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ABSTRACT 

 This study focuses on teachers, one of the most vital stakeholders in the education 

system, to explore how they view and put into practice language-in-education (LiE) policy 

in rural primary schools in the northwest of Pakistan. The narrative ethnographic research 

was carried out in three schools, all located in the same area but each following a different 

language as medium of instruction (MoI): English – the official and the most sought after 

language; Urdu – the national language and the local lingua franca; and Pashto – the 

indigenous language of the area where the study is based. The central aim of the study was 

to investigate what language perceptions teachers have, which languages they prefer as 

subjects and MoI at primary-level education, which ones they actually use for teaching in 

the three schools with different MoI, why they make these choices, and what implications 

their language perception, preferences and practices hold for macro-level LiE policy. In 

order to find answers to these and related questions, extensive narrative interviews with and 

classroom observations of six participants (two teachers from each school) were carried out 

over a three-month period. Participant journals and review of official documents also 

constituted methods of data collection.  

 Findings reveal that the teachers perceive English as a gatekeeper to success, 

opportunity and prosperity, and therefore the most important language for the rural students 

to learn to be able to reach the communities they imagine for them. Their perceptions of 

Urdu revolve around its role in the students’ future education, awareness about Islam, and 

communication across provinces; they therefore favour it as a necessary component of the 

primary school curriculum.  As for their (and all the students’) mother tongue, Pashto, they 

express immense love for the language but oppose its inclusion as a taught subject  since 

they do not perceive it to have any pragmatic value in the linguistic marketplace. The 

teachers, nevertheless, emphasise the use of Pashto for explaining lesson content. Their 

observed language practices reveal a predominant employment of Urdu and subsidiary use 

of Pashto, with the use of English merely limited to reading from textbooks and mechanical 

translation into Urdu, regardless of the MoI followed by the school. The findings indicate 

the ineffectiveness of using different MoIs in the rural schools where the teachers’ language 

perceptions and practices are largely identical irrespective of where they teach. In 

particular, it points towards the inadequacies of top-down mother-tongue education policy 

in achieving the intended objectives because of implementational spaces at the local level. 

In general, the study contributes to our understanding of the complex LiE policy processes 

at play on the ground in rural Pakistan. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1   Introduction 

 The idea for this study emerged in early 2011 when I took the Sociolinguistics and 

Language Teaching course for my master’s degree. During the course, I began to realise the 

significance of the sociolinguistic structure of a community to the lived experiences of the 

people residing there. I also learnt how languages shape and influence their lives and life 

stories in diverse ways, and how narrative and ethnographic modes of research can 

facilitate the meaning making of these experiences and influences. I discovered for the first 

time that languages thrive when they are put to use, and become endangered when their use 

diminishes. I became aware of the love I have for my mother tongue – Pashto. I noticed the 

strategic significance of making languages a part of the education system for their survival 

and prosperity. I realised that it is teachers who lie at the heart of language scholarship, 

sustenance and survival. During the course, I reflected back on my own lived experiences 

as a primary school student in an underprivileged rural area in northwest Pakistan. Before I 

formally provide a background to this study, I share some of those personal experiences 

that led to the conception of this study. 

Flashback 1.  It was one of those hot summer days of 1985 in a two-room primary school 

in an underprivileged rural Pashtun community in northwest Pakistan. Our bulky, bearded 

Eestoz1 [ایستوذ]2 – the only teacher we had – put aside the newspaper he had been reading 

for some time and instructed our Year-Five class, sitting under the shade of a tree, to take 

out our science textbooks. We got up and gathered around him, the class monitor handed 

him the textbook, and Eestoz started reading the (Urdu) text and translating it (into Pashto) 

as we repeated after him. The text contained information about the planet earth.  I could get 

my head around the translation of only two of the sentences, which were nevertheless quite 

perplexing to me. One said 3
ز� �رج � �د �و�  and the second stated ,[The earth is round] د� �ل �

� [The earth revolves around the sun].  I wondered how this could be, but couldn’t muster 

up enough courage to ask Eestoz. That night, lying in bed alongside my mother in the 

courtyard outside, as we did in summers, it being too hot inside the one room house we 

1 The word Eestoz [ ستوذای ] is used to refer to ‘teacher’ in the local version of Pashto used in the area. In the 
standard version of Pashto, the word is pronounced as Ustaaz, quite similar to the Urdu word Ustaad. 
Literally, it means ‘master’. The word is frequently used throughout Pakistan (across all languages) to refer to 
a teacher, mechanic, driver, and any person who is a ‘master’ at something.  
2 This is Pashto transcript, and is written from right to left. 
3 This is Urdu transcript, and is also written from right to left. The Urdu transcript used throughout the thesis 
is in a different font and has been shaded to help distinguish it from Pashto transcript. 
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shared with cattle, I looked at the sky brimming with stars and I wondered. I wondered if 

the earth was spherical, whether we inhabited the inside of it or the top of its surface; and I 

wondered why, in the latter case, we didn’t fall off. I then nudged my mother and asked 

whether the earth was actually moving. The poor illiterate lady, half asleep, had no idea 

what I was talking about; she, however, encouraged me to clarify it with Eestoz.  During 

revision the next day, with my heart throbbing fast, for I had never dared ask Eestoz a 

question before – nor had anyone else that I knew of –, I asked where we were headed if the 

earth was moving. The burst of laughter from the whole class and the angry expressions on 

the teacher’s face made me sheepishly recoil. Eestoz first uttered a rebuke for the 

nonsensical nature of the question, and then started giving a long sermon about all the 

erroneous information reported in science books by the Perangi4 infidels designed to lead 

us astray. He asserted that there were clear references in Islam’s holy book Quran that the 

world is flat and that God Himself makes the sun rise from the east and set in the west 

every day.  Warning us against believing in these distortions of fact that would lead us to 

faithlessness, he instructed us to merely memorise the lines for reproduction in exams and 

not to concentrate on what these stated. Long after, I firmly believed in the teachers’ overly 

pedantic approach to the Quran and the literal rather than metaphorical interpretation of its 

verses.  

Flashback 2. I couldn’t take part in Year-Five exams because of my sister’s illness. She 

had to be hospitalised in Peshawar city, quite a distance away from our village, and since 

my mother had to accompany her, she couldn’t leave me at home. Later, my uncle, a 

teacher himself, took me to the bigger (middle) school in town to start Year Six. A week 

before we left, he spent hours each day with me to help me memorise ‘school leave 

application’ in English. Since we had started learning English only in Year Five, I didn’t 

have any idea what the application contents meant, but I did succeed in learning it by heart. 

When we went to school and met the headmaster, he said he would test me in all subjects 

before deciding whether I would be admitted to Year Six. My uncle, reassuring him of my 

ability to pass the test, asked me to enunciate the application as one proof of my acumen. 

The aura of the headmaster and the unfamiliarity of the office overwhelmed me, and my 

mind went completely blank. I whispered timidly to my uncle, asking what the first word of 

the application was. After ‘to the headmaster’ was whispered back to me, each and every 

word of the rest of the application returned to my memory and I delivered the whole text in 

4 Perangi, or Ferangi, is a term that was used by the locals to refer, often derogatively, to the British during 
colonial times. The term has stayed and is now used invariably for every western country and its citizens.   
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almost a single breath. The headmaster, astounded with my effort, declared that I didn’t 

need to take any further tests; he admitted me straightaway to Year Six. 

Flashback 3.   One day on our way to our primary school in the morning, my cousin and I 

chanced upon a tractor. It being a rarity those days, we ran in its direction to see what it 

looked like from up close. The tractor was standing in one of the fields of Eestoz to till the 

soil before wheat was sown. ‘Come hither’, said Eestoz upon spotting us. He picked each of 

us up in his rough hands and placed us on a wooden plank fastened behind the tractor’s 

plough. Ostensibly, Eestoz wanted to ensure that enough pressure was applied on the plank 

to enable it to break the large sods while the earth was turned. We loved the nearly one-

hour ride, but then were covered in dust from head to toe by the time it ended. We went 

back home, took a bath in the openly stored water outside our well, changed our clothes, 

and then decided not to worry about going to school since we had made Eestoz happy. 

When we went to school the next day, however, the teacher made both of us stand up and 

asked us the reason we were absent the previous day. We kept staring at the ground, 

keeping quiet. He then asked our class monitor for the Urdu textbook, opened the book at a 

random page, and read a question contained there: آ�دى �ں � �؟ � �� � [What is the reason for 

less population in the North Pole?]4F

5. I didn’t have the slightest idea what the North Pole 

was or what the question meant. He then waved his stick towards the monitor, who got up, 

held my nose with his left hand, and hit me on my left cheek and ear with his right hand as 

hard as he could. I can feel, to this very day, the echo of the slap and the wound to my ego. 

For ages, consciously or unconsciously, I felt an aversion to bothering myself about what or 

where North Pole actually is, until 2011, when my son Aymal, reading in Year Four in a 

primary school here in New Zealand, boasted to me one evening what he had learnt at 

school that day about the North and South Poles. His mere mention of the Poles transported 

me back to my school days, and I wondered how the schools and the teachers therein 

operated after so many years. 

 

Reflection 

[Stories] assist humans to make life experiences meaningful. Stories preserve our 
memories, prompt our reflections, connect us with our past and present, and assist 
us to envision our future. (Kramp, 2004, p. 107) 

5 It appears odd that an Urdu language textbook would contain topics pertaining to geography or social 
studies. Such topics, however, are part of language textbooks to this day, where answers to comprehension 
questions mainly focus on content rather than language. 
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 The short stories I narrated above about my language-related experiences during 

own primary school days prompted me to undertake this research. These and countless 

other memories of my inauspicious schooling inspired me to venture into narrative 

knowledging (Barkhuizen, 2011) as a meaning-making exploration to make sense of my 

own language-related experiences and the experiences of teachers who presently teach in 

the rural schools in my ancestral community. I sought to analyse and make meaning of the 

teachers’ expressed and lived stories that relate to the intersection of language policy and 

practices at the classroom and school level to explore how language policy is played out on 

the ground. I wanted to interpret the teachers’ stories about how they perceived and 

practised the languages of teaching and learning in their working lives. This inspiration for 

accessing, analysing and making sense of the complexities of teachers’ language-related 

experiences – an expedition into narrative knowledging – is how this narrative ethnographic 

research came about.  

 Below I attempt to establish further background to this study with a discussion of 

the status and role of languages in the Pakistani society in general and in education in 

particular. I then narrate the specific aims of the study and the rationale for conducting it. I 

end the chapter with an account of the outline of the thesis.  

 

1.2   Background of the study 

 Pakistan emerged as an independent state in South Asia in 1947 as the near-century 

old British Raj in the Indian subcontinent came to a rather unceremonious end.  The 

country shares its eastern border with its former home and subsequent adversary India, its 

north-eastern border with its economic salvager China, its south-western border with 

strategically placed Iran, and its western and north-western border, the largest that is, with 

the war-ravaged Afghanistan. The Arabian Sea flows on its southern coastline, providing 

the country a seafaring lifeline. It is home to 182 million rapidly multiplying people (World 

Bank, 2015), a predominant majority of whom are young, as reflected in the country’s 

median age of 21 (Kugelman, 2011). A federal parliamentary republic, Pakistan is divided 

into four administrative units6 called provinces. The country is home to multi-ethnic, 

multilingual and multicultural peoples; the name of each province indicates the ethno-

linguistic identity of the major ethnicity abiding there. The Punjabi and Sindhi populace 

(the names refer to both ethnicity and language) dominate the Punjab and Sindh provinces 

6 The capital territory (Islamabad), Federally Administered Tribal Area (FATA), western Jammu and Kashmir 
(which Pakistan calls Independent Kashmir), and Gilgit Baltistan also constitute areas of Pakistan but these 
are centrally controlled by the federal government rather than by any of the provinces. 
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respectively. Baloch and Pashtun people (who speak Balochi and Pashto respectively) 

populate Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (formerly North-West Frontier Province 

[NWFP]) provinces respectively. These are, however, not the only languages spoken in the 

country; in fact, these and 66 or so other languages spoken in Pakistan (Lewis, 2009) face 

perils of survival against the inherently non-indigenous but explicitly powerful languages, 

English and Urdu. 

 

1.2.1   The status and role of languages in Pakistan 

 Regardless of their level of education or area of residence, the Pakistanis’ lives are 

invariably influenced by English, Urdu and their mother tongue (which in the case of my 

study is Pashto). I discuss below the role of each of these languages in Pakistani society. 

 

1.2.1.1   English – the dominant language 

 English language was bequeathed to Pakistan because it was one of the territories 

that were colonised by Great Britain, and thus it is a member of what Kachru (2005) 

describes as the World Englishes’ outer circle. The role that English both had played and 

was to play in the region became evident when Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the creator of 

Pakistan, and locally known as Quaid-i-Azam [the Great Leader], chose to use English to 

give his inaugural speech to the first constituent assembly of Pakistan on the eve of 

Pakistan's independence (Mahboob, 2009).  Today, the phenomenal influence of English in 

Pakistan is evident from the fact that it is the official language of correspondence among 

government departments, and the language of spoken and written interaction in the legal 

system, civil administration and defence forces (Rahman, 2002).  It is also widely used in 

multinational enterprises, broadcast media and advertising (Abbas, 1993). An English-

proficient foreigner will not find it difficult in Pakistan to locate a place of interest, as most 

of the traffic signs and billboards use English. It is also the language sought after in 

employment; candidates desirous of securing most government jobs need to show adequate 

written and spoken English proficiency during tests and interviews. The evident class, 

status and power differences among groups of people in the society are determined and 

influenced by how proficient they are in English.  It is thus the language that directly or 

indirectly decides the fate of Pakistanis, just as it appears to do in other parts of the world 

(Phillipson & Skutnabb-Kangas, 1996). However, since only two percent of the population 

are highly fluent in English (Rahman, 2007), the language does not carry any functional 
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value for the vast majority of the populace (Coleman, 2010). It is the national language, 

Urdu, that satisfies that purpose. 

 

1.2.1.2   Urdu – the national lingua franca 

 Urdu was declared the national language of Pakistan at the time of the country’s 

inception in 1947. It was preferred over other languages because of its association with 

Muslims in South Asia, unlike Hindi (a similar language) which was associated with 

Hindus (Simpson, 2007). It thus acted as an identity symbol in harmony with Islam.  This 

was despite the fact that hardly any communities in what later became Pakistan spoke it as 

a mother tongue; most of the current seven percent native Urdu speakers in Pakistan 

migrated during the partition of the subcontinent (Rahman, 2007). Since the language 

planners and policymakers at the time prescribed a single and neutral language as a recipe 

for ensuring integration of multilingual postcolonial states (Ricento, 2000b; Wee, 2011), 

Urdu was supposed to act as an antidote to language-based ethnic movements (Rahman, 

2004). The decision may also have been influenced by the fact that the administrative setup 

at the helm of government affairs at the time was dominated and controlled by Urdu native 

speakers (Shackle, 2007). Progressively, Urdu dominated other regional languages, creating 

resentment amongst indigenous language speakers (Coleman & Capstick, 2012; Rahman, 

2010), particularly Bengali (also called Bangla) speakers, whose language was the most 

spoken in the then Pakistan. The myth that Urdu could be a unifying force for multilingual 

Pakistan was shattered in 1952 when on 21 February – now the International Mother 

Tongue Day – a number of students of the University of Dacca (then in Pakistan) were 

killed as they protested against the imposition of Urdu as the only national language in 

Pakistan (Hamid, Jahan, & Islam, 2013). Although Bengali was subsequently made the 

national language alongside Urdu, it did little to the status of Bengali in domains of power, 

where Urdu continued to be used as the predominant language together with English 

(Rahman, 2004).  This and the associated implications arising from the situation led to the 

secession of East Pakistan (and the independence of Bangladesh) in 1971 (Abbas, 1993; 

Powel, 2002; Tickoo, 2006). Two lessons inherent in this narrative that culminated in the 

division of Pakistan – lessons that were not heeded by the establishment holding the destiny 

of the state in their hands – were: one, that Islam could not play the role of a unifying 

power in the face of socio-political and ethno-linguistic tensions; and two, that Urdu in 

effect exacerbated rather than lessened the ethnic divide (Lingard & Ali, 2009). 
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 Today, Urdu is widely used as a second language for interaction among people with 

different mother tongues, especially in urban areas (Rahman, 2004). The Pakistani populace 

have to learn the language for pragmatic reasons since it is a tool for communication for 

people speaking diverse languages. Most of the print media, radio, television and 

entertainment industry also use Urdu (Abbas, 1993; Rahman, 2005). It therefore acts as the 

national lingua franca of Pakistan. Although in the domains of power Urdu plays a 

subsidiary role to the more dominant and desirable language, English, the language has 

been stifling the growth of local languages, as mentioned earlier. Despite the fact that 

ethno-nationalists – the main flag bearers of regional languages – have orchestrated several 

movements to dilute the domination of Urdu, these have proven to be in vain and have thus 

far had little effect. A few of these movements were originated by ethno-nationalists 

belonging to an ethnic group called Pashtun who speak Pashto. 

 

1.2.1.3   Pashto – one of the regional languages 

 I consider it important here to reiterate that the provinces in Pakistan have been 

established mainly along ethno-linguistic lines; they therefore represent languages and 

associated cultures that are largely dissimilar (Mansoor, 2010; Rahman, 2002). I may, 

however, point out that each of the four provinces also includes many other ethnic 

communities and cultures. The Pashtun (also known as Pakhtun or Pathan), who speak 

Pashto as their mother tongue, mainly inhabit the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province (the 

erstwhile Northwest Frontier province); about 80% of the people living in the province are 

Pashtun. Furthermore, almost all the people in the Federally Administered Tribal Area 

(FATA) and a sizable number in Baluchistan and Sindh provinces are also native speakers 

of Pashto. This makes Pashto the second most spoken language in Pakistan (Coleman, 

2010). The north-western belt populated by the Pashtun extends considerably inside 

Afghanistan (see Figure 1.1) where it is the mother tongue to more than 50% of the 

population and is the official language alongside Dari (Hakala, 2012; Rahman, 1995). 

Although the exact number of Pashto speakers around the world is not known, rough 

estimates put native speakers of Pashto at around 50 to 60 million.  

 The Pashtun conceptualise Pashto not merely as a language but as a way of living. 

The word Pashto encapsulates a distinct code of life grounded on sets of qualities which its 

speakers feel proud of (Shackle, 2007). A Pashtun deficient in applying this code is 

censured for not having Pashto in his/her character. As such, this way of living, called 
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Figure 1.1: Map showing the location of the Pashtun community in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan (WordPress, n.d.) 

 

Pashtunwali, is an integral part of Pashtun identity. This un-written code, passed from one 

generation to another through oral tradition (Caroe, 1958), is comprised of qualities such as 

observance of honour, chivalry, hospitality, purdah, abidance with the decisions of Jirga7 

(Kakar, 2005), and several more. In a nutshell, Pashto both as a language and as a way of 

living has historically acted as a strong identity marker of the Pashtun (Rahman, 1995). 

However, the recent sociolinguistic dynamics of the world in relation to English, coupled 

with the English- and Urdu-dominated macro-level language-in-education policies in 

Pakistan, seem to have contributed towards lessening the prestige value of the language. I 

now turn to a discussion of the status and role of the three languages in education; however, 

a brief account of the state of education in Pakistan is in order before I do so. 

    

1.2.2   The state of education in Pakistan 

 The 2005 Human Development Report of the UN Development Programme gave 

Pakistan the lowest education index score of any country outside Africa (Hathaway, 2005). 

The situation ten years later does not seem to have substantially improved. Pakistan is 

amongst the 12 lowest spending countries on education (Hussain & Ali, 2010), as it has 

historically been allocating less than two percent of its GNP for the purpose. Compounding 

the problem of a low budgetary allocation for education is the mere 35% of the amount 

which is actually utilised owing to late disbursements to districts and dilatory bureaucratic 

7 A council made of the locals that settles disputes among people through applying the code of Pashtunwali. 
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procedures (Bosch, Tahira, & Khan, 2008). Insufficient government investment in the 

education system has led to many ills. The National Education Census held in 2006 

revealed the appalling state of public education, reporting that about 13,000 schools (5% of 

all state schools) were non-functional – a euphemism for ghost schools (Lynd, 2007).  The 

situation seems to have worsened over time. The latest report prepared by the Society for 

the Protection of the Rights of the Child (SPARK, 2012) indicates that the number of such 

schools has risen to 30,000. The ones that are functional lack basic facilities, the worst 

affected being primary schools. Studies conducted a few years ago reported that 9% of 

Pakistan’s primary schools did not have blackboards, 24% had a shortage of textbooks, 

46% did not have desks for students, 64% were without electricity (Lynd, 2007), 16% 

functioned without a building, 55% did not have a boundary wall, 44% lacked water 

facilities, and 60% were without a toilet (Saleem, 2005).  Compounding this is the shortage 

of teachers. Those in the teaching profession lack professional expertise due to lack of 

proper training.  There is therefore weak institutional capacity at both the central and local 

levels (Burki, 2005; Hathaway, 2005; Mustafa, 2011). This is evidenced in the low 42% net 

primary enrolment rate, which worsens at middle-school level (Years Six to Eight) as half 

of the enrolled students drop out of school before completing Year Five (Hussain & Ali, 

2010; Lingard & Ali, 2009). It is no surprise therefore that whereas the 2009 National 

Education Policy recorded the official literacy rate of the country as 57% (Government of 

Pakistan, 2009), the same year’s edition of the Ethnologue put it at a low 26% (Lewis, 

2009).  These discouraging statistics in every sector of the education system imply that 

education policy review in Pakistan is limited to a mere exercise of target revision without 

any substantial results evidenced in the field (Ali, 2006). The problem is compounded by 

the seemingly confused and convoluted nature of the education system from a 

sociolinguistic point of view. 

 

1.2.2.1   The Pakistani system of education 

 Among various reasons for Pakistan’s low educational status, the highly 

fragmented, segregated and anomalous nature of its education system  features most 

prominently, both in terms of media of instruction and type of schooling (Rahman, 2005; 

Sathar, 2011; Yusuf, 2011). Schools in Pakistan fall into five main categories depending 

mainly on the socioeconomic strata of communities they serve.  Elite private schools, 
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modelled on the British public8 school system (Coleman, 2012), use English as the medium 

of instruction (MoI) and are extremely expensive. Then there are chains of private schools 

run by the three branches of the armed forces (army, air force and navy). These schools also 

use English as the MoI and, although subsidised for the children of armed forces personnel, 

are quite expensive for the general populace. The third, and increasingly large, category of 

schools is comprised of non-elitist private institutions which exploit their English-medium 

education as a marketing ploy; the range of fees each school charges to students is quite 

wide and is mainly determined by the location and quality of the school. It is the state 

schools, however, which currently serve the biggest mass of the primarily rural population 

comprising lower-middle and poor classes. These schools offer education primarily in Urdu 

and in some cases in the vernacular languages. The last category is composed of religious 

schools, called madrasahs, which are significant not merely because they serve the 

population at the lowest socioeconomic strata but also because of the strong sensitivities 

Islamic minded people have towards them. Most madrasahs follow Urdu as the MoI, 

although Arabic holds sway as the focal and symbolically most important language. These 

parallel systems of education9 thus reflect Pakistani social stratification not only in terms of 

wealth but also in relation to gender, rural and urban area, and provinces (Bosch et al., 

2008).  This stratification, as indicated before, also extends to the languages that are taught 

or are used for instruction.  

 

1.2.2.2   Pakistan’s language-in-education policy 

 Education used to be a federal responsibility as per the currently enforced 

Constitution of Pakistan (Government of Pakistan, 1973); however, a recently incorporated 

18th constitutional amendment (Government of Pakistan, 2010) implies that decisions 

regarding curricula, syllabi, media of instruction, etc. in educational institutions now fall 

under the purview of the respective provinces. The National Education Policy (Government 

of Pakistan, 2009), which carries the spirit of this latest amendment, postulates that English, 

Urdu and one regional language be made a part of the curriculum from the beginning of 

schooling. Accordingly, Urdu (Year Zero till 12) and English (Year Zero till 14) are taught 

as compulsory subjects in both private and public education institutions all over Pakistan. 

As regards the inclusion of a provincial language as a subject, variations exist among 

provinces. This study is concerned with Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province of Pakistan where 

8 Coleman (2012) explains that these so-called ‘public schools’ are in fact extremely expensive private 
schools that cater to a smaller proportion of the elite population. 
9 I discuss the three systems in greater detail in the next chapter. 
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Pashto, the mother tongue of the overwhelming majority of inhabitants, has remained an 

inconsistent part of the education system over the years, depending on the interests and 

ideologies of the political parties in power at the time. The previous government (2008-

2013), led by the ethno-nationalist Awami National Party (ANP), reintroduced Pashto as a 

compulsory subject from Year One to Year Ten in the government schools. It, however, 

could not ensure implementation of the decision in the private schools.  

 The the decision regarding MoI in government schools now abides with the 

respective provincial governments. In practice, however, most of the government 

institutions in all the provinces follow the erstwhile policy of Urdu as the MoI at middle 

(Years 6-8) and secondary level (Years 9-10) and English at higher secondary level and 

beyond (Year 11 and above). The case of the primary/elementary level schools (Years 0-5), 

however, is different. While a majority of the primary schools use Urdu as the MoI, there 

are exceptions in the case of the province of Sindh (where Sindhi is mostly used as the 

MoI) and in a few areas in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (where Pashto is the MoI).  The current 

provincial government in power (2013-2018), however, plans to introduce English as the 

MoI in all government primary schools in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. These shifting and 

varying approaches towards the different languages represent the influence of power and 

politics on Language Policy and Planning (LPP) in Pakistan, where the mother tongue 

(Pashto in the case of this study), the national language (Urdu), and the official language 

(English) have their own promoters and propagators.  

 

1.3   Aims of the study 

 As may be evident from the discussion so far, the confused state of language-in-

education policy occupies centre stage in the plethora of problems the Pakistani education 

system is faced with. At the heart of this entire language conundrum is, undoubtedly, the 

state of the teaching profession. It is the teacher inside the classroom who decides to adapt, 

negotiate, contravene or resist the imposed language policy based on his/her personal 

beliefs or experiences or the local situations s/he has to contend with. Therefore, just as the 

recent literature views LPP as multifaceted, multi-layered and complex (Canagarajah, 2005; 

Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Langman, 2014; Ricento, 2008), there have been calls for 

research that focuses on teachers and their agency (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Menken 

& Garcia, 2010; Valdiviezo, 2013) to explore the ways in which classrooms and schools 

could be places for bottom-up reform in policy practices. Needless to say, it is the teachers 
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who in practice determine whether a language change occurs and whose practices indicate 

the problems with language policy formulated at the macro level.  

 It is therefore of vital significance to explore rural area primary school teachers’ 

perceptions, preferences and practices with regard to language in education in multilingual 

Pakistan. How do they perceive languages in general? Which languages do they think 

should constitute a part of primary-level education? Do they prefer a specific language over 

others for the purpose? Do they also have a specific preference for a language of 

instruction? Do they actually employ their preferred language in the classroom? If they do, 

is it in conflict with the government/school language policy? If yes, what kind of 

adjustments do they have to make?  While expressing their language related experiences, 

do the teachers consider the future of their students too? Do they envision specific imagined 

communities for their students and, if so, does it affect their language preferences and 

practices? How do their language policy practices play out in the face of contextual 

constraints? The what, how, and why of these and related questions form the core of this 

study, which attempts to investigate language policy as practised by teachers at the micro 

level. Specifically, the research questions this study attempts to find answers to are: 

1. What perceptions/ideologies do rural primary school teachers hold regarding 

English, Urdu and Pashto? 

2. Which of the three languages do they prefer as taught subjects and as media of 

instruction in primary-level education? 

3. What self-reported practices do they have with regard to their use/teaching of the 

three languages? 

4. What languages do they actually employ in their classrooms for teaching? 

 

1.4   Rationale for the study 

 Ricento and Hornberger (1996) unpeeled the language policy onion to examine the 

different layers that together constitute the language policy whole and that permeate and 

interrelate with each other in a variety of ways.  Hornberger and Johnson (2007) then sliced 

the onion ethnographically to reveal the agentive spaces in which actors at local level 

implement, interpret, or resist policy initiatives. Garcia and Menken (2010), however, 

believe that it is time to look at the ways teachers stir the onion through enacting language 

policies in classrooms bearing in mind a myriad of contextual factors. They say that even 

though the ingredients and recipe may be provided to them, teachers, like good cooks, 
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themselves make policies that evolve according to the prevailing conditions.  A study of 

teachers’ stories and actions, therefore, enables an understanding of language policies “as 

moment-to-moment, dynamic performances” (Garcia & Menken, 2010, p. 259).  Using the 

onion metaphor, my study serves three main purposes: to explore the innermost layer of the 

onion (that contains teachers) to study how language policy comes to life inside the 

classroom; to slice that layer ethnographically to explore how teachers view and negotiate 

language policies at the classroom and school level; and to see how teachers stir the onion 

and evolve policies according to ‘on the ground’ situations. Teachers may stir the onion in 

direct response to the local realities in their socio-political and sociolinguistic contexts, or 

they may do so because of their personal beliefs, experiences and knowledge (Garcia & 

Menken, 2010). It is therefore necessary to look at teachers’ language perceptions, 

preferences and practices, and to investigate how these reflect language-in-education 

policies at the school as well as state level.   

 Quality language-in-education policy research, barring a relatively small number of 

studies (Abbas, 1993; Coleman, 2010; Coleman & Capstick, 2012; Mahboob, 2002, 2003, 

2009; Mansoor, 2005, 2010; Mustafa, 2011; Rahman, 1995, 1998, 1999, 2001, 2004, 2005, 

2007, 2010; Siddiqui, 2012, 2013), is particularly scarce in the Pakistani context.  Tariq 

Rahman stands out as the only scholar who has consistently written on issues related to 

language policy in Pakistan. However, most of his writings are theoretical in nature and 

deal with issues of power and politics associated with macro-level language policies.  There 

is a particular dearth of quality research at the micro level, less so of the type that focuses 

on teachers, even less on teachers at primary level, an almost negligible number on teachers 

at primary level in rural areas, and none on teachers at primary level in rural areas in the 

case of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province. Therefore, research that exclusively investigates the 

role of rural primary school teachers in terms of policy practices is warranted in Pakistan.  

 

1.5   Outline of the thesis  

 I have organised this thesis into nine chapters. This first chapter has introduced the 

study through providing some background contextual details, including the status and role 

of languages in the society in general and education in particular.  It has also identified the 

aims and rationale of the study. In Chapter 2, I review both theoretical and empirical 

literature pertaining to LPP, particularly language-in-education policy, at both macro and 

micro levels, as well as the role teachers play in not merely implementing but adapting, 

negotiating, or resisting the macro- and micro-level policies.  I also focus on the language-
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in-education policy dynamics in Pakistan in general and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in particular. 

I then re-state the research questions this study attempts to answers. Chapter 3 outlines the 

methodological framework adopted for this study, including the methods applied for data 

collection and analysis. Although I have given a brief introduction to the context and 

participants of the study in this chapter, it is Chapter 4 that sets the scene for the study 

through detailed descriptions of the six teacher participants and the three schools where 

they worked. Since these descriptions are based on the observation and interview data I 

collected in the field, this chapter is in effect the first findings chapter. In Chapter 5, I delve 

into the findings of the study in relation to the research questions. The chapter draws on the 

teachers’ perceptions regarding the three languages central to this study (English, Urdu, and 

Pashto) and discusses how their language ideologies are influenced by the ideological 

narratives found in the macro-level policy documents. Chapter 6 details the teachers’ 

preferences with regard to the languages as part of the education system. The findings in 

this chapter relate to both the languages they approve (or disapprove) of being taught as 

subjects and the languages they prefer as media of instruction. Again, an attempt is made to 

show how the teachers’ preferences correspond to the dominant language policy narratives.  

I then move to the teachers’ reported language practices in Chapter 7. The chapter outlines 

how the teachers describe their language teaching methodologies and use of languages for 

teaching subject content, some in contravention of the school policies, to ensure learning on 

the part of the students. Chapter 8, the penultimate chapter, outlines and analyses the 

teachers’ language practices as I observed them during the data collection period. It 

attempts to report the connections and contradictions found in the teachers’ reported and 

observed language practices and the dominant influence Urdu-centric macro language 

policy has on their practices. It also briefly discusses the implications the teachers’ 

language practices have for macro-level LPP. In the concluding chapter, I draw on the 

findings presented in the previous chapters to make sense of them at a relatively abstract 

level. The chapter, and thus the thesis, concludes with identifying implications of the study 

and the recommendations that can be considered for more effective language policy 

practices in the context of Pakistan.  

 

1.6   Conclusion  

 In an attempt to highlight the inspiration behind this study, I started this chapter 

with some stories of my own schooling experiences as a student in an Urdu-medium rural 

primary school back in the early 1980s. I then provided background to the study through 
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first describing the status and role of languages in Pakistani society overall and then the 

role and status of these languages in education. I followed this with a brief overview of the 

aims of this research and the rationale behind conducting it. The chapter concluded with a 

provision of the outline of the whole thesis. In the next chapter, I attempt to establish 

theoretical foundations for my study through extensively reviewing literature on LPP, the 

role of teachers in policy implementation, and the dynamics of language use in the 

Pakistani education system.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1   Introduction 

 Language Policy and Planning (LPP) began to thrive as a specialised discipline in 

the wake of post-Second World War decolonisation.  During the years since then, LPP 

conceptualisation has undergone transformation from a modernisation model to being 

understood as a powerful tool for control as well as development, influenced by global 

impacts, pragmatic concerns, political interests, and socioeconomic considerations.  This 

chapter gives an overview of all these and related issues concerning LPP in order to build a 

theoretical framework for this study. I begin the chapter with a historical account of the 

development of the LPP field, discussing the transformation it has undergone during 

various phases. I also discuss different conceptions of LPP that led to diverse definitions of 

the field.  I then focus on the type of LPP that is central to the conception of this study – 

Language-in-Education (LiE) policy and planning. I draw on both theoretical and empirical 

research to clarify the contexts of and influences on LiE policy, focusing on multilingual 

contexts, language complexity, and the role of the mother-tongue in educational settings. 

This literature review then converges on micro-level LiE planning to reveal the crucial role 

of teachers in relation to policy.  An attempt is made to show the centrality of teachers in 

how policy is interpreted, negotiated, adapted, or resisted based on the complex interplay of 

contextual factors. As one of these contextual factors, I highlight teachers’ visions of their 

students’ imagined communities and how these potentially influence their language policy 

practices. I then move to an overview of LiE policy in Pakistan and the system of education 

in operation there. I end the chapter with re-stating the research questions of this study. 

 

2.2   Language policy and planning – a short history 

 The history of LPP research has been narrated by a number of scholars (see, for 

example, Jernudd & Nekvapil, 2012; Johnson & Ricento, 2013; Lo Bianco, 2004; 

Nekvapil, 2011; Ricento, 2000b; Wee, 2011). Three broad stages in the progression of LPP 

as a field emerge from these reviews: (a) the early-modern period of optimism in rational 

and systematic procedures being a solution to the language problems of states, such as 

those emerging on the world map after the demise of colonialism; (b) the modern phase of 

disillusionment ensuing from LPP failure in decolonised states, leading to a more critical 

reflection on the complex role of language in society; and (c) the current post-modern era of 
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growing awareness of LPP as a multidisciplinary and politicised activity, on the grounds 

that it pervades multiple levels and complex issues of social life (Wee, 2011). A brief 

overview of each of these phases follows.  

 

2.2.1   The first phase: 1960s to mid-1970s 

 During the beginning phase of LPP work, which Ricento (2000b, p. 206) refers to as 

“classic language planning”, researchers attempted to find language solutions for the 

unification, modernisation and democratisation of decolonised multilingual states. 

Sociolinguists in the west, where the field essentially thrived, argued that a major European 

language (e.g., English or French) should be used/retained as a formal language for 

specialised domains in the newly formed states.  This view stemmed from their belief that 

linguistic diversity could hamper national development whereas linguistic homogeneity 

would ensure nation-building and modernisation (Wee, 2011).  The socio-political context 

during this period thus influenced LPP theory considerably. Additionally, LPP concepts at 

the time were considered to be more of a ‘science’ – empirical, quantitative, and replicable 

in diverse settings – rather than contingent and trans-disciplinary (Lo Bianco, 2004).  There 

was limited critical orientation towards LPP processes which left unquestioned assumptions 

such as the following: one national language ideally serves each nation state; 

multilingualism ought to be minimised for it gives rise to inter-ethnic tensions; and one 

developmental model applies to another societal context despite the sociocultural 

differences between the two contexts (Wee, 2011). The period was significant, however, in 

the sense that a number of variables relevant to LPP were identified, status and corpus 

planning evolved as LPP fields, and formal LPP procedures and techniques were 

introduced and elaborated (Jernudd & Nekvapil, 2012).  

 

2.2.2   The second phase: Mid-1970s to late-1980s 

 The second phase, lasting till the late 1980s, emerged out of scholars’ increasing 

interest in economic, social and political aspects of language contact (Ricento, 2000b).  It 

was realised that LPP is equally important in developed countries since language problems 

exist everywhere (Baldauf, 2005). An increasing awareness emerged of the negative effects 

that undue emphasis on certain languages entailed for the state-level utility of indigenous 

languages and their speakers (Ricento, 2000b). LPP started to be seen as inextricably linked 

to sociocultural and political contexts. At the same time, the earlier view of European 
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languages as neutral media for national development of periphery countries began to be 

criticised as a ploy to favour the economic interests of developed countries, with adverse 

effects on economic, social, and political interests of indigenous language speakers 

(Slaughter, 2007). Theorists during the period also increasingly realised the limitations of 

planning theories and models vis-à-vis conceptually complex sociolinguistic constructs like 

diglossia, bilingualism and multilingualism (Johnson & Ricento, 2013; Ricento, 2000a). 

 

2.2.3   The third phase: Late-1980s till the present day 

 The third, and evolving, phase in language policy research is post-modernistic and 

post-constructivist in nature (Jernudd & Nekvapil, 2012). Language preferences during this 

period have been very much influenced by global events shaping world politics. There have 

been large-scale population migrations, re-surfacing of ethnolinguistic identities, and the re-

emergence of new regional coalitions and their languages with implications for minority 

language maintenance and survival (Ricento 2000b). English, in particular, has become the 

most influential language, leading to a desire and/or a necessity for English proficiency for 

communities across the globe. Competency in English, or the lack of it, now has to do with 

cultural, economic and political aspects of peoples and nations – a phenomenon succinctly 

referred to by Phillipson (1992) as linguistic imperialism. The linguistic dominance of 

English is now viewed as neither natural nor having occurred by accident; rather, it is 

believed to take strength from the cultural and political agendas of governments seeking 

power maintenance, profit generation, and political control (Lee & Norton, 2009; 

Pennycook, 1995, 2001; Tollefson, 2000). As a reaction to this linguistic imperialism, 

promotion of indigenous languages is now vehemently propagated (Lo Bianco, 2010).  

 Another important aspect of this phase in LPP is the increasing focus on micro-level 

planning (Jones & Barkhuizen, 2011). It is now believed that language policies need to be 

understood contextually (Barkhuizen, 2008; Pennycook, 2000a) because they are socially 

situated (Jernudd & Nekvapil, 2012; Ricento, 2006) and are interlinked with the cultural, 

economic and political aspects of a country (Pennycook, 2000b; Ramanathan & Morgan, 

2007).  Additionally, the crucial role of ‘agency’ (of both individuals and collective bodies) 

in policy processes stemming from language use and attitudes has been recognised. Ricento 

(2000b, p. 23), for instance, considers it of utmost importance for researchers to consider 

the following: 

Why do individuals opt to use (or cease to use) particular languages and varieties for 
specific functions in different domains, and how do these choices influence – and 
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how are they influenced by – institutional language policy decision-making (local to 
national and supranational)? The implications of this question are that micro-level 
research (the sociolinguistics of language) will need to be integrated with macro-
level investigations (the sociolinguistics of society) to provide a more complex 
explanation for language behavior – including language change – than is currently 
available.  

 

Following this awareness, LPP research in the current century, particularly in the field of 

education, has focused on micro-level actors to understand language-related issues. It has 

been realised that while some educational practitioners unquestioningly implement 

language policy discourses, others exercise their agency to interpret and appropriate these 

discourses (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Ramanathan, 2005; Stritikus & Wiese, 2006). 

The agency of teachers in the classrooms is now viewed as crucial in language policy 

implementation (Mohanty, Panda, & Pal, 2010). Therefore, the importance of gaining 

ethnographic perspectives on language policy is now promoted to help illuminate and 

inform language policy processes and examine the links between policy and practices 

(Hornberger & Johnson, 2011; Johnson & Ricento, 2013).   

 This short account of the history of LPP indicates how the field has developed over 

time. During the process, researchers have suggested various terminologies and definitions 

of the field. I discuss these next. 

 

2.3   Language policy, language planning, or language policy and planning?  

 The Norwegian founder of the LPP field, Einar Haugen (Garcia & Menken, 2010), 

first introduced the term ‘language planning’ (McCarty, 2011), and defined it as: 

the activity of preparing a normative orthography, grammar, and dictionary for the 
guidance of writers and speakers in a non-homogenous speech community…. 
Planning implies an attempt to guide the development of a language in a direction 
desired by the planners. (Haugen, as cited in Jernudd & Nekvapil, 2012, p. 24) 

 

Although the term ‘language planning’ is still relevant in LPP literature, there have been 

other terms in use, like language management (Spolsky, 2009), language treatment, 

language engineering, language cultivation (Spolsky & Lambert, 1997), language policy 

(Corson, 1999; Ricento, 2006; Shohamy, 2006; Spolsky, 2004), and language policy and 

planning (Fettes, 1997; Hornberger, 2006). This profusion of terms reflects the varied 

ideological and conceptual approaches to language issues in diverse contexts. Currently, 

language policy and planning is the common term in use to refer to policy and planning 
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issues associated with languages. However, despite being used together as well as 

interchangeably, the terms policy (the plan; the form) and planning (plan implementation; 

the function) are different in essence. 

 The term language planning was used in the 1960s to refer to “sweeping 

intervention and control of language behavior” whereas language policy was conceived as 

less interventionist and referred to a general “set of principles regarding language behavior” 

(Shohamy, 2006, p. 49) and use.  In other words, whereas language problems are identified 

and strategies for addressing them made at the language planning level, the specific laws, 

rules and regulations, and practices to achieve these planned strategies are formulated at the 

language policy level (Baldauf, 2005).  These planned strategies may be realised in overt 

ways (e.g., through documents, legislation, policy statements), inferred from the statements 

of intent (in the discourse of language, politics, and society), or left covert and unstated 

(Baldauf, 2005). In its essence, language policy is a “superordinate term which subsumes 

language planning” (Ricento, 2000a, p. 209). On the other hand, language planning has 

been viewed as not only directed by but at times also leading to the promulgation of 

language policy (Baldauf, 2005; Kaplan, 2011; Spolsky, 2012). The lack of consensus on 

the planning-policy relationship (McCarty, 2011) is solved by Hornberger (2006) through 

offering an integrative framework of language policy and planning. “The truth is”, 

Hornberger states, “that the LPP designation is useful, not just as a reminder of how 

inextricably related language planning and language policy are…, but also as a way around 

the lack of agreement on the exact nature of that relationship” (p. 25). For ease of reference, 

therefore, the two terms are often taken as synonyms and are also jointly referred to as 

language policy and planning. Consequently, in this study, I view language planning and 

language policy as mutually constitutive and co-occurring processes rather than as 

separable entities.  

 Just as there is disagreement among scholars on LPP terminology, there seems to be 

a lack of consensus around the way LPP is defined, primarily because of the developmental 

stages through which the field has passed.  The earlier definitions centred on taking LPP as 

a kind of solution to a particular language problem. This was in line with conceptions of 

LPP during its formative phase discussed above. Later definitions give a clear indication of 

the shift in the manner LPP is conceptualised today; they focus on language rights and 

access (Phillipson & Skutnabb-Kangas, 1996), encompass modification of linguistic 

environments to ensure collective welfare (Grin, 2003), and highlight the importance of 

policies that are not necessarily formally documented (Spolsky, 2004). I have summarised 

the various definitions in Table 2.1 below. Notwithstanding the relevance of these 

21 
 



definitions to the evolution of the LPP field, Cooper’s (1989) definition is comprehensive 

in that it includes eight vital LPP components: “[i] What actors [ii] attempt to influence 

what behaviors, [iii] of which people, [iv] for what ends, [v] under what conditions, [vi] by 

what means, [vii] through what decision-making process, [viii] with what effect” (pp. 97-

98). To make it more inclusive, Kamwangamalu (2011) recommends inclusion of historical 

and structural factors in these components since they tend to influence LPP outcomes too.  

  

Table 2.1: Definitions of LPP 

Term Used Defined by Definition 
Language 
planning 

Jernudd and Das 
Gupta (1971,  
p. 211) 

“a political and administrative activity for 
solving language problems in society”. 

Language 
planning 

Rubin (1971,  
p. 218) 

“focuses upon the solutions to language 
problems through decisions about alternative 
goals, means, and outcomes to solve these 
problems”. 

Language 
planning 

Fishman (1973,  

pp. 23–24) 

“the organized pursuit of solutions to language 
problems”. 

Language 
planning 

 

Fishman (1974,  
p. 89) 

“generally utilized in both fields as a relatively 
neutral process-term pertaining to the organized 
means by which certain goals are pursued”. 

Language 
planning 

Robinson (as 
cited in Ingram, 
1989, p. 53) 

“official, government-level activity concerning 
the selection and promotion of a unified 
administrative language or languages...a 
coherent effort by individuals, groups, or 
organizations to influence language use or 
development”. 

Language 
planning 

Ingram (1989,  
p. 53) 

“it generally refers to official, government-level 
activity though institutions may also develop 
their own language education policies”. 

Language 
planning 

 

Cooper (1989,  
p. 45)   

 

“deliberate efforts to influence the behaviour of 
others with respect to the acquisition, structure 
or functional allocation of their language codes”. 

Language 
policy 

Phillipson and 
Skutnabb-Kangas 
(1996, p. 434). 

“decisions on rights and access to languages and 
on the roles and functions of particular languages 
and varieties of language in a given policy”. 

Language 
planning and 
policy 

Grin (2003, p. 28) “systematic, rational, theory-based efforts at the 
societal level to modify the linguistic 
environment with a view to increasing aggregate 
welfare. It is typically conducted by official 
bodies or their surrogates and aimed at part or all 
of the population living under their jurisdiction”. 
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Language 
management 

Spolsky (2004,  
p. 11)  

 

“the formulation and proclamation of an explicit 
plan or policy, usually but not necessarily 
written in a formal document about language 
use”. 

Language 
policy 

Baldauf (2005,  
p. 958)  

“bodies of ideas, laws, regulations, rules, and 
practices intended to achieve some planned 
language change”. 

Language 
policy 

Shohamy (2006,  
p. 49) 

“a set of principles regarding language 
behavior.” 

Language 
policy 

Spolsky (2012,  
p. 3) 

“an officially mandated set of rules for language 
use and form within a nation-state”. 

  

 More recently, the notion of LPP as a dynamic construct has gained ground. 

McCarty (2011), for instance, argues that policy is best understood as a verb, as it ‘does’ 

rather than ‘is’. Limiting its definition to official declarations, she says, “dehumanizes, 

decontextualizes, and dehistoricizes” policy, when in fact it is “a situated sociocultural 

process – the complex of practices, ideologies, attitudes, and formal and informal 

mechanisms that influence people’s language choices in profound and pervasive everyday 

ways” (p. xii). This and the earlier definitions indicate that the ends, or the goals, at which 

LPP is aimed can be achieved through a number of activities.  

 

2.4   Kinds of LPP 

 Language policy and planning varies in kinds depending on the specific objectives it 

is aimed at achieving. These objectives may be directed at bringing about some kind of 

change concerning the standardisation of a language, the designation of its role, or the 

enhancement of its image and prestige. More often than not, however, these objectives and 

the resulting kinds of LPP overlap and influence each other.  

 The earliest version of LPP, corpus planning, deals with internal linguistic aspects 

of a language. It refers to attempts at changing the form and structure (or the corpus) of a 

language through introducing new technical terms, changes in spelling, or the adoption of a 

new script (Kloss, 1969).  It is generally undertaken by language experts to develop 

grammars, pronunciation, dictionaries, literacy manuals, and guides for writing style (Lo 

Bianco, 2004).  Corpus planning, however, is considered an essentially meaningless 

linguistic activity if not accompanied by status planning (Fishman, 2000). Status planning 

is associated with a language’s standing alongside other languages (Kloss, 1969). It 

attempts at regulating the power relationship between languages and their respective 
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speakers in the social context in which language is used (Kamwangamalu, 2011). Another 

type is prestige planning, which was advocated by Haarmann (1990), arguing that the 

success or failure of language planning depends on the extent of esteem (prestige) with 

which the language planners as well as the speech community associate a language. Ager 

(2005) linked prestige of a language to its image, on the ground that prestige planning 

involves the “unreal or social-psychological aspects” of language use, unlike status 

planning which involves its “real or concrete aspects” (p. 1041). A further type of planning 

is discourse planning, a term used by Lo Bianco (2004) to refer to “the influence and 

effect on people’s mental states, behaviors and belief systems through the linguistically 

mediated ideological workings of institutions, disciplines, and diverse social formations” 

(p. 743). Discourse planning in this sense is used for influencing the way people value 

language and think about it, and persuading them towards (or dissuading them from) a 

particular language.  

 Connected to and associated with these types of planning is acquisition planning. 

The term was first used by Cooper (1989) who argued for a separate category for planning 

that is concerned with increasing the number of language users, as against status planning 

which primarily concentrates on increasing a language’s uses. Acquisition planning 

signifies systematic efforts for promoting the learning of a specific language (Cooper, 

1989). Cooper (1989) identified three main goals for acquisition planning: Second (or 

foreign) language acquisition, language reacquisition through its revitalisation, and 

language maintenance. This type of planning is also referred to as language education 

policy (Shohamy, 2006) and more commonly as language-in-education (LiE) policy and 

planning (Ingram, 1989; Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997).  This study is mainly concerned with 

LiE policy and planning; it is therefore discussed in greater depth below.  

 

2.5   Language-in-education (LiE) policy and planning  

 LiE policy exclusively deals with language issues in educational institutions. In the 

words of Shohamy (2006, p. 76), it is the “mechanism used to create de facto language 

practices in educational institutions”, and includes issues such as: 

which language(s) to teach and learn in schools? When (at what age) to begin 
teaching these languages? For how long (number of years and hours of study) 
should they be taught? By whom, for whom (who is qualified to teach and who is 
entitled or obligated to learn) and how (which methods, materials, tests, etc.)? 
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Kaplan and Baldauf (1997) also incorporate into their LiE policy definition decisions 

regarding selection of media of instruction and language varieties used in education. They 

consider LiE planning to be the “most potent source for bringing about language change” 

(p. 122).  However, realisation of this language change is not a smooth process as LiE 

policy is considerably influenced by multifarious contextual factors, be they socio-

historical, socio-economic, or socio-political.  

 Policies about languages are always socially situated (Ricento, 2000a), and are 

linked to the socio-historical context and broader policymaking agenda surrounding them 

(Ramanathan & Morgan, 2007). Ideally, the major factor influencing LiE policy should be 

the sociolinguistic profile of a community and its people (Ingram, 1989). However, since 

LiE policy is not rationally determined in most cases, many other factors may influence its 

formulation as well as implementation. These factors may be economic, technological and, 

more importantly, political (Payne, 2006).  Politics deeply affects language planning 

processes as languages are at the heart of political issues (Pennycook, 2000b). LiE policies 

therefore often reflect the political interests of those who make them; moreover, a particular 

LiE policy may be used to simultaneously serve different political interests (Ricento, 

2000a; Ricento & Hornberger, 1996; Tollefson & Tsui, 2004).  One of the ways of 

achieving political interests through LiE policies is the choice of medium of instruction. 

 

2.5.1   LiE policy and medium of instruction 

 The most important policy decision with regard to languages in education is the 

choice of a particular language as the medium of instruction (MoI) (Hamid, Nguyen, & 

Baldauf, 2013; Starks & Barkhuizen, 2003; Tollefson & Tsui, 2004). The choice of MoI is 

not merely an educational issue, as indicated earlier; it is inevitably linked to the underlying 

social, political and economic context (Baldauf, Li, & Zhao, 2008). It is a key means of 

“power (re)distribution and (re)construction” (Tsui & Tollefson, 2004, p. 2) in that it 

determines which social and linguistic groups have access to political and economic 

opportunities, and which groups are disenfranchised. This phenomenon is more prevalent in 

countries that remained colonies of the Western empires. A common thread running 

through MoI policies of most of these erstwhile colonised states is the dominance of 

colonial language(s) to this day. Added to this is the advent of globalisation during the last 

few decades, which has led to the firm entrenchment of English as the lingua franca for 

much of the world. This has resulted in preference for and adoption of English as the MoI 

even in countries where the language is essentially a foreign language (Doiz, Lasagabaster, 
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& Sierra, 2012; Hamid et al., 2013; Tollefson & Tsui, 2004; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007). The 

governments at official level view this instructional approach as a strategic step towards 

competing at the international level (Hu, 2007), as a means to internationalise education 

and attract foreign students as a source of revenue (Wilkinson, 2013), and as a resource to 

augment both national and international employability of graduates (Pecorari et al., 2011).   

This linkage of English and other privileged languages with educational, economic and 

social development (Graham, 2010; Tsui & Tollefson, 2004) leads to developing a negative 

attitude towards regional languages, thereby risking the very existence of such languages 

(Fishman, 2001). Parents, teachers, and students start to believe that to be educated is to 

speak English and, therefore, the earlier English language is used as the MoI, the better for 

the child’s education (Arthur, 1997; Graham, 2010; Norton & Kamal, 2003).  

 Facts on the ground are, however, quite different to this perception, as the English-

as-MoI policy has been shown to lead to relatively low achievement, particularly among 

rural populations who rarely hear English outside the classroom (Graham, 2010). It has 

been argued that instruction in a second language retards creativity and cognitive 

development as learners tend to get confused in having to use two (or more) labels for the 

same concept (Brock-Utne, 2007).  Additionally, learning in a second language before 

mastering the mother tongue has been found to result in subtractive bilingualism (Fillmore, 

1991). Research has also indicated that the use of a foreign or second language leads to 

teacher-centred methods (Brock-Utne, 2005, in the context of Tanzania), routinised teacher-

dominated performances (Arthur, 1996, in the context of Botswana), safe language 

practices (Martin, 2005, in the context of Malaysia), safe talk (Chick, 1996, in the context 

of South Africa), codeswitching (Bunyi, 2005, in the context of Kenya), an increasing use 

of local languages (Pearson, 2014, in the context of Rwanda), and poor educational results 

(Rao, 2013, in the context of India). These and numerous other studies point towards 

inefficacies in the use of second or foreign languages as MoI; their implications highlight 

the importance of mother-tongue education, especially during early years of schooling.  

 

2.5.2   MoI and mother-tongue education 

 The pros and cons of employment of mother tongue in teaching and learning have 

remained a widely debated issue in the LPP literature. Mother tongue has been referred to 

as a ‘skeleton in the closet’ (Prodromou, as cited in Ferrer, 2011), a ‘bone of contention’ 

(Ferrer, 2011), and ‘the forbidden fruit’ (Fortune, 2012). A myriad of scholars have, over 

the years, put forward a strong argument for the employment of learners’ first language as 
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MoI to ensure that learning is both meaningful and effective (Benson, 2008; Brock-Utne, 

2001; Garcia, 2009; Hornberger, 2002; Kirkpatrick, 2011; Walter & Benson, 2012). It has 

been argued that mother tongue education not only facilitates learners in conceptualising 

ideas but also helps them appreciate their own cultural norms and values (Baldauf et al., 

2008; Fishman & Fishman, 2000).  Research has also found that learners are likely to 

achieve greater academic success in a second language if their first language is well 

developed (Benson, 2004). It has been maintained that mother-tongue education would 

dissuade teachers from resorting to safe-talk practices (Chick, 1996) such as codeswitching, 

drills, chorus teaching, etc. More importantly, Skutnabb-Kangas (1998) maintains that 

being able to develop, maintain, and identify with one’s mother tongue is “a self-evident, 

fundamental individual linguistic human right” (p. 22, emphasis in original), and should 

thus be guaranteed for an individual. Given that MoI is the most powerful means of not 

only maintaining and revitalising a language and the associated culture but also ensuring 

intergenerational transmission (Baldauf et al., 2008; Fishman & Fishman, 2000; Jones, 

2014), non-provision of mother tongue education risks the very existence of regional 

languages (Fishman, 2001). Education in the mother tongue could therefore be vital for 

saving the languages that are in the process of being lost “through ignorance, neglect, 

suppression and/or systematic underdevelopment” (Benson, 2009, p. 411).  

 This is not to say that there are no opponents of mother-tongue education. Gupta 

(1997) believes that mother-tongue education is divisive in that its promotion may result in 

extensive separation of ethnic groups. Fasold (1992) points out the inconclusive nature of 

research showing educational benefits of mother-tongue education. Cummins and Swain 

(1986) cite studies to argue that second language education is a better choice since it 

promotes cognitive development and divergent thinking capacity.  This critique of mother-

tongue education, however, appears quite insubstantial; an overwhelming majority of recent 

theoretical discussions and empirical research point towards the efficacy of mother-tongue 

education (Benson, 2004, 2008; Garcia, 2009; Kirkpatrick, 2011; Walter & Benson, 2012) 

provided there is consensus among stakeholders at different levels of the policy hierarchy.   

 

2.5.3   Levels of LiE policy 

 The level(s) at which LiE policy takes place considerably influences the extent of its 

success. These levels have been explored from several angles in LPP literature. One way of 

describing the nature of LiE policy is to view it in terms of macro and micro levels. Macro-

level processes involve large-scale planning with specific rules and practices being formed, 
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while micro-level processes involve the ways small organisations, like schools (and 

teachers therein), interpret and carry out policies in different ways (Chua & Baldauf, 2011). 

Many language problems may be deemed insignificant when seen from a macro 

perspective, although these may bear critical importance for a particular group or 

community. Research on micro-level planning therefore helps identify the extent to which 

macro-level policies shape both micro-level practices and policies (Barkhuizen & Knoch, 

2006). Another way of conceptualising the LiE policy levels is in the shape of layers. 

Ricento and Hornberger (1996) use the metaphor of an onion to explain the different layers. 

The outer layer, they explain, comprises mostly the government officials at the state level 

who set the broad national-level language policy objectives; the mid layer is made up of 

institutions like schools, media, organised religion, etc.; and the inner-most layer at the 

heart of the onion embodies classroom practitioners, or teachers.   

  An ostensibly different but inherently similar conception of LiE policy levels is that 

of top-down and bottom-up planning.  The terms top-down and bottom-up refer not only to 

the direction of the planned change but also to the initiators of or actors involved in the 

change (Nekvapil & Sherman, 2015). Starks and Barkhuizen (2003) argue that top-down 

decisions, at both macro- and micro-levels, are made by those with more power, and are 

imposed on those with less power, like “governments over the education sector, the 

Ministry of Education over schools, schools over teachers, teachers over students” (p. 252).  

As regards bottom-up planning, Starks and Barkhuizen view it as beginning “on the 

ground” (p. 252) and taking place when communities themselves identify language 

problems within them. As mentioned earlier, macro-level or top-down LiE policy tends to 

lose its effectiveness if sound implementation measures are not instituted at the local or 

micro level. I discuss these shortcomings of top-down policies next, drawing on some 

empirical research in the area. 

 

2.5.3.1   Top-down LiE policies 

 Much of the LiE policy in Asia, including Pakistan, has historically been dominated 

by central government education agencies through top-down policy making, and the 

teachers’ role has traditionally been conceptualised as implementers of these policies 

(Baldauf, 2006; Baldauf et al., 2008; Shohamy, 2006). Some recent studies in the Asian 

context investigating macro-level LiE policies and their micro-level implementation, 

however, substantiate the claim that macro-level policies fall short of achieving the desired 

objectives. For instance, Ali, Hamid, and Moni (2011) examined the enactment of English 
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LiE policies in Malaysian primary schools. The results suggested that macro-level planning 

could not produce the desired language policy outcomes. The authors emphasise a need for 

taking micro-level realities, including stakeholders’ experiences, into consideration to 

ensure the success of macro-level planning. In another study, Zacharias (2013) investigated 

the implementation of the Indonesian government’s policy of introducing English-medium 

instruction in schools. The study found that, despite a lack of agreement with the policy, 

teachers attempted to use English in the classroom as a way to enact their civic duty as 

government officials. However, they faced difficulties in implementing it due to the 

complex relationship between teachers’ and students’ English competence and the lack of 

socialisation of the policy, which the top-down policy ostensibly did not take into account. 

Similarly, Choi (2015) investigated the impact of the ‘teaching English through English’ 

policy on teachers and teaching in South Korea. She found that the policy had a rather 

limited and unplanned impact mainly because of the lack of planning and implementation 

procedures at the local level.  

 A few recent studies on top-down LiE policies in Nepal further substantiate the 

inadequacy of macro-level policies translating into a meaningful change. Although Nepal is 

one of the most linguistically and culturally diverse countries in the world, with more than 

120 spoken languages, Giri (2010, 2011) reports how the elites have been playing the 

politics of privileging certain languages at the expense of others to give a linguistic edge to 

these speakers and their consequent better access to education and employment.  Similarly, 

Phyak (2011, 2013) traces the changes brought about in LiE planning following the 

country’s political transformation from a constitutional monarchy to a federal democratic 

republic.  A salient aspect of these new policy provisions has been the change in the MoI 

from Nepali language to mother tongue for providing basic education. At the same time, 

reports Phyak, greater emphasis is being given to English by allowing private schools to 

introduce English as the MoI from early grades. Phyak discusses these contradictions in the 

LiE policy at the primary-level education, and argues that the ideology of language 

planning in Nepalese primary schools continues to be shaped by a long history of 

monolingual policies adopted by an elite-dominated hierarchical society. He points out that 

the lack of harmony between national education policies and language planning practices 

implies that the powerful languages like English and Nepali overpower the minority 

languages and help sustain the interests of the elite, a phenomenon which he calls “elitism-

in-language planning” (p. 284).  These and similar other studies reveal that increased focus 

needs to be given to the micro-level policy practices on the ground to ensure that language 

policy goals are achieved.  
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2.5.3.2   Bottom-up LiE policies 

 Shohamy (2006), in her extensive review of language policy, argues that top-down 

language policy flouts the basic democratic norms of inclusion, participation and 

representation (e.g., lack of involvement of language teachers in policy process), resulting 

in the organisation of societies into “language units” (p. 143), a lack of consideration of 

language learning, and the perpetuation of class differentiation and power mechanisms. She 

advocates bottom-up language planning and recommends strategies in terms of a 

democracy of inclusion, critical awareness, personal rights, and language activism. She 

claims that “policy is practice and practice is policy as languages are discussed, negotiated 

and battled for using a multiplicity of discourses in very complex ways and on a fluid and 

dynamic basis” (p. 165), and urges the need for a continual dialogue, negotiation, and 

struggle for language issues by all members of the society. Elsewhere, she argues that 

regardless of any top-down statements, bottom-up de facto policies take shape according to 

the feasibilities and realities on the ground and therefore may not conform to top-down 

written policies (Shohamy, 2010). The study by Makoni, Makoni, and Nyika (2008) is one 

such example of bottom-up language planning leading to successful implementation. The 

study presented evidence based on archival documentation that shows how the Tongan 

community in Zimbabwe successfully lobbied for the development and promotion of Tonga 

as the MoI in all Tonga-speaking areas. Further empirical evidence of a bottom-up LiE 

policy is the study carried out by Silver and Skuja-Steele (2005). Through data gathered 

from classroom lessons and teacher rationale statements on LiE policies in as many as five 

countries, the researchers showed that language policy is multidirectional, “derived not only 

out of top-down structural priorities nor of more closely held classroom priorities but also 

from the bottom up, out of the social and personal dimensions of classroom teaching and 

out of teachers’ goals and beliefs” (p. 125). They showed that social factors have a far more 

pervasive influence on policy practices than policy statements. Another example is an 

ethnographic study carried out by Du Plessis (2010) in the multilingual Xhariep District in 

South Africa.  The focus of the study was the community’s language initiatives at the micro 

level without any formal language policy. The study gives an account of the identification 

of language problems at the local level, the ways solutions to these problems were reached 

and conventions developed, and the extent of evaluation and success of the plans. The case 

study clearly suggests that language policy from below could be systematic in nature, and 

that an analysis of evidence concerning language policy from below could be of use for top-

down language policymaking.  
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 Ramanathan and Morgan (2007) therefore recommend reading “between and behind 

the lines” (p. 448) to interpret the policy gaps and spaces at the local level and how these 

are filled through pedagogical interventions. Similarly, Canagarajah (2001) notes that, 

because of subtle ideological considerations, states often impose language policies which 

are unrelated to the diverse cultural values and language attitudes prevalent in local 

communities and classrooms. He therefore recommends observing language practices at the 

classroom level in such contexts to get a wholesome idea of complex policy practices. 

