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Abstract 

Studying abroad is generally viewed as an opportunity for personal and educational 

transformation for students. In recent years, various studies have been conducted in the area 

of study abroad. Most of these studies primarily involve quantitative analyses, and do not 

fully explore the lived experience of this opportunity. Recently, researchers have started 

exploring the qualitative aspects and impact of studying abroad, but from an external 

perspective. This study attends to the phenomenon of a foreign curricular experience from 

an insider’s perspective and explicates the experience through a personal narrative.  

Countries usually have educational curricula that serve their particular needs. The rise 

of the number of students studying abroad has made study abroad a lucrative industry but it 

has also increasingly exposed foreign students to curricula that are different than those of 

their countries of origin. Subjecting students to dissimilar, and sometimes competing, 

curricula interrupts their habitual ways of knowing and being. My study is a qualitative 

study that explores the foreign curricular experience of one Pakhtun student.  

Specifically, through an autobiography, this study aims to explore how a foreign 

curricular experience acts as a ‘transitional space’ for a student and how it deeply affects 

her learning self and identity. This study contributes to the body of literature on the effects 

of a foreign curriculum on study abroad students by adding narrative to explain the lived 

experience of studying abroad. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

We are a sign that is not read 

We feel no pain 

We have almost lost our tongue in the foreign lands 

Hölderlin (1770 – 1843), Mnemosyne (Memory) 

 

Pakhtun people are considered conservative and resistant to changing their identity 

and attitudes (Barth, 1981; Caroe, 1958; Spain, 1972). Not only is their language called 

Pakhto, but their code of life is also called Pakhto. For them, Pakhto means a language and 

a medium of communication and a way of life. Their culture, Pakhtunwali (Pushtunwali), is 

defined as the well defined but unwritten code of honor, customs, traditions and norms 

followed by the Pakhtun people (Caroe, 1958; Spain, 1968; Hawkins, 2009). The presence 

of Pakhtunwali suggests that Pakhto is not merely spoken as a language but practised in 

every life situation (Barth, 1981; Caroe, 1958). As such, it is an attribute and a virtue, a 

state of mind.  

A Pakhtun is the embodiment of Pakhto. As a Pakhtun woman, I have only known 

this rule in life: I am Pakhtun first, and then an individual. My identity is predestined, 

predetermined, and preordained. Pakhtuns keep their identity and their Pakhto no matter 

where they live in the world (Barth, 1981; Caroe, 1958; Spain, 1972). Keeping the 

language is keeping their identity.  
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The hymn at the beginning of this thesis is by Hölderlin. It depicts my situation as 

a Pakhtun woman in a foreign land (i.e., Canada), where my preordained identity as a 

Pakhtun and my language and code of life, Pakhto, are both in a state of liminality. At 

Queen’s University, my curricular journey has interrupted my acquired assumptions of who 

I am and what I ought to be. Writing this thesis is my journey into memory, finding the bits 

and pieces that constitute me, Pakhtun and otherwise. At the moment of writing this thesis, 

I feel that I am the sign that is not read; I cannot define myself as I have embodied 

experiences that have interrupted almost everything I have known. This state is one of 

painlessness as Hölderlin suggests; pain, fear and excitement spin and spiral traversing each 

other’s boundaries.   

The title of the poem above, Mnemosyne, refers to the Greek goddess of memory 

who was the mother of the nine muses that characterized music, arts, astronomy, dance, and 

different forms of poetry (Heidegger, 1976). Mnemosyne facilitated mortals in the 

reclaiming and recollection of who they were in another world. But Mnemosyne, or 

Memory, is not just the remembering of ideas or times past but “a gathering of recollection 

or of thinking back” (Heidegger, 1976, p. 11). In other words, it is the recollection, which 

unto itself is essential for the process of thinking. It is an inevitable step that leads to 

deciphering anything, that can become obscure to us. I call my thesis, Mnemosyne, as a 

time travel in memory, between two different worlds to make sense of my foreign 

curricular experience and my interrupted self and identity. 

Heidegger (1976) explains Hölderlin’s hymn by positing that when we take a path 

into thinking and memory, we are initiated into that which slips out of our grasp, we 

become a pointer or a sign that is drawing into that which has become obscured from us. 
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Heidegger (1976) explains that as conscious beings trying to understand anomalous 

experiences that we might lose our tongue in foreign lands, without words to name that 

which we experience. He states that if a phenomenon becomes an anomaly for us, it 

compels us to pause, to search, and to understand. He explains that until the anomaly is 

understood enough to be put into words, both the anomaly and the consciousness seeking 

are in a state of flux. Until we are able to name the anomaly that limits us, we stay 

interrupted as selves, we become a sign that is not read.  

Heidegger (1976) asserts that we need to define anomalous experience, name it, 

and transpose it in our language. For me, my foreign curricular experience was an anomaly, 

provoking me to seek meaning and create a name for it.  

The term, curriculum, has several meanings. It is commonly understood as a set of 

reading and writing exercises or documents that help establish learning expectations for 

students (Marsh & Willis, 2007). This was the perspective to curriculum that I once held as 

a Pashtun student. However, since studying abroad in a Masters of Education program, I 

now understand curriculum differently as lived experience (Pinar, 2012). Specifically, I 

rely on a reconceptualist understanding of curriculum in which all teaching and learning 

experiences are curricular, both within classrooms and beyond. Kincheloe (1998) defines 

curriculum as “a holistic life experience, the journey of becoming a self aware subject 

capable of shaping his or her own life path” (p.130). Similarly, Ellsworth (2005) recognizes 

that learning can happen in anomalous places where curriculum serves a transformative 

function that promotes a new learning self.  For this research, curriculum means the lived 

experience with anomalous foreign teaching and learning through my Canadian study 

abroad experience at Queen’s University, Kingston. 
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Through my foreign curricular experience, I transitioned from my Pashtun rigid 

self to understanding myself anew. I lost myself, becoming a sign unread. The foreign 

experience stunned me into a hesitation, a questioning of my previously held beliefs and 

truths, their authority, and their validity. This hesitation was the result of the anomalous 

foreign curricular experience.  But this hesitation also resulted in a shock where I lost my 

voice and my identity for a period of time. Specifically, I was shocked by the juxtaposition 

between my Pashtun self and my experienced learning self (Ellsworth, 2005). I had never 

known that there can be another way of existence for me, yet I was experiencing changes 

without understanding them and had no words to explain or name them. Then, through this 

thesis, I made meaning of my experience, and finally named the changes. In so doing, I 

have changed. I found my voice and a new identity—albeit not a rigid one but a shifting, 

transitioning one. I attribute this change to curriculum – the enacted, lived experiences of 

teaching and learning abroad.  

My perspective of curriculum back home was of documents prescribing learning 

objectives and outcomes although I always felt that there was something more to it, 

something that was beyond the document and that required a deeper understanding. My 

foreign curricular experience taught me that curriculum was much more than documents, 

that it was intricately connected to who we are and who we become.  

1.1 From Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 

Pakhtun society is a patriarchal society where the boundaries of a father’s home or 

a husband’s home are a Pakhtun woman’s life world (Spain, 1972). Norms dictate our 

identity, our behavior, desires, and gendered expectations. We live as Pakhtun women, not 

as individuals. Many like me learn to live in, and even love, their confines, as they don’t 
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know any other form of life. From the comfort of our confines our spirit is stored away. It 

is warm and cozy. It is familiar and comfortable. In this comfort with our spirit and 

ambition stowed away, we learn to live a contented routine. Only once we experience 

difference can we become at aware of the luxuries we have forsaken. But as ambitions 

grow, the familiarity of my confines became inept to nourish my needs and the confines 

themselves became too small to contain me and start smothering me. Ambition should be 

let to take flight, for it is human nature to pursue what lies beyond our reach.  

I am the first female child in my family to have an opportunity to go to school. 

Some 30 years back, going to school in Peshawar and learning side by side with the male 

members of the same society was a rare privilege for Pakhtun girls. I never took this 

opportunity for granted and my educational journey as a child, for the first time, drew me 

out of the comfort of my confines. 

I still remember the smell of my new books, my bag, my uniform, and my shoes. 

The excitement welling up in me to start school seemed so much bigger than the chaotic 

mob of a million butterflies in my stomach. My mother and my older sisters were so proud 

of me and had such high hopes. My mother always told me that my education would give 

me the independence that I seek and that I would then have something of my own. The 

sojourn started. Failure, attainment, success, and achievement are all such relative terms. 

Scoring high in exams, like my brothers, became my first ambition. It was my belief at the 

time that the only difference between men and women in a Pakhtun society is that of 

education, and that doing as well as them in school would change my destiny and I would 

claim equality. 
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My hopes and salvation, along with the hopes of the women in my family, were all 

pinned on my education. My wise mother reminded me often that societal norms would 

bring me down, that I would have to wait and do what I am told, and that one day when I 

am ‘educated’ and ‘independent,’ I could live the life I wanted. Educated I became, but was 

I independent? 

I never quite understood why I did not receive independence from my learning. 

Pursuing a career in law instead of teaching or medicine was an arduous task because it was 

not considered a woman’s profession. Despite a law degree, I couldn’t practise law because 

the school did not prepare me for a male dominated court in which I wouldn’t be treated as 

equal to the men, despite having the same degree.   

I never learned how to voice my opinion or advance my agency in the face of the 

reproach of societal norms. I felt lost. My educated voice had no power. My actions were 

insignificant. Once again I retreated home to my family. Their sacrifices, expectations, 

hopes, and disappointment were silent, a silence so loud as it screamed inside me. I 

couldn’t ignore it, and decided to try once more.  

I switched careers and became a teacher. It gave me immense joy and sense of 

fulfillment, yet something was lacking. I took additional courses to hone my teaching skills 

as I thought that maybe the disconnect lay in my teaching abilities. I was promoted to 

esteemed positions of vice principal and principal in a matter of one and a half years only to 

realize that I had lost myself in the maelstrom of teaching strategies, learning outcomes, 

curricular expectations, and standardized tests. I froze once again as I didn’t understand 

why we were teaching and what we were teaching. Why didn’t it feel right? The challenge 
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was not school administration or classroom management or teaching strategies, the 

challenge was the curriculum. 

1.2 Towards Curriculum 

Curriculum can be understood in myriad of ways but is most commonly understood 

as an arrangement of a variety of subjects or a complex structure of meanings that a learner 

may or may not comprehend (Greene, 1971). As Greene (1971) asserts, traditional 

education systems fail to establish the ‘connection’ between the learner’s consciousness 

and the curriculum as a set of experiences and perspectives that will help her make sense of 

her existence, her life world, and enable her to take cognitive action to configure that 

world. Traditional educational systems and curricula can fail to empower individuals or 

give them agency to deal with the problems of an ever-evolving complex world (Greene, 

1971, Dewey, 1938). Greene (1971) explains that such a disconnected curriculum lacks 

meaning for an individual and becomes “an alien and an alienating edifice, a kind of 

‘Crystal Palace of ideas’” (p. 143). I was a product of a traditional education system and it 

failed to give me agency. Despite being educated, I was unable to address the problems 

around me.   

