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Firstly … in support of emojis 

• They are powerful communicative 
tools, especially in challenging 
circumstances 

• They can bridge gaps between teachers 
and students, and students and 
students – a form of interlanguage 

• They allow students the opportunity to 
express feelings which they otherwise 
might not have an outlet for  

• And while we’re here … Blob trees
(https://www.blobtree.com/) 

👍

💖

🕺

https://www.blobtree.com/


About me

▪ I’ve worked in a range of different ELT roles: teacher, trainer, materials 
developer, podcaster and author 

▪ I’ve been fortunate to work in many different places: e.g. UK, Nigeria, 
Nepal, Lebanon, Jordan, China, India, Indonesia &, of course, Palestine. 



“Washing one’s hands 
of the conflict between 
the powerful and the 
powerless means to 
side with the powerful, 
not to be neutral.” 

Paulo Freire

https://tinyurl.com/TeachingInCC

https://tinyurl.com/TeachingInCC






Overview

▪ My thoughts today are 
impressionistic – a snapshot of the 
teaching contexts within which I’ve 
worked – and will look at: 1. What I 
did 2. What I saw / experienced 3. 
What I learned. Focus is on 
practicality which is hopefully of use. 

▪ Structure of talk will be a classic 
‘feedback sandwich’ – mostly 
positive but an overview of some 
frustration / challenges in the middle



Countering dominant narratives about teachers 

⚠ TRIGGER WARNING: right-wing media headlines

“Heroes”

“Saviours” 

“Superstars” 

vs

“Idlers”

“Scroungers”

“Wokeists” 

For teachers, also see other 
public sector workers



Ukraine: teachers as frontline workers 

What I did: 

▪ Remote training / support with Cambridge, 
working with ELT friends and colleagues 

What I saw / experienced: 

▪ My first experience of working in an active 
conflict area, albeit remotely. Questions 
included: 
• What is the purpose of learning English right now?

• How do I assess my students in a conflict 
situation?

• What do I do when an air raid siren goes off in 
class?
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Ukraine: teachers as frontline workers 

What I learned: 

▪ Challenged me to think quick and adapt – e.g. 
invisible obstacle course 

▪ The value of collegiality and of just having a 
place to be at a particular time

▪ The importance of specialist skills and 
knowledge (e.g. drama, wellbeing, conflict) as 
teachers are on the frontline 

▪ The impact which making materials open 
source can have (thank you Cambridge) 

▪ That it shouldn’t take a crisis to challenge 
widespread, systemic educational failure



Jordan: teachers as safe spaces 

What I did: 

▪ Qualitative “language for resilience” research with the 
British Council 

What I saw / experienced: 

▪ The emotional and psychological value which students 
placed on learning language – both conscious and 
subconscious 

▪ The strong motivation of students in refugee situations 

▪ Significant differences in the ways in which boys and girls 
are taught  
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The emotional and psychological value of language learning  

Strong motivation Gendered teaching 



Jordan: teachers as safe spaces 

What I learned: 

▪ The classroom can be a space for imagining 
different futures, which can reflect positively 
on the present  

▪ How talking about trauma in a second 
language can provide therapeutic benefit 

▪ Multilingualism should be valued more – and 
certified where possible 

▪ Languages are crucial for increasing all forms 
of capital, but the system doesn’t always 
support this:

▪ NGOs working in silos (… and funding)
▪ Certification is hard to obtain 
▪ Tech-first (tech-only solutions)



Palestine: teachers as enablers of latent skills 
and knowledge

What I did: 

▪ Teacher training on the @Palestine project in Ramallah and 
Amman (for participants from Gaza) with the British Council 
OPT – overall programme focused on English for the Digital 
Economy

What I saw / experienced: 

▪ The extraordinary desire – and demand – for training and 
self-development 

▪ An openness to new ideas and ways of doing things – 20 / 
60 / 20 was more 5 / 55 / 40

▪ Teachers as agents of social change 
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Palestine: teachers as enablers of latent skills and 
knowledge

What I learned: 

▪ Even in highly-challenging circumstances, teachers 
are wiling to – and benefit from – play (e.g. 
snowball fight)

▪ There is a repository of latent creativity and skills 
which need – demand – an outlet  

▪ Teachers can make the present palatable and the 
future desirable

▪ The virtual world provides opportunities which the 
physical world isn’t always able to – and language 
is what can facilitate that 



General: teachers as deskilled, 
disempowered, disregarded pawns 

▪ Individual constraints: Meeting a teacher I had worked                               
with in Nepal, and hearing about her headteacher not                            
allowing her to implement her training 

▪Stakeholder constraints: Teachers in Nepal regularly feeding back 
about parental view on student-led learning = chaos and lack of 
discipline

▪Systemic constraints: Emphasis on quantity vs quality (logframe vs 
theory of change) – ‘number of trainings’ vs impact 

▪National constraints: Language policy in South Sudan (EdD research) –
the use of EMI (English as a Medium of Instruction) 

▪Geopolitical constraints: Somaliland – Al Shabab cancelled my training.  
Teachers are targets, and schools can be the locus of political violence. 
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Lebanon: Teachers as humans with histories

What I did: 

▪ Voluntary training and curriculum development work 
with Syrian teachers in Eastern Lebanon (MAPS NGO) 
– also with Syrian educationalists in Beirut

What I saw / experienced: 

▪ People’s instinct is always to teach as they were 
taught. Breaking those habits is extremely difficult, 
especially in challenging circumstances

▪ Teachers greatly value the opportunity to share how 
they are feeling – but need prompting. Storytelling is 
a way in which to achieve this.
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Title
The Surprise

Characters 
Father (a bakery man, who 
own a small shop), mother 
(house keeper), daughter 

Paragraph 1
Once upon a time there were a family of father, mother 
and a little daughter. They were living in a small beautiful 
house. The father was working as a bakery and his wife 
helped him to make bread and sweets. 