These views signify the critical role of teachers with regards to LiE policy.  

 

2.6   LiE policies and teachers 

 Following Cooper’s (1989) call for understanding the role of actors in language 

policy processes, several scholars and researchers have attempted to locate such actors 

having attributes such as power, influence, interest and expertise at various language policy 

levels (Hamid et al., 2013; Zhao, 2011; Zhao & Baldauf, 2012). It has been reported that 

the dominance of macro-level actors is pervasive and evident at all LiE policy levels in 

multifarious polities. However, following calls for the need to study policy implementation 

at the micro level, the emergent trend in recent language policy research has experienced a 

shift towards the agency of actors in local contexts (Chua & Baldauf, 2011; Hamid et al., 

2013; Menken & Garcia, 2010; Tollefson, 2013; Zhao, 2011; Zhao & Baldauf, 2012). The 

most vital actors at the local level are, without doubt, teachers. Being classroom 

practitioners, teachers are at the heart of language policy (Jones & Barkhuizen, 2011; 

Ricento & Hornberger, 1996) since classrooms are the actual sites where language policy is 

practised (Martin, 2005; Menken & Garcia, 2010). Auerbach (1995) argues that although 

LiE policy at the macro level does get affected by power and politics, at the classroom 

level, its implementation depends on how teachers perceive the policy towards languages. 

Ricento and Hornberger (1996) also, while explaining LiE processes through the metaphor 

of an onion, as mentioned earlier, bring forth the point that teachers make pedagogical 

decisions (e.g., incorporating the local languages to use multilingualism as a resource) that 

indicate their power and control over language policy.  

 Considerable research on micro-level LiE policy reveals that teachers often 

negotiate the macro-level policy provisions in order to tailor them to the context in which 

they teach. In many ‘on the ground’ situations, tensions may surface between macro-level 

policy and micro-level practice because teachers may resist the macro-level policy or may 

appropriate it to their particular micro situations (leading to bottom-up policy processes). 
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One example of such adjustment is Jones’ (2012, 2014) recent studies on LiE policy 

implementation during a time of intra-tribal conflict in the Sabaot language group in Kenya. 

The studies revealed that although teachers’ choices in using languages were constrained by 

the macro policy, they did sporadically incorporate Sabaot language into their practice, 

treating multilingualism as a resource. The studies show the vital importance of teachers’ 

policy practices; Jones (2012, p. 139) recommends that “teachers should be supported in 

making appropriate micro-level decisions that respond to local needs”. Similarly, Pease-

Alvarez and Thompson (2014) draw on participatory and ethnographic approaches to report 

how  a teacher collective in Northern California resisted policies of standardization which 

required them to teach in ways that ignored students’ instructional needs, interests, and 

experiences. The researchers provide a rich account of how the collective is negotiating 

educational policies concerning the teaching of language and literacy and how resistance 

and agency are implicated in the LPP processes. Another example of this is Mohamed’s 

(2013) study which investigated the benefits and challenges of English as MoI policy in 

schools in Maldives, a small monolingual and monocultural Asian country. Data findings 

revealed conflicts between policy and teachers’ practices concerning language use and code 

mixing. The results suggest that although language policy may be developed at the macro 

level, its realisation in the classroom depends on local conditions and teachers’ perceptions 

of the policy. Hornberger and Johnson (2007) reiterate this point when they argue that 

teachers may decide for or against using certain languages, and that this negotiation of 

languages on their part leaves scope for manipulation and reinterpretation of LiE policy. 

 Efforts on the part of teachers to adapt macro-level polices may also stem from the 

pressure they face from communities.  Paciotto and Delany-Barmann (2011) drew on 

teacher and administrator narratives to describe teachers’ resistance to and the subsequent 

reinterpretation and modification of macro-level LiE policy in a two-way immersion 

programme in a rural district in Illinois. The study showed how policy implementation is 

constrained by social forces in the shape of community members challenging the teachers’ 

choice of bilingual teaching for all students. Their data found teachers resisting top-down 

policies and enacting a bottom-up dual language policy. The researchers report that the 

teachers identified implementational spaces in macro LiE policies and filled them with 

locally designed solutions based on the social realities and the needs of students. Likewise, 

in a study based in highly multilingual India, Mohanty et al. (2010) discovered how 

teachers resisted policies as a consequence of what the authors called a state-sponsored 

‘double divide’ between English and the major regional languages, and between the major 

languages and minority languages. They reported on the ways teachers confronted the 
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challenges of societal language divisions and the state policy through improvisation and 

creation of their own space in the chain of policy implementation. The actual classroom 

strategies and practices of teachers also exposed the state policy which, according to the 

authors, is unjust, inadequate, and non-implementable given the classroom realities that 

teachers have to contend with. The authors therefore urge the need for taking account of 

teachers’ agency in language-in-education policy.  It was probably as a result of a 

realisation of such contextual realities that led Freeman (1996a, p. 560) to contest the 

assumption that “a particular institution is characterized by one coherent ideological 

discourse reflected in official policy statements and that all participants embrace and act on 

it in the same way”. Instead, he viewed teachers as primary language policymakers. 

 This is not to say that teachers have always been seen as having a crucial role in 

policy practices. In fact, most LiE policy theory and research in the previous century 

remained focused on top-down policy analysis with teachers seen as recipients of policies 

and instruments for putting policies into practice (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997; Ricento, 2006; 

Shohamy, 2006; Spolsky, 2004; Zhao & Baldauf, 2012). It was believed that teachers 

generally comply with the LiE policy imposed by political entities in a top-down manner.  

Teachers were seen as soldiers and servants of the system and “bureaucrats that follow 

orders unquestioningly” (Shohamy, 2006, p. 79).  They were portrayed as pawns of the 

state who play their role in reproducing or perpetuating prevailing social orders (Ingersoll, 

as cited in Pease-Alvarez & Thompson, 2014). There was therefore very little attention paid 

to individual teachers’ voices and the way they realised language policies at the local level 

(Zacharias, 2013). 

 Of late, however, critical theorists have realised that people who experience the 

consequence of LiE policy, teachers foremost amongst them, need to have a major role in 

making policy decisions (Canagarajah, 2005; Tollefson, 2006; Zhao, 2011). Shohamy 

(2010) argues that teachers could develop and initiate LiE policies that are appropriate in 

their own contexts, and that the notion of one national policy for all is flawed. Canagarajah 

(2005) also argues that practitioners cannot be relegated to being mere implementers of 

language policy because, in effect, they are the crucial bottom-up players in the policy 

hierarchy. He believes that for a language policy to succeed, it must take cognisance of 

locality, the site where policy decisions are directly experienced and sometimes resisted, 

giving rise to creative innovations around policy. Baldauf (2005, p. 957), on a different 

note, points out that the decisions that administrators and/or teachers make about “who 

teaches what language, in what manner, for what purpose, to whom” either reinforce the 

government and/or school policy or undermines it, the latter phenomenon leading to the 
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development of a new policy. Menken and Garcia (2010, p. 2) go a step further and declare 

that “implementation by definition involves policymaking, with educators acting as 

policymakers”.  Likewise, Freeman (1996a) is of the opinion that language teachers are the 

actual language planners, as they put the macro-level plan into action in classrooms in the 

way that they want it.   

 No policy, as Liddicoat and Baldauf (2008, p. 11) point out, is “transmitted directly 

and unmodified to local contexts”. During the process of trickling down of the macro-level 

policies to the micro level, contradictory policies are sometimes adopted at various levels 

in-between, resulting in the shape of the implemented policy being quite different from its 

constituent parts prescribed at the macro level (Bamgbose, 2004). Therefore, even in a 

highly constraining policy environment (Zacharias, 2013), teachers act as ‘gatekeepers’ to 

the policy (Liddicoat & Baldauf, 2008, p. 12) through exercising their agency in their 

language policy practices to ensure that local language needs are addressed (Liddicoat & 

Taylor-Leech, 2014). Investigating the ways teacher practise LiE policy in the classroom is 

therefore a fundamental part of the language planning process (Liddicoat & Baldauf, 2008). 

The teachers’ language policy practices may stem from the way they view languages in 

terms of their utility in multilingual contexts. Their language practices may also be 

determined by their personal beliefs or cognitions. 

 

2.6.1   Teacher cognition and language perceptions and practices 

 Consequent to the development of cognitivism in the 1970s, considerable 

educational research has been generated to explore what teachers think, know and believe 

(Zheng, 2013). Borg (2003) refers to the construct as teacher cognition or beliefs, and 

emphasises its complexity, dynamism, contextualisation, and systematicity. Pajares (1992), 

however, describing beliefs as “a messy construct” (p. 307), provides 17 aliases for beliefs, 

some of which include “attitudes, values, judgments, axioms, opinions, ideology, 

perceptions …” (p. 309, emphasis added). Although a large body of theoretical and 

empirical literature uses the terms beliefs, ideologies, attitudes and perceptions in slightly 

different shades of meaning in relation to languages, the terms generally overlap and 

interrelate (Young, 2014). Taken together, they largely represent how individuals perceive 

languages in terms of their roles and uses, including what the languages represent and do 

for people, and how they shape and regulate social attitudes and practices (Fairclough, 

1989; van Dijk, 2006).  These concepts directly link to issues of power and status, in that 

they play a role in assigning positive or negative values to languages and to the people 
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associated with those languages (Lonsmann, 2015).  As epistemological belief structures, 

these constructs may direct and shape (or, conversely, may get influenced by) language use, 

language policy, and language teaching and learning in language communities as well as 

within the institutional contexts of language education (McGroarty, 2010; Mirhosseini & 

Samar, 2015; Seargeant, 2009; Spolsky, 2004).  Language perceptions, ideologies and 

beliefs are therefore considered integral components of language policy (Ricento, 2006; 

Spolsky, 2004). Also, they have an overriding consequence for how teachers put policies 

into practice. Teachers’ language perceptions, ideologies and beliefs are reflected in, and 

influence, their views about languages, language choices, language practices, the way 

languages should be taught, and sociopolitical positioning with regard to different 

languages (Dyers & Abondia, 2010; Jones, 2014; Spolsky, 2009).  

 The ways teachers actually teach inside the classroom and the underlying reasons 

behind their decisions have generated considerable research in the past few decades. The 

body of research on teacher cognition indicates that the ways teachers think and behave is 

influenced and guided by personal, dynamic and often unconscious belief systems (Borg, 

2006; Pajares, 1992).  These belief systems or cognitions are influenced by multifarious 

factors. Lortie (1975), for instance, terms one such influence as ‘apprenticeship of 

observation’.  Explaining the term, Lortie argues that teachers’ experiences as learners have 

a powerful impact on their beliefs about teaching and learning in general. Teachers’ beliefs 

may also be influenced by their own language learning experiences (Borg, 2005; Farrell, 

1999; Woods, 1996). Similarly, their own experiences of teaching may also have a 

considerable influence on teachers’ beliefs (Breen et al., 2001; Nunan, 1992).  Lastly, 

teachers’ beliefs may also draw influence from teacher education (Borg, 1998). 

 Research indicates that teacher beliefs is an important area to explore for several 

reasons.  Teacher beliefs are considered to be generally deep-rooted (Borg, 2003) and 

resistant to change (Pickering, 2005). They act as a filter for teachers to interpret new 

information (Pajares, 1992).  They also tend to exert a dominant influence on teachers’ 

classroom practice (Burns, 1992; Pajares, 1992), although the relationship is quite complex 

rather than linear.  Considerable research has been carried out on the association between 

teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning and their pedagogical practices.  Findings 

from numerous studies reveal that teachers’ beliefs influence their practices (Borg, 2003; 

Breen et al., 2001; Farrell & Bennis, 2013; Farrell & Lim, 2005).  In contrast, the same and 

some other studies have also found a lack of correspondence between teachers’ beliefs and 

their practices (Basturkmen, 2012; Farrell & Bennis, 2013; Farrell & Lim, 2005; Richards, 

1996).  Also, Breen et al. (2001) and Richards (1996) argue that it is sometimes practices 
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which influence teachers’ beliefs.  In certain contexts, however, what teachers think or 

believe about languages may not be reflected in their language practices; rather, their 

language practices may stem from contextual realities confronting them, as discussed 

earlier. Their language practices may also be influenced from the way they imagine the 

future communities of practice for their students. 

  

2.6.2   Teachers’ views of students’ imagined communities  

  When students enter within the bounds of the school, they not only engage in 

learning but also envision an imagined community of which they will be members in the 

future and in which they will play some important role. Imagined communities refer to 

groups of people with whom one connects through the power of imagination despite them 

not being immediately tangible and accessible (Kanno & Norton, 2003; Norton, 2001, 

2010a, 2010b; Pavlenko & Norton, 2007). These are different from communities located in 

workplaces, religious groups and educational institutions with whom one interacts on a 

daily basis (Norton, 2010a).  Wenger (1998) refers to such direct involvement with one’s 

immediate communities as engagement, and argues that it is not the only way of belonging 

to a community.  He uses the term imagination which he considers to be a vital part of an 

individual’s conception of the world and his/her space in it; it expands the self and creates a 

new world beyond the boundaries of space and time; it is like “looking at an apple seed and 

seeing a tree” (Wenger, 1998, p. 176). It is, he explains, unlike fantasies or withdrawal from 

reality as it is very much constitutive of an individual’s present self.  Further explaining 

imagination, Wenger states: “By taking us into the past and carrying us into the future, it 

can recast the present and show it as holding unsuspected possibilities” (p. 178).  

 In the context of educational imagination, Wenger (1998) asserts that imagination 

must be central to education if it is to achieve the aim of preparing students for specific 

capabilities: “Students must be enabled to explore who they are, who they are not, and who 

they could be” (p. 272). Learners create an imaginative bond with communities across 

space and time, and these communities being no less real can influence learners’ and 

teachers’ investment and actions (Kanno & Norton, 2003; Norton, 2010b). Norton (2000, 

2010a, 2010b) introduces investment as a construct, by which she means “the socially and 

historically constructed relationship of learners to the target language, and their often 

ambivalent desire to learn and practice it” (Norton, 2000, p. 10). She argues that through 

investment in a second language, learners desire to increase their cultural capital through 

acquiring both symbolic and material resources. Learners’ increased cultural capital leads 
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to re-evaluation of their own identities and their prospects for the future. However, while 

both theoretical discussion and empirical research establishes the fact that students imagine 

future communities of practice for themselves, there is very little research on what parents, 

schools, or teachers imagine for their students, and how it informs their language 

perceptions and practices. 

 Kanno (2003), building on Wenger’s (1998) and Norton’s (2001) conceptualisation 

of imagined communities, argues that it is not merely learners that envision imagined 

communities for themselves; parents also carry visions of their children’s future affiliations. 

In the same way, she asserts, “schools also envision imagined communities for their 

students: what kind of adults the students will grow up to be and what communities they 

will join in the future” (p. 287). The schools’ collective visions of students’ imagined 

communities, she suggests, has a powerful impact on their pedagogical policies and 

practices. Schools can thus make students’ imagined communities tangible and accessible 

through systematic actions that may be beyond the capacity of individual learners and 

parents; conversely, if schools tacitly assume limited social participation in the future for 

certain groups of students, it would be difficult for students to fight that influence (Kanno, 

2003).  

 Extending the argument, I may point out that teachers inside schools may also 

envision imagined communities for their students, consequently influencing their language 

perceptions and teaching practices. On the contrary, teachers’ language perceptions and 

practices may also restrict students from reaching the communities that teachers imagine 

for them. Norton (2001) points out that learners may have different investments in different 

members of the target language community; some of these members, in whom learners 

have the greatest investment, may provide, or in some cases limit, learners’ access to the 

imagined communities. In English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts where learners’ 

investment is in English – the target language which is to play a big role in their imagined 

communities – the members in whom learners have the greatest investment are teachers, as 

they are the only potential link they have with the language and the speakers of that 

language. Teachers may therefore have a role in providing or limiting learners’ access to 

their imagined communities. As Pavlenko and Norton (2007) argue, if teachers do not 

acknowledge learners’ imagined communities, they may exacerbate learners’ non-

participation and “impact their learning trajectories in negative ways” (p. 678).     

 Teachers can imagine for their students the futures which (albeit being potentially 

non-realistic) may not only give students a sense of direction but also impact teachers’ 

manner and medium of teaching.  In the former instance, teachers may share with students 
37 

 



what they imagine for them; in such a way, they may influence/motivate students’ 

involvement in learning.  van Lier (2011) points out that teachers should attempt to help 

language learners construct their identity in the worlds that are new and often bewildering 

for them. Research carried out by Norton (2001) also suggests that teachers must take into 

account students’ imagined communities lest there is non-participation on the part of 

students. Her research suggests that teachers might encourage learners “to think of 

themselves as living in multiple communities, including the classroom community, the 

target language community and the imagined community” (p. 170).  By doing so, they may 

ensure students’ participation in the classroom. Similarly, Simon (as cited in Norton & 

Kamal, 2003) views classrooms and schools as nurseries for nurturing human possibilities, 

and therefore recommends that teachers consistently reflect on their practices to explore 

how effective they are in helping students attain the anticipated visions of community life. 

This necessitates the role of imagination in teaching and learning. Such imagination, 

Norton and Kamal (2003, p. 203) argue, needs to be responsive to the situated histories and 

desires of learners.  In cases where teachers do not validate learners’ imagined 

communities, there may occur resistance from learners in terms of participation in learning 

(Norton & Kamal, 2003).  However, while it is clear that teachers’ views of students’ 

imagined communities affect students’ learning, it is yet to be seen how this envisioning on 

the part of teachers reflects on the teachers’ language preferences and practices, particularly 

in multilingual settings such as those in Pakistan.  

 

2.7   LiE policy in Pakistan 

 As I shall attempt to show in the findings of this study, the basic learning problem 

of a Pakistani child is linguistic, as it is in the case of an African child (Brock-Utne, 2015). 

Being a multilingual state with a colonial past, Pakistan’s LiE policy is considerably 

influenced by sociocultural politics, economic conditions and utilitarian considerations, 

with significant implications for learning, particularly in primary-level education. Language 

policy and education in Pakistan are subordinated to the class interests of the urban, 

English-using elite in Pakistan (Rahman, 2005). A wide gap is therefore visible between the 

rhetoric contained in the macro-level policy and the reality of contextual factors that have 

an overriding influence on micro-level implementation of policies, particularly in the 

under-resourced rural areas. Pakistan can therefore be cited as an instance of unsuccessful 

language policy (Simpson, 2007).  Instead of honing multilingualism as a resource, the 

policy has been instrumental in turning it into a predicament for students, with the result 
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that it becomes difficult for them to comprehend what they are taught. The policy, over the 

years, has ensured that “the historic diglossia between formal standard languages and local 

speech continues in the general modern sociolinguistic pattern of a hierarchically organized 

triglossia between English, Urdu, and the local language” (Shackle, 2007, p. 111).  

Although several movements were generated to advocate an enhanced status for the local 

languages and to disturb this pattern (Hallberg, 1992; Shackle, 2007), these have remained 

largely unsuccessful. 

 Article 253 of the constitution of Pakistan (Government of Pakistan, 1973) gives the 

following guidelines on the use of languages in domains of official business and education: 

(a) The national language of Pakistan is Urdu, and arrangements shall be made 
for its being used for official and other purposes. 

(b) Subject to guideline (a) above, the English language may be used for official 
purposes until arrangements for its replacement by Urdu. 

(c) Without prejudice to the state of the national language, a provincial assembly 
may by law prescribe measures for the teaching, promotion and use of a provincial 
language in addition to the national language. 

 

 Although the above article gives some indication of the language policy to be 

followed, LiE policy essentially remains non-explicit, if not non-existent (Mansoor, 2005; 

Mustafa, 2011).  However, the national education policies over the years have contained 

some information about the LiE policy to be followed in educational institutions. In the 

country’s short history spanning 67 years, as many as 15 policy reviews have been carried 

out with the purpose of improving the education system in Pakistan, each review critical of 

past failures and ambitious in its target, but none achieving the set objectives (Lingard & 

Ali, 2009; Mitchell, Humayun, & Muzaffar, 2005; Parveen, 2008).  Table 2.2 details some 

of the salient language-related features of the policies evolved over the years and their 

implementation status.  

 

Table 2.2: How Pakistan’s LiE policy has evolved over the years (adapted from 
Coleman, 2010) 

Year 
 

Event Policy Implementation 

Pre-
1947 
 

Colonial rule Urdu/Hindi medium for 
masses, English medium for 
elite. 

As policy. 

1947 
 

Independence Urdu declared as the (only) 
national language and 
English the (only) official 
language. 

Urdu medium for 
masses, English medium 
for elite. 
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1959 Sharif 
Commission 

Primary and secondary 
education in Urdu, higher 
education in English. 

No change. 

1972 Nationalisation All private schools to be 
nationalised, with Urdu as 
the medium of instruction. 

Only non-elite private 
schools nationalised and 
Urduised, not the elite 
institutions, leading to 
formalisation of barriers 
between the classes. 

1973 
 

New 
constitution 
 

English to be replaced by 
Urdu as official language 
within 15 years; provinces 
free to develop their own 
language policies. 

No change. 

1977 
 

Military coup  
by General  
Zia-ul-Haq 
 

Islamisation and 
Urduisation. 

English taught from Year 
Four; schools begin to 
prepare for complete 
Urduisation of exams by 
1989; private English- 
medium schools begin to 
grow. 

1989 Benazir Bhutto 
elected as the 
Prime Minister 

English to be taught from 
Year One. 

Little effective change. 

1992 New education 
policy 

Medium of instruction at 
primary level to be either 
provincial languages, 
national language, or 
English. 

Little effective change. 

1998 New education 
policy 

No statement regarding 
language policy. 

Private English medium 
schools flourish. 

1999 
 

Military coup by 
General Pervez 
Musharraf 

English to be taught from 
Year One ‘where teachers 
are available’. 

Little effective change. 

2007 White Paper In the original version of 
the white paper, medium of 
instruction for first three 
years was proposed to be 
mother tongue, with Urdu 
and English to be introduced 
as subjects from Year One 
and Three respectively. 
In the revised version, 
English was proposed to be 
taught from Year One; 
maths and science to be 
taught through English from 
Year Six. 

Little effective change; in 
Punjab science taught 
through English from 
Year Ten. 

2009 
 
 

National 
Education 
Policy 
 

Science and maths to be 
taught through English from 
Year Four onward. 

Only the Punjab province 
declares science to be 
taught through English 
starting in Year Four 
from April 2009. 
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The table clearly shows that the pattern inherited from the British colonialists has remained 

more or less unchanged, except for rhetoric. English and Urdu have stayed central in all the 

policies formulated thus far. Regional languages have never remained the favourite at the 

state level, and have not received the support they deserve to remain vibrant and desirable. 

As pointed out in the previous chapter, rather than leading to uniformity, education polices 

have resulted in variations in the system of education and media of schooling.  

 

2.8   The Pakistani system of education 

 In the previous chapter, I briefly discussed variations in the Pakistani system of 

education.  Here, I attempt to provide further details about the different types of schools 

operative in Pakistan, restricting the discussion to primary-level public and private schools 

which are the focus of this study. The private sector schools mostly offer English-medium 

education whereas the public sector schools follow Urdu- and in some cases vernacular-

medium education. There are further variations in the two types of schools. I discuss these 

below.  

 

2.8.1   Private educational institutions 

 Tsui and Tollefson (2004) recount how colonial language in the former colonised 

states was made a medium of instruction in a small number of schools that were accessible 

only to an exclusive group of indigenous people, who later had access to resources, power 

and status, and worked as auxiliaries to the colonisers. Hamid et al. (2013, p. 144) refer to 

this as the “Colonial MOI” period. This is exactly what happened in Pakistan, a former 

colonised state. The number of such English-medium private schools within the Pakistani 

system of education remained small for several decades after the country’s independence 

(Burki, 2005). These private institutions imparted western style education mostly to the 

elite and were run by Christian missionaries. These institutions followed their own 

curricula, used foreign authored textbooks, and employed qualified teachers from western 

countries; they produced members of the Pakistani establishment – the military and the 

civil services (Burki, 2005; Rahman, 2004). Over the years, the pro-private school policy of 

the government (Government of Pakistan, 2004) has resulted in a quantum increase in the 

number of private educational institutions (Watson, 2005).  Private institutions expanded 

from 3,343 in 1983 to 33,238 by the year 2000, which equals an almost ten-fold increase in 

less than 20 years (Andrabi et al., 2008; Aslam, 2009; Farah & Rizvi, 2007).  The recent 
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ASER survey (2015) revealed that 59% of children aged 6-16 are enrolled in private 

schools. The fees private institutions charge to students range from relatively insignificant 

in the non-elite schools to exorbitantly high in the elite schools (Alderman, Orazem, & 

Paterno, 2001). The two types of English-medium schools are different in several other 

aspects too.  

 

2.8.1.1   Elite English-medium schools 

 The elite English-medium private schools can be divided into two categories. One 

category is state-influenced and includes federal government model schools, and armed 

forces schools and cadet colleges. The other type of elite schools is chains of institutions 

(such as the City School, the Beacon House, the Froebels, Roots School System, etc.) 

established in most of the big cities of Pakistan. They are relatively small in number, charge 

exorbitantly high fees, and cater to the children of a small but powerful elite section of the 

population (Coleman, 2010), i.e. the upper-middle class and the upper class constitute more 

than 80% of the schools’ student population (Rahman, 2004).  Most of these schools follow 

the British Ordinary and Advanced School Levels (‘O’ and ‘A’ Levels) examination system 

(Rahman, 2007); this gives the students an advantage in getting admission to foreign 

universities.  Most of the textbooks used by these institutions are international series, 

written by native speakers of English.  Since students of these schools come from families 

where English is extensively used for communication at home, they are competent in the 

use of English. The case of students in non-elite schools is, however, completely different.  

 

2.8.1.2   Non-elite English-medium schools 

 A substantial portion of private schools comprises the low-cost, non-elite English 

medium schools. The main reason for their rapid growth is that they are in high demand 

among the lower and lower-middle class because they claim to offer English-medium 

education while charging modest fees (Manan, David, & Dumanig, 2014; Mustafa, 2011). 

They are often housed in small residential buildings and have very basic facilities (Ali & 

Farah, 2007). The teachers in these schools are employed on paltry salaries, their English 

language proficiency is quite rudimentary, and most of them do not hold any teaching 

qualifications (Manan et al., 2014; Rahman, 2001). This seems to be commensurate with 

the modest fees these schools charge to their students. Although these schools claim to be 

English-medium, their use of English is mostly limited to what is written in the textbooks. 
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The National Education Policy acknowledges this fact as it views these schools incapable 

of producing students who could compete for high-end jobs (Government of Pakistan, 

2009). A large number of these schools have now mushroomed in rural areas where English 

is an unfamiliar, if not alien, language to children (Coleman 2010; Coleman & Capstick, 

2012; Manan et al., 2014; Mustafa, 2011).  

 Interestingly, while the requirements for registration or affiliation of the private 

schools include details such the number of teachers, classrooms, toilets, playgrounds, fee 

structure, etc., vital issues such as the MoI and curriculum to be followed are not a part of 

the list (see Appendix G for details).  Governmental control and oversight over the private 

schools being quite weak, these schools exercise significant freedom in the choice of 

subjects to be taught and textbooks to be used (Manan et al., 2014). As an instance of weak 

governmental control, the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government’s recent directive to introduce 

Pashto as a subject has not been heeded. The notification specifically stated: “In Private 

Schools of Pashto speaking area, Pashto will be introduced as compulsory subject from 

Class 1 to 6th w.e.f. Academic Session 2012-13” (Government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 

2012, p. 1). However, despite the passage of three years, the directive has not yet been 

implemented in the private schools, where English and Urdu languages are taught as 

subjects.  Pashto, however, has been re-introduced as a subject in Government schools 

consequent to the macro-level policy shift. 

 

2.8.2   Public educational institutions 

 Government schools cater mostly to the children of lower and lower-middle class 

sections of society. A survey reports that 75% of the students in government schools belong 

to the country’s poorest 20% of households (Burki, 2005). English, Urdu, and Pashto (in 

the case of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa) are taught as subjects in these schools. The National 

Education Policy (Government of Pakistan, 2009) leaves the choice of MoI (up to Year 

Five) to the provincial education departments. By and large, however, the MoI in 

government primary schools remains Urdu, with some exceptions in the Sindh and Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa provinces where the local languages are used as the MoI in some areas.  

 As mentioned in the previous chapter, these schools lack basic facilities and are 

extremely ill-resourced, especially the ones in rural areas. Although teachers are paid better 

salaries and are better qualified than their counterparts in non-elite private schools, 

absenteeism and late arrival is common among them (Abbas, 2003; Coleman, 2010) mainly 

because of a lack of checks and balances on the part of government departments (Andrabi 
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et al., 2008). Poor condition of these schools is one of the reasons why parents who have 

enough financial resources send their children to the private schools (Alderman et al., 

2001). Students whose parents cannot afford to pay their school fees generally end up in the 

government schools.  Parents who cannot even afford to send their children to the 

government schools, or are religious-minded, send them to madrasahs.  

 

2.8.3   Madrasahs 

 Madrasahs are essentially religious schools; they are usually attached to a mosque 

and teach a predominantly Islamic-oriented curriculum (Rahman, 1999). Since 98% of the 

population of Pakistan is Muslim, madrasahs have a considerable number of sympathisers 

among the populace. Arabic, the language of the Muslim’s holy book Quran, occupies the 

central stage in terms of languages taught at madrasahs, whereas Urdu is generally the MoI 

(Rahman, 2002).  English is not taught as a subject except in the case of a very few, mainly 

urban, madrasahs. The madrasahs receive generous funding from national and international 

Muslim donor organisations. The general population also provides them financial support 

through charities. Students of these madrasahs come from very poor and low-income 

groups who cannot provide any other type of education to their children (Ali & Farah, 

2007). According to Andrabi et al. (2006), the Pashtun dominated areas have a high 

proportion of madrasah enrolment (2% of the total enrolled children) as compared to the 

rest of Pakistan. The madrasah graduates typically find jobs in the mosques as prayer 

leaders and in madrasahs as teachers (Mustafa, 2011). 

 

2.9   The language conundrum of the Pakistani education system 

  My brief discussion of the Pakistani system of education above reveals a lack of 

uniformity with regard to the languages taught and used as MoI as well as class differences. 

The macro-level policy is mostly rhetorical since practical steps to implement certain policy 

provisions have been missing. For instance, according to section 3.4 of the National 

Education Policy (Government of Pakistan, 2009): 

A common curricular framework in general as well as professional education shall 
be applied to educational institutions in both the public and the private sector. 
Government shall take steps to bring the public and private sectors in harmony 
through common standards, quality and regulatory regimes.  
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Facts on the ground are, however, completely the opposite as there are differences in the 

four types of schools in terms of the curriculum used, languages taught, and media of 

instruction, as indeed in terms of standards, quality and regulations. The policy has 

traditionally favoured the two dominant languages, English and Urdu, while it has been 

highly exclusionary with regard to the local languages, indicating a deliberate neglect 

(Manan & David, 2014). While the dominance of English could be attributed to supra 

macro forces (Chua & Baldauf, 2011) which may be beyond the control of the state, the 

predominance of Urdu, a non-indigenous language, over the major and minor languages has 

to do with its state-level patronage.  This Urdu predominance is a sort of ‘Urdu 

imperialism’ (Rahman, 2005) as it has turned even the major regional languages into 

minority languages (Mansoor, 2004). As a result, the local languages are increasingly being 

viewed by the general populace as lacking any educational or linguistic capital (Mustafa, 

2011).  Shamim (2008) therefore argues that “while policy decisions are driven mainly by 

global change forces, strategic planning for implementation that is informed by local 

conditions and exigencies is necessary for successful policy implementation” (p. 236). 

  It is in this context that the teachers’ view, use, and teaching of languages at the 

primary-level education become of utmost importance.  In a context where macro-level 

policy as well as the general populace view English as a tool for success and upward 

mobility, Urdu as a necessity for national integration, and indigenous languages as mere 

bearers of cultural diversity, the teachers’ language perceptions, preferences, and practices 

could have significant implications not only for students’ learning but also for LiE policy.  

This study therefore attempts to answer the following research questions: 

1. What perceptions/ideologies do rural primary school teachers hold regarding 

English, Urdu and Pashto? 

2. Which of the three languages do they prefer as taught subjects and as media of 

instruction in primary-level education? 

3. What self-reported practices do they have with regard to their use/teaching of the 

three languages? 

4. What languages do they actually employ in their classrooms for teaching? 

 Since I belong to the same polity where the research was undertaken, this study is 

expected to ensure “a nuanced, socio-culturally appropriate and experiential understanding 

of language policy issues and their interpretations and consequences” (Hamid, Nguyen, & 

Baldauf, 2013, p. 3). I aim through my study to bridge the gap between LiE policy and 

practice and, in doing so, provide a deeper understanding of the complex policy processes 
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at play in rural Pakistan. The much needed research shift, particularly in my study’s 

context, from officially imposed LiE policies to those that classroom practitioners 

themselves enact may lead to an understanding of grounded realities on the part of macro-

level actors and thereby help them (re)interpret, (re)appropriate and (re)create LiE policies.  

 

2.10   Conclusion 

 In this literature review, I attempted to map out the theoretical framework 

underpinning this study. I started the chapter by tracing the history of LPP, outlining the 

various ways in which it has been defined, and describing the different types of LPP that 

have evolved. I then particularly focused on LiE policy because of its relevance to this 

study. I discussed how new approaches to LiE policy research accentuate a focus on micro-

level or bottom-up policy to gather a view of how policy is actually practised on the 

ground. I then highlighted the role of teachers in micro-level LiE policy appropriation, 

negotiation or resistance, based on their language perceptions, preferences and practices, 

and on the contextual factors they have to contend with. I also cited theoretical and 

empirical literature to establish a ground for how teachers could envision imagined 

communities for their students and how this could influence their language choices. I then 

shifted the focus to LiE policy in Pakistan, discussing the system of education and the role 

of different languages in the system. I drew attention to the need for research on Pakistani 

LiE policy at the micro level to examine how teachers in the under-privileged rural areas 

practise the policy. I ended the chapter with a re-stating of my research questions. In the 

next chapter, I discuss the methodology I adopted for conducting this research.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1   Introduction 

 This narrative ethnographic study, exploring rural primary school teachers’ 

language perceptions, preferences and practices, has been conceptualised by drawing on a 

constructivist-interpretive paradigm.  I start this chapter with a discussion and justification 

of this paradigm and of a qualitative mode of inquiry as the research approach adopted for 

this study.  I then explain the specific methodology I employed, discussing narrative and 

ethnography and the interrelationship between the two. Having explained the theoretical 

foundations underpinning the study, I first explain my positionality as researcher and then 

narrate the processes and procedures I adopted for participant selection. I later move to a 

description of the types of data I collected and the methods I used to collect the data.  

Subsequently, I discuss the ways in which I analysed and interpreted the data. To conclude 

the chapter, I provide criteria for judging the trustworthiness of my research.  

 

3.2   Research approach 

 Research, put simply, is a systemic procedure that enables us to find answers to 

questions, like what is going on and/or why it is going on. Research, however, does not take 

place in a vacuum; researchable questions have to be formulated, appropriate methods need 

be devised that conform to the questions, and rigorous data collection and analysis 

procedures have to be used to find relevant and credible answers to those research questions 

(Mackey & Gass, 2005). Since my study is aimed at elucidating teachers’ language 

perceptions, preferences and practices in a rural setting, I consider a narrative-ethnographic 

approach within a constructivist-interpretive paradigm as the most appropriate 

methodological design to find answers to the research questions stated in the previous 

chapter.  Below I give a rationale for the research paradigm, the qualitative nature of my 

study, and its narrative-ethnographic orientation.  

   

3.2.1   Research paradigm 

 A research paradigm – “a basic set of beliefs that guides action” (Guba, 1990, p. 17) 

– hinges on a researcher’s epistemological, ontological and methodological premises. In the 

words of Denzin and Lincoln (2011, p. 12), a researcher’s paradigm ensues from his/her 
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beliefs about “ontology (what kind of being is the human being? What is the nature of 

reality?), epistemology (what is the relationship between the inquirer and the known?), and 

methodology (how do we know the world or gain knowledge of it?)”.  Conscious awareness 

and an explicit declaration of a research paradigm underpinning their study is necessary for 

researchers (Creswell, 2007) to help readers interpret and appreciate their research (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2003). Mindful of these considerations, I attempt below to elucidate the 

constructivist-interpretive research paradigm from which my study evolves. 

 While a considerable number of scholars have identified research paradigms and 

have labelled them somewhat differently, I follow the classification by Lincoln, Lynham, 

and Guba (2011) and will briefly explain the five major research paradigms they identify: 

positivist, postpositivist, critical, constructivist-interpretive, and participatory (postmodern).  

The positivist paradigm (ontologically) recognises a single identifiable reality; 

(epistemologically) emphasises total objectivity; and (methodologically) values replicable 

data produced through scientific methods. The postpositivist paradigm (ontologically) 

recognises a single reality that may not be fully comprehended owing to a lack of absolutes 

in nature; (epistemologically) assumes nature can only be approximated; and 

(methodologically) recommends that researchers attempt to approximate reality through 

scientific methods. The critical paradigm (ontologically) recognises a world where struggle 

for power leads to privilege or oppression based on race, gender and class; 

(epistemologically) assumes that knowledge produced from the study of social structures, 

oppression, power and control can alter existing oppressive structures through 

empowerment; and (methodologically) recommends dialogic/participatory research that 

empowers the oppressed and supports social transformation.  The participatory (or 

postmodern) paradigm (ontologically) recognises a participatory reality and freedom from 

objectivity through exploring the relationship between self and other; (epistemologically) 

assumes a holistic, critical subjectivity to understand how we know what we know; and 

(methodologically) recommends democratisation and co-creation of both content and 

method.  

 The constructivist-interpretive paradigm – the fifth paradigm, which is relevant to 

my study – holds a relativist ontology, a subjectivist epistemology and a naturalistic set of 

methodologies (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Ontologically, it recognises that “realities exist 

in the form of multiple mental constructions, socially and experientially based, local and 

specific, dependent for their form and content on the persons who hold them” (Guba, 1990, 

p. 27). In other words, we co-construct knowledge and realities through our own lived 

experiences and interactions with people in a society (Creswell, 2007; Lincoln et al., 2011). 
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Epistemologically, a constructivist-interpretive paradigm is subjectivist and process-

oriented; i.e. findings of research are a creation of the process of interaction between the 

researcher and the participant (Guba, 1990). And methodologically, it is hermeneutic 

(involves interpretation and reinterpretation), dialectic (involves rational discussion), and 

naturalistic (involves interviews, observations) (Lincoln et al., 2011).  

 My study is informed by the constructivist-interpretive paradigm.  Ontologically, I 

have viewed reality as complex, multiple and relative during the course of this study. When 

collecting data, therefore, I did not attempt to find absolute answers; I wanted to discover 

how the participants construct their reality through the understandings they developed from 

their experiences in the community in which they live. I participated in the research process 

with the participants to ensure that the knowledge that we were mutually co-constructing 

was reflective of their reality. Epistemologically, it was my interaction with the participants 

that led to the construction of the findings. I did not have an exclusive set of questions to 

ask during interviews; rather, questions were mostly generated from how the participants 

expressed their lived language-related experiences both through talk (interviews) and action 

(observations).  Methodologically, I followed a naturalistic design; i.e. I interviewed the 

participants and observed them in their schools, without influencing any change in their 

class schedule or the subject/topic they were teaching. To sum up, these ontological, 

epistemological and methodological standpoints facilitated the execution of my study in a 

holistic manner, in the process assisting me in making meaning of the participants’ and my 

experiences.   

   

3.2.2   Qualitative research 

 Qualitative and quantitative modes of inquiry have been used for conducting 

research in applied linguistics since the inception of the field. Indicative of the way the two 

modes have been termed, one type emphasises the quality (the words; the processes) and 

the other the quantity (the numbers; the statistics) in research. More specifically, qualitative 

research emphasises “the socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship 

between the researcher and what is studied, and the situational constraints that shape 

inquiry”, while quantitative research focuses on “the measurement and analysis of causal 

relationships between variables, not processes” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 10). It has, 

however, been realised that it is counterproductive to view these two modes of research as 

dichotomous; a more logical way of conceptualising them is to consider them as falling on 
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(the opposite sides of) a continuum (Brown & Rodgers, 2002; Dörnyei, 2007; Ellis & 

Barkhuizen, 2005).   

 Qualitative research is a multifaceted construct in its own right, having been 

conceived differently by different researchers at different times, primarily because the field 

is a “complex, interconnected family of terms, concepts, and assumptions” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011, p. 3). A common conceptualisation of qualitative research, however, does 

exist. Generally, therefore, qualitative research is conceived as grounded, exploratory, 

descriptive, and inductive (Nunan, 1992); it helps researchers provide a holistic view of 

people, communities or events (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005) in natural settings (Dörnyei, 

2007), leading to rich descriptions of the social world (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 

 My study investigates rural primary school teachers’ language perceptions, 

preferences and practices, and the implications these have for language-in-education policy. 

It delves into the ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ of teachers’ language use in education. This need 

for a detailed and in-depth understanding of Language-in-Education (LiE) policy processes 

in a specific rural context provides me with a rationale for conducting my research using a 

qualitative design. Further, the nature of my research questions makes it appropriate for me 

to employ narrative ethnography.  

 Wee (2011) argues the case for the appropriateness of both narrative and 

ethnography in research on Language Policy and Planning (LPP).  The contestable nature 

of language decisions, he states, has necessitated attending to variability and context when 

studying LPP. This, in turn, has led to the widening of the range of methods used in LPP 

research: “Because language ideologies are highly variable and context-dependent, data 

gathered via the analysis of narratives, ethnographic approaches, and historically sensitive 

comparisons… all came to be considered relevant to the study of LPP” (Wee, 2011, p. 17).  

Since I aim to study LiE policy at the micro level, a narrative ethnographic approach is 

particularly relevant. Firstly, there is a need to give a (research-endorsed) voice to the 

hitherto (epistemologically) unheard stories of primary-level rural teachers in northwest 

Pakistan to unveil the way LiE policy is played out on the ground. And secondly, these 

stories would be devoid of ample meaning if I did not engage with these teachers in their 

school settings to understand how the context influences their language views and choices. 

Both narrative and ethnographic methods of data collection therefore suit my research 

purpose. I discuss narrative and ethnography, and their interrelationship, below.  
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3.2.3   The ‘narrative’ in narrative ethnography 

 The narrative turn in applied linguistics research has long been recognised 

(Barkhuizen, 2013; Pavlenko, 2007).  Narrative research is also increasingly being 

considered an established tool for studying aspects of teachers’ personal and professional 

lives (Barkhuizen, 2008, 2011; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  My study aims to explore 

teachers’ language-related perceptions and experiences that they have developed over time. 

The teachers in my study, having teaching experience for an average of 15 years, have to 

contend with at least three languages on a daily basis. They therefore had content-rich 

stories to tell about the meaning they make of their interactions and experiences with (and 

through) languages. Narrative inquiry is therefore relevant to my study as “narrative is a 

retrospective meaning-making – the shaping or ordering of past experience” (Chase, 2005, 

p. 656).  

 Narratives offered me a doorway into the teacher-participants’ language-related 

insights and experiences (e.g. about the language that they found the most difficult for 

students to learn). Since stories also assist humans to make their life experiences 

meaningful (Kramp, 2004), narrative data provided me with insights into the ways the 

teachers constructed an understanding of those experiences (e.g. the language is difficult to 

learn because it is not used outside the classroom). Through giving voice to their teaching 

stories, teachers reflected on their own practice and gave interpretations to it (Barkhuizen, 

2008) (e.g. the realisation that the language is difficult for students to learn because 

teachers have inadequate proficiency in it).  Stories therefore worked as a meaning-making 

discovery both for the participants as practitioners and for me as a researcher, a process 

which Barkhuizen (2011) refers to as “narrative knowledging” (p. 393). Through storying 

their experiences, teachers gained an understanding of their teaching knowledge and 

practice (Barkhuizen, 2009). For me, the whole process of listening to the narratives of the 

teachers, con-constructing narratives with them, analysing those narratives, and reporting 

the findings generating from those narratives, was an experience-rich meaning-making 

activity.   

 Chase (2005) outlines a set of five analytical lenses that reflect the distinctiveness of 

narrative inquiry from other qualitative research. She contends that these theoretical lenses 

are distinct but interconnected and that researchers may shift between the lenses, in the 

process emphasising one aspect more than the others. Below I relate these lenses to aspects 

of my study to highlight the narrative inherent in this research.   
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• A distinct form of discourse. Narrative is a retrospective meaning making; it 

communicates the narrator’s point of view in relation to not only the events but the 

emotions and interpretations related to those events. The teachers’ stories in my study 

evolve from the meaning they make of their teaching experiences. While reporting findings, 

I do not merely describe the teachers’ language-related perceptions and experiences, I 

portray their inner thoughts and emotions, the reason they perceive the languages the way 

they do, and the interpretations they and I make of those experiences. 

• Emphasis on the narrator’s voice. The researcher emphasises the storytellers’ 

voice, including what they communicate, how they communicate it, and the social locations 

from which they communicate it. I draw on teachers’ stories not as mere points of view, but 

as their voices from an under-privileged rural context. I richly quote their words and make 

attempts to convey the emotions attached to their voices.  I also relate their voices to the 

schools and to the broader sociolinguistic community where they work. 

• Influence of context on narratives. Narrative researchers view stories in the 

context of the social resources and circumstances that enable or constrain these stories. I 

provide a rich description of the context, and continuously connect the teachers’ stories to 

that context to show how their views are influenced by the sociocultural, sociopolitical, 

socioeconomic, and sociolinguistic milieu of the locality where they live and teach. 

• Narrative as co-construction. A narrative takes shape through the joint production 

of narrator and listener. While I did not restrict the teachers from giving direction to their 

narratives through long turns at talk, a considerable number of narratives were born because 

of the teachers’ and my frequent turns at talk; they were co-constructed through interactive 

performances. 

• Researchers as narrators. Narrative researchers view themselves as narrators as 

they make interpretations and present their ideas in narratives in multifarious ways, using 

first person. Throughout this thesis, I use storying as a data reporting strategy to present 

findings in the shape of narratives (Benson, 2013). Additionally, I use first person 

throughout the thesis to emphasise my own narrative action.  

 It is thus evident that I make significant use of narrative methods in my study. It is 

pertinent to clarify that I take a narrative inquiry rather than a narrative study approach.  

Narrative study focuses on the construction or form of narratives (Pavlenko, 2002; 2007); 

i.e. its structure, sequence of events, choice of words, and coherence (Barkhuizen, 2011). 

Narrative inquiry, on the other hand, emphasises ‘‘the what of narrative,’’ 

(Georgakopoulou, 2007, p. 148, emphasis added), i.e. its content. In this study, I 

specifically focus “on the content of the narratives: what they are about; what was told; and 
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why, when, where, and by whom” (Barkhuizen, 2011, p. 401, emphasis in original).  Note, 

however, that ‘why, when, and where’ (i.e., the context) is central to understanding the 

‘what’ (i.e., the content) of stories. Stories must therefore be considered in context because 

“they are composed and received in contexts—interactional, historical, institutional, and 

discursive—to name a few’’ (Riessman, 2008, p. 105).  

  Clandinin and Connelly (2000) view the context of a story in terms of a three- 

dimensional narrative inquiry space.  This space includes the temporal (past, present, 

future) dimension, the personal and social (interaction) dimension, and the place (situation) 

dimension.  Any story is positioned within this three dimensional matrix, and it is within 

this context that both the storyteller and the narrative researcher understand the story 

(Barkhuizen, 2008). Context is therefore of utmost importance in deriving meaning out of 

the story.  Related to the context of narratives are the three levels of stories that Barkhuizen 

(2008) identifies – story, Story, and STORY. The ‘story’ (in small letters) takes shape in 

teachers’ immediate contexts and represents their inner emotions, ideas and theories, as 

indeed their social interactions (e.g. the teachers in my study tell stories about using the 

students’ L1 in the classroom to ensure optimum learning).  The ‘Story’ (with a capital S) is 

located and constructed in the wider work environment, including the attitudes and 

expectations of people of relevance to the storyteller (e.g. the Story concerning the teachers 

at the English-medium school not being allowed to use L1 in the classroom). STORY (with 

capital letters) represents the macro sociopolitical scenario that influences teaching and 

learning, and on which the teachers have limited influence (e.g. the STORY surrounding 

the government-imposed medium of instruction followed at the schools where they teach). 

This implies that narrative inquiry is a contextualised inquiry, and that narratives are not 

merely individual productions; instead, they are shaped by sociocultural and historical 

conventions (Pavlenko, 2002) at different levels. All these aspects of context affect 

teachers, their teaching, and their narratives.   

 It is thus clear that both content and context are central to narrative inquiry, which 

was therefore a suitable methodological approach for my study.  However, I did not merely 

aim to explore the teachers’ stories revolving language perceptions and preferences; I also 

wanted to tell the stories of their language practices. This made it essential for me to gain 

an in-depth understanding of the context through spending sufficient time in the field, 

interacting with teachers for a relatively extensive period of time, and observing and 

making sense of their language practices. This need for an in-depth study of the context 

necessitated an ethnographic element to my research design.   
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3.2.4   The ‘ethnographic’ in narrative ethnography 

 Although the term ethnography emerged as far back as the last quarter of the 19th 

century (Erickson, 2011), a seminal definition of ethnography as a research methodology 

came in the late 20th century from Watson-Gegeo (1988, p. 576), who defined it as: 

[T]he study of people’s behavior in naturally occurring, ongoing settings, with a 
focus on the cultural interpretation of behavior….The ethnographer’s goal is to 
provide a description and an interpretive-explanatory account of what people do in a 
setting (such as a classroom, neighborhood, or community), the outcome of their 
interactions, and the way they understand what they are doing (the meaning 
interactions have for them). 

 

This definition brings to the fore elements that are central to any ethnographic research: 

observing individuals in naturally occurring settings, describing the culture of that setting 

and the cultural practices of individuals therein, and reporting how individuals make 

meaning of their behaviour in that culture. A number of scholars have elaborated on these 

and related principles that underlie ethnographic research (see, for example, Erickson, 

2011; Hornberger, 2013; Hymes, 1982; Nunan, 1992; Wolcott, 2002).  As a way of 

presenting a rationale for the ethnographic element in my study, I relate some of these 

principles to my study.  

• Emphasis on culture. Describing the culture of the community being studied, 

including the patterns of people’s behaviour, is viewed as central to any ethnography 

(Wolcott, 2002). In my study, I describe and interpret the classroom, school, and 

community culture through revealing the patterns of teachers’ lives. 

• Holistic approach.  Consideration of the wider context, including the historical and 

societal influences on it, is necessary to understand the complexity of people’s actions and 

behaviour (Hornberger, 2013). Throughout this study, I am not only concerned with ‘what’ 

the teachers perceive and practise but also with ‘why’ they do so; in that, I describe the 

societal and historical influences on their perceptions and practices. 

• Natural settings. Investigation should be carried out in natural settings where the 

participants normally live and work (Nunan, 1992). I spent three months in the field, 

interacting with the teachers and other people in the community where they lived and 

worked.   

• Emic-etic perspective. An emic perspective is needed to infer the local point of view 

and an etic perspective is needed to gain an outsider’s point of view (Wolcott, 2002). I use 

this dual perspective throughout my research, and explain it later in relation to my 

positionality as a researcher (see Section 3.3.1). 
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• Triangulation of methods. The researcher needs to use multiple methods of data 

collection to be able to collect rich data (Erickson, 2011). In my research, I use multiple 

data collection methods such as interviews, observations, participant journals, my reflective 

journals, and document review.   

 It is thus obvious that the ethnographic element in my study is significant. 

Ethnography is also uniquely suited to research on LPP because it “can illuminate official 

and unofficial, de jure and de facto, macro and micro, corpus/status/acquisition planning, 

national and local language policy, and, importantly, the links (or lack thereof) between 

policy and practice” (Hornberger & Johnson, 2011, p. 278). Consequent to a shift in the 

focus of language policy research from macro to micro contexts, ethnography of language 

policy as a research method has gained ground. The recent stance in LPP scholarship is 

nuanced and agentive, foregrounding the dynamic and contested processes involved in 

policy implementation (Canagarajah, 2005; Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; Nero, 2014; 

Ramanathan, 2005; Ricento, 2006). Such a stance calls for ethnography of language policy 

as a research method; the method offers “unique insights into LPP processes through thick 

descriptions of policy interpretation and implementation at the local level” (Hornberger & 

Johnson, 2007, p. 511). More specifically, it assists in revealing the agentive spaces in 

which teachers interpret, negotiate, and resist policy initiatives in varying and unique ways 

(Hornberger & Johnson, 2007, p. 508). Additionally, it helps uncover “the indistinct voices, 

covert motivations, embedded ideologies, invisible instances, or unintended consequences 

of language policy emergent in context” (Hornberger, 2013, p. 106). The significance of 

ethnography to LPP also lies in the fact that ethnography involves data-gathering tools (like 

participant-observations, interviews, document analysis) that help find answers to the 

questions of language choice, questions that are also “at the heart of language planning: 

who uses what (variety of) language, with whom, about what, in what setting, for what 

purposes?” (Kamwangamalu, 2011, p. 899).  Use of ethnographic instruments in my study 

enabled me not only to present a thick description of the context of the teachers’ narratives 

but also to make their practices explicit in all their contextuality and variability 

(Canagarajah, 2006).  

 It is clear from the discussion above that both narrative inquiry and ethnography 

form the foundation of my research design as I aimed to explore the teachers’ language-

related stories in specific educational settings and the implications these hold for LiE 

policy. I thus identify my methodological approach as narrative ethnography. 
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3.2.5   Narrative ethnography 

 Narrative inquiry has a number of commonalities with ethnographic practice; both 

these methodologies are considered to complement each other. On the one hand, “working 

ethnographically with participants in their settings over time offers the best conditions for 

storytelling” (Riessman, 2008, p. 26); on the other, narrative inquiry affords “the narrative 

turn, a concern for storytelling, for composing ethnographies in new ways” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005, p. 3).  An ethnographic approach in narrative inquiry therefore offers emic 

perspectives that are crucial to understanding the context (Nunan & Choi, 2011).  

 It is pertinent to mention here that narrative ethnography as a methodology is 

conceptualised in two relatively different ways. Gubrium and Holstein (2008, 2009, 2012) 

and Holstein and Gubrium (2011, 2012) use the term narrative ethnography to emphasise 

the social dimension of narratives. They believe that since the context surrounding the 

storytellers conditions their storytelling, a narrative should be examined in its full social 

context.  Narrative ethnography, viewed in this sense, “provides the analytical platform, 

tools, and sensibilities for capturing the rich and variegated contours of everyday narrative 

practice” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2008, pp. 251). A different usage of the term is propounded 

by scholars such as Chase (2005), Goodall (2007), and Tedlock (1991, 2011).  Narrative 

ethnography, according to this latter conceptualisation, refers to a researcher’s narrative 

account of an ethnographic study, that is, the study is reported in the form of a narrative and 

takes account of the researchers’ own participation, perspective, and experience in relation 

to those of the participants. In other words, researchers in this type of narrative ethnography 

“perform personal narratives as ways of explaining things” (Goodall, 2007, p. 187).  

 In view of the above, the two conceptions of narrative ethnography are inherently 

different. Put simply, one notion is relevant to an ethnographic presentation of narrative 

studies whereas the other centres on a narrative presentation of ethnographic studies. My 

view of narrative ethnography does not centre on my self-reflexivity; instead, I view the 

approach as a means for unfolding the narratives that take shape in social interaction, and 

are both informed and influenced by the multi-layered social, historical, and political 

context surrounding them. Additionally, I also delve into the teachers’ classroom 

experiences to observe how their narratives are constructed in and relate to their practices. 

As such, although my study shares some aspects with both these dimensions (more with the 

former than with the latter), it does not purely represent either of the two approaches. In 

essence, my study is a hybrid of narrative inquiry and ethnography. This particular 

approach to narrative ethnography, i.e. the use of narrative inquiry in combination with 
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ethnography, helped me bring richness, depth, and complexity to my study (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2003). 

 

3.3   Data collection 

 Having discussed the research approach adopted for this study, I now turn to a 

description of the participant selection and data collection procedures and processes.  My 

“presuppositions, choices, experiences, and actions during the research process” (Mruck & 

Breuer, 2003, p. 3) are an integral part of the data collection processes; I therefore integrate 

these into my discussion.  First and foremost, I consider it important to declare my own 

positionality as a researcher.  

 

3.3.1   My positionality as researcher 

 Unlike quantitative research where a researcher strives to remain invisible and 

objective, qualitative research makes researchers essentially insiders, as they are very much 

a part of the research process (Nunan & Choi, 2011).  The subjectivity that they bring to 

their research shapes their findings; they therefore cannot be placed in the background 

(Canagarajah, 1996). Researchers’ subjectivity is more pronounced in research involving 

narrative and ethnographic elements where “researchers are intimately implicated in their 

research activities” (Barkhuizen, 2011, p. 393). The constructivist-interpretive paradigm 

that underpins this study also views researchers as very much part of the action.  My 

subjectivity therefore figures prominently throughout this study.   

 I was born, brought up and educated in the rural Pashtun community where this 

study takes place. I received my elementary education at the Urdu-medium primary school 

which is one of the research sites. The memories of my primary schooling days inspired 

this research (see Section 1.1) and were still fresh in my mind when I visited the school for 

data collection after almost 30 years. The other two schools as research sites are also 

located in the Pashtun area. I left my hometown back in 1994 to attend university in the 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s capital city Peshawar. This, however, did not affect my connection 

with my community as I kept visiting the area every two to three months. I therefore have a 

general awareness of the sociolinguistic milieu, sociocultural ambiance and socioeconomic 

condition of the area.  

 I chose the rural Pashtun-dominated area as my research site for several reasons. 

First, I wanted to collect data in a region where I knew the community and was not treated 
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as a stranger. The volatile security situation in the Pashtun belt meant that I could not take 

risks going to a relatively unfamiliar area. Since I was to spend considerable time in the 

field, because of the ethnographic nature of my research, I had to stay at the selected site. 

Coming from a foreign university, I could potentially compromise my safety while staying 

at an unfamiliar place because of the anti-western sentiments that a section of the 

population adheres to. Second, considering the paucity of research funding, it was 

financially feasible for me to conduct research in my own community since I could live 

there without many financial constraints. Third, in view of the time commitment required 

on the part of the participants, owing to the intensive nature of the study, I considered it 

imprudent to recruit participants10 who did not know me personally11 or through some 

‘gatekeeper’. Lastly, and more importantly, I chose the research site in my own community 

since the area is of great personal significance to me; I wanted to know what goes on in 

teachers’ minds about the three languages that they have to contend with in the primary-

level education.  

 There were, however, two caveats that I had to guard against while conducting 

research in the Pashtun community. The first pertained to me being viewed as an outsider 

despite belonging to the same area. Since the local teachers would come to know that I had 

come from a foreign country to gather data (I had to inform them for ethical reasons), they 

might have felt intimidated, overpowered, or jealous.  To counterbalance the issue, I 

ensured that I remained humble, refrained from using English words when talking in 

Pashto, dressed the way the people there do, and ate/drank the same food (e.g. drinking 

excruciatingly sugary tea and faking that I enjoyed it). In other words, I became a 

participant observer and remained sensitive to the distinctive lifestyle of the teachers to 

make them feel that I was one of their own.  I was conscious not to make any counter-

arguments during interviews, especially the first few, and to keep my gaze at my fieldnotes 

rather than on the teachers during the first few observations. These strategies helped me 

build rapport and an atmosphere of mutual trust, so that during later interviews and 

observations, the teachers talked and taught quite naturally. The other caveat was related to 

ensuring both ‘etic’ and ‘emic’ points of view were represented.  As Hornberger (2013) 

explains, the ‘etic’ standpoint, in relation to the study of human behaviour, is “situated 

outside the system studied, in which units and classifications are determined on the basis of 

existing knowledge of similar systems, and against which the particular system is 

10 Recruiting participants from my home community was not without challenges, as I explain later in the 
chapter. 
11 Most of the people in my community know me as I am one of the rare success stories from the ill-fated 
area.  
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measured” (pp. 112-113). The ‘emic’ standpoint, on the other hand, is “situated inside the 

particular system studied, which views the system as an integrated whole, and in which 

units and classifications are determined during and not before analysis, and are discovered 

and not created by the researcher” (p. 113).  As one of the essential techniques of 

ethnographers, making the familiar strange (Hammond & Spindler, 2006) was the strategy I 

used to counter against taking the participants’ viewpoints for granted and thus to maintain 

a balance between emic and etic perspectives. I also ensured “dialectic movement from 

[etic] theory to [emic] data and back again” (Hornberger, 2013, p. 113) for the ethnographic 

interpretations that I made during data collection as well as analysis.  

 In summary, I was ethnically, linguistically and culturally an insider. As such, my 

subjective involvement in the study, both in regards to theory and data, is very much 

evident throughout the thesis. In fact, it enabled me to present a holistic view of the 

interpretations I make of the teachers’ language perceptions, preferences and practices. In 

the words of Holliday and Aboshiha (2009), “researchers cannot help but interact with the 

social worlds they study… they bring their own ideologies to this interaction” (p. 673). As 

a researcher, I was one of the vital instruments of my study, in that I not only built 

relationships with the participants to glean the stories of their perceptions and experiences 

but also sought to interpret and make meaning of those narratives. In line with this 

subjective involvement, I selected the participants for my study through purposive 

sampling.  

 

3.3.2   Selection of participants 

 Before I delve into the process of participant selection, I consider it important here 

to point out that approval for this study was duly granted by the University of Auckland 

Human Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC) after showing satisfaction with the 

purpose of the study and procedures for data collection/safekeeping (see Appendix A). As 

per UAHPEC guidelines, I had committed to ensuring the privacy of the teachers and 

schools and to safeguarding the cultural and social sensitivities of the teachers and the 

community as a whole. For instance, one such cultural sensitivity pertained to recruiting 

female participants by a male researcher. Since I was aware of this cultural taboo, I selected 

only male teachers as participants. I also chose to audio-record classroom observations 

instead of video-recording them since the teachers did not feel comfortable being 

videotaped.  

59 
 



 On arrival in the field, I started searching for schools and teachers who could 

become a part of this study. The long time commitment required for my narrative 

ethnographic study necessitated that the number of participants be kept reasonably small 

(Bell, 2002; Chase, 2005; Creswell, 2007). I was therefore looking for six teachers – two 

each from an English-medium, an Urdu-medium, and a Pashto-medium school. I believed 

that selection of the schools with three different media of instruction would allow me 

access to different perspectives and practices regarding languages. There are a good number 

of both public and private primary schools in the area. I decided to choose the participants 

through purposive sampling (Creswell, 2007, 2012; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) since I 

wanted teachers who were willing to commit to a three-month long period that would 

involve regular narrative interviews and ethnographic observations. More importantly, I 

wanted teachers who were approachable and expressive. As Barkhuizen and Benson (2008) 

indicate, teachers’ dispositions towards stories may vary, with some less disposed towards 

stories as a medium for making sense of their experiences. I was interested in finding 

teachers who usually took long turns at talk, in the process narrating stories relating to their 

past and present experiences (and future expectations). Considering the gossipy nature of 

the rural population in my community, I believed it would not be hard to find such 

participants. 

 The process of finding and selecting appropriate participants was, however, more 

complicated than I had anticipated. A large number of teachers contacted me within a week 

of my pasting a flyer (Appendix B) on schools’ walls containing information about my 

research. As it turned out, they expected some monetary gains from the research. It is often 

the case that officials from foreign-funded Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) visit 

these schools for data collection of different kinds. These NGOs give substantial financial 

relief to the teachers who participate in the process. When I disclosed to the potential 

participants who had contacted me that all I could give was a small gift at the end of the 

data collection, a large number of them came up with excuses such as work commitments, 

paucity of time, irregular presence at school owing to family issues, etc. Fortunately, 

however, some of the participants did indicate willingness to participate in the research. 