As Ellsworth (1989) explains, “the only material evidence we have of what makes a 

curriculum or pedagogy ‘educational’ is that lived experience” (p. 35). My lived experience 

of curriculum back home lacked connection with my practical life. I could not translate my 

knowledge into practice. I was limited. What I learned did not empower me to act on the 

world around me (Ellsworth, 1989). Grumet and Pinar (1976) posit that “if we must 

calibrate education, then we might say that we are educated to the extent that we are 
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conscious of our experience and the degree that we are freed by this knowledge to act in the 

world” (p. 33). My lived experience of curriculum and pedagogy as a student, teacher, and 

administrator were confining, not liberating. The curriculum taught in schools and 

university seemed unable to establish a ‘connection’ with what I needed (i.e., independence 

and empowerment). Why was my education not empowering me to act on the world around 

me? In my unease, I found an answer in Ala of Sirhind’s verse (as quoted in Iqbal, 1999, p. 

26): “Thou hast made me after Thine own image! After all what hast Thou seen beyond 

Thyself?” 

This verse explains that we perceive the unseen, imperceptible God to be just like 

us when we sculpt his idol because we have only ourselves as a model of perception (Iqbal, 

1999). The verse signifies that we need to look beyond ourselves and broaden our horizons 

in order to seek answers to our grappling. It was a call to yet again come out of the comfort 

of my confines, to better understand what education and curriculum was doing right, in 

other worlds as it empowered women abroad. 

1.3 Going Abroad 

I came to Canada in 2010 and the once familiar became strange. I had the notion 

that going abroad would enable me to acquire new and advanced knowledge of curriculum. 

Instead, it shook the very foundations of everything I held as familiar and known. Not only 

did the cultural, geographical, pedagogical, and curricular landscape change, but I also felt 

compelled or in Maxine Greene’s words, “condemned,” to name the change (Greene, 

1971). This change evoked questions of identity, legitimacy of culture, gender, knowledge, 

and all the acquired assumptions, which now stood vulnerable to fresh scrutiny. I did my 
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B.Ed. at Queen’s University but my questions about curriculum, teaching, and learning 

were still unanswered; rather, my studies only served to deepen my questioning. I started 

my Master’s in Education to pursue answers. I was drawn into curriculum thinking and 

began to use it recursively to understand my own experiences as a learner in a foreign 

country.  

Thankfully, research is a process of finding one’s voice in the ambiance of the 

world and provides the opportunity of initiating into the public sphere yet maintaining a 

room of one’s own (Pinar, 2012). My curriculum theory class helped me immensely and 

led me to understand curriculum not as documents but as consciousness (Greene, 1971) and 

as lived experience (Ellsworth, 2005; Pinar, 2012). It helped me give language to my 

experience, and a framework for understanding my shifting identity and learning self 

(Ellsworth, 2005).  

1.4 Mnemosyne: My Thesis 

My thesis is the reminiscing and analysis of my journey as a foreign student 

engaging a foreign curriculum. It is a narration of the effects of this curriculum on my 

identity as a conservative Pakhtun person. This research is important for students of 

curriculum and especially for foreign students to understand curriculum not as a set of 

documents but as an embodiment of our learning and lived experience. Thus, I use the 

method of currere (Pinar, 2012) to understand my foreign curricular experience. Currere  

well suited my analytic pursuits, as it is not only an analytical tool for looking inwards at 

curriculum but also a method for understanding ourselves as individuals. My foreign 

curricular experience has changed me in ways that I thought were not possible and has 

presented me with the difficulty of naming the changes that have reconfigured my life 
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world (Greene, 1971). I struggle to find my identity amidst all the changes that spin and 

spiral around me. My identity as a result of my foreign curricular experience has become an 

anomaly and in writing this thesis I have found the language to explicate it; before writing 

this thesis, I was a sign that was not read. The foreign place of learning and its curricular 

experience was so overwhelmingly different than my previous curricular experience it set 

me into shock. It interrupted my habitual ways of knowing, learning, and being by 

presenting alternative perspectives. My initial response to this shock was a loss of voice 

and identity. I wasn’t who I was any longer and yet I didn't know who I was becoming. I 

was in a liminal space – transitioning through curriculum (Ellsworth, 2005). 

Sandhu (2000) aptly remarked on the complexity of narrating an identity that “in 

the midst of multiple worlds of languages, geographies, traditions, cultures, and gendered 

expectations, an identity is not so easily spoken” (p. III). Hence, my thesis is an assortment 

of the experiences of the self through the processes of change and movement of the body, 

mind, and brain all in unison, for no experience is a mere cognitive or a mere bodily 

experience but every experience is absorbed and embodied (Ellsworth, 2005).  

Anthony Kerby (1991) explains that self "is given content, is delineated and 

embodied, primarily in narrative constructions or stories" (p. 1). To identify a self that has 

been displaced from the environment, society, interpersonal relationships and culture that 

created it, one must find recourse in narration (Pellegrino Aveni, 2005). Therefore, a 

qualitative, autobiographical and a narrative form of research provides a methodological 

basis for my narration of self (Chang, 2008). Furthermore, I will be sharing my curricular 

experience as a student of curriculum by employing Ellsworth’s (2005) theory of learning 

self and transitional space. I explicate this theoretical framework in Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
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1.5 Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to explore the curricular experience of a Pakhtun 

student studying abroad. Specifically, this study aims to explore how foreign curricular 

experience acts as a ‘transitional space’ (Ellsworth, 2005) for students as affecting their 

learning self and identity. This study focuses on how a Pakhtun student perceives and 

narrates herself after a foreign curricular experience. Guiding this research are the 

following specific research questions: 

1.  Does a foreign curriculum act as a transitional space for Pakhtun students? If so, 

how does it do so? 

2. What is the effect of a foreign curriculum on the Pakhtun student’s sense of 

identity? 

3. How does a Pakhtun student narrate her foreign curricular experience and her 

identity in this foreign context? 

This research will contribute to the ongoing efforts to make curricula more inclusive 

and meaningful for a rich educational experience not just for students studying abroad but 

for local students as well. It will help in identifying the potential obstacles that hinder the 

transition for foreign students in a study abroad program. It will also help curriculum 

makers in engaging foreign students in curricular experiences that cater to the specific 

needs in their transitional phase. Moreover, by involving a particular ethnic group, namely 

Pakhtun peoples, this research will be a contribution to curriculum theory by adding a new 

voice to it. This study will highlight the potential of a study abroad experience as becoming 

a transitional space for foreign students. 
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1.6 Rationale and Significance of Study 

Study abroad is a billion dollar industry and there is a strong competition between 

countries to enhance their study abroad programs to attract international students (The 

Economist, 2016). Not only are these programs a valuable source of revenue for their 

countries but higher education institutions also gain from the diversity that such programs 

bring (Metenhauser, 2002a; Caruana & Spurling 2007; Arkoudis & Baik, 2014).  

Canada is also competing in the world study abroad market and thus need to 

understand various forms of curriculum and pedagogy to address the diverse needs of study 

abroad students (Williams, 2008; Knight, 2003). Countries usually have educational 

curricula that suit their particular needs, such as their economic, social, political, 

geographical, and historical interests (Apple, 2004). The curriculum of a country goes a 

long way in shaping the personal characteristics of learners (Apple, 1996; Bowles & Gintis 

1976; Foucault, 1972; Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2001). With the number of students studying 

abroad on the rise as globalization has gained importance, this phenomenon exposes 

foreign students to curricula that are different than those of their countries of origin. 

Subjecting students to dissimilar, and sometimes competing, curricula may interrupt their 

habitual ways of knowing and being (Hayle, 2008; Joseph, 2008; Samuel & Burney, 2003 

& Lynch, 1997). This makes the curricular experience of study abroad students a 

complicated and arduous struggle and may hinder their chances of success. However, in the 

same vein, such an experience carries enormous potential of widening perceptions and 

bringing positive transformation (Ellwood, 2011). 
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 Merizow(1996) explains that through changing a student’s frame of reference, 

actions and behaviors can be changed. Merizow (1996) defines frames of reference as "the 

structures of assumptions through which we understand our experiences. They selectively 

shape and delimit expectations, perceptions, cognition, and feelings" (p. 5).  

Studies already exist to better understand the effects of such experience on the 

individual learner as well as the education systems of the host and home countries (Hadis, 

2005; Hansen, 2010). By focusing on a particular ethnic group in this phenomenon, my 

study contributes to the ongoing research. There is no previous research that studies a 

foreign curricular experience as having the potential of becoming a ‘transitional space’ for 

study abroad students. This study will add a new voice and focus on the foreign curricular 

experience as a transitional space for a Pakhtun student studying abroad. This study will 

focus on a Pakhtun student—myself—and how I perceive and narrate myself after the 

foreign curricular experience. 

My research contributes to the existing body of literature on curricular experiences 

and its effects on international students. Ellwood (2011) explains that a ‘study abroad 

experience’ is generally viewed as “providing an opportunity for transformation since it 

allows the student to widen perceptions, challenge norms and rework personal 

characteristics and attitudes” (p. 960). I focused particularly on my curricular experiences 

abroad and how this experience shaped me and my identity.  

Most of the research on study abroad has been done quantitatively to measure the 

learning outcomes as opposed to in depth qualitative study (Burrow, 2010). Recently, 

qualitative research has also been conducted but researchers have argued that qualitative 
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studies are lacking on students’ experiences abroad (Metenhauser, 2002a; Caruana & 

Spurling, 2007; Lee, 2014). What is lacking in research are the intrapersonal experiences of 

incoming students studying alongside and immersed in the same pedagogical space with 

local students for long-term studies (Burrow, 2010; Hansen, 2010). My study provides an 

insider’s perspective on the challenges and potential of a study abroad experience from a 

female Pashtun foreign student.  

1.7 Definitions of Key terms 

This study includes some key terms that are essential for understanding the thesis.  

Pakhtunwali. The unwritten but well preserved code of conduct that encompasses all the 

cultural values, norms and traditions that are followed by the Pakhtun people of northern 

Pakistan (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa) and Afghanistan no matter where they live in the world 

(Caroe, 1958). 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The northern province of Pakistan previously known as North West 

Frontier Province. The Pakhtun population of Pakistan mainly lives in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa. 

