants identified several factors that were important, expressed using terms such as 

“we live here now, we got to learn and do things for ourselves” (Simky, Ramila and Kamla).  

The impact of FLESOL is clear in these women’s stories; it had presented opportunities, not 

only for supporting their children with homework, education and work, but also for 

individual change and growth.  They believed changes come from within and are for the 

future generation of women learners. As Kamla explained:  

I came to England and I saw many women driving.  I learn English and I asked my 
husband if he can teach me to drive, with support from my husband and his mother I 
learned to drive.  I am so happy I can drive I can take my children, friends and family 
to places. 

(Kamla) 
 

All the women have identified learning in the UK as being a positive experience.  Most 

participants mentioned how their current learning experiences in the UK have made them 

feel personally empowered as well as giving them the ability to empower their families and 

women from the same community.  For example, they are less dependent on their 

immediate family for going shopping, reporting a fault or contacting the school about their 

sick child.  The participants’ stories still revealed shadows of gendered differences. 

However, they shared common experiences and understanding with each other through 

their telling of stories. These values, beliefs and collaboration with peer-to-peer support and 

exchange enabled them to centre on their likenesses rather than any differences between 

them (Wenger 2010).  Different life experiences of learning in diverse places led them to 

think about the importance of change within.  Experience of learning through play was not 

previously associated with learning. Through FLESOL classes participants now accept and 

see how what they are learning in the joint sessions supports them and their child with 

literacy and language development.  The stories support the learners in their development 

and integration. It is evident from their stories that living in the UK and becoming UK citizens 

has had a positive effect on their sense of freedom to express themselves, using English with 

their tutors and sharing stories with their children about their learning experiences.   
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5.2 What motivates women to engage with FLESOL programmes? 

Various factors were central to the women’s motives for taking part in the FLESOL 

programme.  The focus of my approach to this question was participants’ storied maps. The 

diversity of the artefacts provided a nuanced articulation of the concept of motivation, 

establishing its power. The learner-centred approach is a participatory approach where 

individual participants are engaged in the whole learning process and mapping a story. They 

all shared their lack of understanding of the holistic benefits education can bring to their 

lives and to others in their community.  Most of the participants can support their children 

with basic homework.  They are inspired and motivated to access the labour market or, in a 

volunteering capacity, to gain work experiences.  They can identify and want to take on 

roles that support other women to learn, as they want to spread this empowered feeling to 

others (Freire, 1993).  They recognised and can better relate to how women from their 

generation may feel about the lack of support and opportunities for education they have 

had in Yemen but also here in the UK, for example, because of family responsibilities, 

constraints and a lack of a day-care facilities.   Although these women talked about 

empowerment, they do so within the context of their culture and tradition.  The key driving 

force behind the women’s engagement with FLESOL is their children.  This is significant to 

this study as it seems to come from the women’s experiences of being children in Yemen 

and is relatable to ecologies of learning and socio-cultural historic experiences. 

The women are intrinsically motivated because they enjoyed their FLESOL classes and 

derived personal satisfaction from learning.  They were extrinsically motivated when they 

were able to do something, like communicate with others in English or achieve a certificate.  

Language competence is an invaluable intrinsic motivational factor; this is one of the factors 

motivating the women to continue with classes.  Another personal motivational factor is 

overcoming the day-to-day difficulty of being a low-level speaker of English and the desire 

for more effective personal competence.   

There are more extrinsic reasons, beyond themselves and supporting their children in their 

learning, for learning English.  They want to get to know people, to speak English and 

become an integral part of society.  A strong relationship was evident between intrinsic 

motivation and empowerment (Rosa i Solo, 2014). Learners trusted their FLESOL tutors, 
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allowing them to guide them through their programmes of study.  The women 

acknowledged that, as individuals, their needs had changed to accommodate and integrate 

with the host community (Schuller, 2009).  Participants’ positive attitude to FLESOL was 

linked to their personal and vocational achievements.  Learning in FLESOL was helping them 

to be ready for changes to come, supporting them with decision-making with their children 

in secondary school. They positively want to succeed. These factors need recognition and 

these examples and those from the other participants’ stories require recognition for 

second language learners more generally. I would argue that this is necessary as a means to 

understand Yemeni women learners in FLESOL provision and to acknowledge and value the 

efforts they make to learn English language for better integration and to be role models for 

their children.    