Included among them were two teachers from the Urdu-medium school where I had been a 

student.  

 Before deciding on which teachers to choose, I held informal conversations with 

them and told them individually about my research aim during visits to their schools. 

During the conversation, I asked them general questions (e.g. their thoughts about the 

different media of instruction used in different schools); the idea was to get them talking so 
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that I could have some idea about whether they were adequately articulate and expressive. 

While this strategy worked well and I ended up selecting quite eloquent teachers, I had to 

make some compromises too. Since I had planned to select two teachers from each school, I 

did not have much choice in the case of the government schools, most of which only had 

two teachers. Selecting one therefore implied selecting both. For instance, in the case of the 

Pashto-medium school, one teacher was very expressive and interested in the research, 

whereas the other showed willingness but appeared a little reserved. I, however, had to 

select him as I did not have enough choice since Pashto-medium schools are not in 

abundance in the area.  

 Consequent to participant selection, I gave detailed information about the research 

procedures such as data collection, storage, and privacy to each of the two teachers at the 

Urdu- and Pashto-medium schools (both the schools only had two teachers, the senior one 

acting as the headmaster). This step was necessary to ensure compliance with any internal 

ethics and research concerns of the schools. In the case of the English-medium school, I 

met the Principal in his office in the presence of the two potential teacher-participants, gave 

him detailed information about the research, and obtained his assurance that participation in 

the research would not affect the participants in any way. I also informed all the 

participants of their right to voluntarily withdraw from the research at any time they so 

wished, and gave them a guarantee of their and their schools’ anonymity. The Principals 

and teachers then signed the consent forms, consequent to which I initiated data collection.  

 

3.3.3   The research sites and participants 

 I narrate detailed information about the three schools (the research sites) and the six 

teacher-participants in the next chapter. Here, therefore, I provide only demographic 

information about the participants. Table 3.1 summarises information about the six male 

teachers participating in this study. While a primary concern with selecting teachers was 

their willingness to participate and their expressive disposition, I also had at least five 

years’ teaching experience as a criterion. I found very experienced teachers, especially in 

the government schools; the average teaching experience of the six teachers participating in 

this study is 15 years. All the government school teachers held a teaching qualification 

whereas neither of the two private school teachers was professionally qualified to teach.  
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Table 3.1: Information about teacher participants  

School Name Teacher Name 
(Pseudonym) 

Qualification Teaching 
Experience 

 
 
Pashto-medium 
government school 
 

Angaar12 BA, PTC13 8 years 
 

Shamroz MA (Urdu), M Ed 24 years 
 

 
Urdu-medium 
government school 
 

Sabawoon MA (Pashto), M Ed 23 years 
 

Hewaad BA, B Ed 17 years 
 

 
English-medium 
private school 
 

Nangiaal MA Islamic Studies 13 years 
 

Izlaan F Sc (Year 12) 6 years 

   

 Ethnography of language policy demands that the researcher does not limit 

observations merely to schools and classrooms. As Blommaert (2013) rightly recommends, 

“in order to understand what goes on in schools we need to look outside schools, in the 

wider social and cultural environment” ( p. 134).  Since I stayed in the area for the whole 

period of data collection, interactions with people in the community, some of whom were 

parents to students studying in the research sites, took place on a regular basis. In line with 

the traditions in the rural Pashtun area, people gather in hujra14 to get to know about the 

wellbeing of one another and gossip about day-to-day events. During these informal 

conversations, we would often discuss issues relating to my research aims. Although I did 

not record these conversations (since I did not have ethics approval for this), I did take 

notes at times during these conversations; at other times, I noted down my reflections after 

the gatherings. 

 

3.4   Methods of data collection 

 In accordance with the requirements of narrative ethnographic research, I used five 

main instruments for collecting data: narrative interviews, observations, participant 

journals, fieldnotes, and document review. These methods were considered sufficient in 

12 The pseudonyms I gave to the participants are generally representative of their personality; for instance, 
Angaar means “spark of fire”, and represents the fiery character of the participants.  
13 Primary Teaching Certificate 
14 The term hujra (حجره) refers to a kind of a guestroom where male guests are entertained in the Pashtun area. 
It is a sort of ‘community club’ and is normally owned by a well-off family. It is frequented by the neighbours 
typically during evenings to gossip about the daily happenings in the area.  
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covering the three important facets of narrative [“story, Story, and STORY” (Barkhuizen, 

2008, p. 236)] and ethnographic fieldwork [“experiencing, enquiring, and examining” 

(Wolcott, 2008, p. 51)]. I discuss these methods separately in the following sections.  

 

3.4.1   Narrative interviews 

 Since I aimed to inquire into the teachers’ language perceptions and preferences, i.e. 

the way they see the role of English, Urdu and Pashto in their and the students’ lives both 

inside and outside the classroom, interviewing was considered to be the best method to 

probe their beliefs (Creswell, 2007).  The voices of rural primary school teachers, 

especially those from northwest Pakistan, have hardly ever been heard and represented in 

research; I therefore expected to generate both rich and complex data. Using a SANYO 

digital voice recorder, I audio-recorded15 at least eight one-on-one narrative interviews with 

each of the six teacher participants during the course of data collection.  All the interviews 

took place in Pashto – the participants’ and my native language. The shortest interview 

lasted for 17 minutes (because of the teacher’s emergent commitment) and the longest for 

103 minutes; on average, each interview lasted for 43 minutes. Since the interviews were 

open-ended, I did not have a clear set of questions. As a general guideline, however, the 

topics broadly covered the teachers’ general language perceptions, language-related 

experiences in education, individual preferences for use of certain languages, and language 

practices inside the classroom. Questions also covered their views of the students’ imagined 

communities and how these influence language (in) teaching and learning (see Appendix C 

for interview guidelines). 

  I wanted to ensure that the teachers felt comfortable and interested during 

interviews. I therefore let them select the place and time of the interviews. Since I spent two 

whole days in each of the three schools each week16, most of the interviews took place on 

an impromptu basis (mainly during the mid-day breaks) inside the schools. The teachers, 

although considered well-educated according to the rural standard, were still relatively 

unsophisticated; three of them had never been to another province and none of them had 

had the opportunity to leave the country. Each of them had obtained degrees beyond Year 

12 through private17 education. I was therefore particularly conscious during the first few 

interviews not to ask questions that might be perceived as too complex. I carefully 

15 I also took regular notes during interviews as a backup in case I lost audio recordings due to some reason. 
16 Six working days is the norm in Pakistani rural schools; some urban private schools, however, have a five 
working days schedule.  
17 Private education means that students are not required to attend any classes; they merely appear in the 
yearly exam. Obtaining degrees through private education is quite common is Pakistan.   
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considered my questions and phrased them in a layman’s language to reduce any potential 

difficulty the teachers might have in understanding.  Although the overall focus of my 

questions revolved around the interview guidelines that had been approved by the 

UAHPEC, following Rubin and Rubin’s (2011) recommendation for responsive 

interviewing, I was flexible about the order and focus of questions, depending on how the 

teachers’ responses evolved. During the interviews, I used several strategies to obtain rich 

and insightful data.  

 As a first strategy, I started each interview with some general questions revolving 

around the particular teacher’s individual point of view, referring to and building on what 

he had already said. For instance, I started the third interview with Nangiaal with: “I kept 

thinking about the point you raised yesterday about the need for Urdu proficiency because 

most religious books are written in Urdu. Tell me the story18 of the language used in 

madrasahs. Are the books in Urdu or Arabic?” This question warmed Nangiaal up since he 

was quite a religious-oriented person; he then started divulging more stories about the 

importance of Urdu. My strategy of noting the occasion in the earlier interview where 

Nangiaal had hinted at but left unarticulated (Chase, 2003) the connection between Urdu 

and religion therefore worked well.  

 The second strategy, also a requirement of my methodological design, was based on 

allowing the participants to express themselves through longer turns at talk (Gubrium & 

Holstein, 2009; Riessman, 2008).  I therefore used tactics such as maintaining eye contact, 

nodding my head, saying “okay, right” etc. in Pashto, or asking for clarification to 

encourage the teachers to extend their responses. Additionally, the open-ended nature of the 

narrative interviews facilitated the participants in giving direction to the specific interview 

topic. This, however, implied that quite a few times during the interviews, the teachers 

would shift the discussion towards a topic that, although relevant to education as a whole, 

would not be particularly related to my research aim. Rather than immediately attempting 

to interrupt them and redirect the discussion back to languages, I would allow them longer 

turns at talk. Although this strategy led to some data that was not particularly relevant to 

my study, these stories often led to issues associated with languages and enabled me to get 

a deeper understanding of the issues I wanted to focus on. For instance, during one of the 

interviews I asked Shamroz: “Do the parents express their desire to you that they want their 

children proficient in a certain language?”. This question led to a very long turn at talk 

(almost 13 minutes), wherein Shamroz shared several stories about the parents’ lack of 

18 Interestingly, the word ‘story’ is invariably used in common Pashto conversation to elicit people’s views 
about an issue. A typical question starts with “…داقصھ راتھ اوکھ چي” [Tell me the story of…], even when the 
response is not necessarily going to be a story. 
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interest in their children’s education, the problems their children face in higher education 

due to this, and the bleak occupational future of these children. During the talk, Angaar did 

not feel in any way constrained by my interruptions or responses. He therefore generated a 

detailed narrative (Chase, 2005) through transcending his present temporal situations 

(Riessman, 2008).  Although some stories embedded in the longer story did not relate 

directly to my research aims, the ones he narrated about the imagined communities he 

envisioned for his students, communities that were not envisioned by the parents, were 

particularly insightful and relevant to my study.  

 As a third strategy, I followed the leads in the conversation and asked follow-up 

questions that built on the issues that the participants had hinted at during their stories. This 

approach allowed the participants to narrate their actual experiences rather than provide 

information about issues that might have been external to them, which Chase (2003) terms 

reports rather than narratives. For instance, when Sabawoon, as part of his story about the 

futility of Pashto in education, shared that Pashto is difficult for students to read and write, I 

asked the reason for this. This led him first to narrate the kind of difficulties he had 

observed students face because of different versions of Pashto, then to his teaching 

experiences with regard to Pashto, and later, in the same turn of talk, to his own language-

related learning experiences as a student (Int. 3, 2: 5-27).  

 The fourth strategy related to me being an insider. Since I share the same 

community, ethnicity, culture, and religion as the teachers, I already had a fair idea about 

some issues that would be “storyworthy” (Chase, 2005, p. 661) in the teachers’ social 

setting. For instance, I knew about how the rural population generalises about westerners, 

how they relate English to the colonial past, how critical they are of the system of 

governance, etc. These and related topics, and their relevance to the teachers’ language 

perceptions and preferences, were crucial for my research.  I therefore related my questions 

to these issues, which generated very interesting and relevant stories from the teacher-

participants.  

 The fifth strategy, among many more that I used, was what is referred to in the 

literature as stimulated recall or retrospective interview technique (Dörnyei, 2007). That is, 

after I had observed a teacher-participant’s class, we would sit together and I would invite 

his comments on a part of the lesson which was somehow related to his teaching principle 

or to his language practices. Once, however, the discussion led to a kind of a standoff. After 

I had observed an English language class of Angaar, one of the Pashto-medium school 

teachers, we sat to discuss some aspects of it. I asked him why he translated English into 

Urdu when the medium of instruction followed in the school was Pashto. He instantly took 
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it as an affront and told me not to point out the rights or wrongs in his teaching.  I 

apologised, and rephrased my question in general terms. This cooled him down and led him 

to a justification of the practice, linking it to students’ future need for English to Urdu 

translation after Year Five (since the medium of instruction in all government schools 

changes to Urdu).  This episode occurred during the very beginning of data collection, after 

the second observation of Angaar’s class. Later, I had to be extremely cautious so as not to 

point out contradictions in their reported and observed language practices. 

 In summary, the various strategies I used assisted me in applying a variety of 

narrative interview techniques, which resulted in generating rich, detailed, context-specific 

stories. Some of these were longer stories; although they were prompted by my questions, I 

did not contribute considerably to them other than nodding and keeping eye contact to 

encourage the teachers to keep narrating. On other occasions, the stories were co-

constructed (Barkhuizen, 2013) as we had multiple turns at talk just like a normal 

conversation. In both kinds of stories, I was actively involved either as an attentive listener 

or as a contributor.  As a researcher, therefore, I participated in the construction of these 

narratives (Riessman, 2008).  

 

3.4.2   Observations 

 In addition to the teachers’ language perceptions and preferences, my study also 

aimed to explore their language practices through classroom observations.  One of the most 

defining features of ethnography, observations provide the researcher an opportunity to 

observe events regularly occurring as participants interact with their environment in their 

community (Kamwangamalu, 2011).  With the informed consent of the teacher participants, 

I observed at least eight lessons of each of the six participants during the data collection 

process.  In the case of the English-medium private school, I observed one of the teachers 

(Izlaan) eight times and the other (Nangiaal) nine times; each observation lasted for 

approximately 30 minutes – the duration of the class. In the case of the Urdu- and Pashto-

medium government schools, however, I observed at least 13 classes of each of the four 

teachers. This was necessitated because of the teachers’ effective teaching time with a 

particular class lasting merely five to ten minutes. I observed all the subjects that these 

teachers taught. My main focus during these observations remained on the teachers’ 

language practices, i.e. the languages they employed to teach subject content and 

languages, their use of textbooks, the language they wrote on the blackboard, the responses 
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they gave to the students’ use of language, their use of languages in conducting the class, 

and the methodologies they employed to teach languages and other subjects.  

 During the observations, I tried to be as unobtrusive as possible so as not to disrupt 

the naturalness of the classroom environment.  I would therefore place the audio-recorder 

on the teacher’s table in front of the room. Since the teachers barely moved during teaching, 

except when they got up to write something on the blackboard, the recordings were clearly 

audible. I would sit at the back of the classroom and take notes. As mentioned earlier, 

during the initial observations I tried to keep my eyes down on my notes rather than on the 

teachers to ensure that they do not feel hesitant or intimidated.  Later on, when we had 

established enough rapport and I had observed them two or three times, my presence did 

not seem to affect their actions and I started observing the entire classroom dynamics. The 

notes that I took during the initial few observations were quite broad in scope; they 

included comments such as: “the teacher comes and sits; does not clean the whiteboard 

which has writing of the previous teacher; doesn’t explain ‘fertile’ and ‘scanty’; keeps 

teaching while sitting” (Obs. 2, p. 1) .Over time, however, I narrowed down my scope 

specifically to observations surrounding language practices. I also supplemented the 

observations with photographs; however, since I did not have ethics approval for taking 

photographs of teachers or students, most of the photographs I took were of the writing on 

the blackboard. These photographs enabled me later, as Anderson-Levitt (2006) points out, 

to notice things that I hadn’t noticed during my observations.  

 My role during observations changed from a non-participant observer to a 

participant observer over time. Naturally, since I gradually built rapport with the teachers 

and students and became a familiar face, I could not help switching to the participant role.  

The class time in the English-medium school was longer (30 minutes), so the teachers 

welcomed my input during the class and asked me questions regarding English words they 

could not understand. In the Urdu- and Pashto-medium schools, however, I did not 

participate in class activities when the teachers taught, mainly because their teaching lasted 

for a very brief period (5-10 minutes). Often, however, one of the two teachers would be 

absent from the school. It was during those days that I took full classes with students. The 

teacher would express gratitude for lessening his work burden. My role as a participant 

observer allowed me to learn more about the content of the textbooks as well as the overall 

teaching and learning context. 

 My observations were not limited to inside the classroom.  The ethnographic nature 

of my study required that I provide a thick description of the setting, both inside and 

outside the classrooms and schools. I regularly attended the morning school assemblies. I 
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sat with the teachers inside the staffroom in the private school and outside on the lawn in 

the government schools. This enabled me to observe teachers as they interacted with fellow 

teachers, students and visitors (mostly parents). I therefore continually observed the school 

setting and took fieldnotes throughout my presence at the research site. These observations 

helped me get a sense of the larger picture, the bigger ‘Story’ (Barkhuizen, 2008) 

surrounding teachers’ immediate stories.   

 

3.4.3   Participant journals 

 Participant journals provide a rare opportunity of accessing the participants’ inner 

lives. Unlike personal journals or diaries where the writer writes for him/herself, solicited 

journals are written with the researcher (and research aim) in mind (Gerald, 1999).  Such 

journal entries offer useful insights into the participants’ thoughts, feelings about an issue, 

and changes in thinking over time in relation to the topic being studied (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Lankshear & Knobel, 2004). Moreover, journal entries allow participants 

to “feel comfortable with their degree of self-disclosure” (Smith-Sullivan, 2008, p. 214). I 

had therefore planned, before arrival in the field, to ask the teacher-participants to write 

journal entries on a regular basis. During my 12 weeks stay in the field, I anticipated getting 

at least five journal entries from each teacher.  Things, however, did not go as I had 

planned. 

 Because of the rural context in which they had been born and brought up, the 

teachers were not prone to writing diaries. Initially, they agreed to write journal entries after 

I had discussed with them the usefulness of these diaries for their self-reflection as well as 

for writing something they could not state during interviews. Their consent, however, 

proved to be mainly due to sociocultural norms that inhibited them from refusing the 

request. A key characteristic of participant journals, as Lankshear and Knobel (2004) point 

out, is that they should be voluntary; they should not become burdensome for the 

participants to produce.  Accordingly, I had to change my plan when they did not write 

anything despite my reminders to them during each of the first three weeks. I requested 

them to write journals only twice during the data collection period; the first one after six 

weeks (midway during my data collection period) and the second one during the last week 

before I concluded data collection. This plan worked, as all of them produced journals after 

weeks six and twelve.  

 One unavoidable downside of participant journals is that since they are produced at 

the behest of the researcher, they may not necessarily be a true representation of the 
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participants’ feelings and reflections (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004). To guard against this 

caveat, I did not provide the participants with any set guidelines for writing the journals. 

Rather, I told them that they could write about anything related to their language and 

teaching experiences.  As it turned out, some of them wrote quite insightful journals. In the 

subsequent interviews, I discussed some of the content of these journal entries with the 

participants to clarify or shed more light on certain points. For instance, Nangiaal, in one of 

his journals, accentuated the need for including Arabic in the curriculum as learning it 

bestows a reward from God. I wanted to know more about how it leads to a reward and 

what should then be done with the Islamic Studies subject which already included Arabic 

language. The views Nangiaal expressed were quite interesting and reflected the effect of 

religion on his language perceptions. Overall, although the number of journal entries were 

small, they afforded greater insights into the teachers’ language-related views and 

experiences and allowed me to capture the particulars of the participants’ experiences in a 

way that would not have been possible using other methods (Dörnyei, 2007). 

 

3.4.4   Fieldnotes 

 Fieldnotes help the researcher in recording the richness, nuance, and complexity of 

the landscape, which are difficult to construct on the basis of memory alone (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000). Taking regular fieldnotes during the data collection process helped me 

keep a systematic record of the observations I made, the complications that arose, and the 

interpretations that I arrived at. For ensuring both a general and deeper understanding of the 

data collection procedures and processes, Silverman (2013) recommends keeping four sets 

of notes: (a) observations made at the time; (b) expanding on the observations after each 

field session; (c) a fieldwork journal to record and reflect on issues and ideas arising during 

fieldwork; and (d) a provisional record of data analysis and interpretation.  Following 

Silverman, I kept the first three kinds of notes.  While I did not, strictly speaking, keep 

notes about data analysis (the fourth point), my reflective journals did include certain data 

interpretations. What follows is a description of the three kinds of notes I kept during the 

period of data collection.  

 Regarding notes taken at the time of observations (Section 3.4.2), I took particular 

care to make them as legible and comprehensible as possible. Each set of fieldnotes about 

an observation included basic details such as the date and time, the name of the teacher and 

school, the subject being taught, and the title of the lesson being taught (see Appendix D as 

an example). The first few observations also included a description of the classroom 
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settings such as the number of students and seating arrangements.  To ensure that I did not 

misplace the fieldnotes, I kept the notes of the day under lock in my briefcase.  

 Since most of these notes were in point form owing to the lack of time and the need 

to record as much as possible during observations, each evening I would expand them into 

a separate sheet of paper (see Appendix E as an example). I considered it important to do so 

since I did not want to put my long-term memory to the test. I would also add my 

comments and reflections on them, which assisted me a great deal in making meaning of 

these notes during data analysis. Additionally, in situations where I was unable to take 

fieldnotes, like in informal conversations with the participants during a break, or when 

listening to stories during interaction with parents, I attempted to record my impressions 

later on the same day. These memos enabled me, during data analysis, to visualise the 

particular incident or experience and infer further meanings from it.  

 Third, I frequently (but not consistently) kept a journal during the field trip, 

reflecting on the data I had gathered on the day, any problems I had faced, and any ideas 

that I thought should be expanded on more for further data generation (see Appendix F). 

This practice enabled me to distance myself from the context and deliberate on the progress 

I had made thus far. I wrote about my experiences, the decisions I had made and the 

rationale behind those decisions, the uncertainties I had faced, and any problems I had 

encountered. For instance, it was because of my written reflection on the difficulties I faced 

in making the teachers write participant journals that I came up with an alternative plan (see 

Section 3.4.3). During the process, I also made connections between relevant literature and 

my data (primarily fieldnotes) in order to make sense of the procedures and processes 

involved in the research. To sum up, keeping a regular reflective journal, in line with a 

constructivist-interpretive paradigm, helped me make my meaning-making processes as 

visible and transparent as possible (Ortlipp, 2008). Together, these different kinds of 

fieldnotes helped me make sense of the teachers’ classroom and life experiences in the 

midst of their multilingual local realities.  

 

3.4.5   Review of documents 

 Documents are a valuable source of information in qualitative research (Creswell, 

2012) as they help researchers “uncover meaning, develop understanding, and discover 

insights relevant to the research problem” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 189). Freeman 

(1996b) is of the view that for an investigation into how language planning is construed in 

an institutional context, it is necessary to first get an idea of how it is shaped by the relevant 
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authorities at different levels. Reviews of documents therefore constituted an integral part 

of my study to make sense of the LiE policies at macro and meso levels.  

 I sought access to language policy related documents from several sources for 

analysis. The Pakistani constitution, education policies by the Ministry of Education, and 

certain reports published by government-instituted commissions on language policy were 

available online. I also easily obtained documents available in schools such as the 

curriculum and a variety of forms, e.g. a letter-format used by the English-medium private 

school to write to parents who do not submit their children’s fees on time (see Figure 8.3). 

However, I had considerable trouble accessing documents at the provincial Ministry of 

Education and district education authorities. I had to pay several visits to the office of the 

District Education Officer (DEO) to get access to the policy pertaining to private schools, 

for example. I also wanted to access the policy decision taken in the early 2000s that led to 

the implementation of Pashto as the medium of instruction in some government schools 

whereas other schools continued using Urdu as the MoI. The office bearers at the 

elementary section of the provincial Ministry of Education refused to help me. I made 

several efforts, including finding some references at the Ministry (as is the norm in 

Pakistan), but was unable to view the policy as the Ministry staff purportedly could not find 

the file. I made some effort later as well, but it proved to be in vain.  

 Based on the review of the available documents, I was able to contextualise the 

interview and observation data and draw parallels between the teachers’ perceptions, 

preferences and practices and the meso- and macro-level policy provisions.  The documents 

also led to some questions that I asked during interviews. For instance, I found an official 

document directing private schools to introduce Pashto as a subject; the private schools had 

not implemented the decision thus far. During the interviews, therefore, I elicited the 

teachers’ views on the policy and whether it should be implemented. In summary, the 

documents that I gained access to provided me with rich information both about the macro-

level policy, including its historical progression, as well as context-specific, language-

related decisions.  

 

3.5   Data analysis 

 In this section, I discuss how I translated, transcribed, and analysed the data, 

drawing on methods associated with a grounded theory approach. I needed to carry out 

analysis of a total of five types of data: interviews, observations, journal entries of the 

participants, fieldnotes, and documents.  Because of the large volume of data, I needed to 
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manage it wisely so as to be able to access it easily and also not to risk losing it. I therefore 

kept electronic versions of the transcripts and related documents in clearly labelled files on 

my computer as well as hard copies in a secure folder. I also made copies of both data types 

and kept them under lock and key in my room.  

 As part of my research proposal, I planned to carry out a thematic analysis of the 

data as proposed by Riessman (2008). Since it is one of the most common methods used for 

analysing narratives, I considered it to be suitable for analysing my data. However, 

reflections on the nature of my data during the process of data collection (recorded in the 

form of reflective journals in the field) and data analysis (recorded in the form of memos in 

NVivo 9) led to a realisation that since context is of vital significance in my study, thematic 

analysis might not do justice to the data.  As Riessman (2008) points out, it is content that is 

the exclusive focus in thematic analysis.  Explaining thematic analysis, she contends that 

“there is minimal focus on … the local context that generated the narrative” (p. 54), that 

“readers usually learn little about the local context – conditions of production of a 

narrative” (p. 58), and that thematic analysis “is case centred” (p. 74, emphasis added). The 

more I read and reread my data, my conviction solidified that it is the local context of my 

study that generates the teachers’ narratives, and that I have to convey to the reader the 

integral link between the narratives and the local conditions that generate them. Pavlenko 

(2007) expresses concern at the extent of analytical emphasis placed on content in narrative 

inquiry as opposed to the context of narrative construction. I therefore wanted to draw on 

both content and context of narratives, including "what they are about; what was told; and 

why, when, where, and by whom" (Barkhuizen, 2011, p. 401).  Additionally, I found it 

necessary to theorise across the participant cases, rather than focusing individually on a 

single case, to interpret the meanings of the teachers’ experiences and practices and how 

these are implicated in the local context. This realisation led me to the grounded theory 

approach to analysing my data.  

 Grounded theory refers to analysing qualitative data “to construct theories 

‘grounded’ in the data themselves” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 2). Charmaz explains that as 

grounded theorists, we try to understand the events and the participants’ lives in the 

research setting.  We remain open to what they “hear, see, and sense” (p. 3) to construct a 

meaning out of the interactions, observations and materials related to the topic or setting. 

During my data collection, I was interested in making sense of the participants’ lives and 

experiences in relation to the multilingual environment surrounding their immediate and 

wider context. I heard their stories, observed their actions, and reviewed the materials they 
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come into contact with on a daily basis. My research approach during data collection was 

therefore based on grounded theory. I used the same approach for my data analysis too. 

 Grounded theory methods were originally established by Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

who advocated developing theories from research that was grounded in data rather than 

deducing hypotheses from existing theories. The approach at the time was greatly 

influenced by positivist approaches to conducting research. Subsequently, however, a 

growing number of scholars, including Charmaz (2006), have moved the theory away from 

its prescriptive and positivist assumptions to a pragmatic, interpretive and constructivist 

approach to conducting and analysing data. In its current conceptualisation, a grounded 

theory approach conforms to the constructivist-interpretive paradigm that underpins my 

study.  As Charmaz (2006) points out in relation to data collection, “we are part of the 

world we study and the data we collect. We construct our grounded theories through our 

past and present involvements and interactions with people, perspectives, and research 

practices” (p. 10, emphasis in original). Likewise, concerning data analysis, she posits that 

a grounded theory approach “explicitly assumes that any theoretical rendering offers an 

interpretive portrayal of the studied world, not an exact picture of it” (p. 10, emphasis 

added).  As such, grounded theory (as conceptualised by Charmaz) endorses a 

constructivist stance, based on the premise that research analysis is a fluid and interactive 

process that ensues from a broad and flexible methodological approach.   

 In pursuance of the constructivist-interpretive influences, grounded theory methods 

for data analysis complement rather than contradict other qualitative data analysis 

approaches. Describing data analysis techniques, Charmaz (2006) states that grounded 

theorists start with separating, sorting and synthesising data through coding, i.e. assigning 

labels to data segments.  The process is implemented across cases, moving from one case 

to the next, leading to a gradual analytical grasp of the data. Memos are also written to 

clarify the codes and/or comparisons and to note down reflections on a specific piece of 

data. Studying parts of data, comparing it, and writing memos lead to analytic categories 

that best fit and interpret the data. The process is repeated several times with other data, 

leading to several analytic categories. These categories and their interrelationship provide a 

conceptual handle on the studied experience, leading to levels of abstraction directly built 

from the data. This whole process “culminates in a ‘grounded theory’, or an abstract 

theoretical understanding of the studied experience” (p. 4). These are the procedures that I 

followed during the data analysis process, which I describe below in detail. 
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3.5.1   Data translation and transcription 

 Since I conducted all the interviews in the participants’ (and my) native language, 

Pashto, I had to both translate and transcribe the interview data. While I transcribed some of 

the data in the field, the magnitude of the data, owing to the narrative ethnographic 

orientation of my study, coupled with frequent power cuts in the area, rendered me unable 

to complete the transcription at the research site. The foremost task after winding up data 

collection was therefore to complete data transcription. Heeding the recommendation of 

Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005), who consider transcribing an integral part of data analysis, I 

translated and transcribed all the data myself.  Translating and transcribing the data and, in 

the process, listening to the content several times greatly helped me in the meaning making 

process for the subsequent analysis. 

 The fact that the language that I mostly heard, recorded and spoke in the field was 

different from the one I had to use to report on my research was not without pitfalls. When 

I directly quote from the participants’ narratives, for instance, I do not use their actual 

words. Certain words used in a language often have particular sociocultural meanings and 

carry inherent values and beliefs (Temple & Young, 2004), which need to be understood to 

do justice to the translation. Being an insider, I was aware of the set of assumptions, values 

and sociocultural meanings certain Pashto words carried. However, I had to make a 

decision about the most appropriate English words/expressions that portrayed the intended 

meaning. For instance, the concept of ghairat [غیرت] as used in Pashto carries several 

shades of meanings. It covers qualities such as protection and oversight of female members 

of family and at times of the whole clan, safeguarding one’s property, raising voice and 

arms against oppression, fighting for rights, taking revenge, having Pashto as a character 

trait, and so on. The only English words that I thought could do justice to the meaning of 

the word were ‘honour’ and ‘self-respect’. The strategy I used was to translate the 

expression into a word that best expressed the meaning intended by the speaker at the 

particular moment. Faced with this dilemma for several other words, I considered it prudent 

to acquire the help of a fellow Pashto-speaking PhD student, who cross-checked my 

translations of culture-specific concepts as well as a few interviews to ensure that I was 

both accurate and consistent in my translation. Since my main concern revolved around the 

content of data, not the form, I did not transcribe the finer details of talk such as false starts, 

hesitations, etc. However, during data analysis, there were times when I wanted to have an 

idea about the tone of a speaker to get a true idea of what was being implied; in such cases, 

I went back to the audio-recordings to re-listen to the specific extract to make sense of the 

data.  
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 With regard to the labelling of the interview and observation data in the findings 

chapters, I had to make a compromise. I have not labelled the small snippets of the data, 

particularly from narrative interviews, that are part of the flow of the text. Since I have 

incorporated these small quotes into my discussion, labelling them would have disrupted 

the narrative while also leading to a bigger word count. I have, however, labelled the longer 

excerpts from both interviews and observations. The interview excerpts are labelled as [Int. 

3, 1: 23-27], (Int. stands for interview, followed by the number of interview, the page 

number, and the line numbers) and the observations excerpts as [Obs. 2, p. 1] (Obs. stands 

for observation, followed by the number of observation, and the page number). For data 

storage, management, organisation, and coding, I utilised the qualitative analysis computer 

software NVivo 9.   

 

3.5.2   Initial coding 

 Transcription of the data allowed me to get to know my data thoroughly (Dörnyei, 

2007), enabling me to gain a general sense of the whole; I had not, however, concentrated 

at the time on answers to each research questions (Gass & Mackey, 2007). Subsequently, 

reading and rereading of the data revealed that while a large quantity of the data was 

specifically related to my research aims, some data pertained to issues that did not relate 

directly to my study. For instance, during interviews, the teachers time and again discussed 

the doomed state of government affairs in the poverty-stricken area. I therefore decided to 

extract the data pertinent to my research aims and store it under a separate project in NVivo.  

This helped me to reduce the data in terms of both manageable quantity and relevance. I 

focused on this data first; later, however, after I had analysed this data, I returned to the rest 

of the data and (re-)read it again for themes that were significant and, although indirectly 

related to my research questions, had some impact on the teachers’ perceptions and 

practices. For instance, distrust in the overall system that the teachers expressed seemed to 

have a considerable influence on their language practices. I therefore had to take it into 

account during discussion of their language practices.  

 During initial coding, I remained open to numerous interpretations and also referred 

to relevant literature during the process.  I read and reread selected texts in one session (e.g. 

transcript of the first interviews with three different participants), selected the text that was 

relevant to my study aim, and tentatively labelled the text with a code (through assigning 

the selected text to a node in NVivo). Following Dörnyei’s (2007) and Creswell’s (2012) 

advice, I used the coding system referred to as in-vivo coding, i.e. the codes were grounded 
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in, or originated from the data itself; they were the actual words that were used in the text 

(Baralt, 2012). For instance, I labelled one code as “if we do away with Urdu, our unity will 

get affected”. Although a bit long, the code was clear and did not need to be explained by 

providing a description for it. In other cases, where the label I assigned to the code had the 

potential to result in ambiguity, I attached a short memo explaining it. For instance, for the 

code “if you want to throw a language, throw English first”, I wrote a description 

explaining that the code refers to the inclusion/exclusion of languages as subject in primary 

school curriculum. When I found another part of the data relevant to the same code, I 

merged the two texts together under the code, through dragging the selected text to the node 

(using NVivo 9 provisions). A considerable number of codes regularly emerged as I went 

through the process of (re-)reading further texts, culminating in exhaustion of new codes 

appearing and an increase in the recurrence of the existing codes. This coding scheme 

ensured the relevance, authenticity and unambiguity of the codes. 

 I used two strategies to ensure that the coding I was doing was consistent, relevant 

and incisive. First, during the coding process, I regularly wrote annotations attached to 

certain snippets of data, relating the data to some broad theme in the literature. For instance, 

quite a few teachers used the pronouns ‘our’ and ‘their’ (e.g. Izlaan said: “The West 

imposed English on us … abandoning us but leaving their language and culture here … to 

destroy our culture and to propagate and impose their own way of life on us.”). In my 

annotation on the quote, I wrote: “Quite a few participants use the pronouns ‘our’ and 

‘their’ to distance themselves from the west. This is in contrast to how the colonists used to 

refer to the colonised as ‘others’. Read Pennycook 2001 and Phillipson 2009”. These 

annotations – the records of reflections during my engagement with the data (Dörnyei, 

2007) – assisted me a great deal in conceptualising the inter-relationship and, at times the 

differences, between the codes. These reflections also facilitated my identifying broader 

themes and categories during focused coding. As a second strategy to ensure the relevance 

of and consistency in the codes I was applying, I requested a colleague to code a text using 

the codes I had already developed. I also gave him the freedom to introduce new codes if 

considered appropriate. The exercise revealed general similarities but some inconsistencies 

between his and my coding, which helped me in revising and systematising my coding.   

  This back and forth movement between the data and literature in the light of my 

research aims soon led to a realisation that one of the research questions (What differences 

are there between public and private schools teachers’ language perceptions, preferences, 

and practices?) that I had constructed prior to data collection was a non-starter. As it turned 
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out, although certain differences did exist among the teachers in terms of views/use of 

languages, these were not specific to the schools where they taught. I therefore had to settle 

on a different set of research questions.  

 

3.5.3   Focused coding 

 Having finished the initial coding, I then needed to identify patterns emerging 

across the data to facilitate my data interpretation and explanation (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 

2005). I used several strategies to achieve this aim. First, I attempted to refine the emerging 

theme from the data clustered under a specific code (node in NVivo). To do this, I opened a 

particular node, read and re-read the data I had dragged under that node, and in the process 

identified similarities and differences in that data. Since I could also see all the other nodes 

in the shape of a list, I shifted some data to another node if I realised that it would be more 

appropriate there. For instance, I had labelled one of the nodes (codes) “Pashto is more 

difficult as compared to Urdu or even English”. However, some of the data that I had 

dragged into that node belonged to the node labelled “The subject in which I feel the most 

difficulty is Pashto”. The first code related to the teacher’s language preferences and the 

second to their reported language practices. Second, I merged some codes that seemed to 

refer to a largely similar concept. For instance, I had labelled three codes as: “English is an 

international language”, “English is the fountain of knowledge”, and “You cannot even 

dream of getting a respectable job unless you know English”. On a second consideration, I 

realised that all three codes referred mainly to the instrumental value of English. I therefore 

transferred all the data in the three nodes to a new node labelled “English has been 

entrenched in us; it is impossible to do without it”. Fourth, I came up with a substitute and 

more appropriate label for some codes to ensure that it adequately reflected the data it 

embodied. For instance, I had initially labelled one code as “Translating English into Urdu 

is the right method”. However, the data I had dragged into the node contained several other 

reasons for the teachers’ translation practices. I therefore relabelled the node as “Use of 

Urdu for translating English is both a necessity and a compulsion”. I might reiterate here 

that I labelled all the codes using in-vivo coding; i.e. they were direct quotes from the data.  

 I should highlight that although a few concepts for which I had generated codes did 

not appear frequently in the responses of the participants or during observations, I 

considered them salient and therefore retained rather than discarded them.  For instance, I 

had labelled one of the nodes “English has bullying power”. Although the theme related to 
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the views expressed by only a few of the participants, I considered it a potentially 

significant theme relevant to the overall scope of the study.  This iterative and “recursive 

movement” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 10) between the data and the emerging themes helped 

me decide about keeping/discarding and merging/renaming the codes, enabling me 

ultimately to make sense of the broader categories they covered. I then moved to the second 

step in focused coding, i.e. looking for patterns and relationships among the codes so that 

they could be clustered together under broader categories.   

 

3.5.4   Establishing relationships and patterns 

 As I proceeded further with coding and interpretation, the relationship between 

themes started to become evident. This process was also made easier by the fact that I was 

clear about the major concepts I was searching for in the data. For instance, the first 

decision I had to make about a node/code/theme was whether it related to the teachers’ 

language perceptions (in general), language preferences (in education), or language 

practices (in classroom teaching and learning). Then I needed to ascertain the suitability of 

the code to the specific language it concerned. Using this strategy, I linked the codes similar 

in concept and related to a specific category through using tree nodes in NVivo. Figure 3.1 

provides an example of such a tree node. The broader category (in the second sequence of 

nodes) indicates that the data in this parent node relates to the teachers’ language 

preferences in education (as opposed to their language practices or general language 

perceptions). The subcategory indicates that the nodes are related to the use of English in 

education (as opposed to Urdu or Pashto), and the sub-subcategory specifies that the data is 

related to English as a subject (as against English as a medium of instruction). It is the free 

nodes (shown towards the end of the figure) that contain the actual data which is related to 

all these categories. The nodes have therefore been organised hierarchically, showing clear 

connections among them. The flexibility of NVivo allowed me to move the nodes around, 

copy and paste them from one place to another, and make them main or sub-nodes to ensure 

that each piece of data was covered by the relevant category. This helped me in visualising 

the data and making sense of it according to the research questions I aimed to answer.  
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Figure 3.1: Focused coding depicted as a tree diagram. 

  

 From the discussion above it can be clearly inferred that following constructivist 

grounded theory guidelines as propounded by Charmaz (2006), the coding process involved 

both deductive and inductive approaches. The categories (specifically the broader 

categories) evolved according to the relevant literature and research aims, whereas the 

themes mostly emerged from the gathered data. The whole process led to a thorough 

interpretation of the findings, which I present in the last chapter of the thesis.  

 

3.5.5   Interpretation of the findings 

 Interpreting findings involves presenting the entire process of analysis and 

conceptualisation in relation to the research questions the study aimed to answer. As Ellis 

and Barkhuizen (2005) point out, “the overall picture is the aim of any study: to answer the 

research questions and draw conclusions” (p. 271). During the interpretation of findings, I 

had to recursively move back and forth in three ways: (a) between the levels of analysis I 

have described above, (b) between the data and my own subjective understandings as an 

insider, and (c) between the data and the relevant literature. This three-pronged process of 

interpretation eventually led to the development of a conceptual understanding of the 

findings at a relatively abstract level that I present in the concluding chapter.  The 

concluding chapter therefore brings together into a narrative whole the meanings I make 
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through interpretation, description and discussion of the teachers’ language perceptions, 

preferences and practices in this narrative ethnographic research.  

 

3.6   Criteria for evaluating research 

 As mentioned above, although quantitative and qualitative studies differ 

considerably in their methodologies, the two approaches are viewed not as extremes but 

rather as lying along a continuum (Brown & Rodgers, 2002; Dörnyei, 2007; Ellis & 

Barkhuizen, 2005). Qualitative researchers therefore accept the centrality of reliability and 

validity to the research enterprise.  They, however, differ from their quantitative 

counterparts in the criteria and methods they apply to defending their research in terms of 

these key constructs (Nunan & Choi, 2011). That is why researchers employing qualitative 

methodologies often use terms that are distinct from quantitative terms (Creswell, 2007).  

Lincoln and Guba (1985), for instance, suggest the terms credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability to establish trustworthiness of research. Likewise, 

Whittemore, Chase, and Mandle (2001) suggest validation procedures that include 

credibility, authenticity, criticality and integrity as primary criteria, and explicitness, 

vividness, creativity, thoroughness, congruence and sensitivity as secondary criteria. When 

it comes to narrative-oriented research, however, there is “no canon, that is formal rules or 

standardized technical procedure for validation….Narrative truths are always partial – 

committed and incomplete” (Riessman, 2008, p. 186). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) share 

the same point of view. Having said that, while a researcher and participants may have a 

clear idea about the viability of research processes, the reader may at times find it difficult 

to evaluate the true worth of research. I had to therefore distance myself from my research, 

assess it in terms of the constructivist-interpretive criteria for judging research, and 

convince the reader about the trustworthiness of the data and my interpretations of it. I 

therefore discuss below the validation of my research through Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) 

four components for establishing the trustworthiness of qualitative research. 

 

3.6.1   Credibility 

 Credibility, a qualitative counterpart for the mainly quantitative term “internal 

validity”, refers to the “truth value” of research (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 57). Research credibility 

can be enhanced through several strategies, the primary ones being prolonged engagement 

in the field (Brown, 2004), intimate familiarity with the setting (Charmaz, 2006), and 
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triangulation of methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  I applied the first strategy through 

spending three months in the field. During this period, I was rigorously engaged at the three 

schools, gathering data through persistent observations and interviews. This enabled me to 

provide a thick description of the context of my study, in addition to collecting rich and 

detailed data. In respect to the second strategy, I was born and grew up in the same 

community as the research participants, so I shared the same ethnicity, culture and language 

with them. The time I spent in the field further helped me gain insight into the school 

culture and settings through building trust and collaborative relationships with the 

participants. As regards triangulation of methods, I employed a variety of research 

instruments including interviews, observations, participant journals, fieldnotes (including 

my reflective journal) and the review of documents. I also achieved source triangulation 

through choosing one private and two public schools, each school following a different 

language as medium of instruction.    

 

3.6.2   Transferability 

 Transferability, equivalent to the positivist concept of ‘external validity’ or 

generalizability, refers to the applicability of results in other contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Transferability demands a detailed and rich description of research design, context 

and conditions (Brown, 2004), and sensitivity to interpretation (Dörnyei, 2007) in a manner 

that enables the reader to determine whether the procedures and processes could be applied 

to other contexts with similar characteristics. My accounts of participants, their linguistic 

and cultural background, and their perceptions and practices are detailed. In fact, I have 

dedicated a separate chapter (Chapter 4) to provide a rich and thick description of the 

context of this study, including the general research setting, the schools and the 

participants. Though the extent of generalizability of the study is debatable, the rich and 

thick description of the research design, setting and participants implies that those who 

consult my study might be able to transfer my findings into their own to see if some aspects 

are applicable to their context.     

 

3.6.3   Dependability 

 Dependability refers to the positivist term ‘reliability’ (Dörnyei, 2007) or 

‘consistency’ (Brown, 2004).  Dependability of research hinges on the extent to which the 

research design, procedures and unforeseen circumstances have been considered, described 
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and documented. These considerations, in turn, give an idea about the justifiability of the 

decisions taken and conclusions drawn.   In my fieldnotes as well as in this thesis, I have 

documented the processes and procedures as fully as possible.  I have ensured that there are 

multiple copies of the soft data and that hard data is kept under lock and key. The hard data 

was also digitised in case of unforeseen circumstances. Since I transcribed some data while 

being in the field, I shared it with the participants to ensure they were satisfied that their 

views were accurately reflected. In the case of some teachers, however, I had to back-

translate the data from English to Pashto to ensure that they understood what I had written.  

For the data that I could not transcribe, I played excerpts from audio-recordings to the 

relevant teachers to determine whether they wanted me to edit/delete some information and 

also to encourage them to add more information to some points.  This member-checking 

(Dörnyei, 2007) not only ensured satisfaction on the part of participants that their voices 

were truly represented, but also added to the accuracy of information, thereby increasing 

dependability of the data.  

 

3.6.4   Confirmability 

 Confirmability is a qualitative equivalent for ‘objectivity’ (Dörnyei, 2007) and is 

used for establishing the value of the data (Creswell, 2007).  It involves making the data 

available for examination to other researchers so that they could confirm, modify, or reject 

the interpretations that have been made (Brown, 2004).  It can be achieved through 

providing an audit trail, and giving an exhaustive and reflective account of the steps taken 

to arrive at the results, including the development of codes and themes during data analysis 

(Dörnyei, 2007).  The three types of fieldnotes (see Section 3.4.4) I maintained throughout 

the data collection process included in-depth details about the data-collection procedures, 

processes and reflections as an audit trail. In this chapter too, I have thoroughly described 

the procedures and processes involved in data collection, analysis and interpretation. Upon 

request, I will make my data available to other researchers, following ethical guidelines. To 

increase the accuracy of the data, I used an audio-recorder and utilised the services of a 

colleague to first check the accuracy and consistency of data translation and later to code 

parts of my data using a similar coding scheme. In this and subsequent chapters, I provide 

numerous examples from my data, which will help readers comprehend and evaluate the 

findings and worth of this study. 
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3.7   Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I attempted to describe and justify the methodological design I 

applied and the associated implementation procedures I adopted for my study. I started the 

chapter with an explication of the constructivist-interpretive research paradigm that 

underpins this study and the narrative ethnographic mode of qualitative inquiry that drives 

this study methodologically.  I then described my background, perspective and role as a 

researcher to clarify my positionality.  This was followed by a detailed account of the 

selection of the participants. Since I give an in-depth narrative about the schools and 

participants in the next chapter, here I restricted myself to providing demographic 

information about them. I then explained the methods I used for data collection, including 

interviews, observations, journal entries, fieldnotes and review of documents. 

Subsequently, I described the stages I followed to analyse the data.  I concluded the chapter 

with a discussion of the worth of my research based on the trustworthiness measures drawn 

for qualitative studies.  

 As Hornberger (2013) so aptly points out, “in every instance and whatever the 

context, it is precisely context that is crucial to analysing, interpreting and generalizing 

ethnographic findings” (p. 107). I therefore consider it important to discuss the context of 

my study in detail in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4: SETTING THE SCENE 

 

4.1   Introduction 

 In this chapter, I aim to set the scene for the study before I report findings 

specifically related to my research aim.  I have included this chapter as part of the findings 

not without a reason.  Although I come from the area where my study is situated and so am 

generally aware of the broad milieu of the region, considerable information contained in 

this chapter relates to what I found during the course of data collection.  Also, when I 

describe the school settings and participants, I do not merely count on my first impressions; 

rather, these are the findings I gathered during the course of my interviews with and 

observations of participants, as indeed during my stay in the respective schools.  

Specifically, my description of participants takes significant input from how they projected 

themselves through their narratives and revealed themselves through their practices during 

my interactions with them.  I include many direct quotes from the participants both to 

illustrate and support my assertions.  

 I start this chapter with an overview of the rural area of the province in which the 

three focal schools are located.  I have kept this section quite brief since it is mostly a 

recapitulation of the detailed description of the context I have already given in Sections 2.7 

and 2.8.  After introducing the standard of living and education in the rural area in general, 

I proceed to describe each of the three schools in detail to give a picture of where the six 

teacher-participants were employed.  Later in the chapter, I make an attempt to bring the 

teachers alive through a thick description of both how I see them and how they portray 

themselves as individuals and teachers. I then discuss the reasons why they joined the 

profession and the responsibilities they believe they have as teachers.  I conclude the 

chapter with a short discussion of its contents.  

 

4.2   Situating the study 

 In the first and second chapters of my thesis, I discussed the sociolinguistic milieu 

of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, one of the four provinces of Pakistan, where my study is situated.  

Here I will briefly outline the broad context to establish a link to the rural nature of my 

research sites.  The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province has an estimated population of 25 

million, an overwhelming majority of whom speak Pashto and are called the Pashtun. It is 
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the poorest of the four provinces.  Its rural area, inhabited by four-fifths of the provincial 

populace, is the worst off.  Poor infrastructure, dire scarcity of basic services, and lack of 

economic opportunities are its hallmarks.  The majority of the population depends on 

agriculture and livestock as a source of sustenance and income.  Large sections of the rural 

population lack some or all of the basic facilities like clean drinking water, health services, 

a sanitation system, road infrastructure, access to electricity and gas, etc.  Adding to the 

miseries of locals is the recent wave of militancy in the province and the ensuing insecurity 

and lawlessness. 

 The state of education in the rural area of the province is not any different.  Primary 

schools, which offer schooling from Year Zero till Year Five, seem to be the most 

neglected.  A number of these schools, in both the public and private sector, lack basic 

facilities like electricity, boundary walls, water, and toilets.  Coupled with a lack of 

resources is the teachers’ lack of interest and the poor quality of their teaching.  Teacher 

absenteeism is common and traditional ways of teaching are still used, accompanied by 

regular corporal punishment.  The latter is one of the reasons why the dropout rate at 

primary level hovers around a high 45 percent.  

 Languages currently make up a major component of the school curriculum at the 

primary level. The syllabi of government schools include English, Urdu and Pashto, 

whereas private schools offer only English and Urdu.  Additionally, both government and 

private schools have Islamic Studies as a compulsory subject, a major component of which 

revolves around the Arabic language. Considering that four out of the six subjects taught at 

government schools are languages, it would not be wrong to say that the elementary 

education system in Pakistan is enmeshed in and revolves around languages.  This is also 

true for languages as media of instruction.  Depending on their location in the province, 

some government primary schools use Urdu and others Pashto as medium of instruction.  

Private schools offer education in English.  

 As mentioned earlier in Chapter 1, the three schools I selected for my study are 

located in the rural area. They are based in almost identical rural settings, cater to a poor 

Pashto-speaking population, and are largely representative of other rural schools in the area.  

In the succeeding paragraphs, I will attempt to provide a thick description of each school to 

give a sound picture of the context of the study.   
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4.2.1   Pashto-medium government primary school 

 The Pashto-medium government primary school is located in a small village in the 

District of Mardan.  The district is about 70km from the provincial metropolis Peshawar 

and has a population of approximately two million, most of whom are Pashtun. It is a 

predominantly rural area which in the not-so-distant past had been quite underdeveloped.  

However, since the Chief Minister of the province during the period from 2008 to 2013 

belonged to this district, he made sure that his area received a reasonable amount of the 

development budget.  I could see the difference very clearly in the district metropolis since 

my last visit in 2009, as most of the main roads are now sealed and basic facilities like 

power and communication are available.  However, the rural areas of the district do not 

seem to have received any significant attention, as their overall condition does not evince 

the government proclaimed transformation. 

 The village where the school is based is sparsely populated, with long stretches of 

fertile land between clusters of houses.  An outsider has to travel for about two kilometres 

on a narrow unsealed road in order to reach the school.  Houses occupy the area in front of 

the school, whereas on the sides and back of the school are large sugarcane fields.  Directly 

opposite the school, on the other side of the road, is a buffalo farm, so stepping in dung 

while approaching the school is a common hazard.  

 My first entry to the school was not a very pleasant one. The rusty school gate was 

wide open, so I stepped in to find some teacher who I could talk to about participation in 

my research. As I entered, I saw 10 to 15 students holding their ears in a position as seen in 

the illustration given in Figure 4.1, and the teacher beating them on their backs with a stick. 

My entry was not taken as an intrusion, for it did not deter the teacher from what he was 

doing.  Since he was the only teacher present in the school at the time, I had to wait for him 

to finish with the students.  I was later told that this is a very old school, having been 

established in 1967.  One of the teachers said that when he was a student at the same school 

in the late 1970s, it comprised two rooms made of mud and stone, and had one teacher.  

The present brick building, erected in the late 1990s, comprises three relatively spacious 

classrooms, and a veranda which is used both as a classroom and a staffroom.  The total 

area covered by the whole school would be no more than 300sq yd.  The classrooms are in 

good shape, with whitewashed walls, enough windows to let light and air in, and cement 

floors.  There is an in-built cupboard in each of the classrooms, used for storing chalk, 

attendance registers, and other school material.  A table and chair are kept in all the three 

classrooms for the use of the teachers, whereas the students sit on mats made of sackcloth – 

87 
 



a coarse woven cloth, called taat (ټاټ) in the local language.  Rectangular portions of the 

walls on opposite sides have been coloured black and are used as blackboards.  Each of the 

three classrooms has one chart displayed in them; one classroom has the map of Pakistan, 

the other has a chart with the names of fruit written in English and Urdu, and the third one 

has a ‘means of communication’ chart written in Urdu18F

19. 

 
 Figure 4.1: Illustration of a typical rural government primary school.  

  

 The school opens at 08:30am and closes at 01:30pm20 six days a week. It has two 

teachers for students from Year Zero till Year Five (a total of six classes). There is a half-

hour morning assembly every morning where students stand in the yard and recite verses 

from the holy Quran and sing the national anthem. The yard is very small, but so is the 

number of students (32 male and 15 female students; 47 in total). In the past, when the 

number of students was large, since private schools were fewer in number, some of the 

students had to stand on the veranda during morning assembly, I was informed.  There is a 

cement water tank right in the middle of the yard; the three water taps fixed to the tank 

19 Ironically, the medium of instruction at the school is Pashto. 
20 These are winter times. During summer, the government primary schools open at 7.15am and close at 
12.15pm. 
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leaked constantly throughout my stay there, making the surrounding surface wet and 

muddy.  

 Students are supposed to wear a proper uniform. The boys’ uniform comprises 

greyish black coloured clothes21, the same colour cap with a red rectangular cloth piece in 

front, and black shoes. The girls’ uniform consists of a blue long-shirt, white pants, and a 

scarf.  During the period of data collection, almost all students from Year One onward were 

observed coming to school wearing the proper uniform, except for the black colour shoes, 

whereas Year-Zero students enjoyed the freedom of coming in any colour clothes.  During 

every Monday morning assembly, teachers would check the students’ uniform, nails and 

hair. Those not conforming would be given corporal punishment.  This did not seem to 

make much difference during the 12 weeks I spent in the field, since some students 

continued to come to school with long, uncombed hair and long nails, and many students 

had tattered uniforms, with some being oversized and others undersized (I was told that 

they had mostly inherited these uniforms from their elder brothers or they had been donated 

to them).  

 Textbooks to students are provided free of cost by the government.  At the start of 

each academic year, district education authorities hand over books to teachers to give to 

students. There are sometimes fewer textbooks than the total number of students. Since 

these textbooks are not available for sale in the local market, students do not have an 

opportunity to buy them even if they could afford to.  Quite a few students were therefore 

found not to have some of the textbooks because either they did not get them in the first 

place, or they had damaged them and couldn’t get new ones because teachers did not have 

any in stock.  Many textbooks were in a tattered condition, with some pages torn and others 

missing.  At times, therefore, as many as three students would share one textbook. 

 The school observes a mid-day break that lasts for half an hour. During the course 

of my observations, I saw different students bringing tea for teachers during the break time. 

Upon enquiry, the teachers told me that students insist on bringing tea from their homes. 

Later, however, I found out from Year-Five students that it was the teachers’ directive that 

each student from Years Three till Five had to bring tea to teachers on alternate days.  On 

each Monday, I was told, teachers decide which six students will bring tea during the six 

days that week. Students said that they do it happily because ‘teachers are kind’ to them 

during that particular week. ‘The student who has the turn for bringing tea leaves the school 

21Both male and female students in all the three schools wore loose clothes locally called Shalwar Qamees 
 .(�ار�)
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half an hour before the break’, they told me, with a sense of joy as if it was a relief for them 

to miss a class. 

 There are a total of six subjects taught at the school. These include English, Urdu, 

Pashto, Maths, Science, and Islamic Studies.  All the books except Urdu and English are 

written in Pashto. However, in the case of Maths, the numbers are written in English (e.g. 

‘5’ instead of ‘٥’ as in Pashto) whereas other instructions and questions are in Pashto.  

 

4.2.2   Urdu-medium government primary school 

 The Urdu and English medium schools that I selected as my research sites were 

located in District Karak in the south at a distance of 120km from the provincial capital, 

Peshawar.  The whole district is inhabited by a single tribe of the Pashtun, called Khattak. 

Pashto in soft dialect is spoken throughout the district, unlike in Mardan district where the 

hard version is in use.  The district is home to a population of around 0.64 million, and is 

mostly poor and ill resourced.  Most of the land is barren, with very little rain. The climate 

is hot and humid in summer, and cold and dry during winter. People have no other option 

but to seek employment in other areas of Pakistan. However, due to the recent discovery of 

natural resources in the district, such as gas and oil, the locals believe the area will prosper 

in the not too distant future.   

 The government Urdu-medium school I selected as one of my research sites is the 

school where I received my elementary education in the early 1980s.  Hardly anything in 

the school, except the teachers, has changed since then.  The school is right in front of the 

home of one of the influentials of the area, and even takes its name after the last name of 

this person.  It comprises two rooms and a small veranda, and is without any boundary 

wall. Each room accommodates two classes, with students sitting on taat with their backs to 

each other.  The classrooms look spacious, especially because the number of students inside 

is quite small (the school has 37 students in total, including 13 girls and 24 boys).  In one of 

the rooms, however, slightly less space was available for teachers, as the influential 

neighbour had stored his onions in one corner.  Blackboards are standalone in this case, and 

are made of substandard wood, so that it makes it really difficult to erase the chalk writing.  

Frequent cleaning with a wet cloth has faded the blackboards, which makes it very difficult 

to read anything written on them. There are some cracks in the ceilings and holes in the 

cement floors, and some window panes are broken, but overall the condition of the 

classrooms is satisfactory.  The school has electric sockets fixed on the walls but there are 
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no bulbs; neither are there any ceiling fans inside the classrooms.  The names of classes 

inside are written above the room entrance doors, two in incorrect22 Urdu (�اد� / ا, whereas 

the correct form is �اد�/ا ).  Two verses from Allama Iqbal, the national poet of Pakistan, 

and some general sayings are written in Urdu on the outer walls of the rooms.  Again, one 

of the instructions about maintaining cleanliness is written in incorrect Urdu (�ل ر� � ��; the 

correct form is �ل ر� � ��), which reflects the problems the Pashtun face in Urdu, as will 

become evident in the findings discussed in Chapter 5.  The back of the school, where I 

would sometimes go to attend to the call of nature, there being no toilet facility in the 

school, is covered with cow dungcakes deposited by the neighbouring household.  

 There are two teachers in the school. They use the veranda as their staff room, and 

keep the attendance registers and other documents in the cupboards inside the classrooms.  

Every day during the break, they make tea for themselves, milk for which is brought by 

students in turn. Since winter season was approaching when I was there, teachers would 

often make students sit outside in the sun. While one of the teachers comes regularly to the 

school, the other is regularly absent.  Teachers always have some company, as the locals 

often come to the school, not to talk about their children, but to chat about the local news 

and gossip.  

 The school syllabus includes six subjects: English, Urdu, Pashto, Maths, Science 

and Islamic Studies.  All the books, except for the Pashto and English subjects, are written 

in Urdu. However, in the case of Maths, the numbers are written in English (e.g. ‘8’ instead 

of the Urdu ‘۸’) whereas other instructions and questions are in Urdu. 

 

4.2.3   English-medium private primary school 

 The English-medium private school is across the road from the Urdu-medium 

government school.  The school is big in the sense that it has nine rooms. Seven of them are 

being used for classes Nursery till Year Five. One room comprises the Principal’s office 

and the staff room, and the ninth room, a bigger one, is used as a guestroom (hujra حجره), as 

the owner’s home is adjacent to the school.  The classrooms have mud walls and floors.  

They are very small in size, and are made to look even smaller and congested by the large 

number of students accommodated inside. There are no electric bulbs or fans inside the 

classrooms.  The walls are bare, with no charts or drawings. There are no windows in five 

of the seven classrooms.  Three classrooms have whiteboards while the rest have 

22 Please note that it is an Urdu-medium school. 
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blackboards.  However, I never saw anything written on the whiteboards. Upon inquiry, I 

was told that there were no markers available.  On one occasion, when a teacher asked the 

Principal to give him a marker, the Principal replied that he should take account of his 

sense of responsibility, as he was given a marker only a month ago, and he should not have 

misplaced or used it up.   

 Since the school does not have sufficient funds to employ enough teachers, nor does 

it have sufficient rooms, the management is unable to divide overcrowded classes into two 

separate rooms. Literally every inch of space is therefore taken up by students; teachers 

have limited to no space for moving around in classrooms. There is a chair for the teacher 

but no table.  Students also have chairs but no desks. The condition of most of the chairs is 

dilapidated, and most of them look to have been repaired quite a few times.  During rain on 

one of the days when I was there, the roofs of three classrooms started leaking, so students 

from all three rooms had to be shifted to the guestroom (hujra حجره).   

 The outer walls of the classrooms are full of quotations and sayings both in Urdu 

and English, but none in Pashto. I counted as many as 27 Urdu quotations compared to 

seven in English23. One of the quotations was written as follows: “Most successful man 

[sic] of the world is he who know [sic] the right use of time”.  The school yard is not that 

big considering the relatively large number of students. It has been made even smaller by 

the flower-beds constructed in front of the classrooms. The beds have only a few plants and 

flowers left, as most of them get trampled when students run around during break.  

 The room used as the Principal’s office and staffroom is slightly bigger than the 

classrooms, yet appears smaller when accommodating all the teachers, the Principal’s huge 

table, and a sofa that is in poor condition.  The office has two big Islam-oriented posters in 

Urdu: One is about ‘The Big Sins’ (Gunah-e-Kabeerah  ه �ه�) with punishments as 

contained in Islamic jurisprudence; the other, entitled  ‘Teachers’ Respect’ (Ustaad Ka 

Ehteraam ا�د � ا�ام), is about Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH) 12 mentioned troubles which a 

person may fall into if s/he does not respect a teacher.   

 The school, in sharp contrast to government schools, has 290 students and seven 

teachers, which indicates the popularity of English-medium education.  The school seems 

to be an obvious choice for parents who can afford to pay fees. Almost half of the students 

live nearby and walk to school. For the other half, there is only one small van which can 

carry no more than 15 students at a time, which is then overloaded.  So it has to do several 

23 It is supposedly an English-medium school. 
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trips to pick up and drop off students. As a result, although the school starts at 8:15am, 

some students arrive as late as 9:30am, missing two classes on a regular basis.  

 The monthly fee charged to students ranges from Rs. 200 per month for lower 

classes (Nursery and Prep) to Rs. 300 for upper classes (Year Four and Five).  An 

admission fee and a registration fee at the beginning of the session are also charged to new 

students. The choice of uniform is the entire will and wish of private school 

owners/administration, so all colours of uniforms could be seen in different private schools.  

This school’s students wear a blue coloured shalwar qamees uniform, with no cap. The 

school administration is very strict and makes sure that every student is in the proper 

uniform.   

 The school is seriously handicapped in terms of resources.  On two occasions, the 

school had to be closed at mid-day because of the unavailability of water. Mid-term 

examinations were due during the period of my data collection. I therefore saw the 

Principal bring a loaned computer to school to get the question papers typed. Later, the 

exam had to be delayed for 10 days because the computer malfunctioned, so another 

computer had to be procured on loan, and then for printing they had to go to the main 

district town.  The pay given to the teachers is meagre, and is not normally received until 

the 15th of each month.  Upon enquiry, the Principal told me that although students are 

supposed to pay their fees by the 10th of each month, there are regular delays in fee 

payment, and since the school does not have sufficient funds, teachers cannot be paid until 

most of the fees have been collected.  