Pakhtu language. Pakhtu  (Pukhto, Pakhto, or Pushto) belongs to the Iranian branch of the 

Indo European language family. According to Caroe (1958), it has two dialects: the soft 

dialect and the hard dialect. The soft dialect is used in southern areas of Afghanistan, 

whereas the hard dialect is used in northern areas of Pakistan (Caroe, 1958). Caro (1958) 

explained the difference of phonology between the soft and hard dialects and states that in 

the soft dialect, “sh” is used whereas in the hard dialect, "kh" is used (Caro, 1958). 
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Pakhtun people. Pakhtun people are also known as Pushtuns, Pathans and Pashtuns 

depending on the dialect of the speakers. Pakhtun people are the speakers of the Pakhtu 

language and followers of Pakhtunwali and mainly live in northern areas of Pakistan and in 

Afghanistan (Caroe, 1958). Pakhtun people live in tribes and comprise “the largest tribal 

society in the world” (Spain, 1963, p. 71). There are 16 million Pakhtun people in the world 

and they have 60 different tribes. Of these16 million people, some 10 million live in 

northern Pakistan and around 6 million live in Afghanistan. (Shinwari, 2010). 

Wajood. means body/mind/soul as a single entity. It is the word of Pakistan’s official 

language, “Urdu”. 

Churi. Sweet crumbled chapati (whole wheat bread) made with sugar, oil and nuts. 

1.8 Overview of the thesis 
 

There are six chapters in this thesis. The first chapter presents an introduction setting the 

context of the study. The second chapter explains the theoretical framework and the third 

chapter reviews the literature in the study abroad area. The fourth chapter provides a 

description of the research methodology, discusses the data collection and analysis. It also 

sheds light on the validity and generalizability of the research. Chapter five includes my 

narration of various curricular moments and their analysis and synthesis through the 

method of currere. Chapter five also includes artifacts in the form of poems, paintings and 

sculptures compiled during the curricular journey abroad. Chapter six provides the exegesis 

of the curricular experience including suggestions for making study abroad experiences 

more fruitful and the importance of future research in the area. It also includes the 

concluding remarks. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

My interest through this research is to explore my foreign curricular experience as 

a transitional space, affecting my views as an international Pakhtun student regarding 

curriculum, my learning self, and my identity. I specifically use Ellsworth’s (2005) theories 

of curriculum related to ‘transitional space’, ‘learning self’, and ‘pedagogical hinge’ to 

understand my foreign curricular experience. In this chapter, I explain this theoretical 

framework for my study. 

2.1 Curriculum as Transitional Space 

As a Pakhtun woman, I always understood that my options to be anything other 

than a Pakhtun daughter, sister, wife, and mother were very limited. I never thought I could 

be a person of my own, someone that is not defined by her birthplace, her last name, Pakhto 

or Pakhtunwali, gender or sexuality. But I was complacent with who I was and couldn’t 

imagine any other ‘me’ until I came out of the comfort of my confines. The change of 

geographical and ecological space, which constitutes my foreign curricular experience, 

affected me to the core and somehow transfigured my sedimented habits of knowing 

myself, and others and also my understanding of the world. The study abroad experience 

became the “anomalous place of learning” that is a sine qua non for coming out of one’s 

“submersion” (Freire, 1970, p. 100) of the everyday familiar world. For me the foreign 

curricular experience became Ellsworth’s transitional space. 

Ellsworth explains, “transitional space as the space where both the real and 

imagined physical boundaries of the body’s inside and outside are put in to play” (p. 32). 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

17!

Ellsworth elaborates on the idea that curriculum can become the transitional space for a 

learner and can enable her to become not just student of a discipline but to embody learning 

and transition into a ‘learning self’. She explains that curriculum can engage “pedagogical 

hinges” (p. 37) to enable the learner in transitioning from a self to a learning self. For 

Ellsworth, a pedagogical hinge is a structure that swings a person into an active state of 

learning that connects cognitive, embodied, and emotional ways of knowing. This state is 

known as a ‘learning self’ (Ellsworth, 2005). As a learner engages a pedagogical hinge, 

he/she enters a transitional space and engages a learning self. The learning self only comes 

into play when we experience a transitional space and an educational event strong enough 

to engage cognitive, embodied, and emotional meaning making.  

2.2 Pedagogical Hinges and Transitional Space 

Ellsworth (2005) explains pedagogical hinges are those elements that when used 

for a pedagogical intent can put our emotions, feelings, memories, desires, fears, thoughts 

and personal knowledge into an interactive engagement with “the outside others, events, 

history, culture and socially constructed ideas” (p. 37). They can be art, music, theatrical 

performances, public places, architecture, media, among other anomalous learning 

structures. Specifically, Ellsworth argues for the importance of places as incitements to 

learning, as pedagogical hinges. She explains that anomalous places of learning are those 

unusual places that can change our habitual way of being and the way we respond to 

knowledge. She elaborates that such places open us up to change without our knowledge 

and impinges on us the moment we enter them. She elaborates that such places evoke 

bodily sensations and emotions before any cognitive stirring. She reiterates that since 

cognition is preceded by emotions and sensations, these places engage a learner on a much 
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deeper level. She explains that a change of ecological landscapes can act as “anomalous 

places of learning” (p. 4) and have the potential of being  “good enough holding 

environments” (p.32) or transitional spaces. She emphasizes that these anomalous places of 

learning can evoke a learning self  “whose individual memory, self, and the personal are 

put in a mutually transforming relation with collective history, others and the social” (p. 

41). 

Ellsworth (2005) gives poignant examples of anomalous places of learning and 

pedagogical hinges. For instance, she explains that museums can be a way of reliving a past 

event through a bodily and cognitive experience. Ellsworth describes the US Holocaust 

Memorial Museum as an anomalous place of learning—a place with a pedagogical intent 

that strives to engage the learner on a deeper level, to understand the event in embodied and 

emotional ways, in a way that she no longer feels like just a visitor but rather a participant 

in the event’s time and space. She explains that the museum doesn’t let a visitor settle but 

rather surprises or unsettles the visitor at every interaction, thus reminding her that 

holocaust is not an event of the past that has been laid to rest but one still an open wound 

yet healed. Such a museum works as an anomalous place of learning and becomes a 

pedagogical hinge and transitional space for the learning self.  

Ellsworth (2005) explains that pedagogy’s hinges invite the learner to traverse the 

transitional space that 

opens up the space and time between an experience and our habitual response to it. It 

gives us time and space to come up with some other way of being in relation at that 

moment. It introduces a stutter, a hesitation. It jams binary logics that keep self/other, 

inner/outer, individual/social locked in face to face opposition. (p. 64) 
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The learner transforms into a learning self as she is no longer separated from the event / 

experience in the transitional space and is living and learning this new knowledge 

simultaneously.  

Through strong bodily sensations and responses, the learning self gets engaged in the 

event of the experience, gets so caught up in it that it transitions into the event, becoming it. 

This profound experience or transition dissolves the physical and psychological boundaries 

of self/other, inner/outer, individual/social as we are no longer separated from the 

experience. In the holocaust museum the learning self is not a visitor or a spectator 

anymore but a participant caught up in the time and space of the event, in the knowledges 

and people of the time in relation to her in that moment. This new bodily and cognitive 

response to knowledge and learning introduces the known self to stutter, to pause and 

evokes the learning self to take over. This hesitation provides the space where we can 

experience both knowledge and ourselves in a different way as we experience a moment of 

departure from our previously known way of being and learning.  

It is this hesitation or stutter I experienced time and time again when engaged in the 

foreign curricular experience through pedagogical hinges such as art, dialogical space, 

keywords, and narrative at Queen’s University. Its physical surroundings along with its 

teaching and learning structures were the hinges that prompted learning and knowledge that 

changed me. And in this thesis, I share the moments – the pedagogical hinges – that opened 

me up to a new way of responding, feeling, and understanding. That opened me up to 

change; change not as a concrete singular event but as an evolving continuity. The kind of 

change that does not stop but continues without ceasing until we as selves are no longer 

who we used to be (Ellsworth, 2005).   
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Ellsworth (2005) views learning being a temporal or time travelling journey. Iqbal 

(1999) explains how the deeper analysis of conscious experience reveals that time as past, 

present and future becomes one in a learner’s consciousness and how a learner has the 

capability of synthesizing many moments across these boundaries into a singular moment 

or ‘pure time’. Iqbal explains the notion of pure time in these words: 

[It] is not a string of separate, reversible instants; it is an organic whole in 

which the past is not left behind, but is moving along with, and operating in, 

the present. And the future is given to it not as lying before, yet to be 

traversed; it is given only in the sense that it is present in its nature as an 

open possibility. (p. 21) 

My study makes meaning of my educational journey and shares my experiences of 

engaging transitional spaces and their effect on my self and identity as a Pakhtun. Thus, I 

conducted this research narratively, as an autobiography, in relation to my lived experience 

of a foreign curriculum. This study focuses on me as a Pakhtun student and how I perceive 

and narrate myself after the foreign curricular experience.  

Ellsworth (2005) explains that the transitional space provides the opportunity for the 

predisposed self and identity to experience the moment of dissolve and makes way for a 

new self or a learning self to emerge. In its experiencing of knowledge in the making, the 

learning self also experiences itself “in transition and in motion toward previously 

unknown ways of thinking and being in the world” (p. 16). However, she cautions about 

the difficulties that the moments of dissolve of identity and predisposed self may present 

and these difficulties can have serious implications for study abroad students.  
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She explains this moment of dissolve as a “crisis of learning” (p. 89). She elaborates 

on the feelings of a learning self in that transitional space where the learning self reflects 

“in the crisis that is learning, I am suspended in the space between losing myself and 

finding myself caught up with different knowledges and other people. In the moment of 

learning, I am simultaneously me and not me” (p. 89). Study abroad students are already 

away from everything familiar to them, and their only point of reference is their selves. 

Losing oneself can prove particularly onerous for a foreign student already dealing with the 

anxiety of culture shock and dislocation.  

Likewise, Wilkinson (1998) explains that for a foreign student the study abroad 

experience is not a “linear progression” and is fraught with the difficulty of provoking at 

times “a disturbing collapse in social functioning” (p. 34). Hence, study abroad experiences 

have the potential to position students within a transitional space and the change of place 

itself can play a vital role in it.   

This research derives from Ellsworth’s thesis that the change of the curricular 

space can become an anomalous place of learning and act as a  “catalyst for departure to 

somewhere else in our understandings of experience—somewhere that offers a fresh 

perspective on experience” (2005, p. 3). This study explored the possibility of the foreign 

curricular space becoming Ellsworth’s ‘anomalous place of learning’ through interpreting 

the experiences that a Pakhtun student narrates. Specifically, I was interested in the 

‘curricular space’. Curriculum as an embodiment of educational lived experience enfolds 

the temporal as well as spatial and social dimensions in its purview (Ellsworth, 2005; Pinar, 

2012). The curricular space is temporal and enfolds past, present and future and it is spatial 
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and social as it has a relational aspect as well.  