5.3 What barriers to FLESOL engagement do the women experience? 

All the participants shared a lack of understanding of the holistic benefits education can 

bring to their lives and in their community.  They did not intentionally access education in 

order to gain employment. Not all women in the study realised how many doors learning 

English would open for them and their families.  Prior to accessing FLESOL, their life choices 

were limited as they felt almost excluded, in their home lives and because of social and 

community constraints. All the participants were now able feel a valued part of the 

community; they want to use their knowledge to support their families and other women 

who are also new arrivals in the UK, facing ESOL barriers.  Simky said: 

I am independent now I can go to doctors or go anywhere; I don’t need to ask anyone 
to do things for me.  I can do it myself, before little confidence I could not ask for 
anyone for anything in English, its history now.  

(Simky) 

This was the view held by each participant. For them, it has been a success as they have 

become independent and acknowledge areas they need further development in; hence they 

still need to continue to learn English.  The study has highlighted that the reduction in the 

funding for ESOL-only provision by government has further isolated and disempowered the 

women in relation to education or employment skills.  Better government-supported 

programmes to upskill disadvantaged groups in targeted areas would be beneficial for the 

equity and inclusion of all learners.   
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Situational and dispositional barriers result in part from the traditional and cultural heritage 

imposed on females by immediate family and the community, while internal barriers are 

those which have been internalised by the women through family-orientated, cultural 

factors and socialisation processes.  Barriers to learning are deeply ingrained within Yemeni 

communities, as is a background which draws deeply on their experiences of authority 

structures and rejection.  The research data revealed that women perceived themselves as 

dependent and non-assertive.  Their barriers were not just being able to access learning; 

they had their own internal barriers to engagement – lack of self-belief, lack of confidence, 

anxiety, all of which affected their self-esteem. This was illustrated by one of my 

participants:  

I don’t go out much or mix with anyone, this is the only chance I have to meet other 
women.  I am learning but my experiences of meeting and mixing with the other 
women is good for me.  

(Damy) 

The combination of narrative inquiry with creative methods to capture learners’ voice is my 

key contribution to the topic of learning, motivation and barriers.  Participants experienced 

events that significantly affected their expectations about learning.  These women wanted a 

future different from their past. They want to learn and to be involved in the development 

of their children’s education.  Learning on the programme provided the women with the 

skills they need to support their children with basic reading.  Their narratives revealed they 

have a greater sense of ownership and control over their learning; they bring their own 

authentic resources to class.  They express what they have gained and this motivates them – 

for example, their stories illustrate that they are involved in a wide range of social activities 

where the use of English is an integral part of their daily life.  They see that their experiences 

in FLESOL have contributed to feeling safe in their learning environment and in living in the 

UK. 

Women who may not have had the opportunities to learn have developed through their 

social motivation to do so; this has led on to greater achievements, for example, a certificate 

for learning English which was previously out of reach.  The motivation to learn came from 

all directions: from their children, husbands and their FLESOL tutor.  Their children are the 

drivers and are challenging their mothers to use English to some extent at home, often in 
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preference to the family’s first language.  My research has identified that the women in this 

study have been in the UK for many years, initially staying at home to raise their children, 

with learning English a low priority for them. Their limited exposure to English was itself 

often a barrier in other situations, like accessing services. 

This review of my key conclusions highlights the study’s usefulness in offering 

interpretations that can be used in FLESOL practice.  It also usefully contributes to 

knowledge both within the area of research and for other Skills for Life programmes.    