 The school teaches six subjects in total, including English, Urdu, Maths, Science, 

Social Studies, and Islamic Studies.  Urdu and Islamic Studies textbooks are written in 

Urdu, whereas the rest of the books are in English. Since the choice of textbooks is the sole 

prerogative of the school administration, it is just a matter of chance if two private schools 

have the same textbooks. In the case of the current school, Urdu and Islamic Studies 

textbooks are prepared by the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Textbook Board, Maths is from the 

Punjab Textbook Board, English is a compilation by Gohar Series, and Social Studies and 

Science textbooks are published by Star Publishers.  
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4.3   The teachers 

 In this section, I describe the participants24 both as individuals and teachers. I 

attempt to bring out the various facets of their character that they revealed during the course 

of data collection, as these will be important in making sense of some of the findings in 

later chapters. When I refer to some of their teaching practices here in this chapter, it is 

solely for the purpose of making sense of their disposition as teachers. Detailed discussion 

of their teaching and language practices will follow in Chapter 6. As stated earlier in 

Chapter 3, each of the three schools has two teachers participating in this study. I start with 

the teachers at the Pashto-medium government primary school.    

 

4.3.1   Teachers at the Pashto-medium government primary school  

4.3.1.1   Shamroz 

 Shamroz, in his early 50s, is a person of medium height and physique.  He has black 

dyed hair and a white moustache. He belongs ‘to a poor family’, and is one of the two 

‘fortunate brothers’, out of a total of seven, to have obtained a ‘higher education and a 

government job’.  He has ‘five children, all of whom go to the nearby private [English-

medium] school’. His home is ‘a stone’s throw away from the school’, so he comes to 

school by foot. Shamroz is ‘proud to have done primary schooling from this very institute’. 

He got the teaching job after doing Year 12 from a nearby college and completing a 

Primary Teaching Certificate (PTC) qualification. Since then, he has attained MA (Urdu), 

CT, B Ed, and M Ed degrees through distance education.  He worked for a short period at 

two other schools before coming to the present one, and has been teaching here for the last 

16 years. 

 Shamroz considers himself ‘more knowledgeable than private school teachers’. In 

fact, he believes that ‘all government school teachers are more qualified and experienced 

than their private counterparts’. Unlike the other teacher in the school, I did not see 

Shamroz carrying a stick throughout my stay in the school.  This, however, did not mean 

that he did not give physical punishment. I witnessed him punishing students by using both 

his hands and feet – his hands when students would make a mistake while standing up 

answering a question, and his feet when they were sitting and he would find them not 

concentrating on the textbook while reading. When I asked him about the logic behind 

giving corporal punishment, he said: 

24 As already mentioned in Chapter 3, pseudonyms have been used for the names of participants.  
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 ده دے ماشومانو سره چوکھ استعمالول ډیر ضروری دی، ګنی دوئ سبق تھ غوږ نھ اګدی

 The use of stick with these children is very necessary; otherwise, they would not 
pay attention to studies. [Int. 3, 1: 21-22] 

 

One day, after I came out from taking a class with Year-Five students as part of my role as 

a participant-observer25, Shamroz gave me a long sermon about the ill effects of getting 

overly familiar with learners: 

If you get free with these children, they will tease you; you cannot control them 
then. You are here for a short time, but we have to live with these children. So we 
cannot afford to be free with them.  We have to maintain a distance. [Int. 6, 1: 8-10] 

 

On another occasion, he said:  

Both a teacher and a student have their own space and place. We must confine a 
student to his26 space, and should not give him excessive freedom. We should 
remain at a distance so that he does not cross the limits lest we lose respect. A 
students’ place is on taat (ټاټ) and your place is on the chair. If you make the 
student sit on a chair, you have raised him to your level, so respect is lost.  

[Int. 8, 3: 13-17] 

 

Shamroz proved himself to be a man of his word during the time I was at the school, for I 

did not see him opening up with students.  I never observed any student dare speak, let 

alone ask a question, when he was inside the class. Four weeks after I had been in the field, 

Shamroz confessed that ‘teachers normally do not talk to learners in a tone which could 

encourage them to ask questions’.  However, I did not find him changing his ways during 

the remaining time of my data collection at the school.  

 While Shamroz wields immense power inside the school, he believes that teachers 

are ‘the least powerful government servants’ when it comes to their status in society. He 

thinks that ‘a police constable with a far lower pay-scale is considered more powerful’ than 

him because a teacher has to survive on his salary whereas the former ‘earns black money 

and can both help and harm’ people.  Talking of the connection between power and respect, 

he said:  

Nowadays nobody accepts a primary school teacher even as a witness. I may be a 
very good person but since I am considered powerless, so nobody respects me. 
Respect today is synonymous with power. [Int. 4, 3: 5-7] 

 

25 Please see Section 3.4.2 for the justification of my role as a participant observer.  
26 Throughout the data collection period, all the participants consistently used masculine nouns/pronouns to 
refer to students/people in general. 
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This state of affairs has, however, not discouraged Shamroz from ‘properly doing’ his duty. 

He claims that he ‘love[s] teaching profession and teach[es] with utmost honesty’.  As for 

powerlessness, he believes that ‘teaching is a prophetic profession’ so ‘God will reward’ 

him with power in the hereafter.  

 

4.3.1.2   Angaar 

 Angaar, the only other teacher at the Pashto-medium school, is in his early 40s. He 

is an average height with strong physique, fair complexion, and golden hair and a 

moustache. His home is located directly opposite the school, so the whole day he constantly 

shuffles between his home and the school, ‘making sure that things are going well at both 

the places’.  He is a former student of the same school, and passed Year Five in 1981 when 

the school was relatively small with two mud rooms and one teacher. Angaar considers it 

‘great progress’ for the school to have been built of bricks now, with three rooms and two 

teachers. After matriculating in the late 1980s from a nearby secondary school, he obtained 

a Diploma in Commerce and then started teaching at a private English-medium school.  

Thus, when he was selected as a government school teacher in 2004 and was posted to this 

very school, he was, as he claims, ‘already highly experienced in education and teaching, 

and was quite competent in English language’.  His two sons go to a private ‘English-

medium school’, but his daughter studies in the same government school where he teaches 

because he wants ‘to take good care of her and to keep an eye on her as she is getting 

older’.  

 I always saw Angaar holding a stick in his hand. Every day he takes the first class 

with Year-Five students. And the very first thing he does, or so he did every time I was 

there, is to ask them about what he had taught the day before. He makes it a point to ensure 

that each student gets some question wrong, so he continues asking questions till a student 

makes a mistake.  Then comes their turn for punishment.  He often spares the two girls, one 

of whom is his daughter, and hits them only on their hands with a stick when he does 

punish them. As for the boys, they hold ears (see illustration at Figure 4.1 for the posture) 

for a good 10 minutes, during which Angaar intermittently beats them on their backs with 

the stick, while at the same time admonishing them, warning them of the bleak future ahead 

if they don’t change their ways, and threatening them to memorise the lessons or he will 

beat them harder the next time.  When I tried to convince him that corporal punishment 

may prove futile because learners may get used to getting beaten, he said:  
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Their parents also have the responsibility to ask their kids, to help their kids, to 
know whether their kids have gone to school or are loitering in the street, to make 
them pick up books at home. When we cannot make a child learn either though soft 
or hard means, we expect the parents to help us, but no help is forthcoming from 
their side, particularly in our rural areas. The entire burden is on the teacher. What 
can I do? I do not have a magic wand in my hand through which I can transfer 
everything into students’ mind. [Int. 5, 4: 2-6] 

  

 Angaar feels overburdened with the amount of teaching he has to do every day; he 

therefore makes it a point to take at least half an hour break after every five minutes that he 

teaches. He justified taking long breaks as follows:  

We are two teachers here. We have 6 classes [Prep to Five], each class having at 
least 6 subjects. And we have 5 duty hours each day. Now you do some maths and 
tell me how much time I can give to each subject.  This time limit and burden of 
classes does not give us enough time to pay attention to each individual student. We 
just do fill in the blanks, as we cannot give full time and attention to one class, leave 
aside one student. [Int. 2, 2: 14-19] 

 

On another occasion, he added:  

A new person coming here to teach a subject will take hours to make a student 
understand one lesson; I will do it in five minutes. Why? Because I am experienced, 
and I know the minds of each student and the best way that they can understand it. 

[Int. 5, 1: 22-24] 

He claims that although he beats children ‘for not memorising lessons’, he also encourages 

them off and on to give them confidence. He gave the following example to illustrate his 

point.  

A few days ago, I had written something on blackboard; a student pointed out that I 
had not put the dot on “i”.  I was so happy, because the learner’s concentration was 
fully towards the lesson. I praised him for that. So it gave them confidence, so that 
tomorrow other students can point my mistakes or ask me questions. [Int. 5, 3: 2-5] 

 

I, however, never saw a student asking any question throughout my stay at the school; his 

entry would bring a pin-drop silence to a class which would be buzzing with noise 

moments before. The only occasion when a student did point out his mistake proved to be a 

horrible experience for the child. The teacher wrote the spelling of ‘apple’ as ‘appel’. A 

student, who I later found to be quite intelligent, pointed out that the word had been spelled 

as ‘apple’ in the book he was holding in front of him. This generated so much fury in 

Angaar that he gave a long talk about respect for teachers, and how when he was a student 

they would dare not point out teachers’ mistakes, and would rather doubt the book than the 

teacher if a choice had to be made. He said later: 
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What I believe is that a teacher should not get free with a child, because if you do, 
he will not be able to learn from you. He will forget what you say, as he will not 
take it seriously. It is very difficult to make a man out of primary-level child. 

[Int. 6, 2: 17-19] 

 Angaar contends that he teaches ‘with enthusiasm’, and tries ‘to make students 

interested in the lesson’.  He is thankful to God for enabling him to perform a ‘proper 

honest duty’, and laments the fact that every teacher is not like that.  ‘When there is nobody 

to ask the teacher either from above or from parents’ side’, he said on one occasion, ‘it 

comes to his own honesty whether he delivers or not, and every teacher is not honest to his 

profession unfortunately’. 

 

4.3.2   Teachers at the Urdu-medium government primary school 

4.3.2.1   Sabawoon 

 Sabawoon is a short, medium built, bearded teacher in his mid-40s.  Despite having 

been married for 15 years, ‘God has not blessed’ him with any offspring yet.  He has been 

in the teaching profession for the last 23 years, 18 of those spent at the present school. 

Employed as a teacher on the basis of having matriculation and a one-year PTC 

qualification, Sabawoon has since improved his qualifications through private education 

and currently holds Master’s degrees in Pashto and Education.  He is ‘proud to have 

remained a teacher mentor’ for a few years as he ‘learnt a lot about the art of teaching 

during that period’. Sabawoon also taught for a while in the early 1990s in a Mosque 

Primary School (MPS), also called Maktab (�) in Urdu.  Since primary schools in those 

days ‘were less in number’, and private schools were ‘almost non-existent in rural areas’, 

MPSs were established in mosques ‘to give students both religious and worldly education’.   

By virtue of teaching experience at MPS, Sabawoon is ‘equally competent in religious 

knowledge’.  

 I never saw Sabawoon absent from the school, unlike all the other teacher-

participants in the study. He is the only teacher who seems to always have students in mind, 

even while talking to me, going in and out of the classroom to check on his students during 

our interactions, telling me in a straightforward way that it is time to teach students so I 

should excuse him for a while. He too, however, teaches for no more than five minutes at a 

time. When I asked him about the reason for teaching in such small spells, Sabawoon 

remembered they were told during PTC training that ‘an American research’ suggested that 

‘a child cannot concentrate for more than five minutes’. He thus believes that learners 
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should be given ‘some time to relax’ after every five minutes of teaching. ‘From my 

experience over all these years’, he said, ‘I have come to the conclusion that this is the best 

way to teach younger children’.   

 Sabawoon laments the fact that teachers’ respect in the society has diminished 

considerably. He said: 

Teacher’s status is the most devalued one unfortunately, although in Islam the role 
of teacher is very important. People are the worshippers of the rising sun (Charhtey 
Sooraj Ke Pujaari رج � �رى�  

ت
��). They tend to bend towards the side where they 

see instant value (Naqad Munaafa نقد منافع). They do not understand that their 
biggest investment is the education of their children. This is because there is no 
justice in our society and in our system. Might is right, and might here always 
comes with money or a powerful post or clout. [Int. 4, 1: 10-14] 

 

Sabawoon is of the opinion that the downfall in teachers’ respect has been accompanied by 

an equal decrease in respect for government schools. He explained his point of view thus: 

People now refer to these [government] schools as charity organisations (Khairaati 
Idaaray ا� ادارے�) and parents who have even scanty resources do not want their 
children to be educated in these schools. The irony is that teachers in government 
schools are more qualified than those in public26F

27 [sic] schools. 

  

 ‘School is like a home’ for Sabawoon, so he takes ‘good care of it’. Every morning 

before assembly, he tells the boy students to pick up tiny bits of paper and other rubbish 

from inside and outside the school, and asks the girl students to sweep the floors and front 

of the school with a broom. They are then told to dust the taats. Sabawoon considers taats 

as a better alternative to chairs, as teachers can more easily manage the class when children 

are sitting on taats. He said: 

You can make students sit in groups easily; you can easily make them work 
individually by making them sit at a distance; you can make them sit outside in the 
sun in winters. So taat has its benefits as well. [Int. 7, 4: 6-8] 

 

 Sabawoon believes that although the stick (he referred to it as Maula Bakhsh � �� , 

a sarcastic name frequently used for stick in Pakistan) ‘used to be the order of the day in the 

past’, now it is time for ‘affection, not beating’ [ر � �ر�] because ‘if you beat a child, the fear 

is gone, and he will stop learning’. He is of the opinion that harsh treatment ‘not only 

makes a child stubborn but also halts his progress’. True to his word, he never beat learners 

or humiliated them during the time I was at the school.  

27 Private schools are invariably referred to as ‘public schools’ by the local populace. 
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4.3.2.2   Hewaad 

  Hewaad, the second teacher at the school, is in his early 40s and is tall and bulky, 

with grey hair and a moustache. He has been teaching at this school for the past 14 years; 

before that, he taught for a small duration of time at two other schools. Hewaad is a ‘proud 

father of three children’, who all ‘go to a private English-medium school’. He is also proud 

of the fact that:  

I am one of the rare fathers in the area who make their kids sit for homework in the 
evenings to revise their lessons learnt at school. I keep sitting with them at some 
distance, and do not interfere a lot when they are studying. However, I do offer help 
when they need it. But such examples are very rare in our rural area. [Int. 2, 1: 8-11] 

 

 Although he does not like teaching, Hewaad still tries his best ‘to be sincere to this 

profession’.  He teaches in his own unique way, however. He rarely gets up from his chair 

on the veranda throughout the day, not even to fetch water to drink; he simply shouts to the 

students to get him some, and at least three students jump up, competing to get the only 

glass near the water cooler so they can get the opportunity to take Hewaad his water.  He 

also remains firmly positioned in his chair when teaching; students come and stand around 

him, mimicking lessons after him. 

 Hewaad concedes that teachers are responsible for the low status of education in the 

country, but he justifies it on the ground that teachers are part of the society that has 

degenerated as a whole:  

But we are also a part of the society. We see things happening around us, the way 
the society overall is degenerating, the materialistic era that we are passing through, 
the difficulties that we face in making both ends meet, and the greed that we have 
for earning more and more – all these things do not let us concentrate on teaching.  
And then we are not well-wishers of each other. People will offer the potatoes in a 
curry to you, and will keep the meat hidden underneath for themselves ( پھ ترکارئ کھ
 [Int. 8, 3: 21-27] .(بھ الوګان تا لھ در مخامخ کی، او غوښھ بھ ځان لھ پټھ کی

 

Another reason for not educating learners properly is the space constraints and workload 

that Hewaad has to contend with: 

We have two classes in one room. We are two teachers, and there are so many 
subjects to teach. And then you have to make one class sit silent in order to teach the 
other class. Two teachers cannot teach to both the classes in one room at one time. 
We can’t take proper response from children after we teach them, because we have 
to cover other subjects and classes. The students also know that I won’t ask them 
about what they have learnt since I have no time at my disposal, so they mostly 
don’t learn. [Int. 5, 1: 16-21] 
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 Hewaad is from a poor family, and has to not only take care of his wife and children 

but also financially support his brothers. He travels 5 kilometres on foot to school every 

day: 

 I cannot afford to buy even a motorcycle. And then there are clerks in other 
departments who have cars. This state of affairs has made teachers suffer from 
inferiority complex. We do not have any clout, any influence anywhere. We have a 
stick in our hands but that stick only works on children; those who have sticks 
which work on grownups are the real powerful people. [Int. 8, 4: 6-10] 

 

During the data collection period, I witnessed that Hewaad would regularly come late to 

school, the long distance he had to travel by foot ostensibly being the reason.  And he 

would also leave early on some days and remain absent on others, because he had to ‘earn 

money through other means’ to make ends meet. As it turned out, he is running a medicine 

store and works as a freelance paramedic28, a side job in addition to teaching. 

 

4.3.3   Teachers at the English-medium private primary school 

4.3.3.1   Izlaan 

 Izlaan is a young man in his early-20s, tall and medium built, with a fair 

complexion. He comes from an ‘extremely poor family background’, and has six brothers 

and three sisters. His father, being a watchman, had a meagre pay, so Izlaan had to ‘work 

alongside studying’ since his early childhood.  Talking about his poverty, Izlaan said: 

We were so poor that after we would do homework, and after the teacher would 
have checked it, my mother would put that paper in water for a while so that the ink 
is dissolved.  Then she would dry it in the sun, and then we would re-use it. So my 
parents made sure despite poverty that we six brothers get education. Our sisters, 
however, remained uneducated. [Int. 1, 3: 29-35] 

 

 Izlaan matriculated from a government school. When he went to college, he ‘was hit 

by a sort of inferiority complex’ because he thought his ‘class-fellows coming from private 

schools would know English better’ than he did. Since the medium of instruction at college 

level was English, he faced difficulties in understanding lessons. He still believes that he 

‘would have done far better and could have achieved better marks at college’ had he ‘got 

education from a private school and facilities at home’. After completing his intermediate 

28 Such freelance paramedics, locally called ‘compounders’, are very common in rural areas in Pakistan 
because of the shortage of doctors.  
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schooling (Year 12), Izlaan was forced to start earning a bit more to support the struggling 

family, so he joined this school as a teacher. Now he wants to gain admission to a BSc but 

since he achieved low marks in Year 12, he has to compromise on the quality of the 

institute, as he is ineligible to be admitted to the nearby university.  However, he is still 

‘trying to get to know somebody of influence’ so that he can be successful with his 

application to the university.  

 Izlaan is unhappy with the salary he gets, but concedes that the owner of the school 

is somewhat handicapped with regard to increasing their salary.  Students’ fees would have 

to be increased, and ‘the school risks losing students if it does so’, because the population 

generally is quite poor. ‘Parents’, he said, ‘want better education for their children but are 

not ready to pay more fees’. Using a Pashto proverb, he said that ‘they want to sit in the 

front on the horse-cart but would give a worn-out rupee for that’ ( ټانګھ کے مخکے کینی او روپئ

  .(شلیدلے ورکئ

 Once I observed him making students write answers to questions that they had 

written under the heading of ‘homework’ in their notebooks. Upon inquiry as to why 

students were doing ‘homework’ as ‘schoolwork’, Izlaan said that most students do not 

complete their homework at home. He showed me the instructions “Write and learn by 

heart” that he had written in the students’ homework notebook. When I suggested that most 

parents were illiterate so couldn’t understand these instructions, he said they knew it was 

the homework notebook but they either didn’t care or didn’t have time to give to their 

children.  

 After the mid-term examination in the school, I observed Izlaan marking students’ 

answer-sheets while talking to other colleagues sitting in the staffroom. He would just give 

a tick to each answer without a close look to ensure that the answer was correct.  A few 

days later, when I asked him generally about how answer-sheets are marked, without any 

direct reference to his method of marking, he responded that since ‘teachers are not given 

any extra pay’ for marking, ‘they cannot waste a lot of time’ on it as they have to teach as 

well:  

So teachers generally rush through them, reading the first and the last sentence and 
judging the answer from that. This ‘Lord Macaulay’ [sic] law is rampant in our 
education system. But firstly, teachers already know these students, so they know 
who is intelligent and who is weak. And secondly, parents and owners do not want 
us to fail students, so it does not matter a lot. [Int. 3, 2: 2-7] 

 

Although I did not see Izlaan beating any child during my stay at the school, he confessed 

that he does beat them on occasions. 
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I beat a child not because he hasn’t learnt a point that I have taught him several 
times. I get angry and beat him when he does not pay attention. He has been sent by 
his parents here to study; I have come here to teach him; he has come here to listen 
to me. So if he is not attentive, he needs a wakeup call. [Int. 5, 2: 23-26] 
 

He, however, believes that ‘if you beat a child again and again, he will simply get used to 

it’. Also, Izlaan considers getting familiar with students a pre-requisite for giving them 

confidence to ask questions.  

The Principal told me quite a few times not to get close to students. I told him again 
and again that if I do not familiarise with them, they will never ask me the question 
that they want to ask me. I believe that if a student is afraid to ask you questions, his 
learning stops there. [Int. 6, 4: 5-8] 
 

I, however, did not observe him opening up to students or students asking him questions, 

although the same students would ask me many questions when I would teach them. 

   

4.3.3.2   Nangiaal 

 Nangiaal is a medium height, thinly built man in his late 40s, with a good four-inch 

beard. He is ‘proud to be a Muslim first, then a Pakistani, and only then a Pashtun’. He 

served for 18 years in the Pakistan Air Force (PAF) as an aero-technician before retiring 

almost 14 years ago.  Although holding a Master’s degree in Islamic Studies, Nangiaal 

teaches English and Social Studies at the school. He does not ‘think English at primary 

level is of that high a standard’, and he has ‘enough practice of English in the PAF’, so he 

‘can teach it easily’. He is ‘not a trained teacher’ as he does not hold any teaching 

qualification, but then ‘there are very less number of trained teachers in private schools, 

unlike in government schools’. He now has 13 years teaching experience in private schools. 

He used to teach Maths at the other three schools in which he worked before this one, but 

now teaches English ‘because this school needed an English teacher’.  Nangiaal disclosed 

that he was under immense financial pressure and found it really challenging to sustain his 

family. 

Every private school owner wants to hire a good teacher, but they are not ready to 
give him a good pay. Now I am given a monthly pay of Rs. 4,00029 and mine is the 
maximum pay here. Others are getting Rs. 3,000 to Rs. 3,500. What can I do in this 
money; you cannot imagine how I make my both ends meet. I am the only male 
person in my family, and have to take care of my parents and children. I have 
shifted my children from this [private] school to a government school because I 
cannot pay their fee.  I cannot even go on leave, because I am not paid for the days 
I’m on leave. [Int. 4, 1: 21-28] 

29 Roughly US$38.00 
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 I found Nangiaal extremely confident in his abilities to teach; he ‘never teach[es] a 

subject’ that he does not know. ‘If you ask my students’, he said, ‘I am confident that none 

of them will tell you that I have been cheating them’. He believes that the ‘private school 

teachers do their job honestly’ unlike government school teachers who ‘shirk responsibility 

albeit being more qualified and better paid than the private school teachers’.  

 Nangiaal is of the firm opinion that two qualities are a must for becoming a good 

teacher; being religious and patriotic: 

If a teacher does not have these qualities, his teaching is without any effect; he is 
useless; he cannot deliver; he cannot impart quality education to our next generation 
so that they become real patriotic and Islamic citizens. [Int. 5, 2: 15-17] 

 

True to his word, he would always make it a point to pray in the adjacent mosque when it 

was the afternoon prayer time, and would not even wait for his class to finish. This was also 

the reason, he told me, for his being expelled from another private school before he joined 

the present one. He believes, however, that what he did was right because ‘offering prayers 

on time is our foremost duty as Muslims’. 

 Nangiaal remains seated in his chair while teaching, with his eyes firmly fixed on 

the textbook. After he has taught the lesson, he tells students to read it themselves, while he 

gets out a pocket-size Islamic book and starts reading it. Once a student came forward and 

asked him about the meaning of a word.  He scornfully told him that he had taught the 

lesson to them twice, and that he should go and ask his class-fellows. He later told me that 

students do not pay attention in class and then just to impress him that they are reading, 

they come up with some word just to waste his time. ‘Wasting time is our national hobby’, 

he said. 

 

4.4   Why they are there 

 In this section, I describe the circumstances that led to the participants becoming 

teachers, and the responsibilities they believe they have as teachers. As will become 

evident, almost all teacher-participants are victims of circumstances – they are there against 

their wishes. But since they are now teachers, they believe they are there to provide 

wholesome education to learners, character-building being an integral part of it. They 

perceive teachers as role models and as spiritual fathers whom learners look up to for 

inspiration. I now turn to the ‘why’ of their teaching profession. 
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4.4.1   ‘I’m here because teaching was thrust upon me by fate’ 

 Three of the four government school teachers participating in this study never 

wanted to become teachers; however, they had to adopt teaching for want of any other 

lucrative job.  Shamroz tried ‘getting a good job somewhere’ right after completing Year 12 

from a nearby college.  For instance, he ‘applied for police constable post’ but was not 

successful.  After two years of fruitless struggle, he gained admission to PTC ‘as a last 

resort’.  Subsequently, he joined the teaching profession in 1988 but ‘continued searching 

for a better job’.  After obtaining a Bachelor of Arts (BA) degree as a private student, 

Shamroz applied for a post in the Airport Security Force (ASF).  On passing the written and 

medical tests, he ‘approached an officer’ who gave him ‘assurance’ that he would be 

selected.  ‘Just before the final selection was to be done’, however, he ‘was asked to give 

money’ which he did not have.  His ‘fate was thus confined to teaching only’.   

 Likewise, Hewaad ‘accidentally joined teaching profession 17 years back’. Having 

obtained a Diploma in Dispensary, he ‘tried hard for five long years to get a dispenser job, 

but in vain’ since he ‘did not have any influential person’ in his family.  He still does not 

like teaching which ‘was thrust upon’ him ‘by fate’. He believes that ‘most of the people 

come to this profession only because they cannot find any other job’.  

 Angaar used to drive a Suzuki commuter van to earn his bread and butter before his 

selection as a government school teacher. The provincial education minister, who belonged 

to his clan, secured him a position as a teacher in 2004.  This was after waiting for 15 long 

years consequent to doing a D.Com, but, as he says, he ‘never got disappointed’.  He 

sometimes contemplates ‘going back to the commuting business as there was a lot of 

money in it compared to the fixed salary in teaching’, but then ‘the fear of people 

ridiculing’ him for quitting a government job’ prevents him from making the decision.   

 Sabawoon is the only teacher among the participants who is satisfied with what he is 

doing. He joined the profession because he ‘needed a local job’, and ‘teaching job is 

perfect’ for him as he does not need to go out of town. 

 

4.4.2   ‘I’m here till I get a better job’ 

 Teachers at the English-medium private school seem to be in transition.  Izlaan has 

‘been trying to get a better job, but efforts have proved futile till now’. He is teaching at the 

private school because he needs ‘to continuously earn money alongside studies’. Once he 

gets his BSc degree, he ‘will become eligible for applying for a good job, and will use both 
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coin and clout to get a lucrative post’. Nangiaal, the other teacher at the private school, is a 

retired member of the armed forces, and teaches at the private school as a necessity to earn 

some money as the pension he gets from the PAF is not sufficient to support his family. 

Having ‘technical expertise’, he has ‘applied for a job recently announced in a nearby city’. 

He ‘will prefer that job over this one as there is no money in teaching’.  He is of the opinion 

that all private school teachers ‘do teaching as a part-time job’, and leave the school ‘soon 

after they get a better job’. 

 

4.4.3   ‘We are here to make a man out of a child’ 

 Every teacher participating in this study is of the firm opinion that a teacher’s job, 

specifically in the case of primary-level teachers, is not limited to teaching what is in 

books. It is a teacher’s responsibility ‘to make a man out of a child’, as Angaar so 

eloquently put it. ‘A school is not only for reading and writing’, he added:  

We are here to do character building of students; to tell them what is right and what 
is wrong; to teach them how to behave with elders; to show them how to conduct 
themselves inside school and outside; to inculcate in them their parents’ respect. 
Starting it with Pashto Alif (ا)29F

30 and ending it with English Z includes knowledge 
about the whole life of students. [Int. 7, 3: 12-16] 

 

Shamroz therefore considers it extremely challenging to educate children in the true sense. 

Using a Pashto proverb, he said ‘it is like chewing on steal grains’ (Daa Da Oaspanay 

Neenay Cheechal Di دا ده اوسپني نیني چیچل دی).  He thinks it is the teachers’ responsibility to 

ensure that learners have neat and clean habits, including ‘clean and ironed clothes, nicely 

cut hair, short nails, polished shoes, etc’.  Nangiaal too believes that ‘teachers are the 

builders of our nation’s future’.  He perceives being ‘a good Muslim and a patriotic citizen’ 

vital for becoming ‘a true gentleman’, and considers developing students into such men an 

integral part’ of their ‘duties as teachers’. 

 

4.4.4   ‘We are spiritual fathers for these children’ 

 All the teachers consider teaching to be a very sacred profession, linking it to the 

Islamic religion. Quoting a saying of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), Sabawoon said:  

30 The first letter of Pashto alphabet. 
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There is a Hadith that you have three fathers: one who brought you into being from 
nothingness; another who married his daughter to you; and the third one is the one 
who taught you how to read and write. [Int. 3, 2: 28-30] 

‘These children consider teachers as a role model’, said Sabawoon, and they ‘pick up a 

teacher’s way of behaving’; they ‘start following their teacher, and they trust the teacher 

even more than they do their parents’. Angaar believes that ‘teaching is a prophetic 

profession’; a teacher should therefore ‘behave in a way so that he earns respect of both 

children and parents both inside and outside of the school’. Nangiaal is of the opinion that 

teachers ‘are spiritual fathers for these children’, so they should be ‘morally upright and 

their character should be exemplary’.  Shamroz said that ‘a teacher does not cease to exist 

as a teacher when he leaves the school after the day finishes, or when he gets retired’. He 

has a ‘strong bond with students’, for he is their ‘spiritual father’ who has taught them ‘the 

ways of life’.  That is why, said Hewaad, students believe blindly in what their teachers 

say:  

Once my son’s teacher taught him the meaning of a word incorrectly. When I during 
homework said to him that that was incorrect, and that so and so was the correct 
meaning, my son remained adamant that his teacher was right. Then I had to contact 
the teacher, who then had to tell my son that I was right. So the student trusts his 
teacher more than he trusts anybody.  [Int. 5, 3: 14-18] 

 

Sabawoon said that being ‘the fountain of knowledge’ for students, a teacher must have 

some important qualities: 

The best teacher is the one who has four Ps. The first P is for Personality. 
Personality does not mean that he should be tall and handsome. No, it means that he 
should carry himself; he should be clean; he should look like a teacher. The second 
P is for Preparation. He should prepare for his class even if he is about to teach the 
nursery class. …. The third P is for Presentation; how to present the lesson to 
students; what is the best method of teaching ….. The fourth P is for Punctuality. 
Teacher should come to school on time and take classes on time. A teacher who has 
these four Ps in him is the best teacher. And here in our rural schools, we also lack 
another P, which is Passion. We do not have passion for teaching. We have all 
landed into teaching profession unwillingly. And above all, we are P for Pashtun 
[laughing]. So we consider ourselves P for Perfect, and do not believe that we can 
improve ourselves. [Int. 2, 2: 5-17]  

 

4.5   Conclusion 

 In this chapter I set the scene for my study through describing in some detail the 

research setting and the participants. As is evident, all the teachers projected themselves as 

conscientious and honest teachers, and had tremendous confidence in their abilities to 

teach. Ironically, they blamed their colleagues both in government and private schools for 
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not possessing these qualities.  Data from my participant observations, however, reveal 

contrasting findings.  Three of the four government school teachers would be absent at least 

two days a week. The private school teachers would come regularly to the school 

apparently because they were not paid for the day they were absent. Most of the 

government school teachers taught for five minutes out of at least 15 minutes available to 

them for each class. The private school teachers would be present in the class for the full 30 

minutes of their class time, but their teaching time would not last for more than five to ten 

minutes. The fact that three out of the four government school teachers sent their own 

children to a private school for education (the fourth one did not have any children) and one 

of the two private school teachers sent his children to a government school (the other one 

was still unmarried) speaks volumes for how much they believed in their own honesty and 

competency.  That said, their self-reflections about honesty and teaching competency has 

implications for how one defines these two terms – definitions that must also take stock of 

the context these teachers are in.   

 I attempted to show in this chapter how there seems to be a contrast in the teachers’ 

lives inside and outside the school with regard to power.  Outside the schools, teachers 

deem themselves to be powerless members of the community where their contribution is 

not recognized the way it deserves to be.  Inside the school, however, teachers are wielders 

of power. The participants used various kinds of practices to both embellish and protect 

their power. They explicitly advocated maintaining a distance from students, and their 

practice demonstrated this; they strictly controlled students’ behaviour inside the class 

through what Oral (2013) calls “panoptic surveillance” (p. 100); they used coercive and 

humiliating language lest any student challenge their authority.  Students were found 

acquiescing to teachers’ authority, so they in a way gave recognition to the force of their 

teachers’ power.  Britzman (2003), referring to this phenomenon as ‘everything depends on 

the teacher’ myth, says that teachers as well as students implicitly believe that “unless the 

teacher establishes control, there will be no learning; and, if the teacher does not control the 

students, the students will control the teacher” (p. 224), which, she says, makes learning 

“synonymous with control”.  There were, however, issues where teachers seemed 

powerless even inside the school. For instance, teachers in government schools felt 

handicapped because of the large number of classes and a shortage of time. Similarly, the 

private school teachers felt powerless in terms of not being able to teach the way they 

wanted to. I will, however, discuss these and related issues in later chapters. 

 Another important point that I highlighted in this chapter is the way teachers link 

their profession to religion.  They considered teaching as a ‘prophetic profession’ and 
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themselves as the ‘spiritual fathers’ of learners who need to be taught ‘the whole way of 

life’. This is not surprising, however, as is evident from other studies carried out 

specifically on the impact of religion on teachers’ beliefs and practices (see, for example, 

Baurain, 2012; White, 2010). In the next chapter, as I describe teachers’ language 

preferences, I will attempt to show how this phenomenon of religion relates to the teachers’ 

perceptions of the three focal languages of this study. 
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CHAPTER 5: LANGUAGES – DETESTED AND DESIRED 

 

5.1   Introduction 

 In the previous chapter I gave a detailed description of the study’s research setting, 

outlining the rural nature of the area, the poverty prevalent there, and the ill-resourced 

government- and privately-run schools.  I also shared the stories of how the schools, and 

the teachers within them, operated.  I attempted to describe the teachers’ individuality as 

teachers and as members of the society where they are located.  As will become clear, both 

the rural setting of the study and the various aspects of the teachers’ circumstances 

discussed in the previous chapter have relevance to the findings I report in this and the 

subsequent chapters.       

 I have organised this chapter around the themes that emerged from the language 

perceptions of the six teachers participating in my study.  I report and discuss the love-hate 

relationship of the teachers with the three main languages around which their lives and my 

study revolve – English, Urdu and Pashto.  While drawing mainly on interview data to 

provide a holistic account of the participants’ views, I have also used input from my memos 

and excerpts from the journal entries that the teachers made available to me.  I therefore 

explore each emergent theme through drawing on data gathered from various instruments 

and respondents.  

 The chapter has three main sections, each dealing with themes related to teachers’ 

language ideologies about a particular language – the way they view that language in 

general and the role they perceive that language plays in society as a whole.  As will 

become clearer below, the teachers’ language perceptions take account of, and are 

influenced by, a number of factors, including cultural, social, political, economic and 

ideological.  I start with the teachers’ English language ideologies below. 

 

5.2   The teachers’ language ideologies  

 Language ideologies, considered one of the integral components of language policy 

(Ricento, 2006; Spolsky, 2004), provide ways of describing how individuals perceive 

languages in terms of their roles and uses, including what the languages represent and do 

for people.  While they may not be consciously aware of their language ideologies, the 

participants in my study reveal them through reflecting on the three languages and the 
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historical and contemporary relevance they believe these languages have to their past, 

present and future lives.  Through juxtaposing the languages, the participants tell vivid 

stories of their language ideologies.  They reveal a love-hate relationship with all three 

languages, albeit with differing dimensions.  They regularly make use of aesthetic forms 

such as local poetry, folklore and proverbs to explain and emphasise their points of view – 

a phenomenon which Dimitriadis and McCarthy (2001) consider a hallmark of post-

colonialism.  I start below with a description of the teachers’ language ideologies related to 

English. 

 

5.3   English - disliked but desired 

 As will become clearer below, the research participants’ perceptions reveal a 

paradoxical blend of aversion and yearning for English.  A salient aspect of their negative 

view of English is its association with colonialism, western culture, American hegemony, 

power and elitism.  At the same time, they express an instrumental motivation (Baker, 

2011) for English and deem it an unavoidable necessity.  They all agree that, in the 

prevailing circumstances, English is the most sought after language, and learning it is a 

must for those who want to succeed in life.  I do not find the participants’ views unexpected 

given the role English is considered to have played in the states that remained colonies of 

the British.  The spread of the British Empire was accompanied by policies propagating the 

importance of English to the colonised nations (Pennycook, 1998; Phillipson, 1992, 2009). 

With those knowing English getting better job opportunities, it was inevitable that English 

would be associated with success, power and elitism (McKay & Bokhorst-Heng, 2008).  

The post-colonial era does not seem to be much different in most of the erstwhile British 

colonies, including Pakistan, as language policy still sustains and retains the old policies 

(Rahman, 2004).  I now turn to a discussion of the participants’ perceptions of English.  

 

5.3.1   ‘The west imposed their language and culture on us’ – Izlaan 

 A dominant theme of the participant-teachers’ perceptions of English was the 

association of the language with colonialism, western culture and US hegemony.  

Interestingly, I found the two teachers at the English-medium private school, Izlaan and 

Nangiaal, the most vociferous in their views in this regard. Nangiaal believes that before 

the advent of colonialism, the Muslim-populated cities of ‘Samarqand and Bukhara 

[nowadays a part of Uzbekistan] used to be the centres of all knowledge including science’, 
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and that Farsi used to be ‘the leading language of scientific literature’.  Although the 

veracity of his claim is debatable, such a view about the glorious past of Muslims is not 

surprising, given the religious inclination of a sizeable segment of the population.  Nangiaal 

holds the west responsible for ‘taking away all our knowledge’ and making ‘our local 

languages inferior to their language’. The latter part of his statement seems to carry 

considerable weight, as evident from the viewpoint of some eminent scholars (e.g. 

Canagarajah, 1999, 2005; Pennycook, 1998, 2001; Phillipson, 1992, 2009, to name a few).  

In one of his journal entries, Nangiaal writes that ‘the English have been targeting our 

religion Islam and its associated culture through an onslaught of their language and culture, 

and this has been going on since 1857 with no end in sight’.  Perceptions of Izlaan, the 

other teacher at the same private school whom I otherwise found more progressive in his 

views, are no different. It is ‘next to impossible’ for him, as it is for other ‘people [to] look 

at English only as a language’; it is associated with western culture and way of life. Izlaan 

put his views thus:  

The West imposed English on us through invading us first, and then abandoning us 
but leaving their language and culture here…..to destroy our culture and to 
propagate and impose their own way of life on us. They have been successful in 
their designs. [Int. 4, 1: 25-28] 

 

Izlaan’s views correspond with those of Pennycook (1998, 2001) and Phillipson (1992, 

2009) who both hold colonialism responsible for devaluing the culture of the colonised 

‘others’ and for replacing it with a colonist culture. However, the notion of ‘others’ here is 

used as a reciprocal label, as is evident from the participants’ views above and later in this 

section.  They frequently refer to English and associated culture as ‘their’ (the colonials’) 

culture, distancing themselves from what it stands for.  

 The teachers frequently link their English language perceptions to the past, narrating 

how their forefathers ‘used to dislike the British and their language’. Sabawoon believes 

that these negative views have been transferred to succeeding generations through stories, 

‘some true and other myths’. For instance, Angaar, the teacher at the Pashto-medium 

school, remembers how his elders ‘used to hate the things [the British] used, leave aside the 

language they spoke’.  His grandfather would not eat tomatoes, as he ‘would say that the 

Ferangi eat it, that’s why they are so red in complexion’. Likewise, Shamroz recalls the 

Pashtun’s erstwhile strong resentment toward modern education (as opposed to religious 

education) for the sole reason that English was a part of it. ‘That is why people would say’, 

he said, narrating a couplet: 
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 چھ سبق ده مدرسې وائ، ده پاره ده پیسے وائ

 پھ جنت کے یۍ ځائ نشتھ، پھ دوزخ کے بھ ګسے وائ

Those who study in school, go there for [earning] money [in their future]. 

They don’t have a place in heaven; they will be in hell forever. 

 

It is worthwhile mentioning here that the traditional school system, highly religious in 

content, had remained the mainstay of education for centuries in the Muslim-dominant 

areas of the subcontinent until the advent of the British Empire in the region (Rahman, 

1999).  Adoption of English as a medium of instruction in the subcontinent was therefore 

seen by the zealot Muslims as a threat to traditional Islamic education. Accordingly, the 

religious elements propagated a negative view of modern education in the subcontinent as 

they believed that Islam, and their sway of power related to religious knowledge, would 

come under threat if children started going to such schools. The couplet resonates with 

those sentiments.  

 The participants maintain that post-independence, nothing has changed in the region 

in terms of western hegemony and cultural invasion.  They give credence to the views of 

Canagarajah (1999, 2005), Pennycook (1998, 2001), and Phillipson (1992, 2009) who 

argue that in the current era, powerful countries such as the US and the UK are still using 

English for establishing, maintaining and perpetuating their political and economic power. 

Shamroz sees the past history of subjugation continuing today, with ‘the only difference 

[that] … the British have been replaced by the Americans’.  Hewaad points his finger at 

‘the inept political leaders of Pakistan [who] are continuing that legacy through taking 

dictation from [the United States of] America’.  Nangiaal, the most religious of all the 

participants (see Section 4.3.3.2), accuses both the West and the Pakistani rulers for making 

English a necessity for the populace.  Referring to the times of the Prophet (PBUH) of 

Islam, he said:  

Look at the times of Muhammad (PBUH). Did he need English to spread Islam? 
Muslims ruled Spain for almost 800 years and did not need English for that. Facts 
are facts. But we are the subjugated, and it is a bitter historical fact that the occupied 
always adopt the language of the occupier, whether by desire or by design. 

[Int. 3, 4: 8-11] 

As is evident, the participants link English not only with their former British colonists but 

also with the United States which, in the words of Izlaan, ‘has power over politicians, 

bureaucracy and the army alike’.  I found convergence in participants’ views in this regard 

as they deemed the spread of English a result of US power expansion and vice versa.  
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 English, however, found its true admirer in the form of Sabawoon, the teacher at the 

Urdu-medium government school. Sabawoon believes that ‘all languages are a bounty from 

God’. Every language to him is good ‘if it is learnt to advance education and reach to the 

outer world’. He contends that one reason for the current downfall of Muslims is their 

unwillingness to learn other languages.  Giving an example of where the priorities of the 

west and Muslims lie, he said: 

We keep on criticising the English and their language without brooding on the 
follies and failures of our own predecessors. They say that when Taj Mahal was 
being built by the Muslim ruler Shah Jahan31 in memory of his wife, the English 
were laying foundations of the Oxford University. [Int. 3, 2: 3-7] 

 

5.3.2   ‘English has been entrenched in us; it is impossible to do without it’ – Shamroz 

 Whatever may be the past of English, or whosoever it may be associated with, the 

participants concede that proficiency in the language has become a necessity and they have 

to live with it. They refer to their and their compatriots’ desire for learning English, and 

give several reasons for this. For instance, Sabawoon believes that ‘when something 

becomes your necessity, you slowly adapt to it, and start loving it’. Nangiaal, in similar 

vein but with religious associations, said: 

There was a time when the non-Muslims were passing through dark ages and the 
Muslims were on peak.  But when Muslims follow the culture of non-Muslims, they 
are bound to fall. The non-Muslims have picked every good quality from the Quran 
and are following it. We follow their dresses and way of life, and have forgotten our 
Islamic culture. When you are dependent on somebody, you have to follow what he 
says; you have to imitate whatever language he uses. [Int. 4, 2: 1-7] 

 

Shamroz too considers English so ‘entrenched’ in society that ‘it is impossible to do 

without it’, adding that because of this reason ‘English-medium schools are booming with 

students whereas government schools are losing students’. Similarly, Izlaan, deploring the 

‘love affair’ of the younger generation with English language and culture, believes it is 

natural that ‘when you adore a language and culture, you always adopt their ways’.  He 

does not like the ‘hypocritical nature of the people’ of his area who ‘on the one side hate 

English and the culture associated with it, but on the other side keep sending their children 

to English-medium schools’. Izlaan, however, considers it very difficult to reverse this 

trend, giving the logic ‘once a slave is always a slave’.  He also connects English 

dependency to Pakistan being an underdeveloped country, believing that it would not have 

31 Shah Jehan was a 17th century Mughal emperor of India.   
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been so ‘if we had been a developed county and had been independent in the true sense of 

the word’. 

 Another reason for the importance of English, according to the participants, is its 

being an ‘international language’. Every one of them referred to English as an ‘international 

language’, and thought that it was necessary for maintaining ‘relations with other countries’ 

and obtaining ‘higher education abroad’.  Hewaad considers it a must for people ‘who go 

abroad for a better future’. Sabawoon thinks it is an international language because ‘it is the 

fountain of knowledge as books of every field, be it science, medicine, or law, are 

published or translated in it’. He therefore considers it a must to learn English, as ‘we will 

be left behind in science and technology if we don’t learn it’.  He does not seem to be 

wrong, as Phillipson (1992, 2009) and Nunan (2003) point out that English dominates other 

languages in terms of modern education, as all relevant literature, including science and 

technology, is available mainly in English.  Kirkpatrick (2011) gives examples of scholarly 

conferences, academic journals and renowned science foundations that use English despite 

being based in non-English speaking developed countries. Similarly, Hamel (2007, p. 66) 

argues that English has caused a reduction in multilingualism in the publication field and 

“may eliminate the status of any other language as an international language of science”. 

 The participants accentuate the need for English inside Pakistan as well, linking it to 

its official status and its necessity as a job requirement. Giving an example of its official 

use, Shamroz – the teacher at the Pashto-medium government school – revealed that letters 

coming to their school from the Ministry of Education authorities are in English: ‘all the 

documentation at the Education Department is carried out in English’.  He also gave the 

example of the judiciary where a lawyer has to be proficient in English to plead a case: 

‘otherwise, the lawyer is bound to lose the case; even he may not become a lawyer in the 

first place’. Sabawoon holds that ‘you cannot even dream of getting a respectable job unless 

you know English’.  To him, ‘securing a job of even a clerk is unthinkable’ without having 

a decent proficiency in English. Angaar also regards English ‘the need of the hour’ as 

‘every employer welcomes you if you know English’. Izlaan referred to the jobs boom in 

the private sector, where many jobs had been created because of foreign funded Non-

Governmental Organisations (NGOs). He said: 

It has to be accepted that the private sector and NGOs are performing better than the 
government sector.  However, in order to fill any job vacancy, even that of a driver, 
their prerequisite is English. Even if you know somebody of influence who can get 
you employed there, he cannot do so if you do not know English, even though you 
may not have any other requisite qualification for the post. English is the order of 
the day everywhere. [Int. 2, 1: 24-29] 
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The participants therefore consider it necessary to learn English ‘to be able to succeed in 

life’; in the words of Shamroz, ‘it is a yardstick for development’. 

 

5.3.3   ‘English is valued more than wisdom’ – Nangiaal 

 Another important theme related to the teachers’ English perceptions is the way the 

participants draw a parallel between proficiency in English and wisdom. For instance, 

Shamroz carries deep anguish as nobody considers him wise because he is not fully 

proficient in English, although he considers himself ‘quite knowledgeable’ otherwise.  ‘If 

you don’t know English’, he said, ‘nobody cares about you … even if you may be the 

Allama Iqbal32 of Urdu’. He believes that parents, despite their poverty, send their children 

to English-medium schools ‘not because there is more knowledge there or because teachers 

are competent’, but with the sole aim that ‘their children may learn English’. Nangiaal, the 

English-medium school teacher, put his views about this aspect of the language thus: 

Even when a person may be talking gems, the system33 doesn’t give any weightage 
to his sayings; the system makes him stupid because he doesn’t know English. So 
English is valued more than wisdom. [Int. 2, 3: 3-5] 
 

Sabawoon too renders English ‘like a weighing scale; your standard of education and status 

is weighed through your proficiency in it’.  He feels dejected at the ‘degeneration of values’ 

in a society where a person ‘who knows a little bit English is considered respectable’ and 

gets to find ‘lots of opportunities, whereas nobody cares about the person who doesn’t 

know English’.  Shamroz went a step further and declared English as ‘the language from 

heaven’. When I asked why he thought so, he had this to say:  

Everything you say in it gets accepted. Whoever knows [how to speak] English is 
blessed as if he was in heaven. You are considered an illiterate, simpleton, and what 
not, if you don’t know English. And when you know it, even if you say nonsense in 
it, it gets accepted as true and carrying weight. English is synonymous with 
knowledge. What else is a heavenly language? [Int. 2, 1: 27-31] 
 

The participants’ views here allude to what Kachru (1986) calls the “alchemy of English” 

which, he explains, not only provides social status but also acts as a “powerful linguistic 

tool for manipulation and control” (pp. 13-14).   

32 Allama Muhammad Iqbal is the national poet of Pakistan. Lessons on his life and poetry are included in 
Urdu and English textbooks of almost every class, and verses from his poetry can be found on the walls of 
literally every school.  
33 It may be noted here that the participants – and the Pakistani populace in general – use the word ‘system’ 
with a negative connotation to refer to how the government machinery works.  
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5.3.4   ‘English has bullying power’ – Sabawoon  

 Phillipson (1998) contends that the elite indigenous groups in the Periphery (the 

underdeveloped countries) tend to perpetuate their erstwhile colonisers’ power and serve 

their interests since they have been educated in English, the dominant language of what he 

calls the Centre (the powerful western countries). The views of the participants in my study 

are no different in this regard. They refer time and again to the power associated with 

English; it therefore emerged as a dominant theme in the data analysis. Angaar, at the risk 

of overgeneralisation, believes that ‘all people who are in power here and have lucrative 

posts are those who know English’.  Izlaan blames it on the ‘inherent flaws in the system as 

it makes those powerful who know English’. Using a Pashto proverb, he said ‘the one who 

has power has fame’ (چھ ده چا زور دې، ده ھغھ شور دې) and power, he continued, ‘comes with 

proficiency in English and the accompanied wealth’.  Sabawoon believes that even the 

older generation ‘who used to brand English as the language of occupiers’ now realises that 

‘knowing English is everything’ because they witness how those who know English ‘get 

powerful positions and achieve success after success’.  Sabawoon echoes here the point 

made by Kachru (1992) years ago that an increasing number of parents in Asia want their 

children to become proficient in English as they consider the language a powerful linguistic 

tool which affords them opportunity and success. Pennycook (1995), referring to the power 

of English, argues that the language “acts as a gatekeeper to positions of wealth and 

prestige both within and between nations” (p. 54). This, according to Phillipson (1992), 

leads to a power imbalance between English and other languages, helping to maintain the 

dominance of English.   

 Interestingly, some of the participants also perceived English as having bullying 

power. Sabawoon narrated an incident to substantiate his claim: 

I have a cousin who works in Excise and Taxation department. He was telling me 
the other day about his boss, an inspector who checks on-road vehicles for authentic 
registration. The inspector does not let anybody go without a thorough check and 
needless hassle. However, he instantly draws back if he hears more than three words 
of English from a person sitting in a car; he says the person must be a big shot, so 
why humiliate ourselves. This shows that English has bullying power as well. 

  [Int. 2, 4: 5-11] 

Shamroz too proclaims that if you go to any office and talk in English to anybody there, ‘he 

will straightaway stand up and will obey whatever your demand is, whether legal or 

illegal’.  Similarly, Angaar believes that ‘just because of speaking English, you will be 

welcomed everywhere, will be offered a seat, and the job for which you are there will be 

completed in no time’. ‘Not only that’, he said, ‘even when you are merely dressed like an 
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Englishman, in shirt and pants, nobody will stop you from entering anywhere’.  Angaar, 

however, concedes that it is but ‘natural for English to have power’ associated with it as it 

‘is used throughout the world and is spoken in the most powerful countries like [the United 

States of] America’.  

 

5.3.5   ‘English for the rich is a skill; for the poor it has been made science – the most 

complicated science’ – Shamroz  

  While the participants agree that learning English is necessary for success in life, 

they view learning it to be easier for the rich as compared to the poor.  For Sabawoon, 

English and money go hand in hand; he said: 

If you want to learn English, you have to pay hefty amount of money for it, but after 
you learn it, you will get hefty amount of money for it. That is why the poor dream 
of learning English, but their dream mostly remains a dream. [Int. 5, 2: 12-14] 

  

He terms it unfortunate that ‘learning English in the true sense has been made unaffordable 

for the poor’. He considers the elite English-medium private schools, located mostly in 

cities, beyond the reach of the poor, although ‘it is there that one can really learn English 

because the whole environment they provide involves English’. Izlaan holds the rich 

responsible for not allowing the poor to learn English.  He expressed his views thus: 

The rich do not want the poor to learn English, to become more educated, to get 
rich, and to get at par with them. Our system of education seems to be perpetuating 
the poverty of the poor and the richness of the rich. The poor have been so 
enmeshed in learning Pashto, Urdu and English that they are not able to learn any 
language properly.  The politicians and people in power merely want to lengthen 
their rule. They are not concerned about the poor; they don’t even care how the poor 
are living, leave aside how they are getting education. That is why they have 
strangled the poor in languages, with the result that they neither learn languages nor 
what is taught through them. Learning Pashto and Urdu for the poor means nothing; 
all the knowledge is in English! [Int. 2, 3: 17-25] 
 

This short extract fittingly depicts the three levels of story Barkhuizen (2008) identifies 

while discussing the context of narratives (see Section 3.2.3).  Izlaan’s ‘story’ (in small 

letters) represents his inner emotions about what he feels is going on in his immediate 

primary school context, and the problems students face in learning English.  His 'Story' 

(with a capital S) is influenced by the wider work environment where he sees students 

‘strangled’ in languages at the cost of comprehension. The (capital lettered) STORY we 

find in his narrative is the macro sociopolitical scenario where a clear class-based 

stratification is evident in the state-imposed language-in-education policy.   
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 The views of Shamroz on this theme are similar, but the words he used are also 

worth quoting: 

Urdu is for the poor; English is for the rich. Urdu is for the weak; English is for the 
powerful. All the rich and powerful people send their children to elite schools; their 
culture and language is English-influenced. English for the rich is a skill; for the 
poor it has been made science – the most complicated science. Learning English in a 
rural setting like this is more difficult than learning a scientific theory.  

[Int. 3, 2: 18-22] 

 Izlaan too believes the poor are deemed to ‘know nothing even if they know everything’, 

just because they are not proficient in English. He slightly modified a verse of a famous 

Pashto poet Rahman Baba, changing the word for ‘money’ with ‘English’, and justified it 

by saying that ‘money is synonymous with knowing English’. The verse, as amended, goes 

like this: 

 چھ انګلش ورسره نھ وی خود غریب وی

 ما غریب سړئ ھوښیار لیدلے نھ دے

 [The one who does not possess English is poor; 

I have never seen a poor man wise.] 

 

As Ferguson (2012) points out, since English is a gatekeeper to economic and educational 

opportunities, it contributes to consolidating the existing socioeconomic inequalities 

through excluding those who do not have proficiency in it.  The participants’ views here 

also support Phillipson’s (1992) observation that “language is the means for effecting or 

maintaining an unequal allocation of power and resources” (p. 55). 

   

5.3.6   Summary 

 As is evident from the findings I have reported above, the teachers associate English 

with colonialism and western culture, and believe that it has been imposed on the populace 

and that there is no escaping it. Their perceptions also draw attention to the high pragmatic 

value that English retains because of its association with opportunity, success, power, and 

prosperity, thereby evoking Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of linguistic capital.  In the context 

of Pakistan, Rahman (2006) rightly points out that the current market conditions make it 

“impossible to gain power, wealth or prestige in any language except English” (p. 84). It 

should be noted here that the National Education Policy concedes that there is an evident 

bias for English proficient candidates in the white collar job market. It acknowledges that 

“English language also works as one of the sources for social stratification between the elite 
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and the non-elite” (Government of Pakistan, 2009, p. 19).  It is therefore not surprising to 

see such views being expressed by the participants.   The case of Urdu is not too different, 

which I discuss next. 

 

5.4   Urdu - revered but trivialised 

 I discussed in Chapter 1 (Section 1.2.1.2) how Urdu has historically remained a 

popular language among the Muslims of the subcontinent, as opposed to Hindi, a largely 

similar language which used to be associated with Hindus. It is the only national language 

of Pakistan, and a majority of the population reveres it for being the emblem of national 

unity (Rahman, 2007).  Successive governments have made efforts to enhance and maintain 

the status value of Urdu. Its practical value has, however, seen a downward trend in view of 

the increasing importance of English, both in Pakistan and on the world stage.  

 The participants in my study view Urdu as a symbol of national integration and 

identity, as an instrument for keeping communities with different languages united, and as a 

tool for communication among them. They also associate Urdu with the Islamic religion, 

and consider it necessary for obtaining an Islamic education. However, they point out that 

Urdu has not been given the status it deserves, and that Urdu is for the poor only whereas 

the rich continue to receive education in English. They also point out the Pashtun’s lack of 

proficiency in Urdu and the resultant shame associated with it. I report themes related to the 

teachers’ Urdu language perceptions below.  

 

5.4.1   ‘If we do away with Urdu … our unity will get affected’ – Nangiaal 

 The participants emphasise the importance of Urdu being the national language and 

the language of correspondence among speakers of diverse languages in a multilingual 

Pakistani society.  Moreover, some participants also view Urdu as a symbol of unity; in 

fact, more than that, they see it as the raison d'être for national unity. Nangiaal, one such 

participant, whom I always found to be the most vocal in his favourable stance towards 

Urdu, put his views thus: 

We have four provinces. If we do away with Urdu, according to my thinking, our 
unity will get affected. Provincial prejudices will increase, as speakers of each 
language will feel proud about their own mother tongue, whereas currently we feel 
proud of Urdu as our national language. So for our unity as a nation it is essential 
that we give importance to Urdu. We need to remain united, and I strongly believe 
that one language will keep us united. [Int. 3, 1: 21-26] 
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Nangiaal therefore views Urdu as ‘a national asset that must be promoted’.  Alluding to the 

decision of making Pashto a compulsory subject from Year One to Year 12, made by a pro-

Pashto political party34 in power at the time, he said that the government should  ‘shun 

politics over languages, as promoting regional languages at the cost of Urdu is a recipe for 

disaster’.  Hewaad too believes that Urdu must be given importance as a national language, 

otherwise: 

The love that we have for the people of other provinces may dwindle; may vanish. 
Everybody would start saying that I am a Pashtun, or I am a Punjabi, etc. These 
differences do exist presently as well, but if Urdu was not there, we would have 
been more disintegrated. [Int. 2, 3: 6-9] 

 

Sabawoon said on one occasion: 

We should be thankful to God for giving us a language that is neither the Pashtun’s 
nor Punjabis’ or Sindhis’ or Baluchis’; rather, it is the language of all of them 
collectively. Can’t you see God’s scheme in this? [Int. 3, 3: 7-9] 

 

 The participants’ association of Urdu with national unity and patriotism is not a 

theme peculiar to my study. Shohamy (2006) reports how English is linked to loyalty and 

patriotism in the USA.  Likewise, in a context largely similar to Pakistan, Indonesian is 

viewed as an important instrument for maintaining national unity in the wake of a myriad 

of local languages spoken in Indonesia (Hamied, 2012). Such association of a single 

language with nationalism has, however, received criticism from theorists like Blommaert 

(2006) and May (2001, 2008), who view it as a threat to language diversity. In the context 

of Pakistan, Rahman (2004) questions the mantra of Urdu as a symbol of national 

integration on two grounds; one, that it has created a resistance against Urdu among major 

ethnic groups, and two, that it has endangered additive multilingualism, to the detriment of 

other indigenous languages. 

   

5.4.2   ‘Urdu is a national language only in letter and not in spirit’ – Hewaad 

 Another theme emerging from the participants’ views is the resentment against and 

undervaluing of Urdu.  Izlaan, the English-medium school teacher, does not see ‘any value 

in making Urdu the national language and imposing it on the Pashtun’ who, he claims, ‘did 

not know anything about the language before the partition’.  ‘Leave the Pashtun’, he said 

34 Awami National Party (ANP) is a left-wing party, famous for advocating secularism, democratic socialism, 
Pashto language and culture, and provincial autonomy.  The party claims to follow in the footsteps of Khan 
Abdul Ghaffar Khan, famously known as Bacha Khan, who was a Pashtun leader known for nonviolent 
opposition of the British and division of the subcontinent.  
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while giving another justification for the ‘wrong decision’, ‘the Bengalis were more than 

half of the total population and they imposed Urdu on them’. Izlaan is referring here to the 

decision to impose Urdu as the official language in the then East Pakistan (now 

Bangladesh) that created resentment against Urdu among Bengali speakers and which 

ultimately led to the disintegration of Pakistan in 1971 (Shackle, 2007).  Hewaad believes 

that ‘Urdu is a national language only in letter and not in spirit’, as ‘it has no importance 

other than being used as a tool for communication with people from other provinces’.  

Similarly, Izlaan says that Urdu has not been given the status of a national language; rather, 

it is a ‘national language for the poor only, so that they are not able to learn English and 

Pashto’.  Powel (2002) and Rahman (1998, 1999, 2004) echo similar views as they contend 

that mere lip-service is paid to the status of Urdu while the elite continue to use the colonial 

language and educate their children in English.  

 It is pertinent to mention here that the participants’ views point to the seemingly 

outdated Language Planning and Policy (LPP) concept still being applied in the context of 

Pakistan.  The first phase of LPP, lasting from 1960s till the mid-1970s (Ricento, 2000b), 

was based on the flawed assumption that one national language could serve each nation 

state and that multilingualism ought to be minimised because it could cause disharmony 

(see Section 2.2.1).  The National Education Policy of Pakistan, as of 2009, still carries the 

old concept of one language, one nation, describing Urdu as “a symbol of national 

integration and cohesion” (Government of Pakistan, 2009, p. 4).  This assertion appears 

merely rhetorical when viewed against the socio-political situation in Pakistan where 

people in three of the four provinces are becoming increasingly vocal in their demand for 

sociolinguistic rights.  It is Urdu’s association with Islam, however, which is keeping the 

love for the language alive in a large section of the population.  I turn to this aspect next. 

 

5.4.3   ‘If Urdu had not been there, people…would have forgotten Islam’ – Nangiaal 

 Another strong theme running through some participants’ perceptions of Urdu is its 

connection with Islam. Nangiaal’s views from one of his journal entries summarise why 

those with strong religious beliefs support Urdu:   

Ideally speaking, I would want everybody to speak Arabic, because it is the 
language of our religion. But speaking of today, Urdu has to be supported. Quran’s 
exegesis (Tafseer �) is in Urdu. A great deal of religious literature has been 
translated into Urdu.  Madrasahs use books either written in or translated into Urdu. 
So Urdu is a must for us as Muslims. If we want to understand our religion, we must 
learn Urdu. … Also, if Urdu had not been there, people would have been using 
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English today, and would have become totally English in their outlook too; they 
would have forgotten Islam. So I believe that Urdu is keeping Islam alive in this 
region. [Int. 3, 2: 11-18] 

Expressions used in the above quote are merely an indication of how intensely Nangiaal 

supports Urdu.  He even went to the extent of doubting my research aims and expressed, in 

a lighter mood, that I might have been sent by the Ferangi to persuade teachers towards an 

unfavourable view of Urdu and a progressive view of English language and culture.  To 

him, ‘it does not make any difference if we do not learn Pashto or English; Urdu is enough 

for us to get religious education’.  Giving an example, he said: 

نھ پھ سرې ټوپئ څوک پشتون کیګی، او نھ پھ غټھ پګھړئ څوک ُمال کیګی ـ خر تھ چھ  پګھړئ ور پھ سر 
 کې، نو کھ پھ ھجره کې وی او کھ پھ کعبھ کې، خر بھ خر وی

[Neither does someone become a Pashtun because of wearing a red cap35 nor a 
mullah because of wearing a turban. A donkey will stay a donkey even if you make 
it wear a turban and whether it sits in hujra or in Ka’ba.] 