!
Ellsworth’s framework helps in understanding the nuances of a curricular space 

including the physical space of the learning environment. She explains that when a physical 

space is used with a pedagogical intent, it can lead to extraordinary learning experiences for 

students. She elaborates that curricular spaces have the potential to become the ‘anomalous 

places of learning’ (Ellsworth, 2005) where learners are enabled to experience both 

learning and themselves in novel ways.  She notes that such extraordinary learning 

experiences open avenues for learning that are not possible in traditional classroom 

environments and can lead to identity transformation of learners. I have used this 

framework to highlight the enormous potential of a foreign curricular space as becoming an 

anomalous place of learning and the pivotal role that it played in my identity transformation 

as a Pakhtun foreign student.  
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CHAPTER 3 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ABOUT STUDYING ABROAD 

This review of literature sheds light on the various studies conducted on the study 

abroad experience. I have included studies that highlight the potential benefits and 

challenges of studying abroad. I have also included studies that emphasize the role of 

personal narratives in the meaning making of a study abroad experience. The studies 

included are mainly quantitative and explain the nuances of the study abroad experience 

from particular perspectives. There are qualitative studies as well but they are from an 

outsider’s perspective and focus mainly on the study abroad experiences of East Asian 

students. However, there are very few studies that explore the foreign curricular experience 

of a learner through an in depth analysis of student’s educational journey abroad and its 

effects on her sense of self and identity. Also, these studies focus on the cultural and 

curricular difficulties from the standpoint of academic success and achievement and not 

from the point of view of study abroad experience as a transitional space with enormous 

potential for positive transformation.  

Furthermore, these studies are looking at the study abroad experience from the 

outside and not from the inside out; i.e., researchers are not utilizing their own lived 

experience for explicating a study abroad experience and hence are unable to provide an in-

depth analyses of the foreign curricular experience and its effects on the identity and 

agency of the study abroad students.  

Finally, there are no studies on the study abroad curricular experience of a female 

Pakhtun student and its effect on her sense of self and identity. 
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3.1 Potential Benefits of a Study Abroad Experience 

 Current research suggests that study abroad experiences can significantly impact 

students in higher education (IIE, 2004). With the increasing number of students 

participating in study abroad programs, the need for outcome-based research has intensified 

(Hansen, 2010). Study abroad is considered an experience with enormous potential (Wang 

et al., 2003; Gillian, 1995) with clearly associated advantages. These advantages include 

increased ethno-cultural empathy and global-mindedness that helps students adjust 

effectively in cross-cultural settings (Wang et al., 2003; Gillian, 1995). 

There have been many studies conducted on study abroad programs focusing on the 

potential advantages of a study abroad experience and on how to enhance this experience to 

the maximum. There have also been studies that focus on how to engage students in study 

abroad programs as these programs are essential for increasing student’s inter global 

competencies and help them perform and adjust better in the global market (Boggs, 

Borozan, & Hackney, 2012). For example, the business industry finances studies that can 

research the different factors that help or hinder the students from entering and flourishing 

in a study abroad program as they require business students to be globally competent. Most 

studies conducted in this area address issues of students’ intent to study abroad (Clark, 

Flaherty, Wright, & McMillan, 2009), factors contributing in facilitating or hindering the 

study abroad decision and execution (Fornerino, Sanchez, & Zhang, 2006) and the bearing 

of gender (Dessoff, 2006; Kim & Goldstein, 2005 & Lucas, 2009), socioeconomic status, 

cultural capital, social capital, marital status, age etc. on the intent and choice to study 

abroad (Pope et al., 2014). Studies have also been conducted to gauge student willingness 

to study abroad (Boggs, Borozan, & Hackney, 2012) and to investigate student experiences 
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and find out how a study abroad program impacts the identity of students (Ellwood, 2011).  

These studies are conducted in an American context and have mainly focused on short-term 

exchange programs.  

Across these studies, the results suggest that the intent and willingness for study 

abroad in students is driven by a desire for personal growth (Pope et al, 2011; Boggs, 

Borozan, & Hackney, 2012) and the existing literature and research is not enough and 

further research is required to understand the relationship of different variables that makes a 

study abroad experience more meaningful in terms of personal growth and increasing the 

inter cultural competency of students competing in a global market (Hansen, 2010; Boggs, 

Borozan, & Hackney, 2010).  

Boggs, Borozan, & Hackney (2010) in their research on the study abroad 

experience of American business students concluded that willingness to study-abroad and 

ensuring student participation in this enriching foreign educational experience is a complex 

process.  

This study developed a hypothesis and tested it with a sample of 300 students, 

mostly business undergrad students at a public Midwestern university. The basic purpose of 

the study was to investigate the preferences of students through a survey on various 

indicators so that the study abroad programs could be tailored accordingly. The study 

strived to find out the factors that would make short-term programs more palatable for 

business students while providing them with a rich cultural experience. They suggested that 

once the students immerse themselves in the host country’s culture, it is more likely that 

they will revisit for longer-term study abroad programs. With the recent increase in study 
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abroad programs in the area of international business, this study suggested that student 

participation is affected by personality traits and preferences and stressed the need of more 

research in this area as there are many factors that affect different people in different ways. 

They also suggested that in order to make study abroad experience more attractive and 

meaningful for students, it is essential that the driving factors of a study abroad decision 

and the characteristics of the study abroad experience be studied in more depth. This study 

had limitations as it derived its data solely from a survey and didn’t include in depth 

interviews of students. The sample was representative of traditional American undergrad 

students but did not include the perspectives of students of other countries. Due to the 

factors mentioned above, the results of the study could not be generalized. 

The Council on International Exchange’s 2006 publication explains that isolating 

what influences a study abroad decision for students is a very complex task and states “it is 

precisely the complexity of variables and process that makes the need for data so 

important” (Salisbury et al., 2009, p. 121). Boggs, Borozan & Hackney’s (2010) study 

mentioned above also concluded that the study abroad experience in short term programs 

typically leads to participation in longer term programs if the experience is positive and 

provides an opportunity for in depth engagement with the host culture. The researchers 

concluded that future research should explore how to increase the cultural impact of a 

short-term program on study abroad students. They also asserted that without a positive 

intercultural experience, students would not be willing to participate in longer-term 

programs. This research included many factors that affected students willingness to study 

abroad but holds that there is still a lot of room for further research in understanding these 

factors and in acquiring data that will help make study abroad programs more relevant and 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

27!

positive for students.  One means to understanding these factors for students can be through 

research on students’ lived experiences (Crawshaw, Callen & Tusting, 2010). My Masters 

research is a step in this direction.  

A study conducted by Hansen (2010) examined the impact of a study abroad 

experience on the levels of ethno-cultural empathy and global-mindedness of American 

students studying abroad. This study highlighted that since the world has become more 

globalized, the acquiring of cross-cultural skills has become even more essential (Hansen, 

2010).  This research suggests that higher education institutions recognize the importance 

of a study abroad experience in producing globalized graduates that can meet the needs of a 

globalized world. Similar studies highlight that studying abroad for American students 

increases their global mindedness, intellectual growth and personal development (Carlson 

& Widaman, 1998; Hutchins, 1996; Bates, 1997, Cash, 1993). The purpose of the study 

was to determine if a study abroad experience had any effect on the ethno-cultural empathy 

and global-mindedness of students who choose to study abroad compared to those that take 

a diversity course or those who do neither (control group) (Hansen, 2010). The sample 

included 76 university students. Among this group, 27 participants constituted the study 

abroad group; 24 students were from the diversity class; and 24 students from the other 

group. They all completed various instruments designed for the study that included a 

demographics questionnaire, scale of Ethno-cultural Empathy, and the Global-Mindedness 

Scale (Hansen, 2010). The hypothesis was that students who study abroad or had a previous 

experience of study abroad would show higher levels of both pre- and post-test global- 

mindedness and ethno-cultural empathy (Hansen, 2010).  
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The study concluded that a study abroad experience in itself is not a guarantee of 

acquiring a higher global-mindedness and increased ethno-cultural empathy but that these 

experiences do have the potential to increase both. This study provided the groundwork to 

exploring the potential benefits of a study abroad experience but since it was a quantitative 

study and ignored qualitative aspects, it did not provide a deep understanding of the study 

abroad phenomenon in relation to lived experience. Hansen (2010) suggested that further 

research and an in depth inquiry is required to understand the affective complexity of a 

study abroad experience.! 

Hadis (2005), on the other hand, focused on the academic gains from a study 

abroad experience and his study suggested that students develop an intrinsic curiosity and a 

better focus on academic studies once they return from a study abroad experience. The 

researchers agree on the benefits of a study abroad experience but still think that further 

research is required (Hansen, 2010) to understand the nuances of a study abroad experience 

and how to make it more meaningful for personal and professional growth of foreign 

students.  

My study explores the nuances of a singular study abroad experience and analyzes 

it through the method of currere. In this sense, this study is another step in research on 

study abroad experiences and exploring its enormous potential as a life transforming 

experience. 
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3.2 Challenges of the Study Abroad Experience and Mitigation Strategies 

A distinguishing feature of the current scholarship on study abroad program is that 

the majority has focused on the experience of U.S. students studying abroad in Western 

Europe and measures the learning outcomes in programs and courses designed specifically 

for them (Burrow, 2010). There have been studies conducted on the identity transformation 

of second language learners in study abroad programs as well that focus mainly on students 

in exchange programs (Ellwood, 2011; Pellegrino, 2005; Wilkinson, 1998). Study abroad 

literature, when dealing with the issue of cultural and academic difficulties in academia, has 

mainly focused on the experiences of East Asian students, and mostly in an Australian, 

British or American context (study abroad programs).  

There is extensive recent research in similar vein on study abroad programs in a 

Canadian context as well that explores the academic difficulties faced by international 

students and give suggestions on how to mitigate them. These studies are conducted mainly 

from the standpoint of the internationalization of curriculum in higher secondary education 

in Canada (Banks, 2004, Williams, 2008, Bond et al, 2003). Knight (1994) explains that 

internationalization is a broad term and includes not just recruitment of study abroad 

students or having study abroad programs in universities or making inclusive curricula but 

also includes policy making, administrative and institutional processes as well.  

Jane Knight is an expert in the study abroad and internationalization of higher 

education field and has conducted extensive research in this area. She stresses not only the 

internalization of core curriculum by infusing multicultural perspectives but also of the 

institution’s attitude towards international students and suggests a top down and bottom up 
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internationalization in teaching and learning practices in higher education (Knight, 1994). 