Within a framework of an increasing role for Skills for Life in supporting second language 

learners’ progression, my findings offer a contribution to knowledge. The women’s voices in 

the stories are vital drivers for honest explanations of their learning experiences.  I believe 

that Yemeni women have vital stories to tell which will help bridge gaps in the theoretical 

knowledge of second language learners’ experiences.  I have demonstrated credibility 

throughout this study by providing a visible narrative of the research methods, design and 

analytical methods (Chapters 3 and 4).  I have digitally recorded interviews and transcribed 

from mind maps and storyboards with research participants to ensure I collect original 

records and that my findings reflected all those involved.  By gathering multiple voices and 

allowing participant reflection through creativity – storyboard, story maps and transcripts – I 

have been able to question findings, critique and obtain feedback (Pehl and Schmieder, 

(2013).  This is intrinsically linked to the culture, values and beliefs of the FLESOL group and 

shows how learning can be managed to develop positive learning experiences.  This 

investigation of the participants’ learning experiences has uncovered and identified the 

significance of previous learning experiences. I envisage findings from this research will 

support practitioners and learning providers with their intent and implementation of English 

language programmes to meet ESOL needs in the local community. 

5.4 Recommendations 

My discussion indicates a number of recommendations in relation to community FLESOL 

which was the research setting.  These recommendations are likely to be similarly relevant 

and important for second language learners in the adult learning post-19 sector.  

I. Learners recognise that their previous learning experiences are holding them back 

from learning, as are cultural socialisation, the need to support children and a lack of 
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schooling in Yemen.  Therefore, providers need to focus on an appropriate 

recruitment campaigns to engage second language learners in FLESOL programmes, 

ensuring that potential learners are signposted to bilingual advice and guidance 

officers to establish learners’ learning experiences and their intentions on joining a 

FLESOL programme.  

II. All FLESOL and ESOL learners should have opportunities to develop their English for 

practical everyday use.  Adult learning providers need to implement better internal 

training for tutors so that they have a better understanding of second language 

learners’ needs.   

III. The FLESOL tutors teaching ESOL/FLESOL should deploy learner-centred approaches 

to ensure learners are not disadvantaged and are given the opportunity to develop 

their language skills, to improve their employability prospects and further support 

their children with homework. Lack of confidence, lack of access to services and the 

need to support children are identified barriers. 

IV. There needs to be consideration of change in learners’ experiences of learning, their 

motivation and their barriers around learning English and its impact on their 

integration.  Being independent, gaining qualifications and children are powerful 

motivational drivers.   Providers need to develop ways of delivering flexible remote 

FLESOL learning so that those who cannot access venues can do so remotely.  

V. The availability of a crèche and course fees are among the factors that contribute to 

women’s experiences of learning.  Providers need to raise learners’ awareness of 

access to the pre-entry learning programme through visits to local schools, 

community centres and dialogic activities that encourage women to engage in 

learning.   

VI. It is important that learners understand eligibility criteria (ESFA, 2019) when they 

wish to join FLESOL classes and that they are prepared to be responsible for their 

own learning.  Providers need to ensure that learners are aware of the route to 

access FLESOL and other subsequent learning programmes.   

VII. National funding from government should be injected at a local level to source the 

programme for the pre-entry to level 2 ESOL programmes in order to strengthen 

language development and integration.  It is important that ESOL education becomes 

more inclusive of bilingual women’s diverse languages. In terms of further research, it may 



 

 Hasu Patel: 9200913      121 
 

be useful to compare and contrast the Yemeni women’s experiences with those of other 

culturally diverse FLESOL groups in the community, for example, Polish, Bangladeshi, 

Pakistani and Somali groups.  Through the analysis of research data, it is evident that ESOL 

and FLESOL settings have cultures in their own right and have created an environment based 

on ways of thinking and behaving (Michaels, 1989). 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Summary profiles of individual participants  

I provide a summary profile of each participant; the purpose is to enable the reader to become 

more familiar and develop an understanding of the lives of each participant in order to 

appreciate the results and discussions presented in this study.  Pseudonyms have been given 

to each participant. 