 

Nangiaal is not the only one who perceives Urdu to be an Islamic language. For Angaar 

too, Urdu ‘is necessary for keeping Islam alive as most religious literature is available only 

in Urdu’.  Since ‘people here can read Arabic but do not understand it’, Angaar believes 

that the only way to know about Islam is to read Islamic books written in Urdu. ‘That is 

why’, he said, ‘we need Urdu to understand our religion’. 

 The link between Urdu and Islam has been highlighted by scholars such as Powel 

(2002), Rahman (1997, 1999, 2004, 2006) and Simpson (2007).  While they agree that 

Urdu was used as a political tool for gathering Muslims under one language during the pre-

partition era, Powel (2002) attributes the resurgence of the language’s renewed link with 

Islam and with “religious authoritarianism” (p. 246) in the recent past to the pro-Urdu 

policies implemented by General Zia-ul-Haq.  The Army General took power through a 

military coup in 1977 and ruled till his death in a plane crash in 1988.  As part of his 

Islamisation campaign, he introduced Arabic as a compulsory subject in government 

schools. He was also a strong supporter of Urdu and wanted to abolish English-medium 

education (Mansoor, 2004). However, he too, under pressure from the elite, had to 

legitimise the English-only policy of private schools in 1983 (Mahboob, 2002).   His use of 

Urdu and Islam for political control and the maintenance of power is common knowledge 

in the context of Pakistan.   

 

35 His view here has political connotations. The colour of the official flag of the Awami National Party (ANP) 
is red and its supporters traditionally wear red caps. Nangiaal seems to be criticising the party’s ownership of 
the Pashtun and Pashto. 
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5.4.4   ‘The Pashtun are ridiculed for speaking incorrect Urdu’ – Angaar  

 The participants frequently refer to the difficulties the Pashtun face in correctly 

speaking Urdu.  Shamroz feels ashamed of his Urdu capabilities and believes that ‘the 

Pashtun face problems in Urdu even if they are highly educated and despite speaking it for 

years and years’. Giving an example, he told me the following story: 

I had once gone to Karachi for a few weeks. Pakistan’s [Pashtun] Interior Minister 
… at that time visited Karachi once and addressed the public there in Urdu. I could 
understand him but did not know he was speaking in incorrect Urdu. However, 
[Urdu-speaking] people made fun of him for making so many mistakes. So when a 
person of his stature can’t speak it fluently, how do you expect us not to make 
mistakes? But we have no escape, as it is our national language. [Int. 5, 3: 22-28] 
 

Similarly, Angaar feels ashamed at the Pashtun being ridiculed in the Punjab for speaking 

Urdu with a distinct Pashto-influenced accent and with incorrect grammar. He dislikes 

being instantly identified and referred to as a Khan Sahib36 the moment he utters a word in 

Urdu when outside his province. Explaining why the Pashtun make mistakes in Urdu, he 

said: 

It is because we translate from Pashto to Urdu when we try to speak in Urdu. The 
two languages have contrasting grammar when it comes to gender and number. For 
instance, we say in Pashto “دا ستا اوبھ دی” [This water is yours]. Water is taken as a 
plural and feminine noun in our language. But in Urdu, they say “� �� مھاارا

ت
�
 �” [This 

water is yours]. It is a singular and masculine noun. So when we the Pashtun speak 
this in Urdu, we say “� �� رى� �” [making ‘water’ both plural and feminine even 
when using Urdu]. [Int. 6, 3: 2-7] 

 

Nangiaal too, although a diehard supporter of Urdu, concedes that ‘the Pashtun face 

problems in Urdu and are ridiculed for that’. Reflecting on his past experiences, he 

remembers how he would be ridiculed when he would speak incorrect Urdu during training 

as a recruit in the Pakistan Air Force. Nangiaal, however, has a solution for this situation, 

i.e. ‘Urdu should be made the official language’ – the language of correspondence in 

different departments and organisations – ‘then maybe people would become more 

competent in it’, because they would start accepting it ‘as the real language of importance’.  

 The Pashtun’s lack of expertise in Urdu notwithstanding, the dominant theme 

running through the teachers’ Urdu perceptions is that the language is valued higher than 

the other regional languages in terms of its status and prestige value.  This aspect of the 

teachers’ perceptions will become clearer in the following section.     

36 The Pashtun are commonly addressed as Khan Sahib by the non-Pashtun in Pakistan. The term has 
derogatory connotations.  
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5.4.5   Summary 

 The stories of teachers’ Urdu perceptions I have told in this section point towards 

the intrinsic association between language ideologies and LPP.  The way the participants 

view Urdu seems to be a result of continuous efforts on the part of the government of 

Pakistan to raise the status of Urdu and to project it as the national language necessary for 

the integration of the multilingual country.  The state-sponsored policy appears successful 

in the case of Urdu-related ideologies of most of the participants, as they consider Urdu 

necessary for maintaining national unity.  However, since it is English that pervades the 

entire political and institutional system, Urdu seems to be restricted to the lower and lower-

middle class, as indicated in the views of some of the participants. Additionally, in the 

views of at least one of the participants, there is a strong indication of resistance against 

Urdu, which may be attributed to the ridicule the Pashtun face for their Urdu accent and the 

step-motherly attitude meted out towards indigenous languages. I now turn to Pashto, one 

of the indigenous languages spoken in Pakistan. 

 

5.5   Pashto – loved but devalued 

 The love-hate dimension of the participants’ language perceptions equally applies to 

Pashto.  All the participants express a deep love for Pashto as their mother tongue and take 

pride in the fact that they are Pashto speakers. They associate the language with their 

ethnicity and consider it a hallmark of their way of life. However, they do not see any 

utility value of the language outside the boundaries of their homes. They perceive it as a 

language that does not carry any weight since it is not used in the job market and the 

domains of power.  I discuss the themes related to the participants’ perceptions of Pashto 

below.  

 

5.5.1   ‘Pashto is an old, sweet and rich language’ – Sabawoon  

 All the participants portray themselves as proud Pashtun, and exhibit a deep love for 

their mother tongue Pashto. For Sabawoon, Pashto is the best of all languages because it is 

his mother tongue. ‘Even if it weren’t my mother tongue’, he said, ‘I would still say that 

Pashto is an old, sweet and rich language’. He thinks it is ‘one of the most elaborate 

languages’, as one can ‘explain everything’ in it. Izlaan proclaims Pashto as ‘a far older 

language than English’ and regrets that ‘the Pashtun have not been able to develop it as 

much as the Englishmen did their language’. He said: 
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Pashto is one of the most difficult languages; tell Englishmen to learn Pashto and 
you will see how difficult they find it. Even our countrymen from other provinces 
are not able to understand it easily. It’s a rich language with a vocabulary far vaster 
than that of Urdu and English. [Int. 4, 1: 23-26] 

 

Shamroz, equally proud of Pashto, has great veneration for ‘the great Pashto writers and 

poets of the past’.  He loves Pashto music and dance, and deems them a part and parcel of 

the Pashtun culture. Hewaad too is proud of Pashto poetry and proverbs which ‘are one of 

the finest in the world’. He expressed his love for Pashto with a famous couplet of a Pashto 

poet, Hamza Khan Shinwari, who says: 

  وایي اغیـــــار چې د دوزخ ژبــھ ده
بھ جنت تھ د پښـــــتو ســــره ځم ځھ  

 [The rivals name it as the language of hell; 

But I will go to paradise only with Pashto.] 

 

Hewaad went on to interpret the couplet, saying that the poet does not merely take Pashto 

as a language in this couplet. He said: 

Pashto is not only a language; it is also a way of life. When somebody does 
something dishonourable, he is said to have no Pashto in him. Pashto in this sense is 
a particular way in which a Pashtun should lead life, and is called Pashtunwali. In 
fact, every letter of the word Pashtun (پشتون) stands for a quality, like Pay پ for Patt 
ت  Thay,(Welfare) شیګړه  for Shegarha ش Sheen ,(Respect) پت  for Toora توره  
(Bravery) Wow و  for Wafa وفا  (Loyalty) and Noon ن for Nang ننګ (Honour). So the 
word Pashtun does not merely mean a Pashto speaking person; it means much more. 

[Int. 4, 1: 9-15] 

The participants thus see Pashto not only as a language but also as a specific code of life 

based on certain qualities which the Pashtun feel proud of (Kakar, 2005; Rahman, 1995; 

Shackle, 2007). The participants invariably associate the language with their ethnicity, and 

when they do so, they exhibit pride in their attachment to their ethnic group. McCreary, 

Slavin and Berry (1996) connect such ethnic pride with higher self-esteem, which I 

observed as very much evident in the participants.  

 A good quality of Pashto, according to Shamroz, is its ability to borrow words from 

other languages. When I asked him whether it was not equivalent to corrupting the 

language, he responded that on the contrary, ‘a language becomes richer with addition of 

words from other languages’. He believes, and quite correctly, that many words used in 

Pashto today have been taken from Urdu, Farsi and English. This, he thinks, makes Pashto 

versatile and richer, and more comprehensible to others. Izlaan, however, believes that ‘the 

use of English and Urdu words in Pashto is making the language impure’, and proposes 
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concrete measures to reverse this trend because ‘Pashto is losing words since they are no 

more used’.  Referring to the BBC Pashto Service, he asked me whether I understood the 

‘pure Pashto they use’. My answer was in the negative.  

 Nangiaal – the participant with a strong inclination towards Islam – has a slightly 

different perception of Pashto. Although conceding that Pashto is a sweet-sounding 

language, he views Arabic to be ‘a far sweeter language with a richer vocabulary’.  He also 

believes that ‘Urdu is a more developed language with a greater vocabulary than that of 

Pashto’.  He does not see any value for Pashto other than its being used as a mother tongue. 

I discuss this aspect of the teachers’ perceptions below. 

 

5.5.2   ‘An MA Pashto person is … no better than an illiterate person’ – Izlaan  

 While the participants love Pashto as a mother tongue, a salient theme in their 

perceptions of the language is how they devalue Pashto in terms of its practical or worldly 

utility. They believe that Pashto does not have any worth in a pragmatic sense. Izlaan 

contends that ‘an MA Pashto person is laughed at; he is considered no better than an 

illiterate37 person’. Similarly, Sabawoon, who holds an MA degree in Pashto, said:   

Pashto does not have any importance. Even if you do MA in Pashto, you cannot get 
any benefit out of it. Those who do MA in English are in superiority complex, as 
they consider all others dumb, knowing nothing. On the contrary, those who do MA 
in Pashto are in inferiority complex, because people do not take them seriously. 

[Int. 4, 6: 25-29] 

Izlaan laments the fact that the Pashtun treat Pashto as their ‘daughter or sister in whom 

they see all the faults of the world’.  Using an Urdu proverb, he said Pashto is like Ghar Ki 

Murghi Daal Baraabar �دال �ا �� � � (chicken cooked at home is not any better than pulses, 

i.e. one’s own possessions are always undervalued). Izlaan feels ‘ashamed at being a 

Pashtun’ at times, especially when he goes to another province.  This is because the ‘non-

Pashtun consider the Pashtun as simpletons’ not only because ‘they cannot speak flawless 

Urdu’ but also ‘because of their ethnicity’.  He put his views thus: 

You will never see a Pashtun shown as an educated person in a TV drama. They 
always portray him as an uneducated person, either standing as a guard in front of a 
house or a shop or doing gardening or cooking, and speaking in an affected and 
funny Urdu accent. And please be fair; aren’t majority of the jokes that your Punjabi 
friends tell you based on the foolishness of the Pashtun? I see this as a campaign to 

37 The actual word that he used was ‘Jat’, which an online Pashto to English dictionary (http://thepashto.com) 
defines as a gypsy, whereas in Urdu it refers to a member of the peasant caste. The word is normally used for 
people who are considered to know nothing.  
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malign the Pashtun. That is why I sometimes feel that I should not have been born 
in the home of a Pashtun. But I can’t help it. [Int. 5, 4: 6-12] 

 

A careful review of social and electronic media seems to give credence to Izlaan’s views.  

The stigmatisation of the Pashtun is a routine occurrence on Pakistani TV channels and 

newspapers (Zalmay, 2013).  Sulehria (2014), writing in Pakistan’s English daily The 

News, said: 

I want to highlight the general tendency in ‘metropolitan’ Pakistan to demonise, 
‘other’, and demean the Pakhtuns and their culture. For instance, the clichéd ‘idiot’ 
in our jokes is almost always either a Pathan or a Sardar. Likewise, in our films and 
TV dramas, a Pathan character is either a chowkidar or a bumpkin. When glorified 
on screen, a Pakhtun is presented either as a fanatic patriot or zealous Muslim ready 
to die/kill for his [sic] country/religion. From a ‘metropolitan’ viewpoint, music and 
poetry, intellect and creativity, civilisation and culture cease to exist west of the 
Attock Bridge38.  

 

5.5.3   Summary 

 The findings I have reported in this section indicate that while the participants have 

great love and pride for their mother tongue, they show ambivalence with regard to 

Pashto’s pragmatic value.  Rahman (2006) blames this perceived devaluation of indigenous 

languages on ineffective state language policies in Pakistan that merely pay lip service to 

the local languages while promoting English and Urdu.  Other studies carried out in 

Pakistan also report that the participants perceive their mother tongues to be useful only for 

in-group communication, with no significant value in the pragmatic sense (e.g. Khan, 2014; 

Mahboob, 2002). In the context of neighbouring India, Mohanty (2004) reports how the 

marginalised language groups concede to the low status given to their languages. He 

observes that the local languages are perceived to be important for integrative functions but 

are dissociated from any instrumental function in favour of the dominant languages. 

 

5.6   Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have presented the teacher participants’ language ideologies vis-à-

vis English, Urdu and Pashto.  I attempted to tell stories of how they viewed the three 

languages in terms of their importance in the socio-political, socioeconomic and 

sociolinguistic circumstances of which the teachers are a functional part.  

38 Attock Bridge is the border between the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and the Punjab provinces. The Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa province is located toward the west of the bridge.    

129 
 

                                                 



 The dominant narrative emerging from the teachers’ language perceptions and 

preferences indicates that their language ideologies take influence from macro/state level 

language policy and planning, i.e. the top-down policy seems to affect the perceptions of 

individual teachers at the local level.  Theirs is a narrative quite similar to how the state 

views these languages, as is evident from the National Education Policy document. The 

state policy considers English “important for competition in a globalised world order”, 

values Urdu for being “a symbol of national cohesion and integration”, and refers to 

indigenous languages as “the markers of cultural richness and diversity” (Government of 

Pakistan, 2009, p. 4).  I may point out here that the policy mentions the three languages in 

the order I have reported here, thereby clearly suggesting a hierarchy of languages.  The 

policy also takes cognisance of the social stratification on the basis of competency in 

English.  However, while the policy is high on rhetoric, it does not seem to have led to any 

concrete steps on the ground to change this narrative.  On the contrary, it appears to have 

been playing a role in sustaining it. For instance, the policy takes a position regarding Urdu 

when it describes it as an enabler for the national integration of the country. However, at 

the same time, the policy fails to connect the language to any socio-economic benefits. 

While the participants seem to be deeply influenced by this assimilationist concept put 

forward in the policy, the absence of the language’s link with any pragmatic benefit 

discredits its overall status. Also, while most of the participants see Urdu both as a symbol 

and a custodian of national unity, some of them also view any effort directed toward 

promoting regional languages like Pashto a threat to national integration. This latter view 

again seems inspired by state-sponsored language ideologies, although several theorists 

(e.g. Canagarajah, 2005; Coleman, 2010; May, 2008) now argue that promotion of local 

languages contribute to rather than inhibit national integrity. However, the participants’ 

language perceptions indicate the pivotal role the state plays in constructing and 

reproducing language ideologies (Wee, 2006).  

 Another aspect of the findings, one which I view as exclusive to the rural nature of 

the area to which the participants belong, needs a mention here. That is, English as a 

powerful language ideology seems to be behind the increasing demand for English-medium 

education on the one hand and the resentment felt against its importance on the other, as is 

evident from the language preferences of the participants.  The salient aspect here is that the 

participants, and by that token the poor, see in English a rare hope of upward mobility, of 

getting out of the vicious cycle of poverty, and of either escaping from the local and 

national power structures or becoming a part of one of them. The participants, through 

connecting English acquisition with riches, illustrate Alexander’s (1999) notion of English 
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being unassailable but unattainable. The participants seem to be true representatives of 

those living in post-colonial contexts where, as Pennycook (1994) notes, English is 

associated with modernism, science and opportunity, and where native languages are 

branded as backward, unscientific and superfluous.  In keeping with Bourdieu (1991), the 

participants seem to conform to the dominant linguistic marketplace, thereby adopting 

national ideologies (Chand, 2011; Giri, 2010, 2011).   

  The teachers’ language perceptions I have presented in this chapter have a 

dominant influence on their preferences with regard to the role of languages in education 

both as subjects to be taught and as media of instruction.  The next chapter attempts to 

present the role the participants perceive for the three languages as part of the education 

system at the primary level.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

131 
 



 

 

 

  

132 
 



CHAPTER 6: LANGUAGES IN EDUCATION 

 

6.1   Introduction 

 In Chapter 5 I reported the language ideologies of the teachers participating in this 

research.  I narrated how they viewed the three languages central to this study.  The 

findings revealed that while the participants tend to dislike English for its association with 

colonialism and western culture, they consider it a necessity because it is an instrument for 

creating opportunity, facilitating success, and ensuring upward mobility.  Their perceptions 

of Urdu revolve around its role as a local lingua franca, as an Islamic language, and as a 

national language that binds the heterogeneous communities together.  As for Pashto, they 

express immense love for it but do not view it as having any practical use.  I also discussed 

how their language ideologies are influenced by the macro-level language policy.  The 

teachers’ language ideologies I described in the previous chapter seem to have a deep 

impact on their language-in-education preferences that I report in this chapter. 

 This chapter revolves around themes related to the participants’ perceptions and 

preferences in relation to the role of the three languages in primary-level education.  I have 

divided the chapter into two main sections. In the first section, I present the teachers’ and 

some parents’ views on the place and importance of each of the three languages in primary-

level education in the region.  The second section deals with their preferences for languages 

as media of instruction.  The findings show that the participants view English and Urdu as 

integral to the education system; however, most of them do not see any value in teaching 

Pashto as a language.  Their views regarding English or Urdu as medium of instruction are 

diverse; however, most of them do not consider Pashto as a viable medium of instruction. I 

start below with their views on languages in education. 

 

6.2   Languages in education 

 Following Kaplan and Baldauf (1997), I take the term language-in-education (LiE) 

policy to refer to the policy regarding languages taught as subjects as well as used as media 

of instruction.  I discuss both these aspects of language use in two separate sections, as 

mentioned above.   The current section deals exclusively with the participants’ preferences 

regarding teaching the three languages as subjects at the primary level.  I start with the 

teachers’ and some parents’ views about the role of English in education. 
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6.2.1   English as a subject 

 As will become evident, all the participants show a strong preference for the 

inclusion of English as a subject in primary-level education. Considering the importance 

the participants give to English (see Section 5.3.2), this is not something unexpected.  The 

participants, however, differ in their preferences for the age at which learners should be 

exposed to English. I report below the various themes that emerged from their views about 

English in education. 

 

6.2.1.1   ‘Education without English is meaningless’ – Angaar  

 I have already discussed in Chapter 5 the way teachers view English as a language 

associated with opportunity, upward mobility and power. For the same reasons they 

consider English to be an integral component of the Pakistani education system, and cannot 

imagine schooling without English.  They have a unanimous view that English must be 

taught as a subject in both government and private schools since, in the words of Angaar, 

‘education without English is meaningless in the present circumstances’.  However, 

Nangiaal, the English-medium school teacher, would prefer to have only Urdu taught in 

schools.  He does not deem it necessary for students to learn English since people ‘can 

survive even without it’. Using a Pashto idiom, he asked me: ‘Is it necessary to learn how 

to bark in order to save yourself from a dog?’ He gave the example of madrasahs where 

English is not taught as a subject, ‘still students there are well informed in terms of 

religious education’, which, for Nangiaal, is ‘more important than worldly education’.  

Even he, however, concedes that considering the prevailing circumstances, his ‘thinking is 

idealistic’, and ‘for practical purposes, it is important that English is taught in schools’.  He, 

however, strongly opposes introducing it in madrasahs, and construes any such plan as ‘a 

conspiracy against Islam’.   

 The parents’ language preferences, during my informal interactions with some of 

them during the data collection period, also indicate a strong tendency towards English. 

One of the parents, whose two sons study in the English-medium school, believes that 

people should ‘get out of their traditional mind-set of dislike for English people and 

language’, and should ‘invest [financially] in their children [by sending them to English-

medium schools] so that they learn English’.  Another parent, who has a son studying in the 

Urdu-medium school, wants the teachers to make his son proficient in English because, he 

said, ‘I don’t want him to become a labourer like me. I want him to get a good government 
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job. And you know better than me that it is impossible without knowing English’.  

Similarly, a parent shared with me the pride he feels when his son asks him for Rs. 10 to 

buy something.  He said: ‘My son says ten rupees in English, and although [being illiterate] 

I don’t know how much money it is, you can’t imagine how proud I feel when he uses the 

English word for ten rupees’.  In summary, all the parents I interacted with believed that 

English must remain a part of the education system from the very beginning, with one 

parent saying: ‘what is the use of sending our kids to schools if there is no English; why not 

send them to madrasah?’ 

 While all the teachers, and parents, agree on including English as a subject at the 

primary level, they show ambivalence with regard to the age at which learners should be 

exposed to the language. Shamroz favours introducing English to learners from a very early 

age. Izlaan too considers it imperative that students are taught English ‘right from the 

beginning of their schooling’ as ‘children learn best when young’.  Nangiaal, on the other 

hand, believes that English could be introduced later ‘when students have become 

sufficiently competent in Urdu’. For Hewaad and Sabawoon, the two Urdu-medium school 

teachers, the LiE policy at the time when they themselves were students at primary level 

was the best one. They started studying English in Year Four. Hewaad said:  

I started learning ABC when I was in Class 4. By that time, I had got sufficient grip 
on Urdu, and so could understand when English would be translated into Urdu. 
Today, if I compare my English proficiency to a person who started learning it from 
Class 1, I do not see any difference; we both can’t speak it (laughing).  

[Int. 7, 8: 13-16] 

 

For Sabawoon too, ‘introducing all the languages right from the beginning, like we do 

today, is too much for the students. …Our whole emphasis is on learning languages’.  He, 

however, concedes that the policy is acceptable to him ‘provided it is followed in the long 

term’. He, however, laments that ‘the problem with Pakistan is that each government brings 

its own education policy, and there is no continuation’.  

 Given the pragmatic value of English evident in the participants’ language 

ideologies described in Chapter 5, it is inevitable that they have a strong preference for 

English as a subject.  They endorse the government policy of making English an integral 

part of the education system due to the fact, as stated in the latest National Education 

Policy, that “employment opportunities and social mobility associated with proficiency in 

the English language have generated an across the board demand for learning English 

language in the country” (Government of Pakistan, 2009, p. 20).  Some of the participants, 

however, indicate a preference for the erstwhile LiE policy where English used to be 
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introduced at Year Four (Government of Pakistan, 1978). The lowering of the age at which 

to introduce English as a compulsory subject has, however, not only occurred in Pakistan 

but also in many other countries, as reported by Nunan (2003), highlighting the growing 

importance of English.  With reference to Asia, Kaplan, Baldauf, and Kamwangamalu 

(2012) consider the introducing of English early on in primary-level education as a flow-on 

effect of globalisation and internationalisation.  

 

6.2.1.2   ‘Students…need it in their future lives’ – Sabawoon  

 A salient theme related to the importance of keeping English a part of the education 

system is the role the participants perceive the language is to play in the future lives of 

students.  The participants refer time and again to the imagined communities (Norton, 2001, 

2010a, 2010b; Wenger, 1998) they envisage for their students, and emphasise how 

important it is for their students to be proficient in English for getting ahead in life.  In 

terms of imagined communities, the teachers mention the immediate imagined communities 

of students in terms of further education, and distant imagined communities in terms of 

their students’ professional communities of practice in the future. As for the former, since 

the medium of instruction from Year 11 onward is English both in government and 

privately run institutions, the teachers consider it essential for students to become proficient 

in English as early as possible.  Shamroz, for example, considers English ‘vital for 

children’, as they would be doing ‘higher studies in English’.  A related reason is parents’ 

shifting of their children from Urdu-medium government schools to English-medium 

private schools. Sabawoon believes that learning English is vital for government school 

students ‘because their parents would put their children in English-medium schools the 

moment they are able to pay their fees.’  English competency is therefore a must for 

students to succeed in the immediate imagined communities envisioned for them by their 

teachers.  

 The teachers believe that proficiency in English is also essential for students for 

survival in their distant imagined communities. Hewaad notes that teachers ‘must try to 

make students competent in English’ because their ‘future depends on English 

competency’.  Izlaan imagines some of his students getting ‘government jobs where they 

will be required to use English’. Shamroz associates his students’ English proficiency with 

their future professional lives, and believes that if teachers ‘do not lay solid foundations of 

English competency for students at this level, they will not be able to get good jobs’. 

Angaar too believes that ‘if we want these children to get a good job when they complete 
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education, we must make them competent in English’.  The participants thus connect their 

students’ English learning to their investment (Norton, 2000, 2010a, 2010b) in the future. 

 

6.2.1.3   ‘We should not teach books written by those … who have no morals’ – Izlaan  

We should not teach books written by those who drink, who have no morals, and 
who have a culture that is completely opposite to ours. Such books do not suit us. 

[Int. 5, 1: 27-28] 

 This is what Izlaan, the teacher at the English-medium school, said when referring 

to the textbooks that had lessons depicting western culture including ways of dressing. He 

specifically showed me the Year-Five English subject textbook as an example. When he 

opened the book on a random page, a lesson on The Merchant of Venice appeared (see 

Figure 6.1).  He said this about the lesson: 

Shakespeare may be a great man for them, but for me Khushal Khan Khattak39 is far 
greater. Look at the dresses they are wearing. Look at the hair of the girl. In this 
lesson, they talk about a love affair, about Jews. Is this our culture?  Now this is a 
lesson based on a story that happened in Italy. I even cannot pronounce this name 
[Portia]. We don’t even know if it’s a man’s or a woman’s name unless we read the 
lesson. And this is an English subject textbook published by Gohar Series. They 
have just compiled it through getting lessons from here and there. It is so difficult 
for teachers to understand it themselves, leave aside teaching it properly and making 
students understand it. Not only are the stories and culture alien, the vocabulary 
used is also tough for us to understand and teach. There should be a local book 
series which has stories about our own culture and area. [Int. 5, 3: 6-16] 

 

 

Figure 6.1: A lesson from the English textbook (Bartell & William, 2012) taught to 
Year-Five students at one of the rural English-medium private schools.  

 

39 Khushal Khan Khattak was a famous 17th century Pashto poet, scholar and warrior.  
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He is not the only one who does not like textbooks that depict a western way of life. 

Nangiaal, the other English-medium school teacher, referring to a lesson on Napoleon in 

the Year-Four English textbook (see Figure 6.2), said that ‘Hazrat Abu Bakr, or Umar, or 

Usman, or Ali40 should be our heroes, not Napoleon’.   He asked why we could not use 

books written in Pakistan that have ‘topics which are all related to Islam, Pakistan and some 

international affairs’.  Nangiaal added that the books used in elite English-medium schools 

‘are far more westernised’, and that ‘the powerful of this country want their children to be 

westernised, as they equate modernism with westernisation’.  Shamroz too had similar 

opinion about elite English-medium schools located in cities. He said: 

If you go to elite educational institutions in the private sector, the situation is worse. 
The students’ uniform is the western pants and shirt dress. Students will be having 
spiky hair and a French-cut beard, would eat burgers, and drink cokes; all this is 
typical westernised culture. [Int. 5, 7: 12-15] 

 

 
Figure 6.2: A lesson from the English textbook (Bartell & William, 2010) taught to 
Year-Four students at one of the rural English-medium private schools. 

 

Hewaad, the teacher at the Urdu-medium school, believes that ‘getting English [as a 

language] in and getting the English [as a people] in are two different things’ and that 

‘policymakers should not confuse one with the other’. While it is fine for him to learn 

English and give every child an opportunity to learn it, ‘policymakers must be mindful of 

polluting the innocent minds of these children with the onslaught of English culture’.  He 

referred to a lesson in the Year-Five English textbook used in the Urdu-medium 

government school (see Figure 6.3) and said: 

40 These are the names of the caliphs of Islam.  Ironically, Nangiaal does not mention names of Pashtun 
heroes; rather, he chooses Arabs for being the heroes of Islam.  
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Now this book has been published by the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Textbook Board.  
But have a look at the pictures; do you see anybody in there who looks like us? All 
the pictures depict people wearing western dresses; none of the people are in our 
national dress.  Can’t they give pictures of butchers and cooks and teachers who 
look like us? 

 

 
Figure 6.3: A lesson from Year-Five English textbook (Provincial Ministry of 
Education, 2012) used in an Urdu-medium government school.  

 

Izlaan links this phenomenon with the ‘vested interests of the rich and powerful’ as they 

want ‘their children to remain superior and westernised and our children to remain confused 

and perplexed without any clear idea of our identity’; he used an Urdu proverb Na Teetar 

Na Bater � � � � (the equivalent for ‘neither fish nor fowl’) to describe the rural learners.  

He further said that it was but ‘natural for children to get attracted towards bad things, as 

evil always has attraction’. These pictures, he said, ‘have a negative English cultural 

influence on these children.  It gets them away from their own culture as they start disliking 

it’. Hewaad, the teacher at the Urdu-medium school, said that the previous night he was 

teaching a lesson from an English textbook to his son who studies in an English-medium 

school. He said that the lesson was based on a story that happened in Switzerland. The 

names of the places and persons were hard to pronounce, and the culture depicted was all 

western. He said: 

I think, whenever you teach a language or include lessons that talk of foreign land 
and culture, that very culture and ways of doing things, their way of life, gets 
reflected in that lesson. The culture presented in it is bound to affect the minds of 
the students at this tender age.  They are bound to take influence from the western 
culture. [Int. 5, 6: 16-19] 
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 However, Sabawoon, the Urdu-medium school teacher, has a different viewpoint on 

this issue.  He believes that children get more attracted towards something from which they 

are forbidden.  He went on to say: 

If there is a room with nothing lying in it, but I tell you not to enter it, you will 
explore all ways to enter it to see what is inside. That is because humans are curious 
beings.  So you should expose a child to everything, good or bad. Let him go to the 
park, test his hand at every sport, go to cinema, observe gambling.  Your 
responsibility is to tell him that this is good and that is bad. Once he has seen it for 
himself, he will always avoid bad things and go for good ones. But if you tell him 
that gambling is a bad thing, although he doesn’t know what it is, as he hasn’t 
experienced it, he will not know what is bad in it. In the same manner, I think we 
should expose a child to different cultures. If the thinking of a child is developed in 
a way that he is taught to judge things by himself, he will always compare the two 
cultures, and will never leave or abandon the good things of his own culture. So I 
believe that opening up and broadening of students’ minds is necessary; we should 
tell them about other cultures, but should not persuade them to adopt those cultures.  

[Int. 6, 5: 2-14] 

Interestingly, Sabawoon also believes that ‘considering the low English proficiency of 

teachers here in rural area’, it is highly unlikely that the western culture would be 

transmitted to learners, as learners do not understand the lesson completely.   

 The participants’ resistance to western culture reflected in English textbooks is 

salient above. This phenomenon is, however, not unique to this study. Numerous analyses 

of English Language Teaching (ELT) textbooks have shown the predominance of cultural 

content reflecting English-speaking countries (see, for example, Shin, Eslami, & Chen, 

2011 in the context of Taiwan, and largely Asia; Victor, 1999, in the context of Gabon; and 

Yuen, 2011, in the context of Hong Kong).  Phillipson (2001, 2009) terms transmission of 

western social values through ELT a part and parcel of linguistic imperialism.  The 

participants’ criticism of books depicting English culture and advocating books that portray 

the indigenous culture is supported by linguists like Holliday (1994, 2005), 

Kumaravadivelu (2008), and McKay (2002), to name a few. It has been argued that a lack 

of cultural knowledge of native speakers of English does not necessarily have an impact on 

English communicative competence of learners (Alptekin, 2002; McKay, 2003a, 2003b). 

As Iyamu and Ogiegbaen (2007) point out, “[t]here is nothing as dangerous and damaging 

as giving people education that is not relevant to their lives or which has no functional role 

in their understanding and domination of their environment” (p. 97). It is pertinent to 

mention here that the National Education Policy (Government of Pakistan, 2009, p. 4) 

“supports the reflection of the local cultures through curricula” and one of its proposed 

policy actions clearly states that “textbooks at primary level shall be developed within the 

context of local cultures” (p. 38). The findings here, however, indicate that facts on the 

140 
 



ground are quite different despite the passage of five long years since the policy came into 

effect. 

 Another salient aspect of the participants’ perceptions that I have reported above is 

that quite a few of them tend to stereotype westerners. Through referring to westerners as 

alcoholic, having no morals and always eating fast food, the participants tend to distance 

themselves from western culture, branding it as the other culture, as mentioned in Section 

5.3.1.  Sabawoon’s views of western culture, however, seem to be assimilationist. He 

appears to support what Kumaravadivelu (2003) calls critical cultural consciousness, i.e. 

there is no one good or bad culture, and that the teachers’ job is to relate learners’ home 

culture to classroom learning, to enable learners to critically reflect on their own culture, 

and to review it in relation to other cultures in order to gain fresh perspectives about 

themselves and their own culture.  

  

6.2.2   Urdu as a subject 

 As in the case of English, all the participants also perceive Urdu as an integral part 

of the curriculum, agreeing with the current policy that it should be so from the very 

beginning of schooling.  Major themes emerging from the participants’ preference for Urdu 

relate to its being essential as the language of wider communication, the language used in 

Islamic education, the language which is easier for students to learn, and the language 

students need in the communities the teachers imagine for them.  I discuss these themes 

below. 

 

6.2.2.1   ‘If you want to throw a language, throw English first’ – Shamroz  

 Angaar considers Urdu as ‘the symbol of our country’s unity’, and therefore ‘every 

person should be able to use it’.  He sees no reason why it should not be taught since ‘it is a 

compulsory subject in other provinces as well’.  Shamroz gave his own justification for 

retaining Urdu as a subject in the school curriculum: 

Urdu is already on decline because of the wrong policies of the government. If we 
do not teach it as a subject, children will have only one second language at their 
disposal. Urdu is our national language and we must keep it a part of our education 
system. If you want to throw a language, throw English first. [Int. 3, 6: 8-12] 
 

Another strong reason for propagating Urdu right from the very start of schooling is 

connected to its association with Islam, as mentioned earlier in Section 5.4.3. Nangiaal 

believes that Urdu is a must for students to learn as their extent of religious knowledge is 
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dependent on their proficiency in Urdu. He thinks that since most of the Islamic books are 

in Urdu, learners need to be able to read and write Urdu to understand their religion.  

We the Muslims have been divided on the basis of nations and languages. Islam 
tells us not be divided on the basis of region, nation or language. I support Urdu 
because of the present circumstances, since we have put Arabic behind.  

[Int. 5, 8: 20-22] 

Izlaan, however, has a different point of view regarding Urdu. He maintains that ‘Urdu is 

for the poor only’, whereas ‘the rich educate their children in English and don’t care about 

Urdu’. He added that Urdu has made the rural children into Dhobi Ka Kutta, Na Ghar Ka 

Na Ghaat Ka � د�� � � � � � � �ٹ (the equivalent for ‘having your feet in two boats’), as they are 

unable to learn either Urdu or English.   

 

6.2.2.2   ‘Urdu is easier for students to learn’ – Sabawoon  

 Some teachers base their support for Urdu on the aptitude students have for it.  They 

say their experience shows that it is an easy language for students to read, write and even 

speak, as compared to English and Pashto.  Sabawoon considers it ‘easy not only for 

learners to learn but also for teachers to teach’ since the majority of teachers have 

themselves studied in Urdu-medium schools.  Shamroz claims, and rightly so, that ‘even 

illiterate people can speak some Urdu’ if they happen to ‘spend time outside the province’, 

just because they need it for interacting with speakers of other languages.  The teachers 

provide several reasons for why Urdu is comparatively easier for students.   Shamroz thinks 

that since it is the dominant language of the media, ‘a lot of TV programmes are in Urdu’, 

and since nowadays ‘even poor people have TVs at their homes’, children acquire Urdu 

quite easily.  For Nangiaal, ‘the way Urdu is written is quite similar to Arabic 

transcription’, and since children are exposed to Arabic through reading the Quran, they 

tend to ‘pick it quickly as compared to English and Pashto’.  Izlaan, although maintaining 

that the Pashtun face problems in Urdu grammar, still believes that ‘students learn Urdu 

better, especially in these rural schools’.  

 

6.2.2.3   ‘Students need it in case they shift to an Urdu medium school’ – Nangiaal  

 Some of the participants’ preference for Urdu as a subject is also based on the fact 

that students need it in their immediate imagined communities. A short excerpt from one of 
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the journal entries of Izlaan, the English-medium private school teacher, highlights the 

students’ future need for Urdu:  

We cannot get rid of Urdu in private schools here, because in examinations for class 
9 and 10, students need to attempt at least three question papers in Urdu. 

[Int. 3, 1: 13-14] 

Izlaan is referring here to the Urdu, Islamic Studies and Pakistan Studies exams which are 

conducted in Urdu even in English-medium schools in the rural area. Nangiaal, the other 

teacher at the English-medium school, pointed to the constant shuffling of students from 

private schools to government schools because of the fluctuation in the financial status of 

parents.  He deems it necessary for students to be taught Urdu because if their parents fall 

short of money and shift their children to an Urdu-medium government school, students 

would have sufficient proficiency in the language and would not face considerable 

problems.  Shamroz, the teacher at the Pashto-medium government school, considers it 

necessary for students to become proficient in Urdu because the medium of instruction in 

government schools in his area changes from Pashto to Urdu from Year Six onward.  

 The parents also support Urdu as a taught language because they believe their 

children need it in their immediate future. One parent, who recently shifted his son from an 

English-medium school to an Urdu-medium school, said: 

The [English-medium] public [sic] school failed my son in Class Four and I did not 
want him to waste a year so I admitted him in the government [Urdu-medium] 
school in Class Five. May God reward the [English-medium] public [sic] school 
teachers because they use a lot of Urdu in the school. My son is doing fine in the 
government school. If they did not teach Urdu there [in the private school], he 
would have been in trouble. 

[Int. 1, 1: 14-18] 
 

 The participants’ preference for Urdu in education seems to endorse the successive 

LiE policies of Pakistan which have maintained Urdu as a compulsory subject in an attempt 

to promote it as a national language to strengthen the unity of the state. Interestingly, 

however, Izlaan’s views regarding Urdu being limited to educating the poor only indicates 

that the language does not have any substantial utility other than being the language of 

inter-provincial communication. His views find support in Rahman (2002) who believes 

that Pakistan’s LiE policy has made Urdu the obvious force to be resisted by ethnic groups. 

I now turn to the participants’ preferences for Pashto – the language they speak as their 

mother tongue.  
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6.2.3   Pashto as a subject 

 A salient finding of this study is the negative trend in most of the participants’ views 

with regard to the inclusion of Pashto as a subject, with only one participant supporting it 

wholeheartedly and two marginally, whereas the remaining three envision no place for 

Pashto in the education system.  They based their views on several factors, including the 

limited utility value of Pashto and the difficulties both teachers and students face in reading 

and writing the language. I report the teachers’ and some parents’ views about teaching of 

Pashto as a subject below. 

 

6.2.3.1   ‘We already know Pashto, so we must learn other languages’ – Nangiaal  

 While the participants show their attachment with their parental culture and 

language, the lure of English and the aspirations they have for their students to occupy 

positions of power has a detrimental effect on their preference for Pashto in education. As 

such, the recent decision by the provincial government to introduce Pashto as a subject 

from Year One till Year 12 (Government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 2012) received mixed 

reactions from the participants.  Sabawoon supports the decision, arguing that ‘Pashto is 

our mother tongue so we must know how to read and write it’. Hewaad, although in favour 

of the decision, warns that introducing ‘all the languages at the same time right from Class 

One, like we do today, and adding Pashto also to it, is too much for the students’. He 

therefore favours introducing students to English in Year Four to give learners some 

breathing space in terms of languages. Others, however, are not so enthusiastic and have 

their own reasons for their disappointment in the decision. Nangiaal and Shamroz think that 

students already know how to speak Pashto and therefore Pashto does not need to be taught 

as a language. Nangiaal expressed his opinion thus:  

To me, knowledge of a new language, may it be Urdu, English or Arabic, is good 
for students, because it is beneficial to them. But we already know Pashto, so we 
must learn other languages instead of wasting learners’ time on Pashto. 

[Int. 6, 9: 10-12] 

He therefore supports private institutions’ reluctance to introduce Pashto as a subject 

despite government directives to do so (Government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 2012). 

Angaar, the teacher at the Pashto-medium school, expressed a similar opinion by saying: 

I believe that as things stand at the moment, Pashto should not be taught as a subject 
in schools. You would not see any private school that is teaching Pashto as a 
subject; this clearly means that people consider Pashto unnecessary in the current 
circumstances. The need of the time is to learn Urdu and English. Leave Pashto 
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aside. We cannot teach four languages at a time; we have to make choices. And the 
choice of Urdu and English is the better one. I am not saying that we should forget 
Pashto, but I think it is not the language that we need at the moment. If I learn and 
speak Pashto both in school and at home, then where is the improvement? 

[Int. 5, 1: 6-13] 

 The participants’ views here correspond to the findings of studies carried out in 

other multilingual contexts (see, for example, Barkhuizen, 2002; Jones & Barkhuizen, 

2011).  For instance, in the context of South Africa, in spite of the fact that the students 

thought that Xhosa should be studied at South African schools, only 11% of the survey’s 

2825 respondents viewed it useful in their lives after school (Barkhuizen, 2002). The 

participants also considered Xhosa difficult to read and write.  A related theme that 

emerged from the disinclination of my study’s participants towards keeping Pashto as a 

subject is the difficulties teachers and students face in reading and writing it.  

 

6.2.3.2   ‘Pashto is more difficult as compared to Urdu or even English’ – Angaar  

 Almost every participant referred to the difficulties students face in reading and 

writing Pashto. Nangiaal considers reading and writing Pashto more difficult than Urdu and 

English. That is why, although some Pashto versions of religious books are available, he 

prefers the Urdu versions as he understands Urdu better. Angaar and Sabawoon also 

perceive Urdu as easier for them as well as their students, whereas Pashto for them is 

difficult to read and write.  The teachers came up with four main reasons for the difficulties 

they and the students face with regard to Pashto. Their views were unanimous: 

• The words used in the textbooks are from classical Pashto, which is quite different 

from colloquial Pashto.  

• Recently, some changes have been brought about in the way Pashto is written, which 

has made the language all the more complicated. For example, the Yay “ی” (the last letter of 

the Pashto alphabet) has been developed into six different versions (ی ، ې ، ي ، ۍ ، ئ ، ے). 

In comparison, there are two versions of Yay (ی ، ے) in Urdu. 

• Most of the teachers did not study Pashto as a subject when they were students, and 

they have not had any training in teaching the subject.   

• The variety of Pashto used in textbooks is quite different from the variety they speak 

in their respective regions.  

The last point needs further elaboration, as it is the one that teachers cited the most when 

they talked about the difficulties they and the students faced. I may mention here again that 

Pashto is taught as a subject in government schools only, some of which use Urdu and 
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others Pashto as MoI. The schools that use Pashto as MoI are located in regions where the 

hard version of Pashto is spoken, which is quite similar to the standard version used in 

textbooks.  However, even the hard version of the language has different varieties 

depending on the region where it is spoken.  The Pashto-medium primary school teachers 

claim that the variety of Pashto used in textbooks is quite different from the one they speak 

in their area.  They therefore do not understand some of the words used in the textbooks.  

The Urdu-medium school was located in Karak, where the soft version of Pashto is in use, 

which is significantly different from the hard version.  The teachers there face many 

difficulties in understanding it. Sabawoon, the teacher at the Urdu-medium school, 

expressed his opinion thus: 

We as well as students face difficulties in understanding this Pashto because of the 
obvious difference in the dialect followed in this region. If this Pashto textbook had 
been written in our dialect, we would not be facing any problems. Even if we had 
studied the subject ourselves when we were students, we would be competent in it. 
This Pashto is like BBC Pashto Service to us; we simply don’t get it. [Int. 5, 1: 7-11] 

 

Similarly, Hewaad, the other Urdu-medium school teacher, said: 

Pashto is the most difficult language for students here. They cannot read it, cannot 
write it, and do not understand most of the words. There are a lot of words which we 
ourselves do not understand, so how can they understand them? The only subject 
that I prepare for before I teach is Pashto. Unfortunately, there is no dictionary that 
tells us the meaning of a Pashto word of their dialect in our dialect [laughing]. Now 
they call the Englishmen Nangiaali41 [sic] (ننګیالی), whereas we call them Fairangi 
 whereas they ,(شوشتھ) When something is beautiful, we say it is Shooshta .(فیرنګی)
say it is Khaista (ښایستھ). So there is a lot of difference. You have to translate it to 
students in their own dialect to enable them understand it. And now they have 
increased the alphabets as well.  We are abandoning Pashto [as a code of life] and 
they are increasing the alphabets (موژ نھ پشتو اووتھ، او دوې پکشے ټکی زیوتئ). 

[Int. 6, 2: 23-33] 

 

Hewaad finds it perplexing why the government has given importance to Pashto after such 

a long time.  He said: 

You will find very few people in the whole district who can write in Pashto. Most of 
the people cannot read it. Now the government made the decision to introduce 
Pashto as a subject, but it is not merely about giving orders. You have to see 
whether your teachers can read and write Pashto or not. Have you given them 
sufficient training? If you were to introduce Pashto as a language, you should have 
deferred the teaching of other languages for a few years; like we should have started 
teaching students Urdu in Class Three and English in Class Four, for example. Now 
they have increased one subject. We are teaching them three languages at a time, or 

41 Hewaad confuses the meaning of the word, simply because he does not know what it means.  The word 
actually means ‘the brave’, and is mostly used for the Pashtun, never for the Englishmen.  
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you may say four, if we include Arabic which is an integral part of Islamic Studies 
subject. Just imagine the burden of languages on students. [Int. 6, 4: 11-20] 

 

6.2.3.3   ‘Students don’t need Pashto in their future’ – Nangiaal  

 The participants did not foresee any utility for Pashto in the students’ imagined 

communities. Angaar observes that ‘the job market is in the Punjab or in big cities like 

Karachi or Islamabad, where the students will need English and Urdu, not Pashto’.  

Nangiaal too believes that the language ‘does not have any practical utility in future’, so 

teaching it ‘is a waste of precious time of students’.  Izlaan, however, envisages ‘these 

children growing into fathers’ who can then ‘transfer their knowledge of Pashto to their 

children’ since ‘nobody knows whether Pashto will be a part of education system at that 

time or not’.  

 The parents’ attitude towards Pashto was also unfavourable mainly because they did 

not regard it as having any future utility.  One of the parents, whose three children study in 

a government Urdu-medium school, was quite vocal in his displeasure for the governments’ 

decision to introduce Pashto as a subject. He said: 

I don’t know what is wrong with the government.  Who is the crazy person who told 
them to teach Pashto?  These corrupt people do not want our kids to learn Urdu and 
English. Our kids do not need Pashto. I am enough to teach Pashto to my kids. Let 
the schools teach the languages my kids will need in future to get some respectable 
job. But these power-hungry politicians want our children to stay farmers like us.  

[Int. 1, 2: 14-18] 

6.2.4   Summary 

 I have presented above the participant-teachers’ and some parents’ preferences for 

teaching the three focal languages as subjects at primary-level education.  The findings 

reveal that the participants have a strong inclination for keeping English a part of the 

education system. They believe that English proficiency is a determining factor in the 

successful future of their students.  They differ, however, in their opinion regarding the 

suitable age at which to expose students to English. Importantly, it is a strong opinion of 

most of the participants that while English should be taught as a subject, the related cultural 

content in textbooks should be minimised.  Some of them recommend Islamising the 

English textbooks in terms of their content, so that the books stay relevant to students’ 

lives. I also found overwhelming support among the participants for keeping Urdu an 

integral part of the education system.  They believe that they should keep teaching Urdu 

right from the start of schooling, as it is necessary for communication beyond the province, 
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for studying Islamic books, and for making sure that students succeed in their studies in 

case of a change from a Pashto- or English-medium to an Urdu-medium school. The 

participants, however, do not see any place for their mother tongue Pashto in the education 

system.  They consider it worthless to teach Pashto as a subject, as they do not foresee any 

need for it in the students’ imagined communities.   

 The participants’ favourable stance for English and Urdu and outright rejection of 

Pashto as a part of the education system draws attention to Pennycook’s (1994) viewpoint 

on English posing a direct threat to the very existence of indigenous languages.  “When 

English becomes the first choice as a second language”, Pennycook observes, “it is 

constantly pushing other languages out of the way, curtailing their use in both qualitative 

and quantitative terms” (p. 14). Pennycook further links this curtailment effect of English 

with its gatekeeping effect.  He maintains that since English commands an integral position 

in education systems around the world, it is being used as a tool for inclusion and exclusion 

from employment opportunities, further education and social positions.  The participants’ 

language preferences here give a clear indication of the exclusion effect of English, as they 

perceive Pashto to be of no value in the current educational dispensation. 

 The participants’ step-motherly attitude towards Pashto is also quite relevant to 

what Alexander (2003, p.15) refers to as “static maintenance syndrome”.  Explaining the 

term, he states that the replication of colonial language policies on the part of the elite is 

generally reflected in the language attitudes of the population. Because of leaders’ lack of 

belief in the role of indigenous languages in all spheres of life, he says, “people begin to 

accept as ‘natural’ the supposed inferiority of their own languages and adopt an approach 

that is determined by considerations that are related only to the market and social status 

value of the set of languages in their multilingual societies” (Alexander, 2003, p. 15).  

Conforming to Alexander’s stance, while the participants value their mother tongue Pashto, 

they perceive it as inherently incapable of attaining the capacity, status and power of the 

more powerful languages like English or Urdu. It is for this and related reasons that they do 

not see any benefit in making Pashto a medium of instruction. I now turn to the teachers’ 

preferences for languages as media of instruction. 

 

6.3   Languages as media of instruction 

 The choice of Medium of Instruction (MoI) is not merely an educational issue; it is 

inevitably linked to the underlying social, political and economic context (Baldauf et al., 

2008). Tsui and Tollefson (2004) are of the view that MoI policy is a key means of “power 
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(re)distribution and (re)construction” (p. 2) as it determines which sociolinguistic 

communities have access to political and economic opportunities, and which communities 

are disenfranchised.  As I discussed in Chapter 2 (see Section 2.7), a nationalistic agenda is 

one of the main influences on LiE policies in Pakistan, particularly the MoI policies.  While 

there are frequent debates in Pakistani intelligentsia about the choice between English and 

Urdu as the MoI, advocacy for mother-tongue education is largely non-existent. This is 

despite the fact that a plethora of theoretical and empirical literature evinces the benefits of 

mother-tongue education. Given that MoI is the most powerful means not only of 

maintaining and revitalising a language and its associated culture but also of ensuring 

intergenerational transmission (Baldauf et al., 2008; Fishman & Fishman, 2000), non-

provision of mother-tongue education risks the very existence of regional languages 

(Fishman, 2001). Such treatment of regional languages also develops negative attitudes 

towards these languages, as only the privileged languages are associated with educational, 

economic and social development (Graham, 2010; Tsui & Tollefson, 2004).  

 Below I report on the teacher-participants’ preferences with regard to choice of MoI 

at primary-level education both in government and privately run educational institutions. 

As will become evident, the participants have a largely favourable attitude towards both 

English and Urdu as MoI; however, they do not see any value in using Pashto as MoI. I 

start with their preference for English as MoI. 

 

6.3.1   ‘Make English the medium of instruction if you want to save the future of 

government schools’ – Hewaad  

 The teacher-participants at the Urdu- and Pashto-medium government schools have 

mixed views on making English the MoI.  Three out of the four teachers at the two schools 

favour changing the MoI to English.  Ironically, however, the two teachers at the English-

medium private school do not support English as MoI.  

 Angaar is a strong supporter of English and would prefer English as MoI in 

government primary schools, instead of Pashto which is the current MoI at his school.  He 

said: 

Since Pashto is our mother tongue, we know it without needing a teacher or going to 
school. As for Urdu, even illiterate people can speak it. So we should look for 
improvement, and the improvement would be to go for English. [Int. 6, 8: 3-5] 
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The sole reason behind the dwindling number of students in government schools and the 

soaring number of students in private schools is the English-as-MoI policy followed in 

private schools, Angaar believes.  He argues that parents send their children to government 

schools ‘not for the love of Pashto but because they cannot afford sending them to English-

medium schools’.  

 Hewaad too would prefer English as MoI in his Urdu-medium government school.  

He claims to have raised the issue in a meeting with authorities at the department of 

education, and to have also sent them a letter suggesting changing the MoI to English if 

they ‘want to save the future of government schools, but nobody cares’.   For Sabawoon, 

who likewise supports English as MoI, it is not difficult for government school teachers to 

teach in English, arguing that ‘if matriculate teachers in the English-medium schools can 

teach it, why can’t we who are more qualified than them?’  He predicts parents sending 

their children back to government schools if the MoI were changed to English there.  

 The parents with whom I informally interacted are all in favour of English-medium 

education in both government and primary schools. A parent said that ‘the only reason’ he 

sends his children to the private school is ‘because it is in English medium. You can’t 

imagine how difficult it is for me to pay the fees but I want to give my kids a chance to 

change their future’. He revealed he would not hesitate to revert his children back to a 

government school if the MoI there was changed to English.  Another parent expressed his 

disappointment at not having enough resources to send his children to an English-medium 

school. Giving an interesting example as a comparison of children from English- and Urdu-

medium schools, he said:  

If we wish to compare which students are doing well, the private school’s or the 
government schools’ ones, we have to make the medium of instruction and syllabus 
the same. One kid is wearing slippers and the other shoes, and you want them to 
have a running competition; the result is obvious! [Int. 1, 2: 21-24] 
 

 Shamroz, however, does not support changing the MoI at his Pashto-medium school 

to English because he believes that English ‘is a difficult language, and students have no 

exposure to it’ outside the school. Likewise, Izlaan, the English-medium school teacher, 

considers it an uphill task to teach in English because: 

We teach six textbooks in English to a nursery child who doesn’t even know the 
ABC of English in literal sense. You have to use Pashto to make him understand, 
but then the knowledge is in English so he doesn’t get it the way he should. When 
he goes home, it is all Pashto around him, with no connection to the languages that 
are taught in schools.  The end result is that he learns nothing. [Int. 5, 6: 24-28] 
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Another reason for Izlaan’s opposition to English as MoI is that he believes that ‘countries 

that have progressed have used their own languages as media of instruction’.  A counter 

argument to this is given by Angaar, who said: 

This is the 21st century. Our children need to learn a language that helps them to 
grow and to compete with children of other countries in this globalised world. I fail 
to understand those who give arguments that mother-tongue education is successful 
in such and such countries. Such countries are developed, and they also developed 
their languages.  But what is the status of Pashto? Can you find a single scientific 
book in it?  This mother-tongue theory does not work here. We need English.  

 [Int. 6, 2: 10-15] 

 The teachers’ preference for English as the MoI is not unique to this study.  Several 

studies, both in Pakistani and other contexts, have found that parents, teachers and students 

perceive that to be educated is to speak English and, therefore, the earlier English language 

is used as the MoI, the better for the child’s education (Arthur, 1997; Graham, 2010). Facts 

on the ground are, however, quite different to this perception, as this MoI policy has been 

shown to lead to relatively low achievement, particularly among rural populations who 

rarely hear English outside the classroom (Graham, 2010). 

 

6.3.2   ‘Urdu is the most appropriate language as medium of instruction’ – Shamroz 

 Urdu as MoI also found some support among the participants. Shamroz, the Pashto-

medium government school teacher, is one such supporter of Urdu.  He believes the 

language is easier for students to learn and understand, as I have already mentioned in 

Section 6.2.2.2 above.  He expressed his views thus:  

I believe that the medium of instruction throughout our province, whether in 
government or private schools, should be one. And I think it should be Urdu.  
Children speak Pashto in any case because it is their mother tongue. English is a 
difficult language and they have no exposure to it. So Urdu is the most appropriate 
language as medium of instruction.  It is our national language, and children have a 
lot of exposure to it through media. [Int. 6, 1: 5-10] 

 
Nangiaal, the English-medium private school teacher, is also a strong supporter of Urdu as 

MoI, even in private schools.  He says that ‘English as a subject is enough for students’, 

and since ‘the Pashtun face a lot of problems in Urdu, it is necessary to make Urdu the 

medium of instruction’ so that they can develop their Urdu proficiency.  However, deeming 

it impossible in the current circumstances to change the MoI in private schools to Urdu, he 

recommends involving Urdu in every subject taught at the school. I will discuss this aspect 
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of the participants’ views later in the next chapter when I report on teachers’ language 

practices.  

 I have mentioned earlier in Section 1.2.2 how Pashto was introduced as the MoI in 

government primary schools in central and northern districts, whereas the southern districts 

of the province decided to maintain Urdu as the MoI. Hewaad, the teacher at the school in 

the area that decided to retain Urdu as MoI, supports the decision.  He said: 

I believe it was the right decision. Urdu is a better medium of instruction as 
compared to Pashto for our southern districts, as our Pashto dialect is completely 
different from the one used in northern and central districts. There they may have 
Pashto as the medium of instruction, but here Urdu is better, although ideally, as I 
had said earlier, English would be the most suitable medium of instruction.  

[Int. 5, 7: 1-6] 

 

Angaar, the Pashto-medium school teacher, criticises the decision of changing the MoI to 

Pashto in his region.  He would have preferred Urdu as a second option in case English 

could not be made the MoI at his school.  Izlaan, the English-medium school teacher, is the 

only supporter of Pashto as MoI and believes that English and Urdu should be only taught 

as subjects.  He said the following about the MoIs in government schools: 

The transition in medium of instruction from Pashto [at primary level] to Urdu [at 
secondary level] and then English [at higher secondary and tertiary levels] is bad; 
we should have Pashto as medium of instruction up to Class 5 and English from 
Class 6 onward; Urdu may be taught as a language only. These changes in media of 
instruction at different levels are a great hurdle for students in performing optimally. 

[Int. 5, 1: 12-16] 

 

6.3.3   ‘If we change MoI to Pashto, we will be of no value outside our area’ – Nangiaal  

 I found strong resentment towards Pashto as MoI in the views of the majority of the 

participants. Nangiaal, for instance, is dead against Pashto as MoI.  He believes that the 

change in MoI to Pashto means a step backwards. He said: 

If we change our syllabus to Pashto, we will be of no value outside our area. We 
won’t be able to know anything outside our province…. Pashto is our mother 
tongue; and every student knows it by default, so he does not have to learn it. 
Making Pashto the medium of instruction will make our children take a step back.  
They should learn as many languages as they can, and they already know how to 
speak Pashto. They don’t need to read or write it, as it has no value.  

[Int. 6, 7: 25-30] 

Angaar, the Pashto-medium government school teacher, holds a similar opinion.   He 

expressed his views thus: 
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We should give importance to English and Urdu rather than Pashto. I am not saying 
that we should forget Pashto, but I think it is not the language that we need at the 
moment. We have already learnt it as a mother tongue, and it is enough.  Even 
inside Pakistan, there is 80% need of English and 20% of Urdu, but we are giving 
education in Pashto here. So I am not at all in favour of Pashto as the medium of 
instruction. Pashto is for students to speak at home, but when they come to school 
they should learn other languages rather than Pashto. If they learn and speak Pashto 
both in school and at home, where is the improvement? [Int. 6, 2: 3-10] 

 
Despite the participants’ negative attitudes towards Pashto as MoI, all of them are 

unanimous in their view that children understand and learn best in their mother tongue.  

Izlaan put it this way: 

I think the way we understand in our mother tongue, we can never understand the 
same way in any other language. I cannot transfer much knowledge if I do not use 
the mother tongue of students to whom I intend to transfer knowledge. For instance, 
when you tell a child that this person is Tarkaanr42 ترکاڼ [carpenter], they 
understand what I am talking about. But when I say somebody is a carpenter or 
Barhai43 �� [carpenter], they don’t have any idea what that is. If we teach in 
English, it is only English in which he will be good, but he may not be as good in 
his understanding of other subjects. 

[Int. 8, 9: 2-9] 
 

Sabawoon too believes that regardless of the MoI being followed in school, teachers must 

make use of students’ mother tongue to make them understand lessons. He said:  

When students’ concepts are clear because you have explained things to him in 
Pashto, then all the languages will be easy for him.  It is important that children 
learn languages, but then languages have their own teaching periods; they are taught 
as subjects, so we could concentrate on them in those periods, but not when I am 
teaching Social Studies or Science, for example. I strongly believe that I should be 
using mother tongue the most to make students understand, because I believe that 
their thinking at this level is limited to their mother tongue. [Int. 5, 4: 23-29] 

 

6.3.4   Summary 

 As I discussed in Section 2.5.2, an overwhelming majority of linguists and 

researchers agree that it is in the best interest of learners to be taught in their mother tongue 

during their initial years of education (see, for example, Baldauf et al., 2008; Fishman & 

Fishman, 2000; Graham, 2010; Phillipson & Skutnabb-Kangas, 1996; Tsui & Tollefson, 

2004).  In the context of Pakistan, Coleman (2010), citing examples from Asian countries 

such as Singapore, Thailand and India, observes that the adoption of local languages for 

42 Pashto word for carpenter 
43 Urdu word for carpenter  
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primary-level education contributes towards national integration since the ethnic minorities 

then have a sense of being owned and respected by the state. The participants in my study, 

however, have a different point of view. The findings I reported in this section indicate a 

division in the views of the teachers regarding which language to adopt as the MoI both in 

government and private schools. However, they tend to give the least priority to their 

mother tongue Pashto as MoI, with English and then Urdu being prioritised.  This is, 

however, not something new in the context of Pakistan.  Findings from other studies, 

although conducted in different provinces, indicate that teachers as well as students and 

parents do not approve of their mother tongue being used as MoI (Mansoor, 2010; Nelson, 

2006). The MoI choices that the participants in my study make appear to be influenced, as I 

will attempt to show in Chapter 9, not only by economic, religious, and political factors in 

the context where they are located but also by the meso- and macro-level language policies. 

   

6.4   Conclusion 

 In this chapter I reported and discussed the teacher-participants’ and some parents’ 

language preferences related to the roles they perceived English, Urdu and Pashto to have at 

primary-level education in their area. I also described which languages they preferred as 

MoI and why they preferred them.  The findings show that the participants prefer 

maintaining English as an essential part of the primary-level education system, and some of 

them favour making it the MoI as well. They support the current policy of teaching Urdu 

right from the start of schooling. Some of them also advocate it as MoI. As for Pashto, most 

of them think it should not be taught as a subject. They are also against making it the 

medium of instruction, with Izlaan the only participant favouring it as MoI.  Since the 

participants view English, and to some extent Urdu, as necessary for higher education, 

employment, success and upward mobility, they support the inclusion of these languages at 

the primary level. For the same reason, they do not see any value in making their mother 

tongue a part of the educational system, whether as a subject or as MoI, despite having a 

strong feeling of pride and love for it.  It can therefore be concluded that the two major 

languages, English and Urdu, have a negative influence on the prestige and utility of 

indigenous languages (see, for example, Rahman, 2007).   