Williams (2008) also conducted a study that further highlighted research in the Canadian 

context and pointed out the academic difficulties that the western-centric curricula in higher 

education institutions in Canada pose for international study abroad students. Williams 

(2008) calls for an internationalization of the curriculum by reviewing the current curricula 

and pedagogy in the higher education institutions. Similarly, Caruana & Spurling’s (2007) 

study also highlights the Euro-centric curricula and pedagogy in higher educational 

institutions in UK and stresses that they be revised to meet the needs of study abroad 

students in their programs. My study takes this notion further by exploring not just the 

difficulties of a study abroad student but also the enormous potential of a study abroad 

experience as Ellsworth’s transitional space for international students. 

Durkin’s (2008) study explored the adaptation experiences of East Asian students in 

UK’s study abroad program. She researched the study abroad experience of East Asian 

Master students engaging the teaching and learning norms of the West. She studied how the 

East Asian students dealt with a different style, i.e., critical thinking and debate methods of 

learning. She conducted in-depth interviews and concluded that the students opted for a 

middle way approach to western academic norms and adopted them only to the level where 

they considered it was culturally congruent for them.  

She also noted that the East Asian students synergized the critical thinking method 

of the West but also applied their own cultural learning methodologies. This research 

highlights a very important aspect of study abroad programs that expects the international 

graduate students to adopt the Western ways of learning, research and writing without 

considering the fact that there may be alternative methods of learning and writing in other 
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parts of the world. My research strives at highlighting the potential of the study abroad 

experience and in the process identifies challenges and mitigation strategies as well. 

Although, this study does not aim to generalize as it is a personal narrative, it opens the 

conversation around some of the difficulties that can be common to people experiencing a 

foreign curriculum.  

Arkoudis et al., (2012) adds to the discussion of the challenges affecting a foreign 

student in a study abroad program through her study. They explain that to maximize the 

potential of a study abroad experience, one of the mitigating strategies can be an increased 

interaction between local and study abroad students They elaborate** that an increased 

interaction between local and study abroad students via curriculum has a positive effect on 

the learning of students in an Australian study abroad context.  

They suggest that curricular and co-curricular activities should be designed in a 

manner that encourages active participation of study abroad students and lead to collective 

learning. They also add that this mutual learning process would help international students 

adjust better and will also lead to effective co-construction of subject knowledge. They 

highlight that this process of learning through activities and integration is only possible if it 

becomes an integral part of the curriculum.  

Considering Australia’s study abroad program is the best in the world (The 

Economist, 2016), this study provides very important implications for the Canadian study 

abroad program. However, again these studies try to generalize the results of their research 

as a fit for all and don’t consider the complexity of the study abroad experience of people 

with various ethnicities, genders and cultures. They provide valuable insights but from the 
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outside in. My study however would try to explore into areas that have not been touched 

due to the generality of the study abroad research.  

In an ethnographic study, Ellwood (2011) analyzed the challenges that a group of 

foreign students from different countries in an Australian student exchange program faced 

and how they each dealt with it differently from others. The study was conducted to 

understand the nuances of a study abroad program in a particular pedagogical space and its 

impact on the identity of the foreign students. This study sheds light on the challenges that 

each individual student faced in their pedagogical space, how they were impacted 

relationally and how it helped or hindered their transformation from their previous selves.  

This study concluded that the assumptions of teachers regarding their students, their 

cultures and their personalities, the novelty of the cultural and pedagogical space, the 

personal problems of students and their ‘desire to change’ played a major role in the 

identity transformation process (Ellwood, 2011). However, this study was not conducted 

with a homogenous group of foreign students (i.e., students with almost similar 

backgrounds) and does not highlight the changes in identity that a certain culture would 

allow.  

An analysis of the literature discussed above depicts that the ongoing research in 

this regard is usually general in character and does not involve a particular ethnic group. As 

my research focuses on the curricular experience of a student belonging to a particular 

ethnic group studying abroad in a long-term program and its effect on her sense of self and 

identity, it is very different from the existing literature and studies. Viewing the foreign 

curriculum from Ellsworth’s (2005) lens of transitional space, this study is my story as a 
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Pakhtun female student and explains how I perceive and narrate myself after my foreign 

curricular experience.  

3.3 Use of Personal Narratives to Explore and Understand Study Abroad Experience 

Research suggests that use of personal narratives can prove to be particularly useful 

in understanding the nuances of a study abroad experience and also, in helping foreign 

students make meaning of their experience (Pellegrino Aveni, 2005). Crawshaw, Callen & 

Tusting (2010) conducted a study on the use of personal narratives and their benefits for 

study abroad students. In their paper, as a part of the The Interculture Project (1997-2000), 

they elaborate on the relationship between student diary writing and the way it works 

towards the formation of personal identity in cross-cultural situations. One of the prominent 

features of the project was the very large number of diaries that were written by students 

during their residence abroad that proved to be very valuable data.  

This U.K based project basically provided support to the students of higher 

education during their residence abroad by studying the possible hindrances and obstacles 

that stunt their intercultural competence. Their analysis suggested  “the existence of an 

‘intercultural self’ whose identity is contained within the dynamic of one’s own language” 

(p. 3). They draw from Ricoeur’s (1992) notions of identity and self and posit that 

attestation or active narration implies witnessing, affirming and confirming the existence of 

the self (Crawshaw; Callen & Tusting, 2010).  

This study also emphasized the inclusion of writing practices and texts in the 

curriculum that facilitate foreign students and makes them more adept at shifting from one 

cultural gestalt to another. This study provides a platform and a valuable insight into the 
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consideration of narrative as a vehicle of exploring the self and identity in the foreign 

context. The study concluded that creative writing should be strongly emphasized as a 

medium of exploring the self in relation to other people while living in a culturally 

unfamiliar environment. 

3.4 Summary 

My research hopes to speak to the blind spots of the existing research by exploring 

a personal story of studying abroad from a contemporary curricular perspective. 

Specifically, in contrast to previous quantitative studies, I use autobiography or personal 

narrative research to elucidate the personal, to make intelligible the embodied meaning of 

the study abroad experience (Nash, 2004). Nash (2004) emphasizes that this form of 

research not only speaks for the underrepresented and disenfranchised but can also lead to 

“stunning self insights” (p. 3). As such, this research is imperative to finding my identity as 

a female Pakhtun student engaging a foreign curricular space. 

!
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CHAPTER 4 
 

METHODOLOGY 

A qualitative research methodology was used for this study because it allows 

researchers to “study things in their natural settings attempting to make sense of, or 

interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 

1994, p. 2). Geertz (1983) explains that focusing on the local and specific is a worthy 

objective rather than asserting the validity and development of a ‘grand narrative.’ 

Autobiography provides the space for exploring an insider’s perspective toward a 

phenomenon, such as foreign curricular experience.  

 This study involved autobiograpahical inquiry to narrate and analyze the curricular 

experience of the researcher and the implications of such an experience. Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) explain that narrative allows the researcher “to understand in more 

complex and nuanced ways the storied experiences of individuals as they compose storied 

lives on storied landscapes” (p.71). Narrative inquiry attends to three commonplaces that 

enable a researcher to get an in depth view of the phenomenon under study: temporality, 

sociality and space (Clandenin &Connelly, 2000). 

Narrative inquiry provided me with what Clandenin and Connelly call a “three 

dimensional space” in which the research is located and fills the researcher with the sense 

of dislocation by compelling her to go back and forth between a  “remembered past in one 

place to a present moment in another, all the while imaginatively constructing an identity 

for future” (p. 55). A narrative approach helped me go back and forth, constructing myself 

narratively. In writing my story, I travelled back through my memories and reconstructed 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

36!

what happened. It is through writing and reflection that I found the events, the pedagogical 

hinges, that shaped my learning self.  

In writing my story, I am a Pashtun woman but also a teacher and student of a foreign 

curriculum in a foreign land. This new foreign experience adds layers to my narrative 

identity (Ricoeur, 1992)—the identity I create through this narrative. This identity is not the 

same as my previous one. The time and space of past events have been opened in the 

narrative and relived by me as I wrote my learning through the narrative. Therefore 

narrative knowing is premised on “as ifs” (Luce-Kapler, 1999) and not on the concreteness 

of the memory itself. It’s not about remembering the event correctly but rather reliving it, 

all the while asking ourselves, Was it really like this? Why would I do that or feel that way? 

What stopped me from doing that? Was that really what I wanted to do? Who benefits from 

it? What if? Narration is a voluntary act, a self aware act but not a linear progression. It is 

more of a movement between the now and the then and the future. It is risky at times as 

narratives can evoke unpleasant memories and bring forth pain and instability and shock. In 

reconstructing the story that is an event past and relived through writing, I reconstructed 

myself.  

Narrative inquiry begins with the researcher’s  “autobiographically oriented 

narrative” (p. 41) that is linked with the research problem or question (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000). My narrative is stimulated by my interest to explore foreign curricular 

experience as a transitional space. 

 Bruner (1991) explains that to express and find oneself through autobiography 

“seems to be intersubjective or “distributed” in the same way as one’s “knowledge is 

distributed beyond one’s head to include friends and colleagues to whom one has access, 
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the notes one has filed, the books one has on one’s shelves” (p. 76). The autobiographical 

narrative was the process of going into memory, revisiting all the places that informed my 

educational experience and the recollecting all the bits and pieces that constitute me.  

This narrative has helped me deconstruct my identity and my foreign curricular 

experience and reconstruct both afresh through an analytic framework rooted in currere. 

Autobiography and approaching the phenomenon under study narratively, is a part of 

currere because Pinar (2012) emphasizes autobiographically analyzing one’s curricular 

experience. 

Bruner (1986) posits in Actual Minds, Possible Worlds that language is the vehicle 

of not only transmitting reality but also constituting it. He explains that language in the 

form of discourse enables us to “subjunctivize reality” by providing the space for multiple 

perspectives and polysemy (p. 26). He states that it allows us both as writers and readers to 

be “trafficking in the human possibilities rather than in settled certainties” (p. 26). In other 

words, when we narrate our story, we subjunctivize our reality and identity as a self and, 

like our story, we ourselves traffic between the possibilities of all that we could become.  

Luce-Kapler (1999) expanding on Bruner’s notion of writing as an unfinished 

product and fraught with possibilities states, “when we write literary texts such as fiction, 

poetry, autobiography, or memoir, we initiate performances of meaning that subjunctivize 

reality” (p. 268) Narrating my story as a Pakhtun self in a study abroad program enabled 

me to subjunctivize my reality and found my possibilities by reconstructing my sense of 

self and identity. Ricoeur (1992) explains the notion of constructing one’s experiences and 

identity through narration in his book Oneself as Another by stating,  “The narrative 

constructs the identity of the character, what can be called his or her narrative identity, in 
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constructing that of the story told. It is the identity of the story that makes the identity of the 

character” (p. 147–48). 