Participant 1: Simky  

Simky came to England when she was just 13 years old; she had never before travelled out of 

Yemen and had always lived with her mum and her siblings. Her dad worked away in Saudi 

and only visited them when he could. Simky did not go to school in Yemen, she stayed home. 

She said, “I learnt everything from my mum; she taught me everything, housework, looking 

after animals, my brother and sisters – things like that.”  This coupled with her extreme lack 

of English on arrival in England in 1992, caused many difficulties for her in the early days and 

after her marriage.  She said “my dad didn’t send me to school straight away, I stayed home 

for a year or so, and then I went straight into high school.  For my mom to say my dad was 

coming for all of us for life in England was an enormous challenge would be a gross 

understatement”.  On many occasions, Simky felt confused, excited, and scared about moving 

to UK.  She said, “I was scared because I didn’t know what it would be like to live in England 

but so happy because I would see my dad more, he would keep us safe, we will all be 

together.”  Although she encountered episodes of discouragement, her determination and 

resilience are an essential part of her make-up. 

Simky is a confident speaker, eager to participate in an interview and in an upbeat mood.  She 

has a big happy smile and created a jovial environment to tell her story.  She said “I am not 

sure I can do this but I’m giving it a go and if I can, I will answer your questions, [I’m] feeling 

pressure, it feels like I am in exam”.  Simky gathered all her prompts to help her with her story 

(mind map, items from her memory box), she was more articulate than others, and she set 

the scene for other participants to tell their stories. 

At times there were grammatical slips but this did not prevent the listeners listening to her 

story as she used correct words and there was a start, middle and end to her story, which 
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included plot, time and place (Clandinin and Connelly 2007).  She is not literate in Arabic and 

proudly said “I can’t read or write in Arabic because I didn’t go to school in Yemen. Now I feel 

stupid because my children are going to mosque and can read the Quran.”  Simky recognises 

how her missed opportunities, not going to school in Yemen, have hindered her starting her 

education in UK. 

Participant 2: Ramila  

Ramila faced more barriers to learning than her peers did, even though she was privileged to 

go to school in Yemen.  She explained that her main difficulties were concentration, retaining 

information, problems with spellings and the text just not making sense to her. The text was 

everywhere on the page. Ramila does not have any problems with her eyesight.  Her 

experience of her time in school was of playing and not learning. She said “In Yemen, teachers 

just let us play, they don’t teach us anything” (shaking her head).  Education in Yemen, she 

feels, did not equip her for life outside the home or a career (like here). She preferred to stay 

at home and learn about housework. “I learned from mum”, she said “it was boring but better 

to stay home with mom.” 

Ramila’s English on arrival, she said, was “na, na Zero English – no English.”  Upon arrival, if 

she had started school, she would have been in year 8 in secondary education.  She did not 

go to school straight away, but started in the middle of the academic year in year 10. Then, 

after leaving secondary school, she joined an ESOL class at her local college for a few months. 

She was married within a few months of starting college and after marriage she stopped 

attending college, due to starting a family.  

Participant 3: Kamla  

Kamla is 37 years old. She has been in England for 19 years. Both of her parents are from 

Yemen and her dad worked away in America. He had a business, a big food supermarket, and 

used to travel from America to Yemen. She is unclear how old she was when her dad went to 

America but, listening to her story, she may have been five years old.  Kamla has five brothers 

and a sister; she is the eldest and they lived in a village in Yemen. Her attendance at school in 

Yemen was erratic and most of the time she stayed home because there was nobody to help 

her mum with housework and looking after her siblings.  
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Kamla is married. Her husband was born in England but went back to Yemen to get married. 

He wanted to get married to a traditional Yemeni girl from Yemen. He is not a close cousin 

but he is a cousin. She said “his dad is Arab and his mom is English.”  Kamla now lives with her 

husband, two sons and a daughter in the UK. She has been attending FLESOL class for about 

six years and has attended an ESOL course at a local college.  