Paragraph 2
Their daughter is missing. They came home after 
a busy day, when they said “Hey Noura, where 
are you?” There was no answer. The mother 
started crying, and the father felt hopeless.

Paragraph 3
After hours of searching, they 
found nothing. They call the 
police and everyone they knew, 
but still no response. So the 
parents felt hopeless and 
started to imagine bad things 
to their daughter. Suddenly 
Noura jumped from behind the 
curtains, saying: “Don’t give 
up!”

Draw picture





(student holding an ‘a’ at the front)
Once upon a time there was a 
letter ‘a’. The ‘a’ lived on her own.
Q: How do you think the ’a’ felt? 
(student draws a sad face on the ‘a’)
Q: How can we make the ‘a’ feel 
better?
(students draw as many ‘a’s as they 
can in 10 seconds)
Now there were lots of ‘a’s
Q: How does the ‘a’ feel now?

a

a a

a

a

a

a

a



(student holding an ‘a’ at the front)
Once upon a time there was a 
letter ‘a’. The ‘a’ lived on her own.
Q: How do you think the ’a’ felt? 
(student draws a sad face on the ‘a’)
Q: How can we make the ‘a’ feel 
better?
(students draw as many ‘a’s as they 
can in 10 seconds)
Now there were lots of ‘a’s
Q: How does the ‘a’ feel now?
(student changes sad face to a 
happy face)

a a

a

a

a

a

a
a



Lebanon: teachers as humans with histories

What I learned: 

▪ The value of puppets – linguistically, pedagogically, 
psychologically 

▪ How learning materials can have positive 
psychosocial messages embedded – and how 
important this is when other services are 
unavailable or severely constrained 

▪ Decontextualised research which has no clear 
practical impact and which is driven by outside 
interests is valueless  



Indonesia: teachers as trusted guides  
What I did:

▪ General teacher training with CUP – at language schools and 
universities 

What I saw / experienced:

▪ At a language school: one of the most positive training 
sessions I have ever done

▪ At a university: one of the most challenging training sessions 
I have ever done 
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Student pictures 
at the entrance 
to a language 
school in Jakarta, 
Indonesia



Teacher pictures 
in the same 
school, hanging 
next to the 
students





Indonesia: teachers as trusted guides  
What I learned:

▪ Teaching hierarchies based on 
longevity are complete and utter 
nonsense 

▪ Teaching hierarchies based on where 
you teacher are complete and utter 
nonsense 

▪ Trust is at the centre of good teaching, 
especially language teaching



Nigeria: teachers as professional who 
need ongoing support 

What I did:

▪ Training and materials development with 
British Council Nigeria – Kano Literacy and 
Mathematics Accelerator (KaLMA)

What I saw / experienced:

▪ Used a TARL methodology, which I had not 
come across before – interesting, but complex 
to implement 

▪ Little or no support in the field for teachers 

▪ Multi-tiered cascades present challenges in 
the quality of delivery 
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Nigeria: teachers as professional who 
need ongoing support 

What I learned:

▪ Radical thinking can help unlock ‘unsolvable’ 
problems  

▪ Delivering large programmes needs strong 
admin and structures – without this, it’s 
irrelevant how good the materials are 

▪ Materials can be a way of delivering CPD and 
ongoing support to teachers – the training is 
embedded





Promoting realistic, accurate & accurate images of teachers 

⚠ TRIGGER WARNING: “Woke leftist nonsense” © Daily Mail 

Teachers in general – but specifically in challenging circumstances: 

▪ Should be seen as frontline workers 

▪ Provide safe spaces 

▪ Are humans with histories

▪ Act as trusted guides

▪ Enable the development of latent skills 

▪ Require ongoing support 



Resources 

▪ Teaching in Challenging Circumstances – free online version  

▪ My research in Jordan

▪ Sample lesson from Lebanon 

▪ TICC YouTube Webinars 

▪ www.chrissowton.com

▪ I have loads of materials about all sort of things and I am very happy to 
share them 

https://tinyurl.com/TeachingInCC
https://1drv.ms/b/s!AiawSf6JC1q3g75C5HuzoSvwyP-OmA?e=LrmcvC
https://1drv.ms/b/s!AiawSf6JC1q3hZFMWG1-gow04wlGUw?e=GC0FR5
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLpmCHL8PnXq-VAV3IL6A4_JhxBDcHhH3v
http://www.chrissowton.com/


Please feel free to 
contact me via Twitter 
(@chrissowtonelt) or 
through my website, 
www.chrissowton.com

Any questions?

http://www.chrissowton.com/