Luce-Kapler (2004) in her book, Writing With, Through, and Beyond the Text: An 

Ecology of Language, explains how writing practices give women agency and enable 

them to view themselves and their reality through a kaleidoscope of possibilities. Luce-

Kapler (1999) explains in As if Women Writing that there has been a paradigmatic shift in 

understanding the concept of ‘identity’ due to the works of feminists and post 

structuralists. Identity is no longer considered as a fixed entity and that according to 

scholars, like Bruner, identity can be reconstructed and re-written as it is a product of 

various forms of discourse that “constructs us as a narrative” (p. 273).  

Ricoeur (1992) further recognizes two facets of identity: (a) ipse identity, and  (b) 

idem identity (p. 1). Ricoeur explains that idem identity is the ‘sameness’ of identity that 

remains constant throughout the lifetime and includes among other things an individual’s 

fingerprints, DNA etc. However the ipse identity is the identity that a person derives from 

life experiences and is open to change at any point in life (Ricoeur, 1992). He posits that 

there are myriad of factors that can affect the ipse identity of a person and can evoke the 

experience of oneself as ‘another’ (p. 3). This notion of ‘oneself as another’ is what I 

experienced in the transitional space as a new self or learning self (Ellsworth, 2005).  

Along with the notions of idem and ipse identities, Ricoeur (1992) explains yet 

another facet of identity –– the narrative identity. Narrative identity brings out the ipseite or 

selfhood of a self. Ricoeur (1992) explains his notion of narrative identity as an identity 

that can only be understood, brought together and constructed through the narrative of the 

self. More specifically, he posits that identity is not fully known to even the self that 
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assumes it, until it uncovers its own pieces when it weaves the narrative of self.  Ricoeur 

(1992) states that narrative identity of the person (character) plays the mediating role 

between the two poles of sameness (idem) and selfhood (ipse) by putting the identity to the 

test of “imaginative variations” (p.148). These imaginative variations or subjunctive facets 

of self are not merely tolerated in the narrative but they are engendered and actively sought 

out in the process of narration (p.148).  

Narrative bestows the power of “configuration” on identity leading to concordance 

or arrangement of facts in its story and the discordant nature of the changing plot of life 

(p.141). In Time and Narrative, Ricoeur (1990) explains that  ‘to narrate is to deploy an 

imaginary space in which experiments involving thought processes and moral judgment can 

be conducted in hypothetical mode’ (p. 200). As a Pakhtun student in a study abroad 

program I needed this imaginary space to reconstruct my narrative identity (Crawshaw, 

Callen & Tusting, 2010). 

4.1 Data Collection and Analysis 

Autobiographical research provides the opportunity of purposeful sampling. I have 

provided a rich and thick description of my lived experience through artifacts and artistic 

expressions (Patton, 2002). My reflex journal, poems, paintings and sculptures that I have 

compiled over my foreign curricular experience facilitate a deeper understanding of my 

narrative identity and provide the data for my study. Patton (2002) explains that the story of 

the researcher can present an “information-rich case” (Patton, 2002, p. 242) and, for my 

research, my educational story will provide a deeper insight into the curricular experience 

of foreign students.  
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Primary sources of data or field texts (Chang, 2008) included my narrative based 

on my lived experiences of curriculum which is not a linear story but is more like a 

montage, with various frames stitched together (Pinar, 2012). My narrative constitutes 

different curricular moments that are drawn from memory but with help of the reflections 

in my journals, poetry that I have done and poetry by others that has inspired me over the 

years of my undergraduate and graduate program at Queen’s and my paintings, sculptures 

and drawings that depict the emotional journey of engaging foreign curricular space.  

 4.2 Chronicling and Inventorying Strategies 

Chang (2008) emphasizes chronicling and inventorying strategies for organizing 

memory data for analysis and interpretation in autobiographical research (p.72). I created 

an autobiographical timeline with significant curricular experiences and events that have 

been instrumental in my foreign curricular journey (Akua Prah, 2010). This organization of 

data stimulated and elicited data from my memory and the analytic framework of currere 

(Pinar, 2012) helped me analyze and synthesize the data (Akua Prah, 2010).  

My curricular moments and artifacts were analyzed through the method of currere. I 

wrote down each curricular moment, through evoking memory of the moment, and used my 

journal to add details. I have kept a reflex journal for exercising reflexivity and self-

analysis as emphasized by Chang (2008) throughout my analysis process.  

Paintings, sculptures and drawings were first used as stimuli to elicit the curricular 

moments from memory. In the beginning, they helped like a photo album does, bringing 

memory to life and to the forefront of thought. But they were also a product of curricular 

moments that I experienced over the years and the affects of those moments were 
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condensed in the bodies of these artifacts. After writing the moment, they became a source 

of insights into what the words couldn’t describe. They provided ballast to the memory as 

they depicted what I felt bodily and cognitively in that moment. 

Similarly, my poems were also the reactions / reflections of my curricular moments. 

These artifacts informed me while compiling my curricular journey and hopefully would 

inform the reader /receivers of what I felt and how I transformed through various curricular 

moments. They are also an insight into how a foreign curricular space moved me. 

My narrative is written in italics. My poems have been coded L and the poems 

included from Rumi and Omar Khayyam have their names beside them. All the paintings, 

drawings and sculptures are mine, compiled through the years at Queen’s.  

I used the poems and paintings to inform and triangulate the narrative curricular 

moments. After stitching the frames of a curricular moment that included the narrative, 

poetry and paintings, I used currere to analyze the data as a “montage” (Pinar, 2012, p. 

139). Pinar describes montage as a composite whole of various pieces including text, music 

or pictures. He explains that it is through currere that we can find these various fragments 

and combine them to make an intelligible and comprehensible composition.  For analysis 

and synthesis, the method of currere suggests using our personal and collective histories, 

identities and erudition.  

4.3 Currere as an Analytical Framework 

This research is based on the notion of curriculum not as a set of documents or 

learning and writing exercises but as a lived experience that we embody and that constitutes 
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who we become after such an experience (Pinar, 2012). Freire (1970) explains, “[the] act of 

knowing involves a dialectical movement which goes from action to reflection and from 

reflection upon action to a new action” (p.13). Pinar’s method of currere provides the three 

dimensional space for such dialectical movement and the ground for new understandings 

and action. For this research, Pinar’s method of currere is used as an analytical framework 

for analyzing the narrative curricular moments. 

 Pinar (2012) describes the method of currere as that “infinitive form of 

curriculum” (p. 5) that helps the students make meaning of their identity as well as their 

present reality by complicating both. Pinar (2012) explains that the method of currere helps 

the learner to exist temporally and embody the experience of returning to the past and also 

of living in the imagined future. Such a temporal existence provides the insight for the 

student of currere to understand why the present and herself are in a particular shape and 

what could be done to bring the present and herself to a shape that ensures the desired or 

imagined future.  

Currere is both an individual and a collective enterprise as it encompasses our 

academic knowledge, our own history and the history of all others in relation to us and a 

vision of future that lies ahead as an open, attainable possibility (Pinar, 2012). 

 Pinar states that curriculum constitutes the educational experience of a student, 

which includes all that the student goes through in the process of learning. He highlights 

that curriculum is a complicated conversation because it demands an autobiographical yet 

academic journey that transcends the past, present and future, weaving them together to 

make sense of the self and the public sphere.  In his view, this complicated conversation 

would lead the student and teacher into a reconstruction of their own identity and at the 
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same time of the public sphere they engage in. He explains that transcending subjectively 

into a ‘third space,’ where one becomes a participant in the public sphere while still 

maintaining a room of one’s own, is what the complicated conversation aspires to.  

Pinar (2012) explains that the first step of the curricular exercise must include 

autobiography. He explains that it is through a personal story that the curricular moment is 

theorized in personal history. He elaborates that through an autobiography we dialogue 

with the moment individually and reflect on it. After the individual complicated 

conversation with the self, the personal story is shared with the collective or the public 

sphere. In the public sphere, personal understanding is expanded through alternate 

understandings of those in relation to us. After this sharing, once again the individual 

reflects on the moment and its future implications.  Finally, “possibilities of change in 

future are examined” (Kanu & Glor, 2006, p. 104).  

Pinar (2012) explains that currere is a process consisting of four steps: regressive, 

progressive, analysis and synthesis. He suggests that the regressive step is essential because 

it enables the learner to explore her own past through a personal story and the past of all 

others as members of the public sphere as history holds the answers to understanding why 

the present is what it is today.  

The progressive step is to look at the possibilities and promises the future holds, 

keeping history, academic experience, and present difficulties and challenges in view. He 

defines the analysis and synthesis as the processes where the insights from the regressive 

and progressive phase are analyzed and made meaning from and implications are drawn 

from this analysis for the present and future action. 

 Currere enables a student of curriculum to complicate her identity and the reality 
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surrounding her and rise above them through intellectual analysis and synthesis. An 

example of this movement for a teacher would be theorizing a teaching moment through a 

personal story. In revisiting of the moment through currere (regressively), she will discover 

those aspects of the moment and of her teacher self that she had not known before. She will 

be reliving the moment, and in this reliving, would change the memory/ moment in order to 

improve and enhance the impact of the same moment or a similar moment in future. In so 

doing, she experiences a change in herself.  

Currere is curriculum. It helps the student move away from the center of all that she 

is familiar with, from the center of a curricular moment, and provides an opportunity to 

envision a plurality of centers (Pinar, 2012). Currere does not force a view on her but rather 

invites her to engage the problematic of the present in order to resolve it. Currere initiates 

the process of meaning making from something that the student holds most familiar—her 

own self and her history.  

She will also have to employ the history of all those that are a part of the public 

sphere where the problematic is spinning and spiraling. She will also need academic 

knowledge that she has and will also have to use the knowledges of those in relation to her 

as well as she would need a depth and breadth of knowledge as she is engaged in a much 

deeper meaning making that requires in-depth analyses.  

Currere provides an opportunity for the learner to open up the past, present and 

future as well as her identity for fresh scrutiny and work on it as a project in progress and 

not as a finished product. In this research, by engaging currere, I had to relive each 

curricular moment by temporally transcending past, present and future to understand its 
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nuances. This temporal movement was imperative to understanding and interpreting the 

problematic of each curricular moment and its implications for my identity. The curricular 

moment was a mere thought or memory before writing gave it appearance and body on the 

plane of narrative (van Manen, 1989) and currere helped in its interpretation and made 

meaning of it. Both writing and currere were essential to explicating the curricular moment 

and the transformation in my identity that was the result of the moment. 

Once the moment was given a body, I detached myself from it and moved past the 

naïve story telling (Fowler, 2006). Fowler explains that naïve story telling is the first stage 

of narrative writing where memory is prodded to relive and write the curricular moment.  

She elaborates that once this stage is complete, the researcher must move forward towards 

objective analyses of the moment. I used the curricular moment for the purpose of objective 

analysis of the problematic that each curricular moment presented. I analyzed the 

problematic of each curricular moment in the light of my own history, prior knowledge and 

the histories of those in relation to me and their knowledges as the method of currere 

warrants. I would refer to those in relation to me (my colleagues, classmates, and teachers) 

as my collective. My learning experience was never devoid of their presence. The 

collective provided alternative meanings and understandings that as an individual were not 

possible. 