Support from her husband and children has helped her to adjust and enjoy learning English.  

Kamla, enthusiastic and confident (at times shy in front of her peers) was unique; her peers 

are quick to point a finger at her to say “your husband’s mom is English and not Yemeni”. 

Kamla often looks down when such references to her husband are made and she does not 

react in words.  Support and motivation from her husband and family have enabled her to 

achieving her goal of passing her driving test and gaining independence.    

Participant 4: Damy  

Damy is 47 years of age, she lived in a village in Yemen. In her story she described her life 

experiences; her marriage was arranged for her when she was 20 years old.  She did not 

attend school in Yemen and does not read or write in Arabic. She stayed home to help her 

mum with household chores and looked after younger brothers, sisters and the farm animals.   

She arrived to live in the UK within two months of marriage. She faces lots of everyday life 

skills challenges and barriers, such as when shopping, going to doctors, knowing what to do 

when the children are sick, and supporting her children with school work. Some of these she 

faces with determination and support from her husband. She is mildly frustrated when she 

cannot join in with her children and husband when they speak in English.   

Participant 5: Sarda  

Sarda has a very modern outlook on life. She came to the UK in 1999, and could not speak a 

word of English.  She attended school in Yemen but did not enjoy her school experience at all. 

She said “we just played, I got bored and wanted to be at home with my mum”.  Although her 

mum encouraged her to go to school, she refused to go and her sister used to help her with 

reading and writing in Arabic at home.   
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In her story she tells us about her childhood habits; she said, “I used to eat washing powder,” 

and told how her big brother used to be a ‘watchman’ and ready to smack her.” She also said 

she has noticed that her daughter has the same habit now.  

Sarda explained that when she got married she was 16 years old and her husband (her cousin) 

is four years older than her.  Her aspiration is to work in a primary school. She can support 

her son with easy reading, colours, numbers, and the alphabet; other support is provided by 

her husband as she does not feel confident with her English.  Sarda is also a ‘volunteer’ in 

another FLESOL class. She uses her bilingual skills (Arabic/English) in an interpreter role and 

recognises that her peers with low level English language skills could benefit both from her 

support and, at the same, from having her as a positive role model for her peers in the current 

economic climate.  Sarda envisages that on completion of her level two ‘Functional Literacy’ 

skills, she will join the ‘Teaching Assistant’ programme. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Hasu Patel: 9200913      155 

Appendix 2: Participant Information Sheet 

Study title: Family Learning in English for Speakers of Other Languages (FLESOL): a case study of 
Yemeni women’s perspectives 

Opportunity to take part in my doctoral research study, but before you decide it is important for you 
to understand what the research is about and why it is being done and what it involves.  You can 
take this information sheet home and share and through with your family if you wish.  I will ask the 
Arabic tutor to explain the content of the information sheet to you and you can always ask me about 
this study or if you would like more information.      

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this study is to find out about your experiences of learning English. 

Why have I been chosen? You have been invited to take part in the study as research participants as 
you are an ESOL learner in Family learning class.  You are in an ideal position to give us valuable first 
hand information from your own perception.  I wish to include your stories within my final study; 
your background will contribute to a range of learner stories being included within this study. 

What do I have to do and what are the possible disadvantages of taking part? The study is carried 
out through informal interviews and will cover issues including your previous experiences of 
education; how you came to be on this course, your feelings about this course (what you enjoy or 
don’t enjoy); what you hope to gain from the course, your hopes for the future. 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? It will help with interview skills, support you with 
listening and speaking, and identify your aspirations.  My research findings and could lead to a better 
understanding of your community, improved FLESOL development and support other professionals in 
the field. 

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? Your responses to the questions will be kept 
confidential.  This interview is confidential (private) and anonymous (your real name will not be used), 
are not revealed during the analysis and write up of findings.  You can stop at any time; however, your 
participation will be a valuable.  