  The teacher-participants’ language preferences in educational settings are also 

influenced by the imagined communities they envision for their students.  They consider 

both English and Urdu as an investment for students to gain access to the communities 
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where their competence in the two languages would accrue them economic and social 

benefits (also see Rahman, 2004).  They consider English and Urdu competency of primary 

importance for gaining access to the immediate and distant imagined communities they 

desire for their students. However, they do not deem investment in Pashto necessary for 

their students, as they do not envision any role for it in the students’ imagined communities.  

The unequal value they attach to the languages is therefore conditioned by the market 

value, or the linguistic capital, they see in each of these languages (Blommaert, 2006; 

Bourdieu, 1991). In the next chapter, I discuss how the teachers’ language perceptions and 

preferences are reflected in their reported language practices in the three schools with 

different media of instruction.  
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CHAPTER 7: TEACHERS’ REPORTED LANGUAGES PRACTICES 

 

7.1   Introduction 

 In the previous chapter I reported the teacher-participants’ preferences for languages 

in education. I discussed their beliefs about the languages they consider to be integral to 

primary schooling as subjects and as media of instruction. The chapter revealed that while 

the teachers view English and Urdu in favourable terms and consider them necessary both 

as subjects and media of instruction, they do not favour Pashto for either of these roles.  

This chapter describes how teachers themselves report their language practices, i.e. what 

teachers say they actually do with regard to their language use (Spolsky, 2009) in the 

classrooms and the schools.  It will describe the strategies they supposedly adopt for 

teaching in and about the three languages, and the reasons they give for adopting these 

strategies.  While this chapter exclusively deals with the teachers’ self-reported language 

practices, the next chapter will describe whether and how the teachers actually use the three 

languages, based on the observations I made in the classrooms and schools. 

 In the previous chapters I used the verb ‘believe’ a great deal to refer to the 

teachers’ language perceptions and ideologies.  I use the term in this chapter too to refer to 

their perceptions about using languages for teaching and learning and their reported 

language practices.  I therefore consider it important here to make clear the distinction (or 

lack thereof) between perceptions and beliefs.  Pajares (1992), describing beliefs as “a 

messy construct” (p. 307), provides 17 related terms for beliefs, some of which include 

“attitudes, values, judgments, axioms, opinions, ideology, perceptions …” (p. 309, 

emphasis added).   Similarly, Borg (2003) considers beliefs to be a significant part of 

teacher cognition, which he defines as “what teachers know, believe, and think” (p. 81, 

emphasis added).  Following Pajares and Borg, I take beliefs and perceptions to be largely 

similar.  

 Phipps and Borg (2009) contend that beliefs elicited through questionnaires may 

reveal the idealistic beliefs of teachers – “beliefs about what should be” (p. 382) – that may 

be remote from reality; however, beliefs elicited through a discussion of teachers’ actual 

practices may reflect reality – “beliefs about what is” (p. 382).  The latter, they argue, 

provide a more realistic appreciation of the association between teachers’ beliefs and 

practices since “the analysis of what teachers do is the basis of eliciting and understanding 

their beliefs” (p. 382). Through a discussion of how teachers report their language 

practices, therefore, I attempt to provide a window into their beliefs about the use of 
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languages in education, and compare them not only to their language preferences described 

in the previous chapter, but also to their observed practices which I report on in the next 

chapter.  

 I also consider it important to clarify the distinction between translation and 

codeswitching, two terms which I use frequently in this and the next chapter.  I use the term 

translation to refer to the verbatim recoding from one language to the other. However, I use 

the term codeswitching when the teachers go beyond translation and offer explanations of 

the L2 (Urdu) or L3 (English) in the L1 (Pashto).   

 I start the chapter with a description of the teachers’ awareness of the learning 

readiness of their students.  I then discuss themes related to the teachers’ beliefs and 

reported practices with regard to the three languages as media of instruction.  In the 

following section, I report how they claim they teach the three languages as subjects. In the 

subsequent sections, I describe their reporting of the languages used for general interaction 

inside schools, the role of textbooks in teaching and learning, and the extent to which they 

take their students’ imagined communities into consideration while using languages. I end 

the chapter with a commentary on the main findings of this chapter. 

  

7.2   Students’ readiness to learn: ‘You have to … ensure that they are ready for 

learning’ – Izlaan 

 Before attending to a description and discussion of the teachers’ reported language 

practices and related beliefs/perceptions, it is pertinent to mention one of the salient aspects 

of their reported teaching practices, which reveals their sense of awareness of the 

importance of their students’ learning readiness.   

When I enter the class, and before I start teaching, I have a thorough look at the 
students, ask them if they have any problems at home, whether their mom and dad 
had a fight, whether they got up in time and had their breakfast. You have to be 
concerned with student’s life outside the school to ensure that they are ready for 
learning; you have to observe each and everything about them. [Int. 2, 1: 21-25] 

 

In this excerpt, Izlaan indicates his belief in ensuring the physical, mental and emotional 

readiness of his students before actual learning takes place.  Most of the other teachers, 

namely Angaar, Sabawoon and Nangiaal, also refer to this learning principle.  For instance, 

Angaar tries ‘to come up with something interesting in the beginning of the class’ to be able 

‘to grab the attention of the students’.  Sabawoon claims that at appropriate intervals during 

teaching, he tries ‘to amuse the students through small stories and jokes in Pashto to keep 
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them interested’. Evidently, Sabawoon codeswitches to Pashto for “humanising the 

classroom climate” (Ferguson, 2009, p. 234) and for creating a humorous effect to keep the 

students lively and attentive (McGlynn & Martin, 2009). To him, ‘the most important’ 

aspect of teaching is ‘keeping students focused towards teacher’, and jokes and stories are 

the techniques he uses to ensure this.  For Nangiaal, the religious-minded private school 

teacher, ‘the ideal way to start a class is with a saying of the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH)’; 

he is of the firm belief that everything begun with the name of Allah and His Prophet 

(PBUH) has God’s blessings ensured, and claims that he always follows the practice.  

 

7.3   Languages as media of instruction: ‘Medium of instruction is merely limited to 

textbooks’ - Hewaad 

 In this section I describe findings related to the teachers’ reported use of languages 

as media of instruction (MoI), i.e. the languages they claim to employ for teaching subjects 

like science, maths, social studies, etc.  The decisions teachers make regarding the choice of 

language(s) for classroom instruction constitute an integral component of micro-level 

language planning (Jones & Barkhuizen, 2011). Such decision-making is not without its 

challenges, however, as teachers often need to strike a balance between their vision of 

teaching and contextual realities (Johnson, 1996), in the process experiencing tensions. 

Freeman (1996b, p. 225) defines tensions as the “discomforts or confusions which interfere 

with teachers translating intention into action in the classroom”.  The findings below show 

that the teachers’ reported language(s) use evinces a tension  between what they would like 

to do and the meso- and macro-level language policy constraints they have to contend with.  

All the teachers claim that they resort to the students’ (and their) mother tongue, Pashto, as 

a medium to explain subject content, regardless of the official MoI followed at their 

respective schools.  The teachers at the English-medium school, however, report translating 

lesson content into Urdu, in addition to explanation in Pashto, and consider Urdu 

translation both a necessity and a policy requirement.  I start below with the teachers’ 

claims about the use of the mother tongue for explaining subject content. 

 

7.3.1   Use of mother tongue: ‘I always use Pashto to explain every lesson I teach’ – 

Sabawoon   

 I reported in Chapter 6 the way the teachers, despite their opposition to making 

Pashto the official MoI, emphasised the need for explaining lesson content using the 
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students’ mother tongue (see Section 6.3.3).  They seem to practise what they advocate, as 

they claim a predominant use of Pashto for making students understand subject content. For 

instance, Sabawoon, the teacher at the Urdu-medium school, says that he explains ‘each 

lesson of each subject’ using the Pashto dialect spoken in the area he and the students are 

located in.  To him, every teacher should attempt ‘to explain lessons to students in a 

language that they speak and hear around them; in our case, it should be Pashto in our own 

dialect, not the standard one’.  He considers it ‘absolutely essential to do so to ensure that 

students understand what is being taught to them’.  He also deems it obligatory to employ 

the local variety of Pashto since ‘students at this [primary] level do not understand any 

other language’.  Sabawoon reached this realisation after observing that when he ‘used to 

explain lesson content only using Urdu, students would feel difficulties in understanding 

it’; however, when he ‘started explaining lessons in Pashto, in addition to Urdu’, he realised 

that ‘they not only grasp it well but also retain it in their memories for longer’.  

 Hewaad, the other teacher at the Urdu-medium school, also claims using Pashto ‘to 

make sure that students learn the lesson’.  Giving an example from teaching mathematics, 

he said: 

Students are very quick to respond if we use Pashto and refer to money for addition 
and subtraction. For instance, when I ask them in Pashto:  چھه روپئ چھ جمع �� روپئ او چ

ړیږی؟جو ېتر ېروپ څونو  ړېک   [How much money will you get when you add Rupees 5 
and 6?], they would quickly respond with را روپې�  [Rupees 11] – the correct 
answer. The students don’t know what 11 is called in Pashto or in English; they only 
know the Urdu term for numbers, as our medium [of instruction] is Urdu.  However, 
if I do not explain it to them using Pashto, they won’t understand anything.  And 
using money as a reference makes it easy for them as they connect it to real life. So 
medium of instruction is merely limited to textbooks. Practically, we use Pashto a 
lot more than Urdu. [Int. 4, 1: 14-22] 

 

 The last two sentences of Hewaad’s comment above are of particular importance in 

the context of this study.  His and the other teachers’ reported language practices point to a 

clear distinction between what Willans (2011) terms language of instruction and language 

of learning. In a study carried out in a secondary school in Vanuatu, Willans (2011) found 

that while the official MoI was English, the majority of academic interaction in classroom 

took place in Bislama, a national dialect of English-based Melanesian Pidgin and a lingua 

franca among students.  She reported that while the forms of input to students were 

delivered through the medium of English, which she refers to as the language of 

instruction, students had very little engagement with this input in English, as they 

predominantly used Bislama, which she calls the language of learning, to complete tasks 
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and explain concepts to each other.  The distinction holds true in the case of the teachers’ 

self-reported language use as described in this study.   

 The two teachers at the Pashto-medium school consider it their ‘duty to explain 

lessons in Pashto as it is the [official] medium of instruction’ in their schools. Shamroz 

claims that he frequently uses the simpler local version of Pashto ‘to make students 

comprehend lessons’.  Similarly, Angaar believes that ‘students understand everything 

when you talk to them in our [local variety of] Pashto’.  He expressed his belief about the 

use of mother tongue thus: 

I believe that a child should be enabled to achieve the objective of learning for 
which he comes to the school and that a teacher’s objective should be to make the 
student learn regardless of the official medium of instruction. And I believe that 
Pashto is more helpful in achieving this objective both on the part of teacher as well 
as student. You have to give Poha پوھھ [wisdom/discernment] to the student in 
Pashto, so that he is able to grasp what is taught to him. [Int. 7, 2: 25-30] 

 

 Izlaan and Nangiaal, the two teachers at the English-medium school, also claim to 

use Pashto as a learning aid because, in the words of Izlaan, ‘without explanation in the 

mother tongue, students will not be able to understand lessons well enough’.  Nangiaal 

asserts that he ‘mostly explain[s] the lesson in Pashto’ so that students are able to 

understand it. Both the teachers thus claim judiciously using Pashto as a resource. 

Butzkamm (1998) refers to such use of mother tongue as a ‘conversation lubricant’ in that 

it does not take over but is rather used unobtrusively as a learning aid to get the message 

across.   

 There is considerable literature supporting the use of mother tongue for explaining 

subject content.  Ferguson (2009), for instance, views codeswitching to students’ mother 

tongue in the case of content subject lessons sympathetically as he considers it important to 

convey the subject matter by whatever reasonable means possible as long as it contributes 

to the goal of making students understand the subject matter. He warns, however, that this 

“could evolve into a de facto bilingual instructional medium at odds with official policy” 

(p. 236) and thereby pose a direct challenge to the top-down language-in-education policy.  

It is conceivably because of this and related tensions that the teachers at the English-

medium school report prioritising translation of subject content into Urdu over explanation 

in Pashto. I turn to this aspect of the teachers’ reported language practices next. 
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7.3.2   Translation into Urdu: ‘I translate each sentence of the lesson into Urdu’ – 

Nangiaal  

 The two teachers at the English-medium private school claim teaching every 

English-medium subject through translation, predominantly into Urdu, supplemented by 

explanation in Pashto. Nangiaal concedes that at times, he has to ‘skip explanation in 

Pashto and merely translate the lesson in Urdu because of paucity of time’. When I asked 

him whether explanation in Pashto was not more important than Urdu translation, he 

responded in the positive but gave several reasons for his practice.  Firstly, said Nangiaal, 

parents judge teachers’ performance ‘on the basis of how much translation has been noted 

down in students’ notebooks’.  He elaborated: 

This is because even if I explain lesson content ten times in Pashto, parents won’t 
know. However, if I make students write meanings of difficult words in Urdu, 
parents will know I have taught them something. [Int. 3, 1: 29-31] 

 

Secondly, ‘the little Pashto’ that Nangiaal uses in the classroom ‘is at the risk of being 

axed’ since ‘all the teachers have strict orders from the administration to always translate 

lesson content in Urdu, and not to use Pashto’.  The school ‘Principal keeps an eye’ on 

teachers and ‘inspects exercise books on regular basis to ensure that meanings of difficult 

words have been duly recorded’.  Giving another reason as a justification for his practice, 

Nangiaal said: 

I translate every subject from English to Urdu, as only explaining things in Pashto is 
not sufficient. Since [English-medium school] students do not know how to read 
and write Pashto44, they have to be given written record in the shape of Urdu.  For 
instance, when I teach Social Studies, I may explain every sentence and the entire 
lesson in Pashto, and students may understand it well.  However, when they revise 
the lesson at home, they won’t be able to consult their notebooks in case they don’t 
know the meaning of a certain word. And since most of them do not have 
dictionaries, they will need to be taught again. In that case, the teacher wouldn’t be 
able to cover the whole syllabus and would risk being fired as completing the 
syllabus is a requirement from the school. [Int. 6, 5: 9-17] 

 

 Izlaan, the other teacher at the English-medium school, also concedes that he 

translates lessons of every subject from English to Urdu, and claims that ‘the same is the 

case with all teachers not only in this private school but also in all other English-medium 

schools in this rural area’.  When I asked him whether it was an appropriate approach to 

teaching, he conceded that it was detrimental to learning, saying:  ‘It implies that, for 

example, a student has to learn the meaning of the word plant in Urdu, and then in Pashto. 

44 As mentioned earlier, Pashto is not taught as a subject in private schools.  
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In the process, he forgets about the actual objective, which was to learn about the plant’.  

On another occasion, Izlaan put his views on translation from English to Urdu thus: 

Urdu is like a Rebaar ریبار [meddler] between English and Pashto, and a hurdle 
between the student and understanding. This is because of the system we have; 
teachers keep on following the same cycle over and over again, with very few 
exceptions who dare to make a difference. [Int. 8, 5: 18-21] 

  

 The issue of system distrust that teachers highlighted in the previous chapters are 

also evident here. Their perceived failure in bringing about a change is blamed on the 

‘system’, which for them includes policymakers, parents, poverty and related contextual 

constraints. Such perceptions are, however, not limited to these teachers; in fact, these 

topics are the subject of everyday conversations, as I found during my informal interactions 

with parents in the area.  

 Contrary to the Urdu translation practices at the English-medium school, the 

teachers at the Urdu- and Pashto-medium schools claim that they explain lesson content in 

the local Pashto dialect to make it easily comprehensible for their students, as I mentioned 

above.  Their reported language practices are not surprising given the MoI being Urdu at 

one school and Pashto at the other. They, however, lament time constraints and the burden 

of teaching many classes (see Sections 4.3.1.2 and 4.3.2.2 for details) which sometimes 

restrict them from explaining lesson content in Pashto.  

 The findings above indicate that the teachers are aware of the importance of 

explaining lesson content in their learners’ mother tongue, and report doing so.  They, 

however, express their inability to do so consistently owing to contextual and policy 

constraints. For instance, the school-level policy at the English-medium school seems to 

restrict the teachers from using Pashto; Pashto is therefore reportedly “smuggled into the 

content of the subject” (Probyn, 2001, p. 257; see also, Probyn, 2009) to ensure that 

students comprehend subject content.  Nangiaal’s reported use of the mother tongue in class 

reflects the ongoing tension between his individual agency and institutional control (Pease-

Alvarez & Thompson, 2014).  In a similar situation, McGlynn and Martin (2009), in the 

context of Gambia, report how both teachers and learners “break the (‘no vernacular’) rule” 

(p. 150) by using Mandinka and Wolof in an urban school classroom where the official MoI 

is English. 
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7.4   Languages as subject: ‘Translation is the right method’ - Hewaad 

 In this section, I report on the teachers’ beliefs about teaching languages as subjects 

and their account of how they teach the three languages, i.e. English, Urdu and Pashto 

(English and Urdu only in the case of the English-medium school teachers).  As will 

become clear, the teachers’ reported practices reveal a predominant use of the Grammar-

Translation Method (GTM) to teach all three languages.  I start below with the teachers’ 

practices related to English language teaching.  

 

7.4.1   Teaching of English: ‘Use of Urdu for translation is both a necessity and a 

compulsion’ – Nangiaal 

When teaching English, I first summarise the lesson in Pashto. I then read it aloud to 
ensure that students listen to the correct pronunciation of words so that they could 
later pronounce them correctly.  ….  Then I translate each sentence both in Urdu 
and Pashto. For example: This is a boy; � �� �ا � [in Urdu]; ده یو ووړکھ دا [in Pashto].  
I then write the meanings of difficult words in Urdu on blackboard, and tell students 
to copy them into their notebooks.  Later, I narrate answers to the questions asked in 
the exercises given at the end of the lesson, and students copy them in their 
notebooks.  I then give them time to memorise these answers, because they would 
need to reproduce them in exams. [Int. 7, 2: 5-13] 

  

This is how Nangiaal, the English-medium school teacher, told the story of the way he 

teaches English as a subject.  This narrative of translating from English to Urdu and then 

Pashto is common in most of the teachers’ stories of how they teach English.  Nangiaal 

considers the use of Urdu for translation ‘both a necessity and a compulsion’. He gives the 

following reasons:  

Exams include questions where students are required to translate an English 
paragraph into Urdu and some Urdu sentences into English. So when we teach 
English, students need to write down Urdu translation of words and sentences.  
They then may read the translation before the exam to perform better. … So while it 
is always necessary to explain the lesson in mother tongue, translation in Urdu is a 
compulsion. [Int. 3, 1: 4-8] 

 

Nangiaal uses the word ‘compulsion’ above to refer to the policy constraints the teachers 

encounter vis-à-vis their language choice for instruction. He and most of the other teachers 

make frequent associations between their reported language practices and the tensions they 

face due to the demand and structure of examinations. Their views in this regard mirror the 

findings of studies carried out by Menken (2008) and Nero (2014), which show how 
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standardised testing acts as the de facto language education policy. Nero (2014) declares 

examinations as “the linguistic elephant in the room” (p. 239) since passing of exams is 

thought to be the primary goal of education in the Jamaican context; she considers the 

connection of teachers’ language practices with high-stakes examinations to be remnants of 

British colonial education.  The situation in the context under study does not seem to be 

much different. 

 Hewaad, the teacher at the Urdu-medium school, also believes that translation in 

Urdu ‘is the right method because this is how a student can perform better in exams’.  He, 

however, admits that the methodology he and other teachers follow is detrimental to 

students’ learning:  

I may write on the blackboard the English sentence ‘He go [sic] to school’ and its 
Urdu translation � �� وہ �ل, but the child does not understand what it means, or how 
to use it. The teacher writes it on the blackboard; the student copies it in the 
notebook, without understanding anything. He then crams it, reproduces it in the 
exam, and gets passed. This is our biggest problem.  

[Int. 5, 2: 1-5] 

 Izlaan is concerned about using Urdu when teaching English, as he believes that the 

main aim of the English-medium school that he works in is ‘to make students learn English 

since we call our school an English-medium institute, and almost all subjects are in 

English’.  He, however, adds that the use of Urdu for teaching English is a common 

practice in English-medium schools in the area: 

Even when teaching English grammar, we translate the terms and tenses in Urdu.  
For example, we say: Agar Subject ‘He’, ‘She’, Ya ‘It’ Aa Jaai, To Verb Ke Saath 
‘S’ Ya ‘ES’ Ka Izaafa Hoga. [If the subject of a sentence is ‘he’, ‘she’, or ‘it’, we 
must add ‘s’ or ‘es’ to the verb].  The guidebooks for English subject and the 
English grammar books that students consult are a mix of English and Urdu, with 
most explanations given in Urdu. Translation from English to Urdu and from Urdu 
to English is a compulsory part of English question paper. So the problem is there; 
we cannot get rid of it so easily. [Int. 6, 2: 5-12] 

 

The excerpt above shows that not only are grammatical rules explicitly taught to the 

students following GTM, but that a predominant use of Urdu is also made to explain those 

rules. On another occasion, contemplating on his reported language practices, Izlaan said: 

When I teach English, I read a sentence from the textbook [written in English], 
translate it into Urdu, and then explain it in Pashto. I think, however, that we end up 
improving Urdu rather than English proficiency of students. I sometimes wonder 
why we do this. It is like telling a cricket batsman where to hit a four and where a 
six instead of teaching him batting technique and giving him batting practice. This is 
impossible. We waste time in using Urdu whereas the lesson is in English. We have 
to give students practice in English; only then can we expect them to write and 
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speak better English. I believe that in an English language class, we should be using 
no other language except English. But unfortunately, since we are not proficient in 
it, we have to shift to Urdu and Pashto. [Int. 7, 1: 5-13] 

 

Considering that both the teachers and the students share the same mother tongue, it would 

be natural for them to codeswitch to Pashto. However, as is clear from the interview excerpt 

above, Izlaan views codeswitching in language teaching, to use the words of Probyn (2009, 

p. 129), as “illicit, a sign of linguistic and pedagogic incompetence” rather than being a 

valid strategy.  Angaar, the Pashto-medium school teacher, claims that he does not use any 

Urdu at all while teaching English to students:  

I show them the picture of the item given in the textbook, tell its name in English 
and in Pashto (most of them already know what it is called in Pashto because of the 
picture). I have observed that they learn its English name quicker if I don’t involve 
Urdu. But if they have to learn both ‘Dog’ and ‘�’, it makes it difficult for them to 
learn both at the same time, so they often get confused. [Int. 6, 8: 25-29] 

 

 The teachers’ self-reported English language teaching practices correspond to how 
Brown (2007) defines GTM, i.e. it focuses on “grammatical rules, memorization of 
vocabulary and of various declensions and conjugation, translations of texts, written 
exercises" (p. 18).  Excerpts above from interviews with the teachers clearly show that they 
isolate vocabulary items and make students memorise them, and that they carry out 
sentence by sentence translation of texts. Various authors (see, for example, Brown, 2007; 
Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011; Nunan, 1991; Richards & Rodgers, 2014) state that 
GTM involves using students’ native language to translate terms and make comparisons 
between the native language and the target language. The teachers employ precisely this 
method when they report translating Urdu texts into Pashto (described below).  However, 
they seem to deviate slightly from this main characteristic of GTM with regard to English 
texts.  While they do use translation for English texts as well, the translation is 
predominantly carried out in Urdu, which is a second language for students. Although they 
report translating the English text into Pashto as well, the use of a second language (Urdu) 
for translation seems to create a barrier between the English text and its Pashto translation, 
ostensibly making it more difficult for the students to learn English or the content delivered 
in it, as succinctly pointed out earlier by Izlaan (see Section 7.3.2). Similar assertions about 
the use of the local languages (Punjabi/Saraiki) to explain lessons in English subject were 
made by 78% of the 50 primary school teachers in a questionnaire-based study carried out 
by Zahid, Ghani, Khan, and Ali (2014) in the Punjab province of Pakistan. Interestingly, 
40% of the female teachers claimed using Urdu and 48% claimed using a mixture of Urdu 
and and local languages for the purpose. However, the teachers’ assertions could not be 
corroborated since the researchers did not carry out any classroom observations.  
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 The teachers indicate their concern about reducing their students’ limited exposure 

to English because of frequent translation into Urdu and codeswitching to Pashto. They also 

point to their contravention of both school policy and what they consider the best classroom 

practice by codeswitching to Pashto, similar to what Probyn (2009) found in her study.  The 

concern about limiting students’ exposure to English because of codeswitching to Pashto, 

which Izlaan refers to, is an indication of what Phillipson (1992) terms the ‘monolingual 

fallacy’, referring to the misconception of the monolingual method being the best form of 

language teaching. Ferguson (2009) points out that unlike in the past when there was a 

traditional hostility to the use of students’ mother tongue in English language teaching, the 

employment of interlingual techniques in areas such as vocabulary teaching and grammar 

explanation are now viewed favourably.  The irony, however, is that the teachers report a 

predominant employment of a second language (Urdu) to teach what we may call a third 

language (English). 

     

7.4.2   Teaching of Urdu: ‘Urdu is the easiest subject to teach’ – Hewaad  

I first read the Urdu lesson aloud to the students.  Then I read it sentence by 
sentence, translating each sentence into Pashto.  Later, I provide students with 
answers to the questions at the end of each lesson. The questions are related to 
singular plural, masculine feminine, meanings of difficult words, and use of words 
in sentences.  I write all the answers on blackboard and students note them down. 
[Int. 6, 5: 9-13] 

 

 This is how Sabawoon claims he teaches Urdu; his methods are largely 

representative of the Urdu teaching reported by all the teachers participating in this study.  

They maintain that they make sure to translate the lesson into Pashto so that students 

understand it.  However, they write down the meanings of difficult words in simplified 

Urdu since this is what students are expected to do in the examination.  Again, their 

reported language practices give a clear indication of the employment of GTM for teaching 

languages.  

 As pointed out earlier, the way the teachers report teaching Urdu is both similar to 

and different from the methods they report for teaching English. It is similar in that they 

primarily use translation for teaching both the languages. The difference is that they 

translate Urdu into the local version of the students’ mother tongue, Pashto, whereas in the 

case of English they reported translating it into Urdu – the students’ second language.  The 

use of translation is often criticised for being ineffective in enhancing learners’ 

communicative ability in the target language (see, for example, Brown, 2006). Cunningham 
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(2000), however, while conceding the negative effects of translation, indicates that 

translation can contribute to learners’ acquisition of the target language and has therefore a 

valid place in the learning environment. 

 The teachers are of the view that, compared to the teaching of English and Pashto, it 

is easier for them to teach Urdu and for the students to understand it since they have 

sufficient exposure to the language through television (see Section 6.2.2.2 for further 

details).  They, however, concede that the students face problems in coming up with correct 

grammatical sentences in Urdu writing and speaking mainly because they tend to apply the 

grammatical structure of their mother tongue to Urdu sentence construction (see Section 

5.4.4). They therefore claim trying to make explicitly clear to their students the 

grammatical aspects of the difference between Urdu and Pashto.  Shamroz, giving an 

example, said: 

I tell them the difference between � � ى� � [This is my pencil] in Urdu and 
 in Pashto. Pencil is treated as a feminine noun in Urdu but a masculine ده زما پنسل دے
noun in Pashto. I spend a lot of time on this aspect of the difference between the two 
languages to make sure that the students do not make errors. [Int. 4, 2:18-21] 

 

7.4.3   Teaching of Pashto: ‘The subject in which I feel the most difficulty is Pashto’ - 

Angaar 

 All four teachers at the Urdu- and Pashto-medium schools where Pashto is taught as 

a subject consider Pashto to be the most difficult subject both for them and their students 

(see Section 6.2.3.2 for a detailed explanation). The only subject that Hewaad prepares the 

day before class is Pashto. ‘Every night before going to sleep’ he revises ‘the lesson that 

has to be taught tomorrow’.  For Angaar too, the subject in which he experiences ‘the most 

difficulty is Pashto’. Sabawoon also has to ‘thoroughly prepare the Pashto lesson before 

teaching it’.  Shamroz concedes that students understand lessons in Pashto comparatively 

better, but he has observed that ‘they find it extremely difficult to read and write’.  He 

believes that students face difficulties in reading and writing Pashto even when they have 

reached Year Five, ‘although by that time they can read and write Urdu with felicity’.  The 

method they report using is, again, translating the lesson content into the local version of 

the language and writing down the meanings of difficult words into simpler Pashto.  

 It appears that difficulty in reading and writing Pashto is a source of tension for the 

teachers.  They do not feel competent teaching it because they did not study it when they 

themselves were students. A similar scenario was found in a study by Jones and Barkhuizen 
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(2011) where the teachers considered themselves less proficient in writing their and their 

students’ mother tongue (Sabaot) than in other languages, like the widely used Kiswahili in 

the Kenyan context.  Also, as pointed out earlier (Section 6.2.3.2), the teachers’ (and 

students’) apparent lack of reading and writing proficiency in Pashto has to do with the 

variety of the language taught in schools, which is the standard, classical variety, difficult 

for the students.  In the context of South Africa too, Barkhuizen (2002) believes that one of 

the reasons students perceived Xhosa difficult was the focus in the classroom on the 

traditional, standard variety rather than the widely used informal variety.   

 

7.5   Medium of general interaction inside schools: ‘Students are not allowed to speak 

in Pashto’ – Izlaan 

 Several terms have been in use in the literature to refer to the teacher-student and 

student-student interaction inside the classroom.  Bonacina and Gafarange (2011) use the 

term ‘medium of interaction’ to refer to the language used inside classroom; however, their 

focus is mainly on the language(s) used in aid of learning. Similarly, Lo and Macaro (2012) 

use the term ‘classroom interaction’ to refer to the teacher-student and student-student 

verbal exchanges in classroom settings. They too have a focus on the interaction that is 

carried out with reference to the lesson being taught. For want of an established term, I use 

medium of general interaction to mean the language(s) used for teacher-student, student-

student and teacher-teacher interaction when lesson content is not the exclusive focus of the 

interaction.  I also take the term to apply not merely to classroom interaction but to the 

language(s) used for interaction in the school as a whole.  The unconventional classroom 

setting in the Pashto- and Urdu-medium government schools (which, ironically, is very 

much conventional in the context under study), where one room invariably incorporates 

two classes and some classes are regularly taken on the veranda and in the school yard (see 

Sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2), meant that I could not restrict myself to concentrating on the 

medium of general interaction exclusively in classrooms, even if I wanted to.   

 The teachers at both the Urdu- and Pashto-medium schools claim to use the local 

variety of Pashto as the language of general interaction with students and among 

themselves. The situation at the English-medium school is, however, reportedly different. 

According to Izlaan, the English-medium school teacher, use of the mother tongue for any 

kind of interaction with and between the students is ‘discouraged as a policy’ in the school 

where he works.   This, however, does not necessarily mean that the teachers and the 
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students are asked to interact in English – the official medium of instruction followed at the 

school.  ‘Since neither teachers nor students in these rural schools are proficient in English’, 

said Izlaan, ‘we are told to use Urdu with students. Students are also supposed to use Urdu 

with us and with their fellow students’.  Having worked at quite a few other English-

medium private schools, Izlaan knows that ‘it is not merely the case with this school’; he 

believes that ‘all public45 schools most probably and the ones in this region most certainly 

have it as a policy not to permit use of Pashto’.  

 Nangiaal believes that interacting in ‘Urdu is comparatively easier for students, and 

more importantly for teachers’.  He ‘would quit the job’ if he received ‘orders from the 

administration to interact with students in English’, simply because he does not consider 

himself proficient enough in the language.  At another English-medium private school 

where Nangiaal worked previously, there were ‘strict orders for teachers’ to talk to students 

in Urdu and ‘any student found speaking Pashto even with his classmates was to be fined 

Rs. 50/-.  Even teachers could not use Pashto while talking among themselves’.  Nangiaal 

believes that although ‘school administration should not try to implement extreme 

measures’, the use of Urdu for general interaction ‘is the right decision’, because he has 

observed that ‘this way, students become proficient in the language quite quickly’.  As for 

Pashto, he believes ‘they can talk in it to their hearts’ content after pack-up’.  

 The English-medium school’s language policy seems to be “imbued with and 

influenced by pervasive and persistent monolingual ideologies” (Wei & Martin, 2009, p. 

117; see also, Lin & Martin, 2005; Phillipson, 1992). However, rather than encouraging and 

promoting the use of English, which is the medium of instruction at the school and is also 

the school’s selling point, the use of Urdu has been enforced as a language of teaching and 

learning as well as of general interaction. Interestingly, the decision seems to be influenced 

by contextual constraints as the school owners perceive neither the teachers nor the students 

competent enough in English, thereby making the use of Urdu a forced choice. Given that 

Urdu is the national language and enjoys better prestige value, the private school’s policy 

aimed at encouraging Urdu and lessening the use of Pashto is inherently an ideology of 

linguicism (Phillipson & Skutnabb-Kangas, 1996) and an implicit policy of eradicationism 

(Nero, 2014).   

 

45 As mentioned earlier, the term ‘public school’ is frequently used in Pakistan to refer to private schools.  
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7.6   Role of textbooks: ‘I wonder how a child is supposed to learn if he does not have 

a textbook’ – Angaar  

 The textbook is considered to be the main component of any instructional 

programme and “it is difficult to imagine a class without it” (Nunan, 1999, p. 98).  

Textbooks are useful for learners to prepare for examinations, for teachers to reduce their 

lesson preparation time, and for administrators to assign lessons to teachers; they help 

standardise teaching and, more importantly, act as a route map for both students and 

teachers to see their covered and prospective progress (Tomlinson, 2010, 2011).  In many 

developing countries, however, there is over-reliance on textbooks mainly because it is 

sometimes the only teaching resource available to teachers (Opoku-Amankwa, 2009).  

Over-reliance on textbooks may also stem from the fact that teachers may be poorly 

qualified, possess limited knowledge of lesson content, and/or have limited proficiency in 

the language of instruction (Montagnes, 2001; Peacock, 1995). Whatever the case may be, 

and despite their numerous advantages, over-dependence on textbooks can prove to be 

detrimental to students’ learning (Cabrera, 2014). 

 The teachers participating in my study ‘cannot imagine teaching’ (Izlaan) without a 

textbook. Hewaad, conceding to this fact, put his views this way: 

Here we totally depend on textbook.  A textbook for every subject is like a holy 
book, like (May God forgive me) a Quran for us. We follow the book, and teach 
nothing more and nothing less than what is in the book. ….Dependence on 
textbooks is there at every level of education here in Pakistan.  But this also reflects 
on the resources we have. We do not have libraries; we do not have anything with 
which students could play and learn; the only thing we have is textbooks.  

[Int. 3, 2: 23-28] 

Angaar, referring to students losing textbooks, which are issued by the Ministry of 

Education only once (see Section 4.2.1), believes that the ‘loss of a textbook means loss of 

education for students’.  Since teachers ‘rely solely on textbooks for teaching’, Angaar 

wonders ‘how a child is supposed to learn if he does not have a textbook’.  Shamroz too 

believes that ‘a child who loses a textbook loses the opportunity to get education’.  

Nangiaal considers relying on the textbook a necessity for him in his particular 

circumstances.  He explained it thus: 

My personal experience of not relying on textbook met a failure. While teaching 
Social Studies, I would first talk in Pashto in detail about the topic that we were 
supposed to cover. Only then, during the last stages of the lesson, would I cover the 
contents of textbook. But the next day 90% of students would come with no 
memory of what I had told them about the topic. So I had to explain it to them 
again. But this meant that I could not cover the whole course. And the Principal as 
well as parents would complain that I was not performing my duties up to the 
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required standard. So I reached the conclusion that I have to translate every sentence 
of the lesson bit by bit to them, and not to waste any time on talking about related 
things that are not there in the textbook. [Int. 5, 1: 24-32] 

 

 An advantage of teachers’ emphasis on textbooks, claims Shamroz, is that students 

are quite good at reading. However, as Sabawoon points out, ‘the whole teaching 

methodology and education system revolves around reading’.  Giving the example of the 

teaching of English, he said: 

Our students need simple English at the primary level in this rural area, so that they 
could understand it easily.  But here we mostly emphasise on reading.  It is very 
much inherent in our culture.  When parents want to judge their kids’ ability, they 
would pull out a book from the kid’s bag and tell him to read it. [Int. 4, 2: 21-24] 
 

 The teachers’ reported dependence on textbooks in not uncommon, given 

substantial evidence reported in studies carried out in African (Montagnes, 2001; Opoku-

Amankwa, 2009; Peacock, 1995; Sosniak & Perlman, 1990) and Asian (Chang, 2006; Seo, 

2009; Wei, 2007) contexts.  Kumar (1988) claims that the roots of what he calls “textbook 

culture” (p. 452) in the Indian subcontinent lie in the advent of colonialism in the early 19th 

century, when the East India Company took steps to establish an education system. He 

deems colonial educational policies responsible for intensifying the already prevalent 

textbook-centred learning, and deplores the fact that those policies are still thriving through 

strict bureaucratic control of the education system. He argues:  

[T]he textbook is always present in the school as a symbol of bureaucratic control. It 
is used as a convenient yardstick to judge a teacher’s speed and fluency. Apart from 
serving as a means through which the bureaucratic authority exercises its influence, 
it becomes the symbolic hub of the power structure that governs the teacher’s daily 
routine (Kumar, 1988, p. 453). 

 

7.7   Students’ imagined communities vis-à-vis language teaching: ‘They will need 

English a lot in their future’ – Angaar   

 The teachers refer time and again to the communities they imagine for their students 

to justify their reported language use for teaching and learning. Nangiaal believes that the 

students ‘desire and attempt to be competent in English’, and he tries his utmost to ‘make 

them proficient in English as they will need it when they apply for jobs after completing 

education’.  He therefore claims to play his due role in making his students become a part 

of their imagined communities.  Angaar tries to ‘transfer to students whatever knowledge of 

English’ he has, because they need it in the communities he imagines for them not only 

inside Pakistan but outside as well. He said: 
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It is the age of globalisation. A lot of people are going abroad in search of jobs as 
well as education. You go to Dubai and you will find a Pashtun in every street. So 
the need for English is much more than it was, say, 20 years ago. So if I have to take 
into account the future of students, they will need English a lot in their future. I 
believe that out of these kids, at least 20% would be traveling in and out of country 
in the future. Now if they know English language, they would not face any 
problems; they would look forward to going abroad instead of getting worried about 
their language deficiencies. [Int. 5, 3: 7-13] 
 

The teachers defend the translation method they use as they consider it important for 

students to get a firm grip on both Urdu and English so that they are able to do well in the 

future. Supporting his practice of translating subject content from English to Urdu, 

Nangiaal said that ‘students will need Urdu terminology in case their parents shift them to 

an Urdu-medium school’ because of lack of financial resources, which he claims ‘happens 

on a regular basis’. Giving an example, he said: 

If this child goes to government school tomorrow, and a lot of them do go back, he 
will feel difficulties because the medium there is Urdu. Some parents take out their 
children because of poverty, others because they see that their children get failed 
here because they do not understand English. Now if we do not make students learn 
Urdu, they will not be able to adjust in the government schools in case they are 
transferred there because of any reason. Now if I keep using the word ‘cell’ in the 
science class and do not translate it into Urdu, he will find it difficult to understand 
what ‘Khulia’ � [cell] is when he goes to a government school. Students keep 
shuffling between the two types of schools on a regular basis. Even when I teach 
Maths, I teach it both in English and Urdu, to make sure that a student who has 
come recently from a government school understands it. [Int. 6, 3: 8-18] 
 

 Izlaan, the other teacher at the English-medium school, justifies his use of 

translation method (from English to Urdu) in the social studies subject because he believes 

the students would need Urdu equivalents of the English terms in secondary school – the 

immediate imagined community (see Section 6.2.1.2) he envisages for them.  Since the 

students will have to use Urdu in the subject examination46 in Years 9 and 10, Izlaan 

believes that translation method ‘ensures they will have sufficient knowledge about the 

terms specific to subjects like social studies’.  Izlaan also envisages his students gaining 

admission into well-renowned government run colleges ‘like Islamia College or Edward 

46 I may clarify here that the Year 9 and 10 exams are centrally conducted by the governmental Boards of 
Intermediate and Secondary Education (BISE) for the respective areas.  There are standardised question 
papers for all subjects, and all students have to take the said exam, regardless of whether they are from 
English-medium or Urdu-medium secondary schools (Pashto as MoI is limited to primary-level education). 
The students, however, have the option to attempt their answers in English or Urdu. Since English-medium 
schools students study most of the subjects in English, they choose English for answering most of the papers.  
However, in the case of social studies and Islamic studies subjects, English versions of the textbooks for 
Years 9 and 10 are not available in most cases.  English-medium schools in the rural area therefore teach these 
subjects in Urdu in Years 9 and 10, and their students write their exam answers for the two subjects in Urdu. 
The case of elite English-medium schools students opting for the British ‘O’ and ‘A’ level exams is, however, 
different. 
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College’ and Army-run ‘cadet colleges, where they will need to be proficient in both the 

languages to perform well’. It is therefore necessary that they ‘have sufficient exposure to 

both the languages’. 

 The teachers at all three schools claim to use Pashto, Urdu and English terms for 

numbers while teaching mathematics.  They claim doing so to proactively encounter the 

students’ anticipated/perceived difficulties in understanding numbers when they shift to a 

school that follows a different MoI than the one they are currently enrolled in. More 

importantly, in the words of Sabawoon, it is important that they understand the words for 

numbers in all three languages, so that they ‘do not face difficulties in running their day-to-

day affairs after they grow up’.  Shamroz is apprehensive of some of his students 

discontinuing education after completing primary schooling, and considers it important for 

them to have sufficient knowledge about numbers as ‘even illiterate people need knowledge 

of numbers to be able to survive’ in the distant impoverished communities of hawkers and 

shopkeepers he imagines for some of them.  

 Some of the teachers also reportedly raise awareness in their students about their 

future imagined communities. For instance, Sabawoon said: 

I always tell students to look at me. I am teaching you today because I am educated. 
If you take interest in your studies, you will become big officers. You will become 
teachers. Otherwise, you will be doing labour like your fathers do. Whenever a 
plane passes in the air, I tell them someone is piloting it; you may become that 
someone tomorrow. They love listening to the talk about their futures.  

[Int. 6, 2: 17-21] 

 It is clear from the discussion above that, with regard to their reported language 

practices, the teachers take into account both the spatial and temporal dimensions of their 

students’ imagined communities (Kanno & Norton, 2003).  On the spatial dimension, the 

teachers refer to the influence of globalisation and the ensuing need for students to be 

proficient in English to be able to survive in the communities they imagine for them.  On 

the temporal dimension, they relate their vision of the students’ future to their existing 

language practices, to ensure that the students do not suffer in their immediate and distant 

communities they have imagined for them. 

 

7.8   Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I described the beliefs and reported practices of the teachers with 

regard to English, Urdu and Pashto both as media of instruction and as subjects. The 

teachers’ reported language practices indicate an operative tension with reference to the use 
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of these languages.  Common coping strategies the teachers report to adopt while teaching 

languages as well as subject content is to “water down curricular content” (Hu, Li, & Lei, 

2014, p. 34) through translation into Urdu, explanation in Pashto, and limiting instruction to 

the textbooks. In the case of the English-medium school, the teachers realise that despite 

English being the linguistic capital for the students in the communities they imagine for 

them, the students may not be able to engage with lesson content sufficiently because of 

their lack of proficiency in English, thereby necessitating codeswitching. While translation 

into Urdu is a school-imposed policy, the teachers’ reported codeswitching to Pashto, in 

opposition to the top-down policy, is an indication of their desire to help their students 

learn.  Similar to the findings of Probyn’s (2009) study in South African schools, the 

teachers in my study seem to be caught in the tension between making sure that students 

understand the language on the one hand and the lesson content on the other. They realise 

that learners find it stressful to learn in a language in which they have limited proficiency, 

and therefore consider it necessary to codeswitch to Pashto.  The teachers also report 

making widespread use of Urdu for translation. This leads to a situation where the language 

of instruction and language of learning dichotomy surfaces (Willans, 2011).  The use of the 

official medium of instruction therefore seems to retain a mere superficial position, because 

the actual language of learning (Willans, 2011) or medium of interaction (Bonacina & 

Gafarange, 2011) appears to be different from the policy-prescribed media of instruction, 

which are ‘merely limited to textbooks’, as Hewaad succinctly points out.  

 The comment by Nangiaal about the school Principal ‘keeping an eye’ on teachers 

to ensure that school policies are implemented needs discussion here.  As Pease-Alvarez 

and Thompson (2014) have pointed out, recent research on the role of teachers with regard 

to policymaking and implementation indicates that the teachers’ autonomy is threatened 

“within the context of an environment characterized by increasing standardization as 

reflected in rigid one-size fits all curricular mandates focused on the learning of discrete 

skills in the national language, enforced high-stakes standardized testing, and external 

monitoring” (p. 166).  The teachers seem to be aligning with this policy of standardisation 

and generalisation but at the same time resisting and renegotiating it through the 

‘smuggling in’ of Pashto.  The findings demonstrate the complex impact that top-down 

policy has on the teachers’ language practices at the local level.  For example, I have 

reported in this chapter (Section 7.3.2) as well as elsewhere (see Sections 4.3.1.2 and 

4.3.2.2) the heavy workload of teachers, the paucity of time they have at their disposal, and 

the pressure on them to cover the whole syllabus.  However, in spite of these tensions, the 

teachers report trying to use the local vernacular to explain lesson content, which is an act 
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of agency on their part. The teachers’ reported language practices therefore indicate a 

bottom-up renegotiation of top-down policies, albeit “with very little resistance” (Shohamy, 

2006, p. 76).  

  The teachers’ beliefs about the indispensability of textbooks highlight a number of 

issues. They report that their teaching revolves entirely around the state-imposed (owner-

imposed in the case of private school) textbooks.  The teachers have limited freedom in the 

choice of topics for teaching; they must cover all the lessons in the prescribed textbook, as 

exam questions are purely based on textbook content.  They report the unavailability of any 

additional resources to supplement textbook teaching, thereby making the textbook crucial 

to students’ learning. 

 Although there seems to be little to no oversight by the government on how the 

policies they devise are implemented in the government-run schools, the case of private 

English-medium schools is at the other extreme.  The teachers report that the Principals 

(and owners) of these private schools make sure that the policies they devise are 

implemented.   There, however, seems to be a clear contradiction between the language 

policy followed at the English-medium school in this study and what the teachers think is 

possible and necessary in the classroom, thereby creating a tension for the teachers (Probyn, 

2009). Although the English-medium school policy emphasises the use of Urdu alongside 

English for teaching subject content, the teachers believe that the use of Pashto is necessary 

to ensure that learning takes place. The conflict between the school policy and teachers’ 

reported practices is obvious.  Similar tensions among teachers have been found between 

the choice of Mandarin and Taiwanese in the context of Taiwan (Tien, 2009) and Mandinka 

and Wolof in the context of Gambia (McGlynn & Martin, 2009). Given that the teachers 

believe that the best way to ensure learning on the part of students is to explain lesson 

content in Pashto, their and the students’ mother tongue, the English-medium school’s 

policy of banning the vernacular from the school implies that the limited opportunities 

available to these rural area students to learn are stifled.  

 In the next chapter, I report on the language practices of teachers as I observed them 

during my stay in the field. The chapter will attempt to show whether the teachers actually 

practise what they believe to be the best language practices and what they claim to be 

practising.  
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CHAPTER 8: TEACHERS’ OBSERVED LANGUAGE PRACTICES 

 

8.1   Introduction 

 In the preceding chapter I discussed the teachers’ beliefs about language teaching 

and learning and their narration of when, how and why they used English, Urdu and Pashto 

as media of instruction and how they taught the three languages as subjects. They reported 

relying on textbooks and using the Grammar Translation Method (GTM) owing to 

contextual and policy constraints. At the same time, they claimed a predominant 

employment of Pashto – the students’ and their mother tongue – to make sure that no 

language barriers hindered the students from understanding the lesson content. In this 

chapter, I describe and discuss the six teachers’ language practices based on the classroom 

and school observations I carried out during the data collection process. I start the chapter 

with narrating short stories and commenting on them to give a vivid picture of the lived 

experiences of the teachers and students inside the classroom.  I then report the teachers’ 

use of languages as media of instruction, as subjects, and as media of general interaction. I 

conclude the chapter with a discussion of the salient aspects of the findings related to my 

classroom observations.  

 The findings I report below indicate a general correspondence but an intermittent 

disconnect between the teachers’ reported practices described in the previous chapter and 

their observed language practices described here. As was evident from the teachers’ self-

reported teaching practices, a pervasive use of translation was observed at all three schools. 

Teacher-dominated talk, repetition, choral teaching and rote learning mostly underpinned 

teaching and learning, whereas the use of the first language (L1) was limited largely to 

classroom management. I start below with a general overview of the practices inside the 

classroom to provide a clear picture of the context for teaching and learning.     

  

8.2   Inside the classroom 

 While situating the study in Chapter 4, I gave detailed descriptions of the school 

settings and the teachers who worked there. Here, I narrate a few short stories to depict 

what I observed happening inside the classrooms (and schools) to bring to light the 

invisible life of the classroom (Anderson, 1990). While I discuss findings related to the 

teachers’ language use in the following sections, this section is an attempt to give an insight 

into some salient aspects related to teaching and learning practices in the classrooms and 
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schools that are the focus of my study. The short stories revolve around some dominant 

themes that emerged from the analysis of data pertaining to observations inside the 

classrooms and schools. Directly relevant to the overall teaching and learning environment 

in the context, these stories elucidate the pervasiveness of corporal punishment, the 

emphasis on rote learning, the overreliance on textbooks, and the deficiencies in the 

teachers’ methodological and classroom management skills. I start below with a description 

of a typical classroom from one of the schools to give a window into the ongoing practices 

in the context of my study. 

  

8.2.1   A typical classroom 

Story. I sit in a corner in the Year-Zero classroom; this is my first classroom observation in 

the English-medium school.  Izlaan has started the lesson47 but students are constantly 

leaving and entering the classroom to drink water and go to the toilet. The class monitor, 

instead of sitting and studying, is moving to and fro near the classroom entrance, giving 

permission to students to leave the classroom. Izlaan asks a student to revise the previous 

day’s lesson. The student reads the lesson holding the book so close to his eyes that he 

appeared to have an eyesight problem (it later transpired that he did in fact have weak eye 

sight after I suggested that the teacher let the child’s parents know). Meanwhile, a call 

comes on Izlaan’s mobile phone. He picks it up and starts talking; it takes him about five 

minutes to finish the call and resume teaching. He then asks another student to read the 

lesson. The student reads it in a very low nervous voice; the teacher tells him in an 

intimidating voice to repeat what he had said.  All along, a student is busy drawing shapes 

on a broken blackboard lying in a corner in the classroom. While revision is still taking 

place, the monitor orders some students to pick up pieces of paper and other junk lying on 

the floor in order to get the room cleaned. After the students have done so and sat down 

again, Izlaan tells them it is the duty of the school van driver to clean rooms. A student then 

comes back to the class after visiting the toilet. Another student, already sitting in the room, 

calls him:! پوډری! اے پوډری [Hey drug addict!]. Izlaan doesn’t seem to bother; he merely 

gives both of them an absent-minded look and continues with his revision.  At last, he asks 

47 Since I use the term ‘lesson’ on quite a few occasions during the chapter, it is important to clarify what it 
means in the local context. A lesson traditionally refers to a structured period of time allocated for teaching 
and learning. In the context of my study, however, this meaning is referred to as a ‘period’. The word ‘lesson’ 
(referred to as ‘سبق’ in both Urdu and Pashto) is taken to mean a kind of a chapter in a textbook. Typically, a 
lesson involves a three to five-paragraph write-up on a subject, and is followed by exercises which contain 
questions related to the write-up. For instance, a lesson on ‘Layers of Soil’ in the subject of social studies for 
Year Four in the English-medium school included a three-paragraph write-up followed by a series of short 
questions. One ‘lesson’ can therefore take several ‘periods’ to finish and several ‘lessons’ can be taught in one 
‘period’.  
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the monitor to sit down, who reluctantly does so, but gets up in less than 10 seconds and 

starts roaming about again. When a student mispronounces ‘cat’, Izlaan imitates writing the 

word on the whiteboard with his index finger as he doesn’t have a whiteboard marker. He 

finishes the lesson with a warning to the students to get their pronunciation right or else.  

Comment. The story depicts a typical classroom in the sense that class monitors were 

observed to play a big role in maintaining discipline inside the classroom even in the 

presence of the teachers, working as the eyes and ears of the teachers. Calls on the teachers’ 

cell phones and responding to calls in the middle of teaching was a routine occurrence and 

was not considered something out of the ordinary. The teachers swore at the students, and 

they were authoritative, although the English-medium private school teachers were less so 

compared to the Urdu- and Pashto-medium government school ones. Swearing and use of 

coarse language was also common amongst students, which was not something surprising 

given that taboo words are usually a dominant linguistic feature in rural social contexts. In 

short, this classroom description represents some distinct aspects of a quintessential 

classroom environment operative in these rural area primary schools. 

  

8.2.2   Seating arrangements  

Story.  The students of the Urdu- and Pashto-medium government schools have taats (see 

Section 4.2.1 for details) to sit on, which are quite old and in poor condition, reflecting a 

lack of resources the government schools are faced with. The students sit on these taats for 

the majority of their school day, each occupying a specific place, with bright students 

sitting in front and girl students always at the back (see Figure 8.1). On occasions, however, 

the students are made to leave the comfort zone of their place on the taats. Firstly, while the 

teacher mostly remains seated in his chair while teaching, he sometimes calls students to 

stand around him in a circle while he reads the lesson to them. Secondly, whenever the 

teacher conducts a test, the students are made to sit in long lines in the school yard or on the 

veranda with at least a two metre distance between them to ensure that they do not copy 

from one another. Thirdly, whenever the teacher asks them to memorise something long 

(e.g., an essay), they are required to sit away from one another in the school yard. The 

students repeat endlessly the memorisation lesson in loud voices that resonate throughout 

the whole school and beyond. (Their poor parents working in the fields no doubt feel 

satisfied that their son/daughter is learning and that the teacher is working hard). Also, 
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during the memorisation of multiplication tables48, all the students stand in two lines in the 

yard; one student at a time reads a table and the rest repeat it after him/her. This is a regular 

practice (even in the English-medium school where the tables are in English), and typically 

occurs half an hour before the end of school hours.  

Comment. Figure 8.1 below depicts one of the classrooms and seating arrangements at the 

Urdu-medium school.  As the figure indicates, two classes have been accommodated in one 

classroom. This was also the case with the Pashto-medium school. However, the rooms 

were quite spacious and the number of students in each class was quite small. The taats on 

which the students sat could therefore be used in innovative ways to alter the students’ 

seating arrangements considering that these taats are easily portable. I, however, never 

observed this happening throughout my stay in the field. While the story above shows that 

the seating arrangements were varied on occasions, I never observed the teachers giving the 

students any pair- or group-work activities. Instead of arranging the students in pairs or 

groups, they were strictly forbidden from talking to each other, thereby stifling any 

opportunity for classroom interaction. The English-medium school classrooms, on the other 

hand, were quite small and overcrowded, making it difficult for the teachers to be creative 

with the seating arrangements, even if they wished to be so. 

 

Figure 8.1: Illustration of a classroom at the Urdu-medium government school.  

48 The tables at both the Urdu- and Pashto-medium school were memorised in Urdu. In the English-medium 
school, however, they were in English.  
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8.2.3   Corporal punishment 

Story. Angaar, the Pashto-medium school teacher, is reviewing Year-Five students’ 

homework for the three-month summer holiday that has just ended. A student at a time goes 

up to him with a large, thick notebook that contains homework for all the subjects. The 

teacher holds the notebook, the student rapidly turns its pages, and the teacher gives a tick 

on each page. He then asks another student to come up with his/her homework. Angaar 

finds a student who has not filled enough pages in the homework for the Islamic studies 

subject. He is asked to hold ears (see illustration in Figure 4.1 for reference). In total, six 

students out of the total class of 13 hold ears after the homework check is over.  Angaar 

then gets up and repeatedly hits the students (holding ears) on their backs with a stick that 

has been freshly cut off a tree and hasn’t yet dried.  He continues to admonish them, telling 

them that they have wasted all their summer break playing and not studying, and cursing 

their parents for not having a sense of responsibility towards their children. Some of the 

students start weeping while he is hitting them, but to no avail. He, out of breath, then 

leaves the classroom.   

Comment. The short story I have told here indicates not only the severity of corporal 

punishment but also its prevalence as a culture in the rural area schools. The teachers at the 

Urdu- and Pashto-medium government schools gave regular corporal punishment to the 

students, sometimes for even insignificant lapses such as turning their gaze away from the 

textbook for a brief moment. The practice was not so common in the English-medium 

private school; I, however, observed the teachers beating children off and on with their 

hands since sticks were not allowed to be used.  Such practices have also been reported in 

several other studies carried out in south-Asian contexts (see, for example, Shohel & 

Howes, 2008; Shrestha, 2013), indicating that corporal punishment is an integral part of the 

socio-cultural context of the education system in this area. I have already reported earlier 

that the teachers deemed it necessary to punish children (see Sections 4.3.1.1 and 4.3.1.2) to 

make them learn.  A recent survey conducted in Pakistan reveals that over 70% of teachers 

believe corporal punishment to be useful, with the highest percentage (80%) believing so in 

the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province (Azhar et al., 2014). 

 

8.2.4   Communication with parents 

Story. Depicted below in Figure 8.2 is a form used at the English-medium school to seek 

explanation from the parents of students who do not submit school fees on time. The 
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language used in the form sounds authoritarian and is not the language one expects a 

private school Principal to use with his/her clientele.  When I commented on the 

inappropriate tone of the language to the Principal, he was at first adamant that it could not 

be that bad since it was a suitably amended copy of an ‘explanation letter’ that a 

government office clerk had been kind enough to provide him. Later, however, he 

acknowledged the harshness of the language but was of the view that it was appropriate for 

two reasons: firstly, a negligible number of parents understood what was written in it; for 

them, it was a simple reminder from the school to pay their child’s fee; and secondly, he 

considered it necessary to be firm with parents as they tended to be slack in paying their 

children’s fees on time.  

 
Figure 8.2: Format of a letter sent by the English-medium school to parents on non-
submission of monthly school fee in time. 

 

Comment.  While the language in the letter reflects the general manner in which Pakistani 

government servants are addressed by their seniors, one would expect a private school to be 

quite humble in communication with its clientele. The language used in the letter reflects 

the level of English language expertise of the Principal (and teachers) of an English-

medium school, as he relied on copy-pasting and ‘suitably amending’ the language of a 

letter used in a government office. It, however, appears to contradict his overall general 

interaction with parents who visited the school, as I found him to be extremely courteous, 

ostensibly because he did not want to lose any students, the chances of which were quite 

high considering the large number of private schools in the area. 
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8.2.5   Reliance on textbooks 

Story. As Shamroz, the teacher at the Pashto-medium school, enters the Year-Two class, 

the students instantly take their science textbook out of their satchels. The class monitor 

does the same but gives his book to Shamroz to read.  The teacher asks for the page number 

they were on the previous day.  Having been reminded by the monitor, Shamroz opens the 

book at page 17 and asks all the students to do the same. The monitor further tells him that 

they are to read the second paragraph. The teacher starts reading the paragraph; the students 

repeat after him with their eyes firmly fixed on their textbooks.  In the meantime, Shamroz 

notices that one of the students does not have a textbook. He asks him the reason; the 

student tells him that his father got it out the previous evening to do homework with him 

but then forgot to put it back into the satchel. The teacher reprimands him and scornfully 

wonders how he could sit in the classroom when he does not have a textbook. He then 

makes the student stand in a corner of the classroom with his face towards the wall and his 

hands in the air; Shamroz then restarts reading from the textbook. The student stands in the 

same position throughout the class. As the class ends, the teacher, before leaving, tells the 

student to come back to his seat and says that next time he had better forget himself at 

home rather than the textbook. 

Comment. The teachers relied on textbooks for almost every single item they taught. I 

seldom observed them going beyond the text whether they were teaching language or 

subject content. Using textbooks seemed to be the established practice at all three schools. 

There was no variation in textbook dependence regardless of the experience of the teachers, 

the subject they taught, or the school they taught in. There could be several reasons for this 

tendency to ‘teach by the book’ (Richards, 1990). Since textbooks were the only tangible 

resource they had available at the school, the teachers did not seem to be able (or willing) to 

think beyond the textbook. Also, as will become evident in the findings I report later in the 

chapter, the teachers had either limited proficiency in the language they taught/taught in or 

deficient content knowledge of the subject they taught. Dependence on textbooks therefore 

was inevitable for them. As pointed out earlier (see Section 7.6), however, over-dependence 

on textbooks is common in ill-resourced contexts in Africa (Montagnes, 2001; Opoku-

Amankwa, 2009; Peacock, 1995; Richards, 1993; Sosniak & Perlman, 1990) and Asia 

(Chang, 2006; Seo, 2009; Wei, 2007).   
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8.2.6   Cognitive load on students 

Story. Nangiaal, the English-medium school teacher, finishes teaching a lesson to Year-

Four students. The lesson is followed by comprehension questions in the textbook.  He 

gives the following directions to the students regarding the answer of a question.  

T: مندې ده ـ page 21 چې ده،  اې دی جووب پو question 1   دهشھ   
[Okay. Now this question one. The answer to this question is on page 21.] 
  ده page رووړوئ  -
[Open this page.] 
the importance of ، نھ یی شروع کئ line دریم  
[Start your answer from the third line “The importance of”.] 
  اوس پنځم line رسې، has gone دا دې دی ځووب ده ـ 
 Now till fifth line “has gone”. This is its answer.] 
 شاباشې دا جووب پو کاپیو کې ولیکئ
[Good, now write this answer in your notebooks.] 

[Obs. 3, p. 2] 

In a related episode, Shamroz, the Pashto-medium school teacher, asks questions like the 

following while teaching mathematics to Year-One students: 

T: چې دې کومې ھندسې د�ئ ھندسھ غوټھ وی، اغھ بو غوټھ وی ـ اغھ بو؟ 
[When the decimal number of a figure is bigger, that figure will be bigger. That 
figure will be?] 
Ss:  غوټھ وی ـ[will be bigger] 
….. 
T: ى �ئ �� ـ څھ اٻتھ یایی؟

ت
  دې تھ یایی ��ى

[This is called ascending order. What is it called?] 
Ss: ى �ئ �� ـ

ت
 [ascending order] ��ى

[Obs. 11, p. 3] 

Comment. Classroom observations at all the three schools revealed that the teachers 

themselves would provide answers to the questions posed at the end of each lesson (see 

Figure 8.3 as an example of questions). They did so either through identifying the answers 

in the textbook, as done in the first part of the story, or writing the answers on the 

blackboard which the students would then copy into their notebooks. The students would 

then memorise these answers to reproduce in tests and examinations. Even when teaching, 

the teachers put very few referential, open-ended or higher order thinking questions to the 

students; most of the questions posed were rhetorical or merely demanded a repetition of 

the information the teacher had already provided, as seen in the second part of the story 

above. There was little cognitive load on the students as they expected to be provided with 

the correct answers by their teachers. Their job was to memorise the answers, which 

implies that teaching was test-focused rather than learning-focused.  The students were 

tested on their memorisation and recall skills rather than learning skills, there being little 

critical engagement with the content or the language in which that content was put. 
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Figure 8.3: The questions part of a lesson from the social studies textbook 
(Badakhshani, 2005) taught to Year-Three students at one of the rural English-
medium private schools. 

 

8.2.7   Students’ learning readiness 

Story. Sabawoon is teaching a lesson from the Urdu textbook to Year-Three students at the 

Urdu-medium school. The lesson is based on an Islamic leader in the Muslim caliphate. A 

sentence comes up in the lesson about the sense of responsibility of the people during that 

time. Sabawoon tells the following story in Pashto after translating the sentence: 

There was a king who ordered levying tax on those who crossed a certain bridge by 
foot. His ministers warned him about resentment amongst people against the tax, but 
he ignored the advice. Everyone started paying the tax, with no dissent from anyone. 
After some time, the king doubled the tax amount; people still kept on paying the 
tax. He then ordered that in addition to the tax, every person was also to be hit in the 
back before crossing the bridge. People started agitating, so the king ordered his 
ministers to ascertain the reason for the agitation.  It turned out that the people’s 
only demand was to increase the number of soldiers kicking their backs so that their 
time was not wasted when crossing the bridge. The same is the situation with the 
people of Pakistan. [Obs. 12, p. 2] 

 

Comment. Although the students might have missed the message in the story, they enjoyed 

it and had a good laugh. The story not only worked as a socialising tool but also warmed up 

the students.  I observed the students becoming lively and taking an increased interest in the 

lesson that followed. Sabawoon claimed to use stories for this purpose (see Section 7.2), so 

it corroborates his reported practice.  Studies have reported (see, for example, Raschka et 

al., 2009, in the context of Taiwan, and Camilleri, 1996, in the context of Malta) that such 

codeswitching to the L1 acts as a socialising tool in that it tends to reduce tensions between 
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teachers and students. Unfortunately, however, such episodes were few and far between, 

with the teacher-student interaction being extremely formal on most occasions. 