 Currere is not mere retrospection and finding the problematic but its basic purpose 

is autobiographically conducting an active, informed analysis and meaning making (Pinar, 

2012). In the synthetical moment, I interpreted my understanding of the problematic and 

the meaning that I derived from the curricular moment. Synthesis helped stitch the frames 

together that have been constructed through careful analysis. Synthesis brought to light the 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

46!

future possibilities of my self and the reconstructed public sphere. 

One such problematic that ran like a vein through all of the curricular moments was 

my ‘anomalous identity’ after the foreign curricular experience. In reflecting on the 

problematic that each curricular moment presented to me as a female Pashtun student 

engaging a foreign curricular space, I used the narrative’s three dimensional space to 

temporally visit the past, present and future and reevaluate the problematic of the moment: 

• I travelled into the past to engage my history and histories of others in relation to me in 

the regressive moment and looked deeper into the reasons and lessons that past 

presented with respect to the problematic and to my identity.  

• My poems, paintings, drawing and sculptures all augmented the curricular moment. It 

provided valuable insights into the memory of my foreign curricular experience. They 

also helped in depicting the curricular moment in detail and provided insights where 

words were unable to explain them. Eisner (1993) explains that it is the arts that “give 

us insights that inform us in the special ways that only artistically rendered forms make 

possible” (p. 7).  

• In the progressive moment and after the learning from the insights of the past, I 

traversed the present and moved to the future to see the future implications of the 

problematic and the possibilities that it holds in its folds. 

• I engaged my history, collective histories of those in relation to me. I also employed the 

knowledge I acquired previously and the new knowledges that were co-constructed 

with those in relation to me in the public sphere. Also, I engaged the theories and 

reading materials that informed me throughout my foreign curricular journey. 
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• Analysis helped me make meaning of the curricular moments keeping all of the above 

in view.  

• Through sysnthesis, I connected the dots of past, present and future. It helped me put 

things into perspective and provided ground for future action. 

• Figure 4.2a and 4.2b explains the method of currere pictorially. 

•  

Figure 4.2a 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

48!

Currere 
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                  Regressive                                                                         Progressive 

         Past                                                                                  Future 
 
 
 

                                                  Analysis 

 

Synthesis  

Figure 4.2b 

 

Currere is this process of reinterpretation of ourselves and the reconstruction of the 

public sphere through an informed analyses of the problematic of the present. It identified 

the knots in identity. Currere also precipitated the changes and affects that helped me 

identify the transition of the foreign curricular space into Ellsworth’s transitional space and 

my self into a learning self. Ellsworth’s transitional space framework was used to read the 

transitions of the curricular space into a transitional space and my self into a learning self. 

Autobiography became the vehicle where my self became a “place of knowing, 

exploring and understanding” (Vine, 2012, p.37).  The place of knowing was me as I was 

“living the data” (Patton, 2002, p. 65) but currere moved me from clinging to the past or 

present, not limiting myself to the already known. Currere propelled me towards the 

unforeseen future to be able to discern the possibilities of my identity in ways not yet 

colonized in my mind or in the minds of the others (Pinar, 2012). 
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4.4 Rigor  

As Nash (2004) explains rigor in narrative research is a matter of focusing on analysis 

and synthesis and presenting analyses and syntheses in an intelligible manner. I have used 

multiple sources of data as opposed to just relying on memory, or a single data source, to 

provide evidence of my learning through my foreign curricular experience. I have 

explicated and used an analytic framework, currere, to synthesize my curricular journey in 

a structured manner, to bring transparency to my analysis process. 

Clandenin & Connelly (2000) explain that narrative inquiry needs the three-

dimensional space to lead to deeper understanding and elicit deeper insights into lived 

experience. However, my narrative is more of a “fractal geometry” (Davis, Sumara & 

Luce-Kapler, 2010, p.18) where reliving and writing of the curricular moments is 

simultaneous, cyclic and sporadic as opposed to linear and chronological. Davis, Sumara & 

Luce-Kapler (2010) explain fractal geometry as a geometric assemblage of the lived 

moments that become immanent on the plane of the narrative and “each part is included not 

so much to add more detail, but to compel re-interpretation and elaboration of what has 

already been written, thus giving rise to new interpretative possibilities. Each new section 

requires a revising of how previous sections are read” (p. 18).  

My thesis is the fractal geometry of insights that does not make an attempt to reduce 

or undermine (Nash, 2004) but rather enlarge complex phenomena. It is the assemblage of 

insights that accepts lived experiences, relationships and their written representations, as a 

complexity.  I have tried to engage the reader through evocative and emotional stories, 

stories that were inside my skin and were the stuff of my being, and then, analyzed those 
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stories to make narrative meaning from them (Nash, 2004 & Denzin, 2006) 

4.5 Validity and Generalizability 

 Ellis (2003) explains in relation to autobiographical and auto-ethnographic research 

to look for “validity in terms of what happens to readers as well as to research participants 

and researchers” (p.124). She explains that validity means “that our work seeks 

verisimilitude; it evokes in readers a feeling that the experience described is lifelike, 

believable, and possible” (p.124). My lived experience and academic erudition has 

informed my narrative and have helped me find my voice, at the same time as I 

communicated with readers. Ellis explains that the validity of a research is dependent upon 

its provocation of feelings that improve us as individuals and as a community. Nash (2004) 

explains autobiography as valuable to researchers and practitioners as, “scholarly personal 

narratives” liberate researchers from abstract, impersonal writings and “touch readers’ lives 

by informing their experiences” (p. 28). The notion of the autobiography having the power 

to touch lives bestows validity on it as a research methodology. 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain that memory alone can be questioned as 

the only source of data as its liable to omissions and distortions and emphasizes on the 

pivotal importance of field texts as they “help fill in the richness, nuance, and complexity 

of the landscape, returning the reflecting researcher to a richer, more complex, and puzzling 

landscape than memory alone is likely to construct” (p. 83). It is for this reason that I have 

used field texts that include my recollections from memory, my reflections on my 

curricular experiences compiled over my study abroad journey, my paintings, sculptures 

and poems and poems of others that have inspired me over the years. All of my field texts 

have helped me in triangulating my lived data between these sources and external sources 
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to bring rigor to my research. 

This research endeavors at resonance rather than generalizability. Ellis (2003) 

explains that readers test the generalizability of a researcher’s story and they determine 

whether the story speaks to them about either their own experiences or the experiences of 

those that they know. Ellis notes that in autobiographical research, since it intends at 

resonating with readers lived experiences, it opens up rather than close down a 

conversation (p. 22). In this research, the whole idea was to take the complicated 

conversation of foreign curricular experience (Pinar, 2012) with oneself to others in the 

public sphere. 
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CHAPTER 5 

MY NARRATIVE  

Coming to Canada in 2010 was not a simple 

decision for us as a family. It was different than 

our previous travels and stays abroad. We went 

to the U. S.  for my husband’s law degree and 

once it culminated, we went back home. Coming 

to Canada was different because we planned for 

our children’s future. Coming from Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan, to Canada meant 

deciding a very different future for our children. 

We were excited, afraid, and driven, all at the same time. Most people around me warned 

me that I was putting the future of my children at risk.  

People warned me that my three girls would lose their values and would not be able 

to find a husband due to the infestation of the foreign culture. Sadly, a bright future for a 

girl from my culture means finding a husband and not achieving equality in education or a 

career (Lewis, 1986). It meant exposing them to a foreign culture that could potentially 

distort their cultural and religious capital or worse still, annihilate it altogether. Many 

reprimands and tormenting indecisive moments later, my husband and I decided that we 

could not blindfold our children in order for them to continue our cultural and religious 

legacy. We wanted them to understand and embrace both, but we also wanted them to have 

a choice.  

I was wondering  

How to start the conversation 

The complicated  

The necessary 

And then a little voice inside 

Whispered, soliloquized 

‘I’ have things to say to you 

If only you care to listen…(L) 
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Someday when my children write their narratives, their stories would be completely 

different than mine as we started our lives from different places. For me Canada was a 

different world, living in USA for a year, prepared me a little for the culture shock but it 

was the educational and curricular shock that moved me in so many different ways that I 

don’t recognize my own physiognomy anymore. I hope to find myself in my narrative until I 

learn more and change more. With this narrative, which is a montage of my curricular 

moments, I take the pieces and join them together in order to speak my experience and my 

identity as a foreign Pashtun female student. Yes, I add female because gender defines our 

roles for us the moment we are born in the Pakhtun society or sadly even in this society 

(Lewis, 1989).  

A Pakhtun man in a foreign land would transition into the society in a very different 

manner than a Pakhtun woman. I do not want to make assumptions about a Pakhtun man’s 

experience and will only be explaining mine, but is absolutely pivotal to acknowledge that 

before this curricular journey, I was only a Pakhtun woman – that if being a woman and 

being Pakhtun, say, had yellow and red colors, I would be a color orange. 
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5.1 CURRICULAR MOMENTS AND ARTIFACTS: FRACTALS OF A GEOMETRY 

As a foreign student, my curricular journey was 

rife with struggles. Struggles, more on the inside than 

on the outside but many a times, it was the outside 

and its relational aspects that would initiate the inner 

grappling. At times, only the feeling of being in a 

foreign curricular space and its physical dimensions 

would do the unsettling all by itself; it was an 

unsettling that started with the bodily sensations and 

later on created space for cognitive ones (Ellsworth, 2005). But then I feel that no 

experience ever transforms a self without unsettling something inside it first (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 1987). It must first move the self to stir ambiguity, chaos and resistance and then 

move towards change and harmony. It is the chaos that leads first to ‘self-shattering’ and 

then in the synthetical moments of currere to self-mobilization and self-formation (Pinar, 

2012, p. 138). 

 The foreign curricular experience and the change of my identity as a foreign Pashtun 

female student, however, cannot be explained without the help of thinking this experience 

and myself as a complexity (Davis & Sumara, 2006). Complexity theory treats us and our 

learning as complex systems that cannot be reduced to its parts like a machine (Davis & 

Sumara, 2006). This thesis is not an attempt to reduce the phenomenon of a foreign 

curricular experience to the simplest level but rather to treat each curricular moment and 

moment of self-revelation as parts of a fractal geometry (Sumara, Davis & Luce-Kapler, 

The blessed time of my youth passes 

by, 

I pour out the wine of my oblivion 

Bitter it is, and thus it pleases me 

For this bitterness is the zest of my 

life 

Omar Khayyam (p. 71-72) 
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2010, p. 7).  Each fractal image in this geometry is complicated and complete in itself and 

is equally important to explain the larger whole.  