• The interview will be recorded and take about an hour.

• I will be gathering by means of conversation, aided by visual materials that you will have
provided.

• I will also invite you to support with the interpretation of the evidence gathered - stories are
real

If you are willing to participate then please sign the form to give your permission (consent) to being 
interviewed. 

Contact for further information 
If you would like further information about this research project please contact Hasu Patel on [telephone 
number redacted] [e-mail address redacted] or my Alternatively you may wish to contact my Director 
of Studies, Dr Linda Devlin at [e-mail address redacted] who will be happy to clarify any aspects of the study. 

mailto:hasu.patel@dudley.gov.uk
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Appendix 3: Participant consent form 

Title of study: Family Learning in English for Speakers of Other Languages (FLESOL): a case 

study of Yemeni women’s perspectives 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the above project and I

have had chance ask questions about the study.

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw at any time and no

explanations needed.

3. I understand that my responses will be anonymised (my real name will not be used) before

analysis

4. I agree to take part in the above study

Name of participant. ......................................Date................................Signature..................... 

Name of Researcher: ......................................Date................................Signature.....................

Copies: 1 for copy for the participant and one copy for the researcher 
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Appendix 4: Introductory activity, icebreaker semi-structured interviews 

   

1. Tell me about your learning experiences and when did they start? 

2. What is good about your learning here and why? 

3. What was good about learning in Yemen and why? 

4. What do you like or dislike about UK?  

5. What can you do now using your English that you could not do before? 
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Appendix 5: Open-ended questions to guide the focus group interview in Stage 3 

For each photograph participants were asked to describe: 

a. What the image was? 

b. What was happening in the photograph? 

c. Why the image/photograph was important? 

Prompt questions to elicit details included: 

a. What do you see in this photograph now? 

b. What is happening in the photograph? 

c. In what ways do these items from your memory box influence learning experiences? 
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Appendix 6: Source data coding tool – example of process used to highlight the frequent 

occurrences of words for categories and themes 
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Appendix 7: Participants’ Individual Storyboards 
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Appendix 8: Themes and possible subthemes   

Labels from each circle (Learning, Motivation and Barriers) reviewed. 

Categories identified from each circle (allocating individual labels to a category). 

Learning – sub theme/category 

Place of Learning Social/ Family 
dimension  

Connections of 
learning with 
other people 

What they have  
learned? 
  

Yemen Mum Friends Driving 

Schools Husband Mentor Healthy eating 

Mosques Siblings Tutors Situated learning 

College Children Teachers Sewing 

Adult learning Extended family Driving Instructor Swimming 

Community centers Social groups Community Shopping 

Library FLESOL  Travelling 

Health Centre  ESOL  Making appointment 

 Keep-Fit  Talking to teachers 

 Culture  Reporting faults 

   Reading with children 

 

Motivation – Sub-themes/category 

Personal Social Vocational  Extrinsic 

motives 

Intrinsic 

motives 

Feeling safe Lifestyle Volunteer   

Value Travel Job   

Speaking English Friends School    

Family Engagement Qualifications   

Health Freedom   

Learn Role model   

Encouragement   

Independence   
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Barriers – sub theme/ categories 

Personal 

Apprehension 

Practicalities of 

everyday situations 

Communications 

with others 

Structural 

Anxiety No Childcare Mixing with others Class time 

Fear Access to services Talking to teacher, 

Health staff 

Policy 

No confidence Low skills  UK Rules 

Isolated No education Social and 

cultural 

environment 

Dependent Supporting children Hospital 

Identity  Doctors Surgery 

Poor experience  Course fees 

Regrets   
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Appendix 9: Clusters of meaning gathered from introductory activity for learning and 

barriers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Early Years 

High 
SchoolFE

FL ESOL

Engaged in Formal learning 

No school 
attended

Married at 16

Had Children

Barriers to learning
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Appendix 10: Common themes from introductory activity Stage 1 