 

8.2.8   Rote learning 

Story. Year-Zero students at the English-medium school are reading the alphabet from A-Z 

written on the blackboard. One student reads, pointing at each letter with her finger, and 

others repeat it after her. I ask her to tell me where T is; the student bows her head as she 

doesn’t have any idea. Similarly, Year-One students at the Urdu-medium school are reading 

numbers from 1-20 written on the blackboard. I ask a student to point out where number 7 

is; he makes a wild guess and points the stick at number 5. As it turns out, rote learning 

seems to be a key feature of teaching and learning at the three schools, regardless of the 

subject taught or the language in which it is taught. Students are supposed to learn by heart 

the questions that follow every lesson in every subject. They have to memorise grammatical 

rules for both English and Urdu. They have to rote-learn the meanings of difficult English 

words and phrases in Urdu. They have to cram entire essays, stories, and applications into 

their heads to reproduce them in examinations. ‘یادول’ [Memorisation] is a common 

expression I hear from the teachers and students when referring to what is to be done with 

the content of textbooks and notebooks.  

Comment. The overall impression I gathered from the classroom observations indicates 

that the students were merely passive receptors of language and knowledge with no agency 

in the learning process, evoking Freire’s (2004) ‘banking concept of education’ whereby 

the teachers act as depositors and students as depositories. The teachers seemed to believe 

that their duty was over after they had delivered a lesson and that it was then the duty of the 

students to read, record, repeat and memorise it, even if they did not understand the content 

of the lesson. Since the same tactics were employed in language teaching, the students 

learnt little in terms of their target language skills.  

 Several theorists and researchers characterise Asian learners as passive and 

compliant, with an inherent propensity for rote-learning at the cost of critical thinking skills 

(Atkinson, 2000; Kumaravadivelu, 2003; Ramanathan & Kaplan, 1996; Tsui, 1996). 

Holliday (2003), however, questions this notion, arguing that learner attitudes are 

determined by contextual factors such as the level of language proficiency of both teachers 

and learners, methodologies applied, and assessment practices used. Findings from a study 

carried out by Gan (2009) on Chinese and Hong Kong students suggest that it is the 

institutional contexts and social environments rather than cultural propensities that 
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determine the strategies learners adopt to learn a second language. Although student 

learning is not the focus of my study, as the findings I report in the remainder of this 

chapter make clear, it is not merely the imposed policy that restricts teachers to teaching to 

the exams, but the teachers themselves help create such environments where rote learning, 

passivity, and compliance become a hallmark of the students’ learning experiences.  

 

8.2.9   Summary 

 I narrated the stories above to give an overview of the overall practices in the three 

schools. The stories show that traditional ways of teaching and learning persist in these 

rural area schools. The teachers are authoritarian, carry an extremely formal demeanour 

inside the schools, and discourage peer communication. Textbook dependence is common 

regardless of the subject being taught or the school it is taught in. Little cognitive load is 

put on the students and instead of being encouraged to learn, they are obligated to rote 

learn. While the macro- and meso-level language-in-education policies keep being revised 

and remodelled (see Section 2.7), the micro-level situation in these schools indicates a state 

of stagnation and inertia.  As such, translation of policy initiatives into concrete actions 

where it matters is barely visible. I now turn to a discussion of the teachers’ use of 

languages in teaching and learning, which give a similar indication of policy-practice 

mismatch.  

 

8.3   Languages as media of instruction 

 There is an abundance of both theoretical and empirical literature supporting the 

claim that the use of learners’ mother tongue has a positive impact on their second or 

foreign language learning as well as content learning (see, for example, Bender, 2006; 

Heugh et al., 2012; Phyak, 2013). Research carried out in the context of Pakistan also 

corroborates this claim. For instance, in a study carried out in rural areas in the Punjab 

province, Shah (2013) exposed the problems being faced by the primary-level learners in 

understanding lesson content due to the recent change in MoI to English in all government 

schools across the province. The study found that the learners understood subject content 

better when taught in the mother tongue; the learners therefore preferred schooling in the 

mother tongue rather than in English. The teachers in this study, while reporting their 

classroom language practices (Chapter 7), affirmed their use of the L1 (Pashto) in the 

classroom to ensure that learning takes place. Their observed language practices indicate a 

different narrative, however. While the teachers did use Pashto, it was mostly limited to 
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classroom management rather than for instructional purposes. They used safe talk (Chick, 

1996), in that the discourse was mainly teacher-dominated and formulaic (Jones, 2014). 

Repetitions, code-switching and choral teaching were common components of their 

practices. Monotonous reading from textbooks and sentence-by-sentence translation were 

practised at all three schools. I start below with a discussion of the teachers’ emphasis on 

reading and translation.  

 

8.3.1   Use of concurrent technique 

 A salient aspect of the teachers’ language practices with regard to teaching of 

different subjects (as well as languages, as will be shown later) was reading and translation 

from textbooks, irrespective of the medium of instruction followed at the school. Instead of 

taking content as an integral part of learning in the subject lessons, the teachers’ emphasis 

was on language and translation with content merely being a resource.  They typically made 

use of what Krashen (1985) refers to as concurrent technique whereby “the teacher speaks 

a little in one language, and then translates what was said into the other language” (p. 81). 

In what follows I give examples from observations data from each of the three schools to 

make the point. 

 

8.3.1.1   English-medium school 

 The following is an excerpt from a social studies lesson entitled ‘Different Layers of 

Soil’ that Izlaan taught to Year-Four students at the English-medium school: 

T: Different |dɪprəntəʊ|  
Ss: Different |dɪprəntəʊ|49 
T: layers |leɪərzəʊ| 
Ss: layers |leɪərzəʊ| 
T: of the soil |ɑːp ði sɔɪləʊ| 
Ss: of the soil |ɑːp ði sɔɪləʊ| 
T: � � [of the soil] 
Ss: � � [of the soil] 
T: � �ز � [or of the earth] 
Ss: � �ز � [or of the earth] 
T: � [different] 
Ss: � [different] 
T: � [layers] 
Ss: � [layers] 

49  The Pashtun often mispronounce the |f| sound as |p| and, interestingly, |p| as |f|. So they would call a 
professor a fropessor | frəˈpesə |. The Pashtun are often ridiculed for this by other communities. 

188 
 

                                                 



After finishing the paragraph, Izlaan makes one student stand up to read it. The 
student reads it quite fluently, making an |əʊ| sound at the end of every word. He 
does not, however, translate each sentence.  

[Obs. 2, p. 1] 
 

The | əʊ | sound at the end of every word was typical of both the teachers’ and students’ 

reading pattern (Izlaan justified this sound saying it makes words more rhythmic and easier 

to remember). Nangiaal, the other teacher at the English-medium school, used an inherently 

similar but overtly different method to teach a social studies lesson to Year-Five students.  

 
T: Forests play an important part in developing the economy of a country. 
Forests play an important part 
  �ت � � ان � ا� ا� � �

[Forests, they have an important part) 
in developing the economy of a country 
  � � ا�دى �� �

[in the economic development of a country] 
 � � � ا�دى �� � �ت � ا� ا� � �

[Means forests have an important part in the economic development of a country.] 
[Obs. 3, p. 1] 

 
 

In the first excerpt, Izlaan first read the sentence in chunks and then translated it in chunks. 

Students chorally repeated every word after him in exactly the same manner as he 

articulated it. Nangiaal, on the other hand, first read the whole sentence, then read it in parts 

with a translation in Urdu, and then provided the Urdu translation for the whole sentence at 

the end. The students in this case did not repeat the sentences after him. They did not do 

any translation or explaining in Pashto during the entire lesson (the only exception being 

Nangiaal’s use of Pashto to explain ‘one-fourth’, which I discuss in Section 8.3.2 below). 

During initial observations, I assumed that the first method was employed with lower 

classes and the second with higher classes.  This obviously made sense in that a word to 

word translation would make it easier for students of lower classes to identify the meanings 

of individual words. Later, however, it turned out that the two teachers used both the 

methods interchangeably, without any evident rationale. This concurrent technique has long 

been criticised for being ineffective for actual learning to take place (Butzkamm, 1998; 

Krashen, 1985; Wong-Fillmore, 1985). Butzkamm (1998, p. 82) believes that “such a 

coarse-grained and simplistic approach” is bound to fail. While I did observe it failing, it 

remained the norm in the English-medium school, as indeed in the other two schools, with 

slight variations, as will become clearer later in this chapter. Paradoxically, while both the 

parents and teachers see English as a means for getting out of the vicious cycle of poverty, 
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English as a medium of instruction, coupled with translation in Urdu, acts as a barrier to 

learning and academic achievement, as shown in the study by Probyn (2009), and as 

pointed out by Izlaan earlier (see Section 7.3.2). 

 
  

8.3.1.2   Urdu-medium school 

 In the case of the Urdu-medium school, translation took place in the vernacular 

version of Pashto, but it was literal and mechanical in nature. There were minimal 

occasions where lesson content was explained in Pashto, or even in Urdu for that matter. 

For instance, below is an excerpt from a science lesson on ‘fertilisation’ (Figure 8.4 is an 

image of the lesson being taught) that Hewaad taught to the Year-Five students.  

T: ر آورى� [Fertilisation] 
Ss: ر آورى� [Fertilisation] 
T:  � �� آپ [You know] 
Ss:  � �� آپ [You know] 
T: توسې تھ پاتھ دو [You know] 
Ss: توسې تھ پاتھ دو [You know] 
T: �  نن

ش
ىش ن

ن
 [that in pollination] � �لنىن

Ss: �  نن
ش
ىش ن

ن
 [that in pollination] � �لنىن

T: �� �� [pollen grain] 
Ss: �� �� [pollen grain] 
T: � ماا�

 [on stigma] سنٹ
Ss: � ماا�

 [on stigma] سنٹ
T: � �� � � [get transferred] 
Ss: � �� � � [get transferred]  
T: چھ پو پولینیشن کې [that in pollination] 
Ss: چھ پو پولینیشن کې [that in pollination] 
T: پولن ګرین [pollen grain] 
Ss: پولن ګرین [pollen grain] 
T: سټګمھ تھ � شی [transfer to stigma] 
Ss: سټګمھ تھ � شی [transfer to stigma] 
….. 
T: شابھ اوس یې زوت کئ [OK, now revise it] 
While the students are revising the taught lesson, making a lot of noise, the teacher 
continues to walk back and forth behind them, and whenever he finds the students 
inattentive or not reading in a loud enough voice, he hits them on their back with a 
stick to reprimand them. 

[Obs. 12, p. 1] 
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Figure 8.4: A lesson from the science textbook (Government of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa, n.d.) taught to Year-Five students at one of the rural Urdu-medium 
government schools. 
 

The excerpt shows that the lesson contains several scientific terms.  It was therefore 

necessary for the teacher to explain the fertilisation process, preferably in the students’ L1, 

to ensure that they understood the concept. However, contrary to his claims of using Pashto 

for the purpose (see Section 7.3.1), Hewaad did not go beyond a mechanical and literal 

translation of language chunks.  This meant that the students were deprived of the vital 

information, which could potentially impede their comprehension of related concepts that 

were to follow in the course and beyond. After the students were left to read on their own, 

both in language and subject content classes, they seemed to have difficulty decoding the 

meanings associated with particular words or sentences, as my informal conversations with 

them and my teaching as participant observer revealed. Although they would have a vague 

idea about the broader theme of a lesson, they found it difficult to interpret meanings in 

particular text they were reading at a particular moment. There was therefore very little 

engagement with the content taught or with the language in which it was taught. 

 

8.3.1.3   Pashto-medium school 

 I expected that the Pashto-medium school students would find it easier to 

understand subject content, since the teachers’ and the students’ mother tongue was the 

medium of instruction there. Classroom observations, however, revealed a narrative 

identical to that in the other two schools, as the teachers simply read the lesson and the 

students repeated it after them.  They did not translate it into simpler Pashto, even though 

the Pashto used in the textbooks included words that are not in use in the colloquial version 

of Pashto. The teachers themselves agreed, saying that it was difficult for the students to 
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understand the Pashto used in the books (see Section 7.4.3). It was therefore expected that 

the teachers would translate it into simpler Pashto, but they did not. Also, as in the case of 

the teachers at the other two schools, the teachers at the Pashto-medium school did not go 

beyond reading the texts (except in mathematics, as shown below).  There was little to no 

explanation of lesson content, despite it being next to impossible for these rural area 

students to understand concepts in subjects like science and social studies through mere 

reading. Employment of the vernacular version of Pashto did, however, take place at all the 

three schools, which I discuss next. 

 

8.3.2   Use of the mother tongue 

 The use of Pashto, the mother tongue of all the teachers and the students, was 

pervasive in each of the three schools. In the majority of cases, however, the teachers used 

(the colloquial variety of) Pashto for classroom management; its use for instructional 

purposes was infrequent, if not rare. I discuss below the emergent themes relating to the use 

of Pashto. 

 

8.3.2.1   L1 for classroom management 

 Whereas the tasks pertaining to lessons at the three schools were primarily 

performed in English, Urdu and the standard version of Pashto respectively, the teachers 

talked about the tasks using Pashto.  At the beginning of lessons, for example, the teachers 

would instruct students in Pashto to open their books at a specific page from where the 

lesson of the day would be taught. Some of them also used Pashto to explain how a certain 

question needed to be answered. For instance, as seen in the first example in Section 8.2.6 

above, Nangiaal, the English-medium school teacher, while teaching Year-Four students, 

gave directions to the students for copying the answer of a question from the textbook. As 

another example, Hewaad, while helping Year-Three Urdu-medium school students answer 

a question in the science textbook (question 1, number 2 in Figure 8.5 below), said this: 

T: وس �� �� �وں � � � �و� �؟
ٹ

� 
[How are solid things different from liquid things?] 
 اے دی سوول څھ ځووب ده؟ دا څړتھ پونړه اروړوئ،  
[What is the answer to this question? Turn the previous page] 
وس �� دا، او ده دوایم نمبار دې �� �� دا  

ٹ
 ده پیال نمبار چھ دا، ده دې �

[The (information in the) number one is the definition of solids and number two is 
the definition of liquids. 
 دا پو کاپیو کې ولیکئ
[Write this down in your notebooks.] 

[Obs. 4, p. 3] 
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Figure 8.5: A lesson from the science textbook (Government of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa, n.d.) taught to Year-Three students at one of the rural Urdu-medium 
government schools. 

 
The excerpt shows that although the teacher predominantly used Pashto, he did not bother 

asking students or explaining the difference between solids and liquids either in Pashto or 

Urdu. In a similar example, Shamroz, the Pashto-medium school teacher, while doing 

question number two in the exercise section of one of the lessons in the Islamic studies 

book (see Figure 8.6), gave the following instructions to Year-Five students: 

 

T: ښھ، ده دوئم سوال چھ دې، پھ بخل او اسراف کې فرق واضح کړئ 
[OK. Now this second question. Explain the difference between miserliness and 
squandering] 

ورئده دې ځواب یی پھ شورو کې ورکړې دې، ده دریم الین تھ اوګ  
[This answer has been given in the beginning (of the lesson). Look at the third line.] 
Reads from the textbook. 
….. 
 ده څلور الینونھ ځواب دې، شابھ اولیکئ پھ کاپیو کې
[These four lines are its answer. OK, now write it down in your notebooks] 

یاد کئ، صبا بھ درنھ تپوس کوم کور کې بھ یې  
[Memorise it at home. I will ask about it tomorrow.] 
 چھ بیا مو راتھ خلې نھ وی نیولې چھ نھ راځی
[Then don’t stand with open mouth and say ‘I don’t know’] 

[Obs. 14, p. 3] 
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Figure 8.6:  A lesson from the Islamic studies textbook (Government of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa, n.d.) taught to Year-Five students at one of the rural Pashto-medium 
government schools. 

 

The teachers’ whole emphasis in the above two episodes was on writing down answers to 

questions in notebooks so that the students could memorise them later and reproduce them 

in exams. They seemed to care little about the fact that the students might not have 

understood what these concepts actually meant. In the second instance, despite the medium 

of instruction being Pashto, the mechanical way in which the teacher uses the question-

answer section cancels out any potential benefits of using the L1.  As already pointed out, 

the students might have found certain words used in the answer difficult to understand (e.g. 

 in answer to the question in focus) given that they are not used in میانھ روی and مذموم

vernacular Pashto. It might be expected that the teacher would explain the answer, but he 

did not. The L1 medium-of-instruction policy imposed by the provincial government seems 

therefore to have little relevance to the situation on the ground, as the teachers’ methods did 

not show any deviation from the ones used by the teachers at the other two schools.    

 The teachers also used Pashto to show their authority and to grab students’ attention, 

to discipline them, and to ensure that the students remained attentive. For instance, below 

are small excerpts from one of Izlaan’s classes with Year-Four students at the English-

medium school.  

T: اے! آلې ارکسھ  [Hey! Look here.] 
Speaks in an angry mood to a student who is looking outside the door. 
…… 
T: اسلمھ! کوم زوئ کې یو موژه؟ [Aslam? Where are we?] 
Asks Aslam to point out the place in the textbook which the teacher is reading. 
…… 
T: اے! خبرې مھ کوه   [Hey! Don’t talk.] 
Speaks to two students who are whispering to each other. 

[Obs. 7, pp. 1-3] 
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It is interesting to note here that, paradoxically, while the English-medium school did not 

allow the students and the teachers to speak Pashto inside the school (see Section 7.5), the 

teachers used it regularly during classroom instruction. Similarly, the teachers contradicted 

their beliefs about the importance of using the L1 for language teaching and learning, as 

their use of the language was mostly limited to classroom management. The English-

medium school teachers also resorted to Pashto on occasions where they found it hard to 

translate subject content into Urdu. I discuss this next. 

 

8.3.2.2   L1 because of linguistic insecurity 

 In the English-medium school, codeswitching to Pashto occurred intermittently due 

to the teachers’ linguistic insecurity (Flyman-Mattsson & Burenhult, 1999); i.e. the teachers 

found it difficult to either understand the content or translate the word/phrase directly into 

Urdu. For instance, see the excerpt below, where Nangiaal is teaching a social studies 

lesson to Year-Five English-medium school students.  

L1 T: Switzerland is a very beautiful country with high mountains and lovely 
lakes. 

L2 ھہ
ت
ى�ووں � �� ب�ن  ��ر� ا� ��رت � � ، او� �ڑوں اور ��رت چ

[Switzerland is a beautiful country with high mountains and lovely lakes.] 
L3 � ىن ىلن ب�ن

چ
  � ��ر� ا� ��رت � � ، � � او� �ڑ اور ��رت 

[Means Switzerland is a beautiful country as it contains high mountains and 
lovely lakes.] 

L4 It is almost in the middle of Europe. 
L5 � � رپ � در�ن� �� � 

[It is almost in the middle of Europe.] 
L6 It is next to Italy, to France, to Germany and to Austria,  
L7  ، � �ر� ، ا� ، �ا�، �� ، اور آ�� � آ�� � ، � 

[This ..means Switzerland is farther after Italy, France, Germany and Austria,  
L8 but no place in Switzerland is next to the sea. 
L9 ، � � �ئ جبگه ��ر� � آ� � 

[but there is no place after Switzerland] 
L10 mmmm…is next to the sea   
L11 but no place in Switzerland is next to the sea 
L12 ، �  ى

ن
 � �ں � �ر � ، اُس � آ� اور �ئ � �

[Means here is the sea, and then there is no place after it] 
L13 ، � آ� �ر  � ، �  ى

ن
 � �ئ � ��ر� � ،،،آآآ،،،آ� �

[But no place in Switzerland is …iii…in front; Means there is sea in front] 
L14 ،مختھ بیا یایی چھ سمندر ده 

[It says that there is sea ahead] 
L15 بل ایتشا نشتھ 

[There is nothing else] 
L16 At this time  
L17 �اس و  [This time] 
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L18 the Swiss people were not free. 
L19 گ ؟� � �� ، 

ت
�  ى

ن
  �� � �گ آزاد �

[Swiss people were not free. Swiss people?] 
L20 Ss:  

ت
�  ى

ن
 آزاد �

[Were not free.] 
[Obs. 2, p. 1] 

 

Nangiaal finds it difficult to understand what ‘no place in Switzerland is next to the sea’ 

(Line 8) means. He therefore attempts translating it into Urdu in several ways (Lines 9 to 

13). Nangiaal then codeswitches to Pashto (Lines 14 and 15) to explain the phrase, although 

he is wrong on both occasions. He then continues (Line 16 onward) to translate the 

remaining lesson into Urdu. At some instances, the teachers used Pashto to translate an 

English word for which they could not think of an Urdu equivalent. Their use of Pashto for 

instructional purposes was, however, very sporadic and mostly focused on chunks of words 

or concepts rather than the whole content of the lesson.  

 

8.3.2.3   L1 for instructional purposes 

 There were times, though few and far between, when the teachers did make use of 

Pashto to explain something which they considered would be difficult for the students to 

understand. For instance, Nangiaal, while teaching Year-Five students, uses Pashto to 

explain ‘one-fourth’ to the students: 

Izlaan: Forests should cover at least one-fourth of the total land. 
 �� �� cover ائ �صه

ت
 �ت � � � ا� ��

[Forests should cover one-fourth of the country.] 
ائ � � �ت ��د �وں

ت
ىن ، � � ا� ��  � كه �ت � هن

[Means these forests…forests should be present on one-fourth part of the country.] 
Starts using Pashto now. 
 یعنی اے موژه ملک چھ دا، ھغھ چھ څلور حصې کې،
[Means that if you take our country and divide it into four parts] 
 مزکھ چھ پو څلورو حصو تقسیمھ کې،
[If you divide the land into four parts] 
 نو یایی چھ څلورمھ حصھ چھ دو کھ نھ، 
[So it is saying that the fourth part] 
 یعنی ایوه حصھ
[Means one part] 
 درې حصې چھ پرٻژدې، نو پو ایوې حصې مندې یایی چھ دې کې جنګالت ضروری وی، څھ شھ وی، 
[When you leave three parts, so on the one part, it says, forests are necessary. What 
are they?] 
S: ضروری وی  
[Are necessary] 

[Obs. 7, p. 1] 
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It is clear that even sporadic use of the local version of Pashto could play a vital role in 

facilitating teaching and learning, irrespective of the medium of instruction followed at 

each school. Tien (2009) reports similar findings in her study based in Taiwan, where 

teachers codeswitched to the local languages Mandarin and Taiwanese despite the English-

only policy, in an accommodative way to aid comprehension in the classroom. 

 In terms of employing Pashto to explain lesson content, Sabawoon, the Urdu-

medium school teacher, was an exception. He was the only teacher who not merely 

translated but explained lesson content mostly in Pashto. Below is an excerpt where he 

taught a Mathematics lesson to Year-Three students. 

 Asks (in Pashto) the Year-One students, sitting in the same classroom, to stop 
making a noise as he is going to teach to the other class. 
Writes the topic on the blackboard. 
T: نن دې موژه سبق نومھ څھ دو؟ رو� ا�اد- څھ نومھ یی دو؟   
[What is the title of our lesson today? Roman numerals. What is its title?] 
Ss: رو� ا�اد [Roman numerals.] 
T: رو� ا�اد [Roman numerals.]  
Reprimands Year-One students for making noise and tells them to read their lesson 
in a low voice. 
 ا�رى ا�اد تشھ دی؟ ٠،١،٢،٣،٤،٥،٦،٧،٨،٩ - 
[What are Arabic numerals? 0,1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9.] 
   سرنګې چې ا�رى ا�اد دپوره عالمات دی، دغسې دې رو� ا�اد دپوره ھھ عالمات و ی
[Just as there are symbols for Arabic numerals, there are symbols for Roman 
numerals as well] 
….. 
Finishes the lesson. 
  در بو شی؟ پوی شوې؟ � �؟
[Alright? Will you be able to read them? Have you understood?] 
Goes out of class without any response from students. 

[Obs. 5, pp. 1-2] 
 

The excerpt above shows that Sabawoon makes use of Pashto to explain Roman numerals 

to the students, and uses Urdu almost negligibly, although it is the official medium of 

instruction at the school. However, despite the use of Pashto, it is a thoroughly teacher-

centred/fronted class, as the teacher does all the talking and explaining, with students’ 

involvement limited to a mere repetition of chunks of words used by the teacher.  

Interestingly, in the case of the teaching of mathematics, a blend of the three languages was 

used at all three schools. In the following excerpt, for instance, Hewaad is teaching basic 

subtraction to Year-One students:  

Draws eight lines on the blackboard.  
T:    ھہ کیلې دی ، څو کیلې دی؟

ٹ  دا آ�
[These are 8 bananas. How many bananas?] 
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(Refers to the lines as bananas because the question in the book pertains to 
subtraction of bananas) 
Ss:  ھہ

ٹ  [Eight] آ�
T: شھ، اوس بو موژه �� کیلې وینھ لرې کو، �� کیلې بو وینھ؟  
[Ok. Now we will remove 5 bananas out of them. 5 bananas will be?] 
S: لرے کو [Removed.] 
T: ا�، دو، �، �ر، ��،  دا مو وینھ لرې کړې، نو اوس څو کیلې پوتې شوې؟ 
[1, 2, 3, 4, 5. We removed these. So how many bananas are left?] 
Cuts five lines from the blackboard. 
S1 and S2: � [3] 
T:   ھہ � �� نھ تشھ روڅی؟

ٹ  [?So 8 minus 5 equals to .3] � ، آ �
Ss: � [3] 
T: ھہ � ��؟

ٹ  [?minus 5 8] آ �
S: � [3] 
T: ھہ � ��؟

ٹ  [?minus 5 8] آ �
Ss: � [3] 
T: ھہ � ��؟

ٹ  [?minus 5 8] آ �
Ss: � [3] 

[Obs. 11, p. 1] 
 

At both the Urdu-and Pashto-medium schools numbers were written in English but referred 

to in Urdu (e.g. eight referred to as aath) and explained in Pashto (as seen above). At the 

English-medium school, however, the numbers were both written and referred to in English 

but explanation of mathematical concepts was carried out in Urdu and, to a lesser extent, in 

Pashto.  

 The findings I have reported above indicate that the medium of instruction policy at 

each school seemed to have little influence on the teachers’ language practices. What is 

unique in this study, however, is not merely the fact that the teachers were prone to using 

the traditional translation-based methodologies; in the English-medium school the teachers 

faced a dilemma in communicating the content of the lesson to the students. They had to 

translate sentences written in a foreign language for the students (English) into their second 

language (Urdu), with minimal involvement of the students’ first language (Pashto). The 

English-medium school students therefore appeared to be at a bigger disadvantage.  In the 

case of English language teaching, however, the students at all three schools faced a similar 

dilemma as the teachers translated English into Urdu only. The next section focuses on the 

teachers’ practices with regard to the teaching of the three languages.  
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8.4   Languages as subject 

 In this section, I report observation data concerning the teachers’ language teaching 

practices. As mentioned before, English, Urdu and Pashto are taught as compulsory 

subjects at the Urdu- and Pashto-medium government schools right from Year Zero.  At the 

English-medium private school, however, only English and Urdu are taught as subjects; 

Pashto is not taught, despite a clear directive from the provincial government to teach it as a 

subject (see Section 2.8.1.2). The findings I report below are not much different in essence 

from the teachers’ practices with regard to the teaching of subject content; they 

predominantly employed a teaching-in-translation approach (Bhattacharya, 2013) and GTM 

for teaching all three languages. I describe and discuss the teachers’ English language 

teaching practices first. 

 

8.4.1   Teaching of English 

 Translation, choral responses, repetitions, drills, memorisation and explicit teaching 

of grammar points epitomised English language teaching in these rural schools.  The 

teachers at all three schools apparently lacked sufficient English proficiency as well as 

knowledge about modern methodologies of teaching. They therefore employed traditional 

ways of teaching, treating English as an object rather than a tool (Ellis, 2012). I discuss 

below the dominant themes that emerged from observations related to their English 

language teaching. 

 

8.4.1.1   Translation into Urdu 

 English was invariably translated into Urdu, regardless of the medium of instruction 

followed at each school. When the students were asked the meanings of English words, 

they were supposed to produce the meaning in Urdu. In the following excerpt, Angaar, the 

Pashto-medium school teacher, writes a story entitled ‘Greedy Dog’ on the blackboard 

while teaching Year-Five students. He then reads the story from the blackboard. Despite 

this being a Pashto-medium school, words were translated into Urdu rather than Pashto, 

although the overall question asked about the meaning of a particular word was in Pashto. 

For instance, the teacher asked in Pashto about the meaning of words ‘butcher’ (line 3) and 

‘mouth’ (line 8), but the students had to come up with their meaning in Urdu. Since the 

word for ‘mouth’ in Urdu is written and pronounced in different ways, which is quite rare, 

the students could not come up with a correct answer (lines 10 to 21). 
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L1 T: � �� Greedy God ده قصھ دا ده [This is the story of Greedy Dog.] 
Starts reading it from the blackboard 

L2 There was a dog. He was very greedy. He stole a piece of meat from a  
L3 butcher shop. څھ تھ وای؟ butcher [What does butcher refer to?] 
L4 Ss: ب تھ�. [to butcher] 
L5 T: ب تھ وای�. [It refers to butcher.] 
L6 He went toward the jungle.  

…..  
L7 He thought that another dog had a piece of meat in his mouth.  
L8 معنھ څھ ده؟ mouth [What is the meaning of mouth?] 

Students remain silent. 
L9 T: څھ ورتھ وایی؟ [What is it called?] 
L10 S1: � manna 
L11 T:   معنھ څھ وه؟ ما درتھ ښوولې وه mouth  

[What was the meaning of mouth? I had told you before.] 
Points to a student 

L12 تھ اوښایھ. [You tell me.] 
L13 S2:  � manna (mispronounces the Urdu word) 
L13 T: (Asks another student)  تھ اوښایھ [You tell me.] 

S3: � manna 
L14 T: څوک بھ یې اوښایی؟ [Who will tell me the right answer?] 

 Gets irritated 
L15 ی تھ څھ وایی؟ مھ درتھ ښوولې وود ې ټک   (pointing to the word) 

[What is this word called? I had taught this to you before.]  
L16 S4: mouth.  
L17 T:   کې وایی، اردو کې ورتھ څھ وایی؟ English ورتھ mouth  

[Mouth is the word for it in English. What is it called in Urdu?] 
L18 Female S: � moo (comes up with the right word) 
L19 T:  څنګھ لیکلې کیګی؟ راشھ اولیکھ �  

[How is moo (mouth) written? Come write it] 
The female student gets up and writes it incorrectly (ں�) on the blackboard.  

L20 T: داسې لیکلی کیګی؟? [Is it written like this?] 
L21 FS: او جی [Yes sir!] 

Teacher asks every single student one by one, but nobody is able to write it 
correctly. He then hits every student twice on their hands with a stick, but 
leaves out the girl (who later I came to know was his daughter). 

L22 T: ما درتھ پرون وٻیلی وو چھ دا ده � پھ شان لیکلې کیګی خو ده �ں پھ شان وٻیلې کیګی  
[I told you yesterday it is written like ‘manna’ but is pronounced as ‘moo’.] 

L23 بیا چھ درنھ ھیر نھ شی خھ؟  
[Don’t forget it again, OK?]  
….. 

L23 پھ کاپیو کې اولیکئ او یاد یې کئ اوس یې  
[Now write it in your notebooks and memorise it.] 

[Obs. 3, pp. 1-3] 

 

 After the teacher left, I had to teach the students as part of my role as a participant 

observer.  The first thing I did was to ask them about the meaning of the word ‘mouth’; all 

of them gave me a choral answer, saying ‘�’ – the Urdu word for mouth. Ironically, not a 
200 

 



single one out of 13 Year-Five students knew the meaning of ‘mouth’ in their mother 

tongue. Translation into Urdu was also predominantly employed in the teaching of 

grammar points.   

 

8.4.1.2   Employment of GTM 

 Traditional deductive ways of grammar instruction were employed as a core 

technique by the teachers. In keeping with Larsen-Freeman and Anderson’s (2011) 

description of GTM, the teachers provided the students with grammar rules and examples; 

they were then told to memorise those rules, and were later asked to use those rules to form 

new sentences.  These sentences were not made part of a communicative activity; rather, 

students would generate stand-alone sentences that had little relevance to their lives or the 

lesson. Although Pashto was used, it did not aid their understanding of the focal grammar 

point, as is visible from the following excerpt of Izlaan’s teaching to Year-Four students in 

the English-medium school. 

L1 T: (writes on whiteboard) subject + helping verb + verb + ing 
L2 ،وی plural noun یا ،they ،we ،you  subject  پو � �ل �رى کې چھ  

[In present continuous tense, when the subject is ‘you’, ‘we’, ‘they’ or 
plural noun]    

L3 نو د ې نھ پاس بو تشھ روڅی؟ [so what will come after it?]  
L4 Ss: Are.   
L5 T:  ؟سره بو تشھ روڅی  verb بو روڅی ـ  او Are 

[‘Are’ will come. And what will come with the verb?]  
L6 Ss: ing 
L7 T:  اوس دا �ه دو ، دا بو موژه څھ رنګې پو اردو کې یایو؟  

[Now this sentence. How will we say it in Urdu?] 
Writes “I am writing in English” on the board. 

L8 ا��ى ل�ھه ر� �وں ، � ا��ى ؟ � [I am writing English. I am?] 
(Provides the Urdu version himself) 

L9 Ss:  ل�ھه ر� �وں [am writing English] 
L10 T:  ل�ھه ر� �وں [am writing English] 
L11 I am writing in English. څھ رنګې جوړاوو؟ question دې نھ بو 

[How will we make a question out of “I am writing in English”?  
L12 S1: Is I writing…?  
L13 T: ؟Am I  بو وی کھ  Is I  بوڅھ رنګې وی؟ Is I 

[Why would it be ‘Is I’? Would it be ‘Is I’ or ‘Am I’?] 
L14 Ss: Am I writing in English? 
L15 T: جمع بو یی څھ رنګې وی؟ [What would be its plural?] 
L16 S1 & S2: Are we? 
L17 T: ARE we writing in English? ARE you, ARE they writing in English? IS 

she, IS he writing in English? 
 

L18 Faisal, stand up.   اوس٠٠٠ � � ا��ى � ل�ھه ر� �وں؟ � � ا��ى � ل�ھه ر� �وں؟  
[Now (translate) am I not writing English? Am I not writing English?] 
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L19 Faisal: Am I not writing in English? 
L20 T: Am I not writing in English?   ټھیک شوه کھ نھ؟  [Alright?] 

  

[Obs. 6, p. 2] 

 

The excerpt above shows that grammar instruction was carried out following GTM in its 

crudest sense. Most of the grammar instruction constituted teaching of grammatical rules 

and translation of grammar points and example sentences from Urdu to English and vice 

versa (see lines 7 to 20). It was therefore a purely forms-focused rather than a form-focused 

or meaning-focused approach (Ellis, 2012). The teachers did make use of Pashto, but as a 

way of facilitating the talk rather than as a means of explaining the grammar points.  A 

comparison of English and Urdu language structure took place because of translation from 

one language to the other; however, none of the example sentences was translated into 

Pashto. Additionally, the teachers at all three schools were prone to using explicit 

grammatical terminology in English and equivalents in Urdu (see line 2, for example). 

Their role inside the classrooms was similar to how Littlewood (1981) described it when 

explaining GTM: the teacher will typically “perform the familiar role of language 

instructor: he will present new language, exercise direct control over the learners' 

performance, evaluate and correct it, and so on” (p. 92). The interaction was almost always 

initiated by the teachers and was primarily from teachers to students (Larsen-Freeman, 

2000).  The teachers controlled the direction and pace of teaching (Nunan, 1991). It was 

therefore a teacher-centred approach, the hallmark of GTM (Larsen-Freeman, 2000). Even 

when the students supplied the correct answers in response to some of the questions posed 

to them, the teachers did not give explicit feedback to them, nor did they praise their 

proficiency most of the time (see line 18 to 20 as an example). The students’ classroom 

participation was mostly limited to repetition and drills.  

 

8.4.1.3   Repetition and drills 

 The students, regardless of their year of study, were made to chorally repeat words 

and sentences after their teachers. Consider, for instance, the following excerpt from 

Izlaan’s class with Year-Zero students at the English-medium school. The students chorally 

repeated each letter and word after their teacher. During the whole lesson, Izlaan did not 

explain to the students what any of these words meant. (Upon my enquiry later, he was of 

the view that teachers should not put two burdens on students at the same time). 
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T: ده پرون سبق بھ څوک ولولئ؟ 
 [Who will read yesterday’s lesson?] 
Students keep silent. The teacher then asks a student to get up and read the lesson. 
S: M, A, T, mat (| meɪtəʊ |), H, A, T, hat | heɪtəʊ |, R, A, T, rat | reɪtəʊ |, C, A, T, sat 
| seɪtəʊ |  
T:   شاباش Cat | keɪtəʊ | ،آواز ورکئ K ده څھ آواز ورکئ؟ ده C ،نھ نھ 
[No, No. What sound does ‘C’ give? It gives the sound of ‘K’. Cat | keɪtəʊ |. Good] 
The teachers’ phone rings. He picks up the phone and talks for about 3 minutes. He 
then starts re-teaching the lesson. 
T: H 
Ss: H 
T: A 
Ss: A 
T: T 
Ss: T 
T: Hat (| heɪtəʊ |) 
Ss. Hat (| heɪtəʊ |) 
T. Hat بیا اووایئ [say it again: Hat] 
Ss: Hat  
T: ګوتھ پھ کتاب ګده، بره مھ ګوره، کتاب تھ ګوره  
[Keep your finger on the book. Don’t look up. Look at the book.] 

[Obs. 2, p. 1] 
 

During revision, several students continued to pronounce CAT as SAT. The teacher 

corrected them patiently at first, but eventually became irritated and said: 

T: ،جوړیګی CAT نھ T, A,C شل پیرې مې درتھ اووې چھ 
[I told you 20 times that C, A, T makes CAT] 
 چھ ده C نھ پس E یا I یا Y راشی نو ده S آواز اوکاګی،
[When C is followed by E, I or Y, it gives the sound of S] 
 ګنی نو نورو زایونو کې ده K آواز جوړئ،
[At all other places, it makes the sound of K]  
 لکھ څنګھ چھ PENCIL وی
[For example in PENCIL] 
He repeated this rule three times, and then told students that he would listen to them 
tomorrow, and they would have to produce only two words, that is SAT and CAT. 

[Obs. 2, p. 3] 
 

It should be reiterated that these were Year-Zero students who had negligible exposure to 

English. Teaching them a complex pronunciation rule, as cited above, seemed to be a mere 

waste of time50.  

 Aimless mechanical drilling and reading of lesson chunks was especially common 

at the Urdu- and Pashto-medium schools. For instance, Hewaad, the teacher at the Urdu-

medium school, wrote three sentences on the blackboard as shown in Figure 8.7 during one 

of his English lessons to Year-Three students. He first read the three sentences and the 

50 I may mention here that at the time this rule was being explained to the students, I had already left the 
classroom and was sitting nearby in the staffroom. However, since there was nobody in the staffroom, I could 
overhear the teacher explaining the rule.  This negates any influence of my presence on the teachers’ desire to 
display his knowledge of the rule in front of me. 
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students repeated them after him word by word. Then a student stood by the board, read the 

sentences word by word, and other students repeated them after him. It was then another 

students’ turn to get up and read the sentences. While the turn of hardly a quarter of the 

students was over, the teacher left the classroom, having finished his English lesson with 

Year-Three students for the day; however, he gave instructions to the students to continue 

reading the lines and let them know that he would be listening to them while sitting on the 

veranda.  

 
Figure 8.7: Blackboard image from Year-Three classroom at the Urdu-medium 
government school 

 

 As the Figure shows, the three sentences do not constitute a comprehensible 

dialogue. Hewaad had randomly selected these from a lesson and did not tell the students 

anything about what these sentences meant.  I later asked the students the meaning of the 

first sentence. All the students kept silent. At last, one student said: ں �ش �؟� � (in Urdu, 

which translates to ‘Why are you happy?’). I praised him and further asked which word 

translates to ں� (why). He answered with ‘look’.  This clearly demonstrates the lack of 

comprehension of the reading task the students were performing. Evidently, the dialogue 

could have been made meaningful and developed into a communicative activity through a 

better choice of extract and by making different students read different sentences to give a 

semblance of interaction, which did not occur.  

 

8.4.1.4   Lack of communicative activities 

 Most of the lessons, especially in the English textbooks of the Urdu- and Pashto-

medium schools, did not contain any activities that could be used for generating 
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communication among students. However, in cases where such opportunities did 

potentially exist, as in a lesson depicted in Figure 8.8 below, the teachers did not make use 

of them but rather taught lessons in a teacher-fronted manner with students merely acting as 

mimics.  Since the lesson is based on a picture story, the students, in pairs, could have 

discussed the order of the pictures, even if interacting in their L1. They could have then 

matched the English sentences with each picture and gathered some sense of the meanings 

of the sentences from the pictures they were matched with. Shamroz, however, merely read 

the sentences and translated them into Urdu, which the students repeated after him, and 

skipped the entire activity of determining the right order of the pictures.  

  
Figure 8.8: A lesson from Year-Four English textbook (Provincial Ministry of 
Education, 2012) used in a Pashto-medium government school.  
 

 Throughout my stay in the field, I never observed any of the teachers asking the 

students to attempt the exercise questions at the end of each lesson. The students were 

never asked to discuss among themselves answers to the questions or to communicate in 

any manner. The teachers instead provided the students with all the answers in a 

mechanical manner: the answers were either written on the blackboard, dictated to the 

students, or the students were told to copy them from the main text. This was necessary, 

according to the teachers, to prepare the students for exams. In their language preferences 

(see Section 6.2.1), they all emphasised the need for the students to learn English and their 

efforts to make this happen. While they did make an attempt to correct the students’ errors 

in translation, grammar use, and writing, most of the corrections were based on form, on 

language as an object, rather than a linguistic understanding of how English language 

actually works as a tool for communication (Ellis, 2012).  While such correction may have 

been effective for preparing the students for exams, it did not appear to be effective in terms 

of language acquisition.  
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 Since the pedagogy was heavily teacher-centred, not a single effective question was 

asked by any student in any of the schools during the entire period of my data collection. 

Similar findings were also reported by Wang and Kirkpatrick (2013) in their case study of 

trilingual education in Hong Kong primary schools.  The only, insignificant, instances were 

when students, while reading lessons, would come up to the teacher to ask about the 

pronunciation or meaning of a single word on which their finger would be fixed. They 

wouldn’t even dare speak; they would rather turn the book towards the teacher with their 

finger fixed on the problematic word.  Even in such cases, the students would sometimes be 

referred to their class-fellows for help. The teachers’ preference for translation, their little 

use of English for communication, and their practice of not encouraging questions indicates 

their lack of proficiency in the language and shortcomings in pedagogy, which I turn to 

next. 

 

8.4.1.5   Teachers’ lack of proficiency 

 The teachers’ lack of proficiency in English became evident on a number of 

occasions during my classroom observations. For instance, Figure 8.9 is an ‘application for 

fee concession’ Angaar wrote on the blackboard for Year-Four students to copy and 

memorise. The teacher should have been able to write syntactically and semantically 

correct sentences, which is not the case in the second sentence. Also, the translation of the 

title of the application was written in Urdu, although this is a Pashto-medium school.  

 
Figure 8.9: Blackboard image from Year-Four classroom at the Pashto-medium 
government school 
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As another example, Figure 8.10 is a blackboard image of a story entitled ‘Greedy Dog’ 

that Angaar taught to Year-Five students and which I discussed above in Section 8.4.1.1. 

The story has been a part of the English syllabus for a long time, since I too had to 

memorise it when I was a primary school student in the early 1980s. The teacher copied the 

story onto the blackboard from a piece of paper on which he had written it beforehand. A 

closer look at Figure 8.10 shows that the teacher made several errors while writing down 

the story. The most conspicuous one is the way he spelled the word ‘piece’; i.e. ‘pice’, 

‘piece’, and ‘peice’. His method of teaching the story was also quite monotonous, as I have 

already explained above. 

 
Figure 8.10: Blackboard image from Year-Five classroom at the Pashto-medium 
government school 

 

 While going over some of the students’ textbooks, I found considerable errors in the 

answers written on the exercise questions towards the end of lessons. For instance, Figure 

8.11 below is an image from the English textbook of a Year-Five student studying in the 

Pashto-medium school. In the second exercise, the student was supposed to pick the odd 

one out; however, he has instead provided the group name for the items listed in each 

question. Also, the spellings of ‘fruit’ and ‘vegetables’ have been written incorrectly.  Since 

I have already mentioned that the teachers provided the students with all the answers, the 

wrong answers written in the textbook reflect the English proficiency of the teachers rather 

than the students.  
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Figure 8.11: A lesson from Year-Five English textbook (Provincial Ministry of 
Education, 2012) used in a Pashto-medium government school.  

 

 Observation data revealed that English was not the only language in which the 

teachers lacked proficiency. They also faced problems in understanding meanings of 

selected Urdu and Pashto words, and in reading and writing Pashto. I now turn to the 

teachers’ language teaching practices with regard to Urdu and Pashto. 

 

8.4.2   Teaching of Urdu and Pashto 

 The instruction methods the teachers employed for teaching Urdu and Pashto were 

not any different from those they used for English teaching, except for their translation 

practices. I explained above that the teachers at all three schools translated English into 

Urdu, both of which are additional languages for the students. Observations of their Urdu 

teaching classes revealed that they translated Urdu into the local version of Pashto spoken 

in the area. The meanings of difficult words were, however, written down in simpler Urdu. 

Translation into Pashto was carried out mostly sentence by sentence. For instance, the short 

excerpt below is from Hewaad’s teaching of a poem to the Year-Four students at the Urdu-

medium school. Instead of giving the students some information about the theme of the 

poem, Hewaad delved straight into translation of the poem after saying in Pashto: “Our 

lesson today is ‘a prayer’ written by Allama Iqbal”.  He translated each sentence in the 

following manner: 

L1 T: ز�� � �ى �وا� � �رت � رب 
L2 ژندوون ده دې مو وی دې پتنګ غوندې ائ ربھ 

[May my life be like a moth, my Lord!] 
L3 بھہ � � � رب ج

م
� � � � � 
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L4 پو � سره اٻمو � وی ائ ربھ � 
[May I fall in love with the candle of knowledge, my Lord!] 

L5 � بھه ج
 �ے الللہ �ا� � �� م

L6 اې مو الللھ تھ دې مو بادو چارو نھ � کې 
[My Allah! Save me from doing bad.] 

L7 � بھه ج
 � � راه � ُا� ره � �� م

L8 ا چھ کوما لیار وی، اغې لیارې مندې مو بوزې�� 
[Make me follow the path which is righteous.] 

[Obs. 5, p. 1] 

Since it is a poem, the Urdu sentence construction must have been quite challenging for 

Year-Four students to decipher. The teacher, however, did not bother about the extent of the 

students’ comprehension of the text. Also, he used quite a few Urdu words (shaded inside 

the Pashto transcript in lines 4, 6 and 8) in the Pashto translation of the sentences, which 

must have made it all the more difficult for the students to understand what the whole 

sentence actually meant.  

 The students of Year Zero in all three schools were taught Urdu words rather than 

sentences, just as with the teaching of English described above. In the following excerpt, 

Izlaan is listening to a Year-Zero student at the English-medium school who is revising an 

Urdu lesson: 

S: � ك � ��، ك، ب، و، ت، ر، ��، ك  
T: نھ نھ، ده ك نھ پس کم ټکې راځی؟ 
[No, no. What is the letter that comes after kaaf?] 
S: گ 
T: شاباش! اوس وایھ 
[Good. Now read it] 
S: ،گ � ��، گ، ى 

T:  �� ،نھ کنھ، ى نھ ده کنھ،  گ، ا، ج، ر 
[No. it’s no yay. It is…] 

[Obs. 4, p. 1] 
 

The student says the letter with which the word starts, says the word, says each letter of the 

word separately, and then says the word again (an equivalent in English would be: C for 

cat; C, A, T, cat). However, since most of the Urdu letters change their shapes when they 

are combined with other letters, the student is finding it difficult to understand each 

separate letter. Again, there is no emphasis on what the words mean.  Furthermore, just like 

in the case of English, the students in Year-Three class in the Pashto-medium school were 

made to read seemingly meaningless Urdu sentences written on the blackboard, depicted in 

Figure 8.12. The dialogue translates into: 

 

209 
 



The same voice came again from nearby. 
But who are you? 
Shehla asked. 

 

While it is clear that the dialogue is part of a lesson, it has been selected randomly to give 

the students some reading practice. Since the teacher did not describe or provide any 

context to the short dialogue, it merely acts as a mechanical drill. The students did not 

understand what these sentences meant, but could read them properly.  

 
Figure 8.12: Blackboard image from Year-Three classroom at the Pashto-medium 
government school 

 

  The method that Sabawoon used for teaching Urdu was, however, different from 

that of the rest of the teachers. Below is an excerpt from an Urdu lesson Sabawoon taught 

to Year-Three students at the Urdu-medium government school. Sabawoon first gave a 

short lecture in Pashto about the aim of the lesson (lines 3 to 10); he then read the entire 

lesson; at the end, he gave the summary of the lesson in Pashto. The method he used was 

better than the method used by the other teachers in that he explained the lesson content in 

Pashto rather than mechanically translating it sentence by sentence. There was, however, 

minimal involvement from the students, as is evident in the extract.  The questions he asked 

were rhetorical as he himself provided the students with the answers (see lines 3 to 7). 

Towards the end of the lesson, when he asked the students whether they had understood the 

lesson, all of them raised their hands, which he instantly took as confirmation.   

L1 T: اې موژه دې سبق نومھ دو � آزادى �رك ، څھ نومھ یې دو؟ … 
[The title of our lesson today is ‘happy independence day’. What is its title?] 

L2 Ss:  آزادى �رك � 
[Happy independence day] 
Writes the lesson title on the blackboard. 

L3 T: ،دې دی سبق � څھ دا؟ دې ھر شی یو � وی  
[What is the aim of this lesson? Everything has an aim.] 

L4 لکھ سرنګې توسی چھ دی سکول تھ روغلی یی، نو څھ � مو دا اٻتوسې؟ 
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[Just like you have come to this school. What is your aim?]  
L5 سبق زده کوونې تھ روغلی یی کنھ؟ 

[You have come to learn, haven’t you?] 
L6 ځھ تشی تھ روغلھ یھ؟ اٻمو � څھ ده؟ ځھ بچیو تھ سباق یایھ 

[Why have I come? What is my aim? I teach children.] 
L7 نودغسې دې دی سبق � څھ ده؟ 

[In the same way, what is the aim of this lesson?] 
L8 ،چھ موژ توسې دې آزودئ نھ خبار شو، آزودی تشی تھ یلھ شی 

[So that we know about independence, what independence means.] 
L9  څرنګې جوړ شوال، موژ تھ بو دې دې پاتھ والګیاو ایسره  ایسره پاکستان  

[And also, how Pakistan came into being, so that we know it.] 
L10 دریمھ اٻموژه بو خپل وطن سره مینھ پیدو شی 

[Thirdly, we will develop love for our country.] 
L11 اوس بو یې ځھ دٻتھ ویایھ 

[Now I will read it to you] 
Starts reading the lesson 

L12 � � � … وع� … � … � �  
Reads the whole lesson in a similar way, giving small breaks after every 
word or chunk of words.  

L13 او مو وریدال؟ اردو مندې یې پوی شولئ؟ معنې یې دٻتھ وکھ؟ ھھ؟ شھ 
[(After having finished reading the lesson) Did you listen to it? Do you 
understand its Urdu? Should I do its meanings? Hmm? Okay.] 
Tells the story of the whole lesson in Pashto.  

L14 خبره مندې پویی شوئ؟ څوک څوک پو پویی شوئ؟ 
[(After finishing the lesson) Did you understand? Who has understood it? 
All the students raise their hands 

L15 تھ پوی شوې؟ تھ پوی شوې؟ چلو اوس تھ چګ شھ، وٻتھ تیر یې کھ ټولو تھ 
[Did you understand it? Did you understand it? Okay, now you get up. Read 
it to the whole class.] 
The student gets up and starts reading it word by word, with students 
repeating after him. The teacher leaves the class.  

 [Obs. 6, p. 1-2] 

 

 In the case of teaching Pashto, the teachers merely read the lessons, with no 

translation provided to the students. When I asked them about the reason for not explaining 

the meanings of difficult words, they said that the students were extremely weak in reading 

Pashto, so their aim at the primary level was to first make them proficient in reading.  They 

later opened up and told me that they did not know the meanings of a lot of words 

themselves, and since they had no Pashto to Pashto dictionary available to them, they could 

not translate difficult words. I personally found students from both the Urdu- and Pashto-

medium school quite weak in reading Pashto as opposed to their reading proficiency in 

Urdu and to some extent English. For instance, I asked a Year-Five student at the Pashto-

medium school to read a lesson entitled صحت [health] in the Pashto textbook. The first 

sentence was: ده دې ځاې اولس ده صحت پھ حوالھ سختو مشکالتو سره مخ دې [People of this area face 

severe difficulties with regard to health].  The student found it difficult to read the lesson. 
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He paused after each word, and could not read it fluently, unlike English and Urdu. I then 

asked the students the meaning of اولس, the third word in the very first sentence of the 

lesson. None of them knew its meaning, because خلق is the word used for ‘people’ in 

colloquial Pashto.  

 The teachers at both the Urdu- and Pashto-medium school left unanswered some of 

the exercise questions at the end of each lesson in the Pashto textbooks. They typically 

responded to the questions with answers which had already been provided in the lessons.  

The textbook did include certain interesting tasks that encouraged genuine communication, 

and since the students were supposed to use their L1, this being Pashto subject, they would 

not have faced much difficulty in communicating during such tasks. The teachers, however, 

skipped such tasks as they did not consider them important for tests and examinations.  For 

instance, Shamroz, the Pashto-medium school teacher, while teaching Pashto to Year-Five 

students, told them that question 2, depicted in Figure 8.13, was not important and they 

should move ahead to the other question. The question has two parts, and it translates into: 

“(a) Which stage of the pottery being made out of mud did you like the most and why?  

(b) Which skill do you want to learn and why?” It is evident that both questions drew on the 

students’ interests and connected lesson content with their lives outside the classroom. The 

teachers, however, did not show any inclination towards making students do such activities. 

 
Figure 8.13: A lesson from the Pashto textbook (Government of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa, n.d.) taught to Year-Five students at one of the rural Pashto-medium 
government schools. 

 

8.5   Medium of general interaction 

 The medium used for general interaction inside the Urdu- and Pashto-medium 

schools was Pashto. I never heard any teacher or student interacting in a language other 

than Pashto. In the English-medium school, however, the students mostly used Urdu to 
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interact with their teachers. When amongst themselves, they talked in Pashto but in a low 

tone as they were supposed to talk only in Urdu or English. The teachers used both Urdu 

and Pashto to talk to students.  

 Interestingly, while the English-medium school students used Urdu to ask for 

permission to leave the classroom to drink water or go to the toilet, they used English to 

seek permission for entering again (May I come in, sir). Since I did not include students as 

research participants, I asked Nangiaal for the reason behind using two different languages. 

He was of the view that since the sentence construction for permission to leave the 

classroom was rather lengthy and challenging for the students, they preferred to use Urdu. 

‘May I come in, sir’, on the other hand, he said, was quite common and formulaic. Nangiaal 

had already referred to the policy of English-medium schools (see Section 7.3.2) which 

encouraged the speaking of Urdu, and English if possible, for general interaction and to 

discourage the use of the L1. The students’ use of English and Urdu for such mundane 

interaction could also be construed as self-censorship against predominantly using their L1 

because of the symbolic power associated with English and, particular to the rural context, 

Urdu for demonstrating politeness and civility (Bourdieu, 1991).     

 The English-medium school’s ‘English- and Urdu-only’ policy was adhered to by 

students when talking to teachers (Urdu rather than English was predominantly used) but 

repeatedly disregarded when talking to other students.  Interestingly, since the teachers 

were strictly instructed by the school authorities to use only English and/or Urdu with 

students, they enforced the policy even when, paradoxically, contravening it themselves by 

switching to Pashto to interact with their students. On one occasion, for instance, upon 

entry into the Year-Five classroom, Izlaan, the English-medium school teacher, found 

names of five students written on the board. Three of the names were under the heading 

‘those making noise’ and two under the heading ‘those speaking in Pashto’ (these were 

written in Urdu). The teacher made the students stand up; the following interaction then 

took place in Urdu between Izlaan and the two students who used Pashto in the classroom: 

T: ؟
ت

 [?Why were you talking in Pashto)  � � �ں �ل ر� �
Students remain silent. 
T: وں؟� ��� � [How much should I fine you?] 
S1: �� اس د� �ف � � [Sir, please forgive us this time.] 
S2: �� �� ر  [.We will not talk in Pashto again] �چ
T: � � ��� � �� ر  [.If you talk again (in Pashto), you will be fined] ا� �چ
S1&S2: � �  ى

ٹ
� [All right, sir.] 

T: سیخ شئ کنی سیخ بو مو کھ [Get straight or I will straighten you up].  
[Obs. 9, p. 2] 
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Ironically, the last sentence that Izlaan spoke was in Pashto. Not only that, he also used 

Pashto to admonish the three students making a noise inside the classroom. Hornberger 

(2013) refers to such occurrences as “layered notions of discipline” (p. 113) where the 

teachers themselves use the very language they reprimand their students for using. 

Mohamed (2013), in her study of medium of instruction policies in Maldivian schools, 

reports similar findings; for instance, in one of the schools, the list of students would be 

displayed publicly if they spoke in Dhivehi (the local language) in class or were caught 

breaching school discipline. Nero (2014) found a similar situation in Jamaican schools, 

where the power dynamics in the classroom could be determined by the fact that the 

teachers, being the authority figures, code-switched to Jamaican Creole whereas they 

insisted that students refrain from using it.  

 The findings above show that while the medium of general interaction inside all 

three schools remained Pashto by and large, the status of the native language in the 

English-medium school was that of a ‘smuggled in’ language (Probyn, 2009). The school 

discouraged the use of Pashto through using punishment as an instrument – a feature 

common in societies where the dominant language is viewed as vital for maintaining 

national unity and linguistic homogeneity (May, 2008). Instances from schools in New 

Zealand, Canada and the USA have been reported where speaking native languages accrued 

instant fines and punishments (McCarty, Skutnabb-Kangas, & Magga, 2008; Spolsky, 

2009). In the case of the English-medium school, however, the irony was that neither the 

students nor the teachers were proficient enough in speaking English, and therefore Urdu 

was imposed as the language of interaction. This meant that the language most needed in 

the imagined communities that the teachers envisioned for their students was not a part of 

general conversational practices. I describe and discuss the teachers’ language practices vis-

à-vis their vision of the students’ imagined communities next.  

 

8.6   Students’ imagined communities and teachers’ language practices 

 In the previous chapters, I discussed the immediate and distant imagined 

communities that the teachers envision for their students. I used the former term to refer to 

the students’ (teacher-envisioned) imagined communities in educational contexts and the 

latter to refer to their imagined communities in lives beyond completion of education (see 

Section 6.2.1.2 for details). I also reported that the teachers believe that the students need 

English in both the immediate and distant communities they imagine for them, Urdu largely 

in their immediate communities, and Pashto in neither type of communities (see Sections 
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6.2.1.2, 6.2.2.3, 6.2.3.3 and 7.7).  The teachers’ observed practices that I report in this 

chapter reveal that there was a disjuncture in the communities the teachers imagined for 

their students and the teaching practices they performed. In particular, the instructional 

methods the teachers employed for teaching English seemed to impede rather than facilitate 

the students’ realisation of becoming members of the distant imagined communities 

envisioned for them.  

 The classroom observations elucidate the limited value of intensive GTM-based 

instruction in the distant imagined communities of the learners where they will be expected 

to display proficiency in written and spoken English to be able to get jobs or to interact 

with the wider community overseas (see Section 7.7 for details).  As evident above, 

opportunities for the students to speak or write the language were restricted to what they 

had already memorised; they did not seem to have a conceptual understanding (in most 

cases) of what they spoke or wrote (see Sections 8.4.1 and 8.4.2). The methods the teachers 

adopted for English and Urdu language teaching seemed appropriate for achieving student 

success in tests and exams and preparing them for further education in both Urdu and 

English-medium institutes in the local context; their teaching practices therefore helped the 

students attain access to and success in the immediate communities the teachers imagined 

for them. However, since a change in the nature of the students’ language needs is 

inevitable in their distant imagined communities (as elaborated above), a disconnect was 

observed in the teachers’ instructional goals and practices and the distant communities they 

imagined for their students. Additionally, the power that the teachers wielded inside the 

classrooms and schools (see Sections 4.5, 8.2.1 and 8.2.3) seemed to inhibit the students 

from attaining a place in the communities that were envisioned for them. The students were 

repeatedly reprimanded for insignificant discipline issues, demeaned for not having enough 

competence to get higher education, and labelled as ‘only good for cattle grazing’ (Angaar, 

Obs. 5, p. 2), ‘destined to remain farmers’ (Hewaad, Obs.3, p.1) and ‘militia is your future’ 

(Nangiaal, Obs.7, p.3). Thus, instead of acknowledging the students’ imagined 

communities inside the classroom, the teachers constantly reminded them of not possessing 

enough potential to reach those communities, thereby exacerbating their lack of classroom 

participation (Norton, 2001) and affecting their learning trajectories in negative ways 

(Pavlenko & Norton, 2007).  

 

215 
 



8.7   Conclusion 

 In this chapter I reported and discussed findings related to the teaching practices of 

the six rural area teachers participating in this study. The main focus pertained to these 

teachers’ use of languages for teaching subject content as well as languages. The findings 

suggest that the teaching practices at all three schools were characterised by a traditional 

transmission model. The teachers acted as transmitters of knowledge and information and 

the learners’ role was to store that information without questioning or attempting to 

understand it, and then to reproduce it in a test or examination. Instead of honing and 

nurturing critical and independent thinking, the teachers stifled these attributes in their 

students through their regressive and repressive language and teaching practices. 

Memorisation of content was both forced and encouraged. Questions to students mostly 

involved recall of information rather than assessment of comprehension.  Learning as a 

whole was treated as a product rather than a process. There was total dependence on 

textbooks. Even when textbook lessons could be linked to the students’ lives outside the 

classroom, the teachers lacked either the expertise or the willingness to do so. The students 

were pressurised, subdued, abused, and beaten.  While the teachers did demonstrate agency 

in their classroom decisions, it appeared detrimental rather than beneficial to the teaching 

learning process.   

 I found both consistencies and contradictions in the teachers’ reported and observed 

practices as well as in their beliefs and practices.  The teachers, while reporting their 

language teaching beliefs and practices in the previous chapter, described the prevalence of 

translation-focused and forms-focused approaches; it was therefore not surprising to 

observe them using traditional methodologies. However, there was a widespread 

incongruity with regard to their claims about the use of the mother tongue for instruction. I 

reported in Chapter 7 how they emphasised and claimed to employ the students’ mother 

tongue in a meaning-focused manner to facilitate and ensure learning. Their observed 

practices, however, indicated the use of Pashto predominantly for classroom management 

rather than for instructional purposes.   In Basturkmen’s (2012) review of research on 

teachers’ beliefs and practices it was found that the more experienced teachers were, the 

more likely they were to practise what they believed.  A recent study carried out by Farrell 

and Bennis (2013) on one novice and one experienced teacher in a school confirms this 

conclusion. The findings in my study, however, reveal a different story. Despite the fact 

that the teachers explicitly emphasised using Pashto (see Section 6.3.3) and claimed to use 

it (see Section 7.3.1) to explain lesson content, I observed very few instances of the use of 

Pashto for this specific purpose.  
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 The findings further reveal that the macro-level policy decisions regarding different 

languages as media of instruction have little relevance to how the teachers actually employ 

these languages for teaching and learning at the micro level in the rural context of this 

study. Most importantly, the mother-tongue medium-of-instruction policy seemed to be 

failing in these schools as the teachers continued to teach the way they taught before mother 

tongue was introduced as the medium of instruction. This is evident from their use of Urdu 

rather than Pashto for translating English, referring to numbers in Urdu when teaching 

mathematics, and limiting themselves to reading Pashto rather than explaining lesson 

content in vernacular Pashto.  It may be that the local needs and conditions were not 

considered before implementing Pashto as a medium of instruction, nor were the teachers 

trained prior or consequent to the change of medium, forcing the teachers to assume agency 

to enact the policy’s implementation in the way they thought best (Liddicoat & Taylor-

Leech, 2014).  

 Another related salient point is the fact that, in all three schools, the teachers seemed 

to emulate their own learning experiences, reproducing the particular ways they were taught 

when they themselves were students. Many studies have reported findings that show 

teachers reproducing their past learning experiences while teaching (see, for example, Borg, 

2003; Elbaz, 1981; Freeman & Johnson, 1998; Grossman, 1990).  Here too there seems to 

be a dominant influence of the teachers’ own language learning experiences not only on 

their beliefs and knowledge about teaching but also on their teaching practices, what Lortie 

(1975) calls the ‘apprenticeship of observation’.  This seemed to be particularly the case in 

the English-medium school since the teachers there had not undergone any formal teacher 

training (see Section 3.3.3).  

 I highlighted in Chapters 5 and 6 the teachers’ awareness of the crucial role of 

English proficiency in the ongoing educational and future professional success of their 

students. They viewed it to be the most important language in the imagined communities 

they envisioned for their students. The parents also, during my informal interactions with 

them, portrayed English as an indispensable requirement for their children and the reason 

why they sent their children to English-medium private schools. The poor population of 

these rural areas want access to English-medium education because they deem English to 

be a destiny-altering language. However, as reported in several other studies, instead of 

working as a catalyst, English-medium education sometimes is a hindrance to students’ 

mobility because of the poor quality of education (Ferguson, 2009, 2006; Probyn, 2009). 

The ineffectiveness of English-medium education, which I reported in the findings above, 

has been established in studies carried out in a wide range of contexts. It is therefore 
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paradoxical that people (and teachers, e.g. see Section 6.3.1) demand English-medium 

education which is academically disadvantageous for rural and marginalised sections of the 

population (Ferguson, 2009). However, it has to be noted that considering the power, 

success and upward mobility that accrue to those who are proficient in English in post-

colonial countries like Pakistan, it is extremely difficult to resist the demand for English-

medium instruction.  

 The overall findings I have reported in this chapter portray a bleak picture of the 

instructional practices and standard of education in these rural schools. However, it could 

be suggested that contextual constraints play a role in restricting teachers from practising 

what they believe, as various studies have indicated (see, for example, Borg, 2003; Fang, 

1996; Sugiyama, 2003).  Contextual factors such as time constraints, institutional pressure, 

students’ and teachers’ limited exposure to English and limited reading and written 

proficiency in their L1, schools’ and parents’ focus on performance in examinations, 

insufficient support systems, and the teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and training need to 

be taken into account as these factors seem to condition their practices regardless of their 

beliefs (Zheng, 2013). Phipps and Borg (2007; 2009), taking a positive stance on the 

inconsistencies between teachers’ beliefs and practices, call such differences ‘tensions’, and 

recommend that such tensions be taken in a positive light as these are a result of contextual 

factors that influence teachers’ thinking and behaviour. They further argue that “it is not 

enough for language teacher cognition research to identify differences, or tensions, between 

teachers’ beliefs and practices; rather, attempts need to be made to explore, acknowledge 

and understand the underlying reasons behind such tensions” (2009, p. 388). While the 

theoretical representation of teaching in official documents may reflect the dominant 

paradigms worldwide (Hayes, 2009), only by tackling the causal conditions and locally-

situated needs of learners and teachers (Canagarajah, 2005) can any meaningful changes be 

made in education. Hayes (2009, p. 9) maintains that “‘traditional’ forms of instruction 

persist for a reason, and that to uncover the reason there is a need to investigate the 

sociocultural and educational contexts of use of the methods”.  I have already explained in 

previous chapters the sociocultural and educational context of Pakistan in general and this 

rural area in particular. In the concluding chapter that is to follow, I argue why the ‘western 

conceptions of idealised practice’ may not be realised in the local practices in this rural area 

in the foreseeable future.  
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION 

 

9.1   Introduction 

 This study is a meaning-making exploration of six primary school teachers’ 

language-related stories and experiences in a multilingual rural context in northwest 

Pakistan. In keeping with the recent shift in teachers’ role from recipients and enactors of 

macro-level policies (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997; Zhao & Baldauf, 2011) to active agents in 

micro-level LiE policy appropriation and negotiation (Chua & Baldauf, 2011; Zhao & 

Baldauf, 2011), I sought to explore the teachers’ voiced and lived stories relating to the 

intersection of language policy and practices at the classroom and school level to discover 

how language policy is played out on the ground. To that end, I have attempted in this 

study, using a narrative ethnographic lens, to bring to life the rural context, the teachers 

who lived there, and the stories they lived by.  

 In this concluding chapter of my thesis, I draw together the teachers’ narratives in 

an attempt at make sense of the complex interplay between LiE policy and the participants’ 

language perceptions, preferences and practices. The chapter starts with a summary of the 

findings in relation to each research question. I then make an attempt to interpret the 

findings at a relatively abstract level. In that, I discuss the various influences on the 

teachers’ language perceptions and practices and the varying reasons for the lack of 

harmony between LiE policy and the teachers’ practices. This leads to the implications and 

recommendations of the study.  I also discuss the limitations inherent in the study and 

recommend further research, before ending the chapter with concluding remarks.  

 

9.2   Summary of findings 

 In this section I revisit the findings of my study in relation to each research question. 

Since the findings chapters were mainly framed according to the dominant themes 

emerging from the study, they do not exclusively answer a particular research question. 

Chapter 4 set the scene for the study by giving an overview of the context and the 

participants. Chapters 5 and 6 reported the teachers’ (and parents’) perceptions about 

languages in general and preferences with regard to teaching these languages at the primary 

level and using them as media of instruction. Chapters 7 and 8 then discussed the teachers’ 

reported and observed language practices respectively. Each of the chapters also delved into 

the future communities the teachers imagine for their students and the role they see for 
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particular languages in those communities. I also attempted to link the findings in each 

chapter to the broader LiE policy discourses. However, in the summarised answers to each 

research question below, I do not relate the findings explicitly to LiE policy; I do so in the 

following section.  

 

9.2.1   Teachers’ language perceptions 

 The first research question I attempted to find an answer to was: What perceptions/ 

ideologies do rural primary school teachers hold regarding English, Urdu and Pashto?  

The question was relevant to the overall aim of the study because language ideologies are 

considered one of the essential elements of language policy (Ricento, 2006; Spolsky, 2004) 

as they influence both policy formulation and implementation. I therefore explored the 

language ideologies that the teachers articulated through reflecting on the three languages – 

English, Urdu, and Pashto – in terms of their historical as well as contemporary relevance 

to the past, present, and future lives of the students as well as the general populace.  The 

teachers’ language perceptions facilitated an understanding of the ways in which they made 

sense of the roles and uses of the languages they come into contact with on a daily basis, 

including what these languages represent and do for the people in the community.  The 

question also helped me explore how the teachers perceived the significance of the three 

languages in the socio-political, socioeconomic, and sociolinguistic milieu prevailing in the 

rural area. Answers to the question, mainly reported in Chapter 5 of the thesis, revealed that 

the teachers’ language ideologies were riddled with paradoxes and steeped in the broader 

ideological discourses surrounding them. A love-hate relationship with all three languages, 

though with varying degrees and for varying reasons, was significantly evident from the 

findings.  

 The teachers disliked English because of its perceived association with colonialism, 

western culture, the US hegemony, and elitism. They were quite vociferous in expressing 

their aversion for English because of its link with colonialism which, they believed, 

promoted English language in the area, leading to the decline of Muslims and indigenous 

languages. They narrated several stories they had inherited from their parents and 

grandparents to show their aversion for English language and culture. They believed that, 

analogous with similar stories bequeathed from one generation to another, successive 

governments have been instrumental in perpetuating western hegemony and a cultural 

onslaught (Canagarajah, 1999, 2005; Pennycook, 1998, 2001; Phillipson, 1992, 1998).  

Paradoxically, however, they also perceived English to be a highly desirable language 
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because of the linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) and instrumental value (Baker, 2011) 

inherent in it. They deemed it as the only international language, acting not only as the 

global lingua franca but also as the key to scientific and technological knowledge (Hamel, 

2007; Kirkpatrick, 2011; Nunan, 2003; Phillipson, 1992, 2009).  They believed that English 

acted as a gatekeeper to success, opportunity, upward mobility and prosperity; it was 

inextricably linked with securing a respectable job in Pakistan (Rahman, 2006).  The 

“alchemy of English” (Kachru, 1986, p. 13) for them entailed respect, wisdom and bullying 

power. At the same time, they perceived it to be the language of the rich, since the poor 

struggle to become proficient in it because of the lack of adequate exposure to the language 

both inside and outside schools, thereby contributing to socioeconomic inequalities in the 

country (Ferguson, 2012).  

 Unlike in the case of English, the teachers affiliated more with Urdu but considered 

it inconsequential with regard to instrumental value.  They revered Urdu for being the 

national language, acting not merely as a symbol of but as the raison d’être for national 

integration and unity. Veneration for Urdu was deemed to be a sign of patriotism (see 

Shohamy, 2006 regarding English in the case of the USA; Hamied, 2012 regarding 

Indonesian in the case of Indonesia). Some of them sanctified it for keeping Islam alive in 

the region since most of the Islamic literature is available in Urdu (Powel, 2002; Rahman, 

1998, 1999, 2004, 2005; Simpson, 2007). However, they deplored the state’s debasement of 

the language in terms of low status and limited instrumental value as compared to English 

(Powel, 2002; Rahman, 1998, 1999, 2004). It was labelled as the language of the poor (and 

breeding poverty) as opposed to English which was associated with the rich (and delivering 

riches). They also alluded to the shame associated with the language for the Pashtun 

population because of their perennial lack of proficiency in the language, speaking it with a 

distinct Pashto-influenced accent and with incorrect grammar for which they are ridiculed 

by other ethnicities.  

 The language that the teachers expressed immense love and admiration for and at 

the same time regarded as worthless was their mother tongue, Pashto. They narrated Pashto 

folklore and poetry to show the pride they felt in being Pashtun. The language was 

romanticised and was amplified as one of the oldest (in history), sweetest (in spoken form), 

and richest (in terms of vocabulary). They considered Pashto an integral part of their 

ethnicity, culture, identity and way of life. The language was, however, trivialised in the 

sense that the teachers (and parents) did not believe it had any pragmatic value in the 

linguistic marketplace. Being literate in Pashto was viewed to be inconsequential as it did 

not result in any kind of worldly gain.  
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 The language ideologies of the teacher-participants appeared to have a dominant 

influence on their language preferences relating to the place and role of the three languages 

in primary-level education, as the answer to the second research question revealed.  

 

9.2.2   Teachers’ language preferences 

 The second research question was: Which of the three languages do they [the 

teachers] prefer as taught subjects and as media of instruction in primary-level education?  

This question was aimed at exploring the ‘what’ and ‘why’ of teachers’ preferences with 

regard to the teaching of the three focal languages as subjects and their use as MoI.  

Although extensive research has been carried out on teachers’ language practices in 

relation to language policy, there have been limited attempts to investigate the 

interrelationship between rural teachers’ language preferences in multilingual contexts and 

LiE policy and planning. The question was important since teachers’ language preferences 

regarding language (in) teaching and learning assist in making sense of the ways they 

conceptualise LiE policy. The fact that they may prefer one language over others both as 

medium and object of teaching has significant implications for the policy. A mismatch 

between their language preferences and the imposed policy could undermine the policy’s 

effectiveness and even its realisation. Accordingly, I explored answers to this question and 

reported on these mainly in Chapter 6 of the thesis.  

 The teachers showed a strong inclination, as indeed did the parents who I happened 

to interact with, to maintain English as an integral subject in primary-level education in 

both public and private schools.  They believed that since English is a gatekeeper to 

opportunity, upward mobility and prosperity, “education without English is meaningless” 

(Angaar). They envisioned respectable white-collar jobs or overseas employment for their 

students in the distant communities they imagined for them, and believed that reaching 

those communities rested on the students’ English proficiency.  Additionally, since the MoI 

in all government schools in the province changes to English from Year 11 and beyond, the 

teachers considered it essential for their students to be proficient in English as early as 

possible to succeed in the immediate communities they imagined for them. They thus 

connected English learning to their students’ investment in the future (Norton, 2000, 2010a, 

2010b). They were, however, ambivalent with regard to the year of schooling at which 

English should be introduced. While some considered it imperative to teach English right 

from the start of schooling, others preferred its introduction from Year Four onward, in line 

with the policy that was in place when they themselves were students.  Angaar, Hewaad 
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and Sabawoon, and all the parents I interacted with, also preferred English as the medium 

of instruction (MoI) (see also Arthur, 1997; Graham, 2010; Norton & Kamal, 2003). They 

were, however, unanimous in expressing their discontent over the western and urban 

culture being portrayed and promoted through English subject textbooks which they 

considered alien to the rural area (see Holliday, 1994, 2005; Kumaravadivelu, 2008; 

McKay, 2002; Phillipson, 2009; Shin, Eslami, & Chen, 2011; Yuen, 2011).  Accordingly, 

some of them recommended Islamising and others localising English textbooks in terms of 

content to harmonise them with the religious and cultural values practised in the area.  

  The teachers’ views concerning Urdu were even more vociferous, indicating strong 

preference for retaining the government’s policy of introducing Urdu from the start of 

schooling. They believed that learning Urdu ensured that all the students had access to 

religious books, had a sense of national unity, and had at least two second languages at their 

disposal. Additionally, since the MoI in all government schools in the province changes to 

Urdu from Year Six onward, the teachers considered it essential for their students to learn 

Urdu.  A related reason for the teachers’ preference for Urdu (and English) was the parents’ 

frequent shifting of their children from Urdu- to English-medium schools and vice versa, 

depending on fluctuations in their volatile financial status.  The teachers therefore 

considered proficiency in Urdu essential for their students to be able to succeed in the 

immediate imagined communities they conceived for them.  All the teachers also preferred 

Urdu as MoI; Nangiaal, Izlaan and Shamroz had it as their first choice whereas the rest 

favoured it as a substitute for English.  

 The language that the teachers, and the parents, accorded the least priority in terms 

of both medium and object of instruction was their and the students’ mother tongue, Pashto. 

They did not favour its recent introduction as a subject in government schools and believed 

that private schools’ resistance to incorporating it as a subject carried weight. They argued 

that since the students already spoke Pashto, its inclusion in the curriculum was a waste of 

time and resources. They also disfavoured it since they believed that it was a difficult 

language to teach and learn because of its complex orthography and disparate varieties; it 

therefore resulted in an increased burden on students (Barkhuizen, 2002).  For similar 

reasons, they disapproved of the use of Pashto as MoI (Mansoor, 2010; Nelson, 2006), even 

though deeming it essential to facilitate learning.  The teachers did not foresee its utility in 

the students’ imagined communities, whether immediate or distant. The parents also 

considered inclusion of Pashto in the curriculum as a ploy by “corrupt politicians” to let 

their children “stay farmers” and uneducated like them. The participants’ language 

preferences thus give a clear indication of the static maintenance syndrome (Alexander, 

223 
 



2003) and the exclusion effect of English and Urdu, as Pashto was perceived to be 

inherently incapable of attaining the capacity and status of the more powerful languages 

(Pennycook, 1994).  

 

9.2.3   Teachers’ reported language practices 

 The third research question of my study read: What self-reported practices do they 

[the teachers] have with regard to their use/teaching of the three languages? Through 

retelling the stories the teachers narrated about their language practices, I aimed to provide 

a window into their beliefs about language (in) teaching and learning so that I could relate 

these not only to their language perceptions and preferences but also to their actual 

classroom use and teaching of the three languages. Their beliefs and instructional choices 

regarding language (in) teaching and learning also afforded me an opportunity to examine 

the extent and impact of their role in LiE policy implementation. Answers to the question 

were reported in Chapter 7 of the thesis. 

 The teachers’ self-narrated language practices concerning MoI revealed tensions 

(Freeman, 2006) between their preferred practices and the policy constraints they had to 

contend with; they reported having to strike a balance between their vision of teaching, the 

policy provisions, and the contextual realities confronting them. In the case of the English-

medium school, the teachers reported complementing Urdu translation of content with 

explanation in vernacular Pashto. While translation into Urdu was the unwritten school 

policy, the reported use of Pashto, in contravention of the policy, was an agentive effort on 

the teachers’ part to ensure that the students understood the content. They deemed the 

practice necessary since the students did not have sufficient command over any other 

language during primary schooling. The teachers at the Urdu- and Pashto-medium schools 

also reported translating and explaining lesson content in the local Pashto variety to ensure 

that the students comprehended lesson content (McGlynn & Martin, 2009; Pease-Alvarez & 

Thompson, 2014).    

 The teaching of languages likewise revolved around translation practices and the 

Grammar Translation Method (GTM) (Brown, 2007; Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011; 

Nunan, 1991; Richards & Rodgers, 2014). By and large, the teachers from all three schools 

reported translating English subject lessons into Urdu either because (a) it was the school 

policy, (b) written record was not possible in Pashto since the students faced difficulty in 

writing it, and/or (c) examinations included translation questions from English to Urdu and 

vice versa. They also used translation as a method for teaching Urdu and Pashto, with the 
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difference that the content was translated into vernacular Pashto. The most challenging 

language for them to teach was their mother tongue Pashto. The reasons teachers gave for 

the difficulties they faced in the language included the difference between vernacular 

Pashto and the standardised version used in the textbooks, the relatively complex 

orthography of the language, the students’ lack of proficiency in reading and writing the 

language, and the fact that they themselves had not studied Pashto when they were students 

(see also Barkhuizen, 2002; Jones & Barkhuizen, 2011). 

 To justify their reported language (in) teaching and learning practices, the teachers 

also referred repeatedly to the communities they imagined for their students. Cognisant of 

the importance of English in their students’ imagined communities, the teachers claimed to 

exert the utmost to make their students proficient in the language. They defended the 

teaching-in-translation approach they used in the classroom as it enabled the students to do 

well in exams and thus proceed to higher education, the immediate community they 

imagined for them. Similarly, they claimed to use English, Urdu and Pashto terms for 

numbers in mathematics to proactively deal with the students’ anticipated difficulties in 

handling financial transactions when they grow up.  The teachers therefore reportedly took 

into account both the spatial and temporal dimensions of their students’ imagined 

communities (Kanno & Norton, 2003).   

  Indispensability of textbooks emerged as a salient feature of the teachers’ beliefs. It 

has been argued that although textbooks could work as a useful resource for any 

instructional purpose (Nunan, 1999; Tomlinson, 2010, 2011), over-reliance on them may 

prove detrimental to students’ learning (Cabrera, 2014).  The teachers’ reported teaching 

practices, however, revolved entirely around the school- or state-imposed textbooks.  They 

gave several reasons for their reliance on textbooks, such as unavailability of additional 

resources, pressure from parents to cover all lessons in the textbooks, limited freedom in 

the choice of topics, textbook-based examinations, etc. Their reported textbook 

dependence, however, did not seem to be an uncommon phenomenon, as substantial 

evidence for textbook reliance has been reported in studies carried out in developing 

countries in African (Montagnes, 2001; Opoku-Amankwa, 2009; Peacock, 1995; Richards, 

1993; Sosniak & Perlman, 1990) and Asian contexts (Chang, 2006; Seo, 2009; Wei, 2007).  

 

9.2.4   Teachers’ observed language practices 

 The fourth research question asked: What languages do they [the teachers] actually 

employ in their classrooms for teaching?  Although the teachers’ stories pertaining to their 
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language perceptions, preferences and practices gave significant insight into the classroom 

language dynamics, it was essential that I as a researcher observed how LiE policy actually 

comes to life in the classroom. Observation data for answering this question helped me 

determine the extent of congruence between teachers’ reported and observed language 

practices and the degree of consistency between LiE policy as formulated at the macro level 

and as practised at the micro level. The main focus of the question related to the teachers’ 

use of languages both as media and object of instruction.  Findings related to the question 

were reported in Chapter 8 of the thesis. 

 Overall, the teaching practices at all three schools were characterised by a 

traditional transmission model. Concurrent technique (Krashen, 1985), i.e. teaching-in-

translation approach (Bhattacharya, 2013), although considered ineffective for actual 

learning (Butzkamm, 1998; Wong-Fillmore, 1985), remained the norm across the schools 

for teaching subject content. Translation from English into Urdu posed a twofold difficulty 

for the students since they did not have command over either of the languages. The 

English-medium school students therefore appeared to be at a greater disadvantage. Urdu to 

Pashto translation was also rather mechanical since there were minimal instances where 

lesson content was actually explained in Pashto. In the case of the Pashto-medium school, 

text was merely read with no translation/explanation provided, although the language 

variety and vocabulary were quite dissimilar to the colloquial version of Pashto used in the 

area. The students therefore had very little engagement with the content taught or with the 

language in which it was taught.  

 The use of the mother tongue was mainly limited to classroom management; its use 

for instructional purposes was rather infrequent. The teachers used Pashto to instruct the 

students to, for example, open their textbooks, to guide them when copying answers, to 

grab their attention, and to show authority. At times, the teachers codeswitched to Pashto 

because of linguistic insecurity, that is, they found it difficult to either understand the 

English content or to translate the word/phrase directly into Urdu. Sporadic use of the 

mother tongue for explaining lesson content was observed, especially in the case of one 

teacher (Sabawoon). Such use of Pashto appeared to facilitate students’ comprehension, as 

informal interactions with the students revealed.  

 The teachers’ language teaching practices were not any different in essence; the 

teaching-in-translation approach (Bhattacharya, 2013) and GTM (Richards & Rodgers, 

2014) were predominantly applied for all three of the languages. The emphasis remained on 

the content of the particular lesson in the textbook rather than on the language that was to 

be learnt. Translation, choral responses, repetition, drills, memorisation and explicit 
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teaching of grammar points epitomised English language teaching. The language was 

therefore treated as an object rather than a tool (Ellis, 2012).  The teachers were observed to 

be deficient in English as well as modern methodologies of teaching. The students were 

supposed to memorise the meanings of English words in Urdu without actually having any 

idea about what those words meant. Grammar instruction was carried out deductively, 

making students memorise rules and example sentences. Both the grammar points and 

example sentences were translated from English into Urdu and vice versa. Pashto was used 

to facilitate the talk rather than for explaining the grammar point. The teachers controlled 

the initiation, direction, and pace of interaction and teaching (Larsen-Freeman, 2000; 

Nunan, 1991). Since the pedagogy was heavily teacher-centred, not a single effective 

question was asked by any student in any of the schools I observed during the entire period 

of data collection (see also Wang & Kirkpatrick, 2013). While the teachers did demonstrate 

agency in their classroom decisions, it appeared detrimental rather than beneficial to the 

teaching and learning process. 

 The teachers’ observed language practices also revealed a substantial disjuncture 

with the communities they imagined for their students. In particular, the instructional 

methods the teachers employed for teaching English seemed to impede rather than facilitate 

the students’ becoming members of the distant communities imagined for them. The 

students would be expected to display English proficiency to be able to secure respectable 

jobs in the future; the outcome of intensive GTM-based instruction was therefore of limited 

value in their future communities of practice. Further, the teachers seemed to have limited 

confidence in their students reaching the distant communities they imagined for them and 

constantly reminded them of not possessing enough potential to reach those communities, 

thereby exacerbating their lack of classroom participation (Norton, 2001) and affecting 

their learning trajectories in negative ways (Pavlenko & Norton, 2007). Having said that, 

the methods the teachers adopted for English and Urdu language teaching seemed 

appropriate for helping students pass exams and hence enable them to gain access to and 

success in the immediate academic-oriented communities the teachers imagined for them.  

  

9.3   Influences on teachers’ language perceptions and preferences 

 In tangible terms, the teachers’ language perceptions and preferences were primarily 

determined by the linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991), instrumental utility (Baker, 2011), 

and integrative value (Shohamy, 2006) they associated with each language, particularly in 

relation to the future communities they imagined for their students. The teachers’ portrayal 
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of these determinants, however, is informed and influenced by the broader socio-political, 

socio-historical, socio-religious, and socio-economic dynamics of the context in which they 

were located. This macro-layered STORY, in collusion with the meso-layered Stories 

(Barkhuizen, 2008), seemed to overshadow and influence the teachers’ language-related 

stories in meaningful ways, without them necessarily being consciously aware of it. The 

teachers’ language ideologies therefore afforded an understanding of how their global 

worldview of languages in relation to the rural context, macro-level LiE policy, and 

religious proclivities influence and shape their language perceptions and preferences at the 

micro level. I discuss each of these influences separately below. 

 

9.3.1   Influence of global versus local context 

 The rural characteristic of the context where the teachers were located, and the way 

it juxtaposed with their global worldview, had a significant bearing on the teachers’ 

language ideologies. As a matter of fact, the teachers’ complex and often conflicting 

viewpoints with regard to each language originated from the sociolinguistic dilemmas they 

were confronted with in the unprivileged rural community. Constrained by 

impoverishment, underdevelopment and lack of opportunities, the teachers and parents 

viewed English as a powerful vehicle for upward mobility and at the same time as an 

exploitative tool for their unremitting repression and destitution. The language thus acted as 

“a double-edge sword” in that it was viewed as an instrument for liberation as well as 

continued oppression (Lee & Norton, 2009, p. 282). While proficiency in English was 

believed to get students out of the vicious cycle of poverty, learning the language for the 

rural students was tantamount to mastering “science – the most complicated science” 

(Shamroz). Therefore, being unassailable but unattainable (Alexander, 1999), the language 

was viewed to play a significant role in sustaining and perpetuating poverty and 

powerlessness among the rural population.  This is also because the participants viewed the 

other two languages as devoid of any global value – Urdu being confined to the poor and 

Pashto having hardly any worth in the communities they imagined for their students. 

Evidently, therefore, the global linguistic marketplace, where languages act as gatekeepers 

to access and opportunity, seems to profoundly impact the teachers’ language ideologies 

(Chand, 2011; Giri, 2010, 2011; Pennycook, 1994). This global worldview of languages 

also relates to and influences the macro-level LiE policy which, in turn, impinges upon the 

teachers’ language perceptions and preferences.  
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9.3.2   Influence of LiE policy  

 The dominant narrative emerging from the findings clearly manifests the extent of 

influence of the macro-level LiE policy on the teachers’ language perceptions (and so 

ideologies) (see Liddicoat & Baldauf, 2008). The teachers’ language-related narratives 

resonate with how the state assigns the three languages in the National Education Policy 

documents. The policy (Government of Pakistan, 2009) views English as “important for 

competition in the globalized world order” (p. 11) as well as for securing “white collar 

jobs” (p. 21), considers Urdu as “a symbol of national cohesion and integration” (p. 4), and 

reduces indigenous languages to merely being “the markers of ethnic and cultural richness 

and diversity” (p. 11). Through prioritising English, the policy has the effect of 

perpetuating social stratification between the rich and poor and the urban and rural 

population. It fails to connect Urdu or the indigenous languages with any concrete 

socioeconomic benefits or substantial utility in a pragmatic sense (Khan, 2014; Mahboob, 

2002; Rahman, 2006).  The policymakers’ lack of investment in local languages is thus 

filtered to the teachers and parents in the shape of what Alexander (2003, p.15) refers to as 

the “static maintenance syndrome”; they therefore consider Pashto, and to a larger extent 

Urdu, inherently incapable of attaining any significant market and social status value 

(Graham, 2010; Tsui & Tollefson, 2004). They believe that to be educated is to speak 

English and, therefore, the earlier English language education is introduced, the better for 

the child’s education (Arthur, 1997; Graham, 2010; Norton & Kamal, 2003). As a result, 

the curtailment or exclusion effect of English (Pennycook, 1994), and to some extent Urdu, 

over indigenous languages perpetuated by macro-level policy discourses is reflected in the 

participants’ narratives as they do not envision any formal role for Pashto in the current 

educational dispensation.  

 The teachers’ language perceptions and preferences therefore point towards the 

intrinsic link between language ideologies and language policy. The language perceptions 

that the teachers were shown to hold indicate the state’s role in constructing and 

reproducing language ideologies (Wee, 2006).  The linguistic hierarchy that the macro-level 

policy recognises and ironically sustains is reflected in the teachers’ language perceptions 

and practices. Just as the top-down policy discourses are exclusivist with regard to local 

languages, viewing linguistic diversity as a cause of secessionist tendencies (Rahman, 

1996), so are the bottom-up discourses about languages (Manan et al., 2014), as evident in 

the findings. In this complex interrelationship between the macro and micro views of 

languages, Urdu escapes a downright negative perception because of its integrative value 

and, more importantly, because of its intrinsic linkage with religion.   
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9.3.3   Influence of religion 

 Religion plays a vital role in the life of Pakistani citizens across the strata of society. 

Accordingly, the National Education Policy (Government of Pakistan, 2009) is “embedded 

within the Islamic ethos” (p. 8) and incorporates it as one of its policy actions to infuse 

“Islamic and religious teachings in the curriculum” (p. 32) across different subjects and 

classes. The extensive religious overtones in state discourses are reflected in the teachers’ 

language perceptions and preferences as well. The teachers associated English with 

infidelity and a western way of life, considered Urdu as a symbol of their religious identity, 

and viewed the promotion of indigenous languages as a threat to Urdu and by association to 

Islam. Nangiaal also strongly favoured introducing Arabic language as a subject in primary-

level education. The teachers did not limit the value of religion merely to languages in 

education; for them, Islam encompassed the whole gamut of education, both worldly and 

religious.  They thus considered teaching as a ‘prophetic profession’ (Shamroz) and 

themselves as the ‘spiritual fathers’ (Hewaad) of learners who need to be taught ‘the whole 

way of life’ (Sabawoon) based on ‘the principles of Islam’ (Nangiaal). This is not 

surprising, however, as is evident from other studies carried out specifically on the impact 

of religion on teachers’ beliefs and practices (see, for example, Baurain, 2012; White, 

2010).  

 It is pertinent to reiterate that religion in Pakistan has historically been used as a tool 

for linguistic resistance against English (and the indigenous languages) and for 

reinforcement of Urdu (after Arabic) as the sole language of Islam in the region (Rahman, 

1998). Accordingly, one of the teachers (Nangiaal) viewed Urdu with a “sacrality 

orientation” (viewed it as a sacred object) and four others with a “comprehensibility 

orientation” (viewed it as a resource for communicating about religion) (Liddicoat, 2012, p. 

121).  Some of them viewed the promotion of English and Pashto as a threat to Islam in the 

region since it may have an exclusionary effect on Urdu. However, while the participants 

viewed Urdu as an information and persuasion device regarding Islam, the state appears to 

use it as an exclusion and controlling device for the masses (David & Powell, 2014), as 

articulated by the participants through equating it with poverty and subjugation rather than 

with empowerment. The teachers’ language ideologies therefore evince the intrinsic and 

complex relationship between language and religion, leaving one to wonder “what would 

religion be without language?” (Fishman, 1989, p. 7). 

 In summary, the global worldview of languages and its incompatible relationship 

with the rural context, macro-level LiE policy discourses, and religious overtones in policy 
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and society as a whole have a dominant influence on the teachers’ language perceptions and 

preferences. However, this influence does not entirely translate into the teachers’ language 

practices, which I discuss next. 

 

9.4   The policy and practice (dis)connection 

 The findings pertaining to the teachers’ language practices indicate that their 

language (in) teaching practices were in large part inconsistent with or different from the 

macro- and meso-level LiE policy prescriptions, especially with regard to the MoI followed 

at each school.  A distinct policy within the teachers’ practices was quite evident (Spolsky, 

2004, 2009); this de facto language policy (Shohamy, 2006) was observed to be largely 

analogous across the three schools, regardless of the official MoI policy followed there. 

Specifically, the findings revealed that macro-level policy decisions regarding different 

languages as MoI had little relevance to how the teachers actually employed these 

languages for teaching and learning at the micro level in their rural primary schools. I 

discuss below the various aspects of the teachers’ policy practices and the policy-practice 

mismatch. 

 

9.4.1   Textbook-confined policy implementation 

 The teachers lacked both adequate language proficiency and sufficient 

methodological awareness to implement the policies regarding languages both as media and 

subjects in the curriculum.  The private school teachers did not possess any teaching 

qualifications whereas the government school teachers had obtained professional degrees 

through distance education rather than undergoing intensive training. A system of in-

service or refresher courses for teachers was in practice non-existent. Hence the Pashto-

medium school teachers were not provided any training when the MoI was changed from 

Urdu to Pashto. By implication, while the decisions regarding language (in) teaching and 

learning were taken at the macro level, no grounded planning was visible. Policy 

implementation was left entirely in the hands of teachers without equipping them with 

sufficient skills and resources – other than textbooks. Macro-level policies therefore 

appeared to be merely limited to textbook provision without being translated into grounded 

actions.  It was therefore no surprise that the teachers relied heavily on textbooks regardless 

of the teaching experience they had, the subject they taught, or the school they taught in. 

Being the only tangible resource at their disposal, a textbook was ‘like a holy book’ 
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(Hewaad) for them. They therefore considered it a necessity to “teach by the book” 

(Richards, 1990) and could not “imagine a class without it” (Nunan, 1999, p. 98). The top-

down policy decisions thus implied disempowerment of teachers, with the result that the 

teachers adhered to traditional language teaching methods and developed a disempowered 

belief in their roles, leading to them becoming servants of translation-based and Urduised 

methods rather than active and reflective practitioners (Coelho & Henze, 2014; 

Kumaravadivelu, 2008). 

 

9.4.2   Urdu-medium instruction: A reproduction of the past 

 While a particular MoI was distinct to each of the three schools, the use of this 

medium was merely limited to the textbooks, as explained above. In practice, the teachers 

largely employed Urdu as the language of learning (Willans, 2011) as well as language 

teaching across the three schools. Although the teachers identified English as the key 

language for the students to learn and deemed the use of Pashto necessary for ensuring 

understanding, their language practices contributed to moving learners towards Urdu. These 

Urdu-influenced practices could be attributed to Urdu having historically remained the MoI 

in rural primary schools. The introduction of English- and Pashto-medium schools is a 

relatively recent development. Since all the teachers had studied in Urdu-medium schools, 

they appeared to emulate their own learning experiences, reproducing the particular ways in 

which they were taught when they themselves were students (Borg, 2003; Elbaz, 1981; 

Grossman, 1990; Freeman & Johnson, 1998). This ‘apprenticeship of observation’ (Lortie, 

1975) was evident not only from their language-related practices but also from their whole 

approach to conducting classes, emphasis on memorisation, corporal punishment, as well as 

from their beliefs and knowledge about teaching.   

 The teachers’ pursuit of the Urduised practices reflects the ineffectiveness of top-

down decisions with regard to changes in MoI with little grounded planning, especially in 

the case of rural areas. The teachers were abandoned, without adequate training, to fill as 

they deemed fit the implementational spaces that the policy left.  However, the teachers’ 

lack of proficiency in both English and Pashto as well as their lack of training meant that 

while the declared MoI was English or Pashto, the teachers enjoyed pedagogic freedom 

(Zacharias, 2013) to develop or follow any teaching techniques they considered prudent. 

An apprenticeship of observation therefore seemed to be the obvious choice for these rural 

teachers, resulting in an Urdu-dominated, prescriptive, and traditional transmission model 

of teaching (Johnson & Ricento, 2013). This, in turn, had implications for the teachers’ and 
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parents’ dreams for these rural students becoming members of English-dominant imagined 

communities.  

 

9.4.3   The dream for English and the reality of English-medium instruction 

  Implementation of English as MoI in contexts where the language is essentially a 

foreign language is not exclusive to Pakistan (see, for example, Doiz et al., 2012; Hamid et 

al., 2013; Tollefson & Tsui, 2004; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007). Since the Pakistani state  

(Government of Pakistan, 2009) views English as an international language necessary for 

ensuring employability, improving the economy, and penetrating into international 

marketplaces (see also Hu, 2007; Pecorari et al., 2011; Wilkinson, 2013), the language is 

introduced as a compulsory subject from the start of schooling and is also encouraged as 

MoI in private schools. The findings, however, suggest that the medium of English in the 

rural private school presented added hurdles to the students’ learning due to their limited 

exposure to the language outside as well as inside the classroom (Graham, 2010). This 

invariably led to teacher-centred methods (see Brock-Utne, 2005, in the context of 

Tanzania), routinised teacher-dominated performances (see Arthur, 1996, in the context of 

Botswana), safe language practices (see Martin, 2005, in the context of Malaysia), safe talk 

(see Chick, 1996, in the context of South Africa), and codeswitching (see Bunyi, 2005, in 

the context of Kenya). Compounding the problem were the teachers’ translation practices 

from English into Urdu – both of which are essentially foreign languages to the rural 

students. Therefore, just as the teachers envisioned English as a language that mattered in 

their students’ imagined communities of practice, the factors they had to contend with 

contributed to blocking rather than facilitating their students’ access to those imagined 

communities. 

 As mentioned earlier, the poverty-stricken rural populace seek English and English-

medium education for their children because they deem English to be a destiny-altering 

language. However, instead of working as a catalyst, English-medium education works as a 

hindrance to students’ mobility (Ferguson, 2006, 2009; Probyn, 2009). It is therefore 

paradoxical that people demand English-medium education which is academically 

disadvantageous for rural and marginalised sections of the population (Ferguson, 2009). 

While the English-as-MoI policy could be construed as a response to the people’s “fever for 

English” (Ferguson, 2013, p. 18), in essence, it merely works as a “stupidification” ploy 

(Brock-Utne, 2007, p. 487) since English largely remains an alien language for the students 

(Coleman 2010; Coleman & Capstick, 2012; Manan et al., 2014; Mustafa, 2011). The 
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students therefore “incur a double loss – the language as well as the content – with the 

promise of English remaining ever illusive” (Hamid et al., 2013, p. 158). 

 English-medium schooling in these low-fee, ill-resourced and teacher-deficient rural 

schools therefore widened rather than bridged the urban-rural and the rich-poor divide, with 

ensuing implications for educational equity as endorsed in the macro-level policy 

documents (Government of Pakistan, 2009). Since the language of higher education as well 

as the job market is English, the fate of the poor rural population is sealed by the very 

language they aspire to learn, blocking their reach to the imagined communities. The state’s 

policy of providing equal and equitable access to education is therefore unfortunately 

leading to unequal educational outcomes since the actions required for such equitable 

education have not been instituted in the rural areas. On the other side of the coin, mother-

tongue education also appeared devoid of benefits, again for reasons pertaining to 

ineffectiveness of the policy. 

 

9.4.4   Futility of mother tongue (in) education 

 Considering the substantial evidence for the effectiveness of mother-tongue 

schooling in primary-level education (Benson, 2004, 2008; Brock-Utne, 2001; Garcia, 

2009; Hornberger, 2002; Kirkpatrick, 2011; Walter & Benson, 2012), one would expect 

Pashto-medium instruction to be more effective as compared to schooling in the other two 

languages. However, the findings indicate that the decision to implement Pashto as MoI 

appears to have led to less-than-desired outcomes. Since the goals of introducing Pashto in 

education were primarily political (Khan, 2014), these goals seem to have taken a rhetorical 

character (Hamid et al., 2013) rather than becoming realised into any concrete results. 

Needless to say, the level(s) at which LiE policy takes place considerably influences the 

extent of its success. Macro-level policy appears to have either overlooked or failed to 

predict the problems teachers face in implementing the policy. In essence, it was a “policy 

without a plan” (Pearson, 2014, p. 51). Presumably, transition into Pashto-medium 

education was based on the supposition that, since it is the mother tongue of both teachers 

and students in the area, there was no need to provide language-specific training or 

refresher courses to the teachers to implement the policy effectively.  Context insensitivity 

in policy meant that little cognisance was taken of the fact that the teachers themselves 

were not literate in Pashto. Unplanned outcomes of the policy therefore included the 

teachers facing difficulties in writing the language due to its complex orthography, 

understanding some of the classical Pashto vocabulary, and coping with dialectal 
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differences in the language of the textbook and that spoken in the area. Absence of any 

training meant that the teachers had neither sufficient linguistic knowledge nor the relevant 

pedagogic skills to implement the policy. The teachers therefore continued to teach the way 

they taught before Pashto was introduced as MoI. This is evident from their use of 

methodologies similar to those employed by the teachers at the other two schools and 

limiting themselves to reading from textbooks rather than explaining lesson content in 

vernacular Pashto as the real MoI. It is also evident from their use of Urdu rather than 

Pashto for translating English and for referring to numbers in mathematics. 

 The mother-tongue-as-MoI policy is therefore struggling against traditional and 

routinized classroom teaching, an aspect which the policymakers appear to have completely 

disregarded. As Barkhuizen and Gough (1996, pp. 463-464) so eloquently put it: “It is all 

too easy to wallow in the comfort of politically correct rhetoric and to produce equally 

appealing policy statements. But these often mean almost nothing on the ground”. The 

policymakers appear to have neither considered local needs and conditions nor trained the 

teachers prior or consequent to the change of medium, forcing the teachers to assume 

agency to enact the policy implementation in the way they thought best (Liddicoat & 

Taylor-Leech, 2014).  This agency on their part in policy appropriation and adjustment, 

however, appeared to be inherently ineffective.  

 

9.4.5   Agency devoid of purpose 

 The role and extent of the teachers’ exercise of agency in the classroom is now 

viewed crucial in language policy implementation (Chua & Baldauf, 2011; Hornberger & 

Johnson, 2007; Menken & Garcia, 2010; Mohanty et al., 2010; Ramanathan, 2005; Ricento 

& Hornberger, 1996; Stritikus & Wiese, 2006; Tollefson, 2013). However, while the 

teachers could enact agency to address LiE policy gaps concerning contextual needs and 

conditions, their agency does not necessarily lead to a positive effect on multilingual 

education since their actions could also constrain possibilities (Liddicoat & Taylor-Leech, 

2014).  The rural and social contexts in which the teachers in this study were located 

appeared to have a dominant influence on their agentive behaviours (Toohey, 2007; 

Zacharias, 2013).  The contextual constraints they had to contend with appeared to restrict 

them from practising what they believed. The complex interplay of institutional pressure, 

students’ limited exposure to English and limited reading and writing proficiency in Pashto, 

schools’ and parents’ focus on performance in examinations, insufficient support systems, 

parents’ illiteracy and lack of involvement, lack of government oversight, pedagogical and 
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training deficiencies, and a myriad of related contextual factors seemed to condition their 

practices (Ng, 2012; Zheng, 2013) and rendered their agency seemingly ineffective. 

Therefore, while the ideal of their reported language practices heightened their agency, in 

the reality of their classroom practices their agency was largely constrained (see also Jones, 

2014). For instance, while the teachers did ‘smuggle’ (Probyn, 2001, 2009) Pashto into the 

English-medium school to “water down curricular content” (Hu et al., 2014, p. 34), 

indicating their agency to resist and renegotiate the top-down policy, most of their agentive 

behaviour pertained to routinized practices as mentioned above. It would therefore not be 

wrong to say that the agency of these ill-equipped, ill-trained and non-proficient rural 

teachers did not change the reality of the doomed future of their students, despite their 

utmost desire to do so. Regardless of its effectiveness, however, the teachers’ agency – 

which could be referred to as ‘imposed agency’ since it was necessitated by the lack of 

grounded policy actions – did make them the final arbiters of LiE policy and its 

implementation. Their practices do show that the state-imposed LiE policy is unjust, 

inadequate and non-implementable given the contextual realities the teachers confront 

(Mohanty et al., 2010). Taking note of and responding to this agency – an agency devoid of 

purpose – is a key issue for the policymakers to consider. 

 

9.5   Implications and recommendations 

 The findings I have presented in this thesis indicate the complexity of LiE policy as 

practised in rural northwest Pakistan and raise significant questions and a number of 

implications for Pakistani LiE policy and planning, particularly in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 

province. The implications and recommendations I put forward below are mainly generated 

from the findings of this study, which was limited to three schools. However, they are also 

applicable to the primary-level education system in Pakistan as a whole and to the rural area 

schools in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province in particular. I may point out here that, given the 

limited scope of this project, further research needs to be conducted to explore micro-level 

policy practices in rural Pakistan in greater detail (I discuss this further in Section 9.7), and 

to identify possible steps that may be taken to address the concerns.   

 

9.5.1   Equitable education system 

 The findings show that the three parallel systems of education (public schools, 

private schools and madrasahs) and the varying media of instruction used in the schools 
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(English, Urdu, and Pashto) are a clear indication of a widening gap between the various 

strata of society. More importantly, as evident from the teachers’ stories, these parallel 

systems amplify stratification between urban and rural communities along social, economic 

and linguistic lines. Students educated in urban schools may have a clear advantage over 

rural students in terms of better content knowledge and more advanced proficiency in the 

languages that matter. It may thus be relatively easier for them to reach the communities 

that their teachers and parents imagine for them. It is therefore evident that languages as 

well as the contexts in which they are learnt and used play a vital role in determining the 

social status of students in Pakistan (Mansoor, 2010; Rahman, 2004; Shamim, 2008).  

 Serious measures therefore need to be instituted to reduce the chasm perpetuated by 

the education system through striking a balance in the LiE policy followed in various 

streams of education. Those at the helm of government affairs need to be persuaded and 

convinced that hierarchical and discriminatory education systems breed despondency, 

frustration and extremism through exacerbating social division. More importantly, the state 

needs to abandon the now clichéd thinking of one language acting as a symbol and 

safeguard of national unity (Blommaert, 2006; May, 2001, 2008; Shohamy, 2006). 

Pakistan’s history provides enough evidence to show that national unity rests not in 

maintaining a single language as a sanctified entity but in promoting and enhancing the 

status and prestige of indigenous languages (Mustafa, 2011; Rahman, 2004). The state 

therefore needs to shift its ideological positioning and adopt a linguistically equitable 

education system (as also recommended by A. Qasim & Z. Qasim, 2009) through providing 

equal opportunities to students from different linguistic backgrounds in both urban and 

rural areas. Considering the multilingual, multi-ethnic and multicultural nature of Pakistan, 

only a recognition of diversity and hybridity can sustain its integration.  

 

9.5.2   Distinct and grounded LiE Policy 

 A distinct, explicitly written and articulated LiE policy in Pakistan does not 

currently exist at the macro level. This is not to say that such a policy would have had much 

effect on the micro-level practices in the rural areas, if the findings of this study are taken 

into consideration. While a compatible relationship between macro policy and local 

practices would be an ideal scenario, the findings clearly show that macro-level policy in 

this case has fallen short of achieving the desired aims at the local level. 

 Therefore, considering the multilingual makeup of Pakistan and the crucial role of 

the various languages in education, there is a need to develop localised LiE policies, 
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especially in the rural areas.  The local setup of educational administration, though 

currently limited to bureaucratic procedures, is already in place in Pakistan in each district 

(see Sections 3.4.5 and 4.2.1). Hence there is a realistic prospect for evolving localised LiE 

policies that are developed according to the particular educational and sociolinguistic needs 

of the communities. These policies must be grounded, taking contextual realities of each 

particular rural area into account and instituting policy measures accordingly. Such bottom-

up policies would lead to an effective policy-practice relationship, ensuring that teachers 

would be relieved of the tensions and inadequacies that they currently face in their policy 

practices.  

 Nobody knows a context better than the local stakeholders, and nothing determines 

the extent of success of policy implementation better than the teachers and parents as 

stakeholders (Garcia, 2009; Kirkpatrick, 2011; Walter & Benson, 2012). These local 

policymaking bodies therefore must include teachers and parents among the decision-

making representatives at both policy and planning level. Similar recommendations have 

been forwarded by Ali et al. (2011) and Coleman and Capstick (2012) in the context of 

Pakistan.  This collective wisdom of the policy-planners and stakeholders would ensure that 

localised policies are congruent with the local conditions and represent the future 

aspirations of the communities. A sense of responsibility in the stakeholders would also 

make them feel accountable and responsible to implement the policies they collectively 

develop for the good of their community. Only such grounded policies can enable the rural 

teachers to teach effectively and encourage parents to get involved in their children’s 

education. Such an involvement will ensure that the rural students gain access to the 

linguistic and informational resources they need to break the shackles of poverty in both an 

economic and educational sense and to join the communities that they imagine and are 

imagined for them.  

 

9.5.3   Choice of medium of instruction 

 Considering the fluidity inherent in the current LiE policy, the choice of an 

appropriate MoI is a complex decision in the context of Pakistan. As this study evidently 

manifests, each MoI presently used in schools has its own propagators. The three-layered 

focus on teaching (in) a foreign language (English), a second language (Urdu) and mother 

tongue (Pashto in this case) does not seem to bear any results on the ground.  

 What then needs to be done? Foremost of all, as stated earlier, there needs to be a 

resolve at the state level to encourage and systematise localised LiE policies that pay 
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dividends in terms of the greater benefit of the people.  When instituted, these grounded 

policies must put in place clear directions about a single MoI that is followed in all types of 

schools (whether public or private) across the district or community level. There is no 

denying the fact that mother-tongue education in early schooling leads to better learning, as 

highlighted at quite a few instances in this study. Education in vernacular Pashto, therefore, 

in the context of this study will ensure that students learn rather than rote-learn the various 

subjects they are taught at the primary level, and also progressively become proficient in 

other languages including English and Urdu (Coleman & Capstick, 2012).  Such a scenario 

will also strengthen the learners’ bond with their ethno-linguistic identity and ensure that 

indigenous languages are maintained. The decision to introduce mother-tongue education 

across all types of schools is not an easy one to make, however. 

  

9.5.3.1   Pashto as the medium of instruction 

 The teachers’ and parents’ perceptions and preferences regarding Pashto, as indeed 

the teachers’ practices, give clear evidence that introducing Pashto in schools without 

sufficient status and prestige planning has not worked. The introduction of Pashto as a 

subject and MoI was perceived by both teachers and parents as having political undertones. 

This was primarily because of the nationalistic and ethno-linguistic perspective of the 

political party in government at the time.  Since system distrust was significant in the 

participants’ views, the decision led to a relatively placid response. Macro planners 

therefore need to realise that the mere introduction of a language or a change in MoI is not 

enough; the whole language ecology in the area needs to be taken into account. Unless 

those at the helm of public affairs appreciate and acknowledge the dilemmas teachers face 

when grounded actions are not instituted, the policy, no matter how well-intentioned, may 

not result in effective implementation (see Canagarajah, 2005; Chua & Baldauf, 2011; 

Hamid et al., 2013; Menken & Garcia, 2010; Tollefson, 2006, 2013; Zhao, 2011; Zhao & 

Baldauf, 2012). Rather than abruptly introducing Pashto as MoI, therefore, the decision 

should be gradually phased in and properly planned at each layer of implementation. The 

following and related actions need to be taken in this regard: 

• There is no doubt that policy decisions are taken at the governmental level. However, 

abrupt changes in policies consequent to new political parties coming to power (see 

Table 2.2) do not bode well for quality education and by implication for the future of 

learners. Therefore, policy decisions, once reached after taking local contexts and 

stakeholders into account, must be sustained for a longer duration. Improvements and 
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amendments in policies should be based on evaluations rather than on changes in 

political setups.  

• Status and prestige planning must be instituted at the grassroots level to raise the image 

of Pashto in the eyes of the people. This could be done through highlighting the efficacy 

of mother-tongue education (Benson, 2009), the need for making language a part of the 

education system for its survival and maintenance (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1998), and the 

role of the language in ensuring intergenerational communication (Fishman, 2000).  

• The rural community must first believe that Pashto is the right choice before their 

support can be garnered. In particular, parents’ misconceptions regarding mother-

tongue education need to be corrected. They need to be persuaded (e.g. through 

workshops and seminars) that the best way to ensure their children’s learning is through 

mother tongue. They also need to be convinced that if their children become literate in 

mother tongue first, it will be relatively easier for them to become proficient in English 

and Urdu (Coleman & Capstick, 2012). 

• The religious-minded stratum of society needs to be taken on board. Instituting 

measures for translating religious books into Pashto may help in this regard.  

• Pashto needs to be implemented as MoI across all primary schools in the Pashtun area, 

whether public or private, to ensure equity in education. 

• In order to ensure that teachers are aware of the philosophy behind mother-tongue 

education and are well prepared for the shift, they must be mentally prepared, properly 

trained, and materially equipped.  

• The only resource teachers have in these rural schools is textbooks. Even those are in 

short supply in the government schools (see Section 4.2.1). Teachers thus need to be 

adequately supported in terms of resources so that they do not feel handicapped. This 

will also wean them away from relying too heavily on textbooks.  

• In devising textbooks and related materials, it must be ensured that they are compatible 

with the local culture and context.  

• Since classical Pashto is quite different from the colloquial Pashto used in different 

areas, teacher guides and mini-dictionaries should be prepared so that teachers are able 

to understand the content before they deliver it.  

• More time should be allocated to Pashto subject so that students establish a strong 

foundation in the language and thus benefit pedagogically in other subjects.  

• Although several layers of support for teachers and schools exist in the Pakistani 

education system, the apathy and inaction of the staff working there leads to rather than 

curbs educational degeneration. The need is to make them accountable through 

240 
 



strenuous checks and balances. Their performance needs to be regularly monitored to 

reap the dividends of mother-tongue education.  

 The steps I have enumerated above for instituting Pashto as MoI in the Pashto-

speaking areas of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province are inherently idealistic, no doubt. While 

it will be a daunting task to achieve these goals, they are nevertheless worth striving for. 

Putting these ideals into practice will ensure that the trajectory of imposed LiE policies is 

altered (Tollefson, 2013) and the destiny of the rural area population is changed for the 

better. 

 

9.5.4   Choice of languages as subject 

 The findings of this study make it evident that English and Urdu are hard to live 

without for every Pakistani citizen.  They should therefore continue to be taught as subjects. 

The point at which they are introduced in education is of utmost importance, however. 

Assuming that mother tongue is instituted as the MoI and as a compulsory subject across all 

types of primary schools, the students should first acquire a thorough grounding in the 

language before other languages are introduced as subjects. English and Urdu should be 

introduced in stages at times when the students are ready for them, as also recommended by 

Coleman and Capstick (2012) and Tayabaly (2013). Making these languages a part of the 

curriculum is not enough. Students will not be able to reap the benefits of this phased 

introduction of languages if teachers themselves are not proficient enough to teach these 

languages or do not have adequate awareness of the contextually appropriate 

methodologies.  

 

9.5.5   Teacher education 

 The importance of teacher education in the rural context cannot be overemphasised. 

The findings show that teachers are not entirely proficient in any of the languages. They are 

also deficient in the appropriate teaching methodologies that could ensure optimal learning. 

Zahid et al. (2014), in a study carried out in the Punjab province, report absence of any 

significant in-service teacher training for rural primary-school teachers. While the teachers 

in my study mentioned attending some foreign-funded short courses, these did not appear to 

change their way of teaching. These courses are not officially connected to the teachers’ 

professional development and opportunities for promotion. More importantly, since these 
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are conducted through a third party arrangement, there is no evaluation of teachers nor are 

there later checks on how well the teachers implement what they learn in these workshops.  

 Therefore, while an all-embracing pre-service training is necessary for newly 

employed teachers, it is more important that the currently employed teachers receive 

extensive and sustained in-service training. The training should make sure that teachers: 

• become adequately proficient in every language they teach; 

• know how to effectively use mother tongue for optimum learning to take place; 

• become knowledgeable about and attend practicums in learner-centred and cognition-

oriented methodologies; 

• promote a culture of dialogue and enquiry rather than a culture of silence; 

• understand their crucial role in ensuring that the students are able to reach the 

communities they imagine for them.  

Again, while achieving these teacher-training goals may be an ambitious task, it depends on 

the amount of resolve those at the helm of the recommended localised policies will have to 

put such measures into practice. It is clear that the rural primary teachers “walk a tightrope” 

(Jones & Barkhuizen, 2011, p. 526) as they balance their language practices and 

proficiency against the effects of local, national and global influences. Unless they are 

equipped with the requisite wherewithal to sustain the pressures they have to contend with, 

the state of education in the rural areas will remain abysmal. 

 

9.6   Limitations of the study 

 As is the case with much qualitative research, this study too is limited in its scope. 

The study exclusively focuses on six teachers in three schools in a rural area in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa province. Since I attempted to interpret LiE policy in a specific context, 

generalizability was not an aim per se (Canagarajah, 2005; Lo Bianco, 2010). In choosing 

the research sites and participants, however, my foremost concern was typicality, i.e. the 

schools and teachers were to be largely representative of the schools and teachers at least 

across the province. I reported in depth on the context of the study through a rich and thick 

description of the teachers and schools and the community where they worked. The 

procedures and processes I applied during data collection and analysis, and the ideas and 

theories that generated, helped me make sense of the LiE policy dynamics in the micro 

context. Considering these points, the potential for generalizability, or transferability, of the 

study may not be ruled out (see Section 3.6.2 for more details). 
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 My positionality as a former student in one of the schools and as an insider 

belonging to the same area where my study was conducted assisted me in several ways in 

conducting this research. However, this positionality might have led to certain biases with 

regard to the bits of data I chose for analysis, as indeed the analytic lenses I applied to sift 

and sort the data. While I do not contest the likelihood of this bias, triangulation of methods 

and use of member-checking served to guard against, or at least mitigate, such biases, if 

any. 

 I am aware that the time I spent in the field might be perceived insufficient to do 

justice to the ethnographic orientation of my study. Although the proponents of 

ethnography do not limit data collection to specific timeframes, they suggest prolonged 

engagement and extended fieldwork to obtain an in-depth understanding of the context (see, 

for example, Anderson-Levitt, 2006; Canagarajah, 2006). However, since I was an insider, 

I went to the field with an awareness of the broader sociolinguistic milieu of the area. The 

time spent in the field was therefore adequate for me to make meaning of the research 

context and of the teachers’ language policy practices. A limited number of participants 

also meant that I could give more time to each teacher during that period. Having said this, 

I believe a longer stay in the field could have provided me with an opportunity to engage 

more with the context and generate a deeper sense of the language-related issues in the 

participants’ lives and in the schools where they worked.   

 

9.7   Directions for further research 

 While this study has shown how teachers who share the same ethno-linguistic 

background as their students interpret and implement LiE policy in a multilingual context, 

there is a need for further research on the ways in which teachers could be empowered to 

establish and institute policies that are relevant to local realities. Moreover, an in-depth 

exploration of how social, political, religious and global forces influence the language 

ideologies of the rural communities would help provide a nuanced account of LiE policy 

practices. 

 This research was an attempt to explore how the recent context-, actors- and agency-

focussed policy discourses actually play out on the ground in a rural environment. It 

therefore afforded a view of how teachers in an impoverished rural area live their lives in a 

narrative sense. More grounded, contextualised and rural-specific research of this kind is 

needed in order to make meaning of the under-privileged people’s understanding of LPP in 

their local settings.  
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 While this study was limited to three schools with different MoI, further 

investigation of the teachers’ perceptions, preferences and practices in a greater number of 

each of these types of schools may provide a broader picture of the policy practices in rural 

primary schools. Moreover, since my study had to be limited to only male teachers, it 

would be interesting to research the language perceptions of female teachers in the 

patriarchal Pakistani society and investigate the ways in which they differ from their male 

counterparts. Comparing teachers’ language perceptions and practices in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa with those in other provinces would provide a broader understanding of the 

implementational spaces in LiE policy and planning. Likewise, studies exploring the 

differences between language perceptions and practices in rural and urban contexts could 

shed light on the role of languages and education in furthering or curbing socioeconomic 

stratification.  

 Since my study did not include parents as formal research participants, an in-depth 

investigation of the parents’ language perceptions and preferences may offer a greater 

understanding of how these reflect and influence teachers’ language perceptions and 

practices. Additionally, the students’ responses to the language teaching practices could 

provide further ideas about the efficacy of MoI policies.  

 More importantly, the findings in this study allude to the multiple identities that the 

teachers revealed as they coped with the tensions, adjusted to local realities, and enacted 

their agency in divergent situations.  Future studies could therefore analyse the interplay 

between the teachers’ multiple identities and their agency as a way of illuminating their 

language-related stories, actions and experiences. 

 

9.8   Conclusion 

 This study was an attempt to unpack the multiple complexities of the LiE policy in 

rural Pakistan. I aimed to show the role of teachers’ ideologies and grounded actions as key 

factors determining the extent of success of the policy goals. The salient aspect of this study 

was the rural context in which it was located. While there is considerable abstract thinking 

about bottom-up policy in action in multilingual and underdeveloped contexts, seldom have 

such contexts been researched in terms of teachers’ policy practices in situations where they 

have to contend with several languages at the same time. The most significant contribution 

of my study therefore is that it focuses on the ground level and investigates how rural area 

teachers live their individual and professional lives.  As Blommaert (2013) aptly remarks, 

“language policy only becomes relevant when it is viewed in close relation to actual social 
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practices, practices of enactment and observation as well as of refusal, rejection and 

deviation, of implementation as well as of sabotage” (p. 126).  

 On a personal level, as this study and thus my research journey comes to an end, I 

realise how far I have come in terms of my conception and understanding of the vital 

significance of narrative and ethnographic methods as a way of unravelling the 

complexities of teachers’ language perceptions, preferences and practices. At the very start 

of this thesis, I shared some stories that inspired me to undertake this research. I had some 

questions that I wanted to find answers to. While some of those queries took the shape of 

research questions, there were others too which kept emerging during this research journey. 

Some of these, however, still remain unanswered, the most intriguing of which is: Why is it 

that going to my primary school after 30 long years, I observed no change whatsoever other 

than the teachers? My quest for finding answers to this and other questions has not yet 

ended, which augurs well for my future as a researcher. In the meanwhile, however, I need 

to return to my country to take some grounded action in my own humble capacity and 

contribute to changing the ill-fated narrative of the rural community, of which I am an 

integral part. I conclude my thesis with the words of wisdom from Izlaan: 

If you want to change the whole system, it will take generations. The system has 
deteriorated to such an extent that you get fed up. You lose faith in the system. You 
accept defeat. And then you gradually become a part of that very system. Your 
conscience stops pricking you anymore…. Our system is like a mountain; the more 
you hit it with stones the bigger it gets. You need to dig into its roots to make it fall. 
Change always comes because of two factors – wisdom and spirit. There is no other 
way. Since the system is diseased, we need to do something at the grassroots level. 
We need to start from scratch, and we need to have the wisdom and spirit to do so. 
Unless we do that, our fate is doomed.  
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Appendix B: A flyer (in Urdu) pasted on schools’ walls to invite teachers to participate 

in my research 
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Appendix C: Interview guidelines 

 
Teachers’ personal background 
• Their life story (where were you born, where they obtained education, the kind of 
difficulties they faced in their life journey). 
 
Teachers’ professional background 
• Their ideas about teaching as a profession. 
• The reason they joined teaching profession. 
• Their length of teaching service and the length of stay in the current school.  
• Information about their formal qualification/pre-service/in-service training. 
 
School language policy 
• Information about the medium of instruction followed in their respective school. 
• Information about languages taught as subjects. 
• Guidelines from school authorities on language use. 
 
Teachers’ language perceptions 
• Importance of English, Urdu and Pashto in the lives of people. 
• Languages carrying instrumental utility. 
• Stigmas associated with languages. 
• Relationship of religion with languages. 
• Use of languages in society. 
• Importance of each language in the students’ future communities.  
 
Teachers’ language preferences 
• Importance of the three languages in terms of students and schooling. 
• Choice of languages as subjects. 
• Role and advantages/disadvantages of teaching (in) mother tongue. 
• The best medium for teaching to the students at primary level. 
• Role of languages in students’ imagined communities.   
 
Teachers’ language practices 
• Whether they follow the school medium of instruction policy or teach in the language 
that they feel comfortable with. 
• The language(s) they use inside and outside the classroom. 
• Their approach to using mother tongue. 
• The methodology they use to teach (in) languages. 
• Questions based on classroom observations. 
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Appendix D: A sample page of fieldnotes 
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Appendix E: A sample page of extended fieldnotes 
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Appendix F: A sample page from my reflective journal 
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Appendix G: Requirements for registration/affiliation of private schools 
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