Each image enfolds in its fabric a pattern of the other parts of the complex system 

(Sumara, Davis & Luce-Kapler, 2010). In short, it is not linear but upon a closer look a 

recurring pattern can be found in all the big and small parts of the complex system. My 

thesis encompasses these artifacts as parts of a complex whole—my curricular 

experience— and they are the fractal images explaining a complex phenomenon. These 

fractal images expand interpretations of the written moments as “each part is included not 

so much to add more detail but to compel re-interpretation and elaboration of what has 

already been written, thus giving rise to new interpretive possibilities. Each new section 

requires a revisiting of how previous sections are read”(Sumara, Davis & Luce-Kapler, 

2010, p. 18). 

 As a female Pashtun student with an immense responsibility to succeed, there were 

always recurring themes that ran parallel in my consciousness, the themes that I unpack in 

this thesis / narrative using narrative as a vehicle and incorporating artifacts in the forms 

of paintings and poems as I unfold these themes for myself, and the reader. These artifacts 

have been collected over a period of five years at the university.  

My Master’s took much longer than usual because of health issues and two surgeries. 

I still await more. It also took longer as I had to go home to tend to my mother. My mother 

is an integral part of my self. Her voice and feelings are always floating inside mine. I feel 

like she is a vein that runs deep through me. I think my resilience is her gift and that she 

lives and speaks in the cadences of the voice I have found in my narrative. My reflections 

that came out as poems are conversations with her. I always felt she understood my inner 
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struggles as she fought harder for me than I did for myself. Without her unrelenting 

support, I couldn’t have continued my educational journey. It was her force and energy 

that kept me going despite all odds. She indeed is a force to reckon with.  

In writing my narrative, I am sharing some of the artifacts that I think would be 

helpful in understanding the grappling of a foreign Pashtun student in the foreign 

curricular space. I didn’t explain my inspiration behind the poems and art pieces 

deliberately and wanted to leave it wide open to the reader’s interpretation. Art and poetry 

invoked insights from the deepest depths of my being and I believe that they will speak 

themselves to the readers. However, I have woven them with the curricular moments to 

bring clarity to each moment as I believe that these artifacts explicate even those parts of 

the moment that I have overlooked or didn’t have the right words to put into writing. They 

depict each moment in a more nuanced way and are meant to engage the visual faculty of 

the reader/ receiver as well.  

5.1.1 Poetry  

I have written poems throughout my journey and have included some to elaborate the 

curricular moments. Somerville et al., (2011) suggest that “poetry invokes a different sort 

of knowing that is at once more immediate and more subtle” (p. 49). They explain that 

poetry is useful for communicating because it weaves an imagery in the reader’s mind that 

cannot be evoked through flat representation of language. Perraudin (2008) provides 

further ballast to this notion of poetry as having the ability to invoke a deeper knowing by 

stating that poetry has a “vitality of the word which creates, in its flight, a reality bursting 

with nuances that surpass reality signified by natural language” (p. 474). I chose to write 

poetry because it condensed meaning in fewer words. I didn’t have many words but I really 
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needed expression. I was in a liminal state and oscillated between places and moments. 

Poems provided the temporality and flexibility that made the movement between past, 

present and future easier and natural (Somerville et al., 2011). It provided the same 

temporal movement during analysis through the method of currere and I believe it’s going 

to do the same for the readers. 

5.1.2 Painting/ drawing / Sculpting 

All these drawings and paintings were shared with 

my Art Professor and she kept them for me for all 

these years and I just recently asked for them so I 

can include them in the thesis. Behind every 

painting there are sayings from Jalal Ud Din Rumi 

(1207-1273), a celebrated Sufi Poet and mystic 

from ‘Balkh’, a city of Khorasan, which is the 

present day Afghanistan. He is a constant source of 

inspiration and will always be.  

These drawings, paintings and sculptures 

provide the visual dimension to my narrative and 

will hopefully augment the meaning making intended from these curricular moments. I 

found in my curricular journey that a picture can say more than a thousand words and 

listen to a million more. I hope that they would speak to me as the art pieces spoke to me in 

my classrooms in the foreign curricular space. 

To narrate my anomalous identity and my foreign curricular experience, I have 

stitched the frames of curricular moments and the artifacts that were used as a medium of 

I draw and paint my self 

My background is black 

My color is grey and white 

There is nothing bright 

It’s melancholy and bland 

There is nothing grand 

But a little voice and a little gasp 

Try to listen in your inner depths 

Try to move with the resonance 

amidst the dissonance. (L) 
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expression and that spoke for me when I had no voice, into a montage (Pinar, 2012, p. 139) 

for the reader to see, read, feel and hopefully find resonance. 

Each curricular moment is a montage made of artifacts that includes poems, 

drawings, paintings, and sculptures. As a reminder, the curricular moment is an 

assemblage of various pieces to provide maximum clarity of the experience. 

 5.1.3 The Art Classroom, the Corridor of Uncertainty and the Desire of Flight 

Queen’s University was the crystal palace of 

ultimate superior knowledge for me. The sprawling 

campus on the lakefront was at once both picturesque 

and so very intimidating. West Campus, however, was 

an isolated labyrinth, a vast expanse but lackluster 

when compared to the main campus. Running from 

floor to floor for classes after the gap of almost 8 

years was exhilarating and scary in the same breath. 

Panting, I reached my art class and reluctantly went inside. The walls had other students’ 

art displayed on them and there were many people. There was something there. I can’t 

really put it into words but I felt more overwhelmed than usual. Now looking back I 

understand that it was my liminal state and “liminality that has no words” (Somerville et 

al., 2011, p. 15). The task of coming back to university as a mature foreign student and to 

keep pace with the energy and technological advancement of the foreign curricular space 

was very challenging and daunting. It overwhelmed me on so many levels. And then by the 

stroke of destiny I chose Art instead of Drama in my B.Ed. program.  

Art is art  

Hidden in colors, lines and dots 

It is meaning and essence 

It’s the ever-present past 

It’s the everlasting future 

It’s that fleeting moment 

When light meets dark. (L) 
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I absolutely knew nothing about Art before taking the class and I still don’t except it 

makes me want to communicate, it makes me want to speak. For me art meant drawing 

things like a house, an apple, the arterial or venous system or the distillation equipment. I 

just liked looking at art pieces but even in that department, my experience was close to 

negligible. The first day of Art class was mesmerizing but in an uncomfortable way. It was 

overpowering at times. It made my chest constrict and moved me in a way that is very hard 

to describe in words. The moment I stepped inside the classroom, I would start feeling 

inundated by the noise welling up inside me. In one moment I would hear so many voices 

inside my head and the dread of a storm coming and in the very next one, I would feel a 

strong desire to run away or break free. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

60!

Painting Exhibit 3 

A storm is coming. 

Out beyond the ideas of right doing and wrong-doing, there is a field, I will meet you there, 

where the soul lies in that grass, the world is too full to talk about (Rumi). 
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The profile of a person who is blindfolded and her mouth is taped while a storm is coming.  

 I was coping with the welling up of the same chaos inside me on the first day of 

class when we were given an assignment to draw a house and hand it over in class. It was 

art that provided the “frame” and allowed me to draw from the chaos around and inside 

me, it translated what Grosz (2008) explained as “the unknowable real, to enter the realm 

of representation, to become intelligible” (p.10).  
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We were not given a structure or any particular instructions as to what the house 

should look like, just an empty, vast frame. I drew a house and while handing it over, I 

realized that I had made a house exactly like everyone else in the class. But, I was not like 

everyone else in the class. I had come from a far away universe that was not visible from 

my clothing but was entrenched in my colour, my body, my consciousness and my 

language. I was so painfully aware of being different than everyone else that it never let me 

relax around others and despite being so aware of my otherness, it never occurred to me 

while drawing the house that it’s not how houses in my universe looked like. The question 

was why would I draw a house with a cathedral ceiling, two stories, no boundary wall and 

a paved driveway. Confusion lead to more chaos. To answer this question, I had to go 

down the memory lane into the houses that I inhabited at different times over the years.  

Almost all of them were houses with a capacious front and backyard and very high 

boundary walls. They were usually single storey with a verandah all around them. The 

houses were made of concrete and the windows were kept closed.  It never snowed so none 

of the houses had cathedral ceilings but all had flat rooftops. I left it at that, locked up the 

memory and took only some of the chaos home. After three years, what seems like a lifetime 

of a curricular journey, I revisited the multiple houses to ponder over the reasons of why I 

drew a Western or European house instead of my own house.  The method of currere 

helped me in analyzing that curricular moment both regressively and progressively.  

In the regressive moment, I went back in time and tried to remember the ever-

present past. I saw myself as an 8 year old child:  

Running in the verandah of my one old home leads me to my second home, women 

sitting on a large rug in the yard, stitching colorful quilts in one and in the next one the 
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same women making the sweet churi and humming… I can smell the spices and the dry 

fruit…the ambiance has my insolent, loud laughter and my mom’s whispers of disapproval 

at my playing tag with my brothers and cousins (boys), hiding behind the washing line with 

clothes of so many different colours… Hold on to your dupatta Lalai, she says. She is 

shaking her head but a smile gives her away and I stand frozen for a moment seeking her 

eyes, seeing a glimmer of hope, seeing silent approval, and start running and playing 

again. In that moment we are all Pakhtuns, we all look the same, we are all colored with 

the same culture. But this memory is not seamless. There is also a distinct color to me that 

comes and goes, an individual color and suddenly I am outside the house and the gate is 

closed. I knock slowly and when there is no answer, I push the gate open. I look at the 

building of my house.  It is so unlike the one I drew over and over for years. The 

architecture is staring at me as if in shock at my blindness to it. 

 In the progressive moment, I start contemplating the same exercise as a student of 

curriculum and as a teacher teaching foreign students of diverse backgrounds. I am also 

wondering at the same time how my home looks different now than it looked when I was 

eight. How would it look like now if I draw it or if I imagine it in future? It was the first 

time I felt that what I was taught in school in drawing class (although it felt like drudgery 

because even the teacher didn’t care much about it), had no connection to my life, yet till 

this day, the image of a house in my consciousness was the one that I learnt and drew in 

Kindergarten.  



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

64!

Today in these moments of analysis and 

synthesis, I am able to connect the dots and have 

come to understand that the curricular moments 

are not just various reading, drawing and writing 

exercises. The curriculum I was taught was not 

just a combination of meaningless exercises no 

matter how disconnected and remote they may 

seem from my life. As Dewey (1938) explains, 

curricular exercises have the aspect of continuity 

and every experience leads to a similar 

experience and we are made of our experiences. The curriculum I was taught became me. It 

became so deeply entrenched in my consciousness that it blindfolded me to something as 

close, personal and primordial as the home I was born and raised in. The culture that 

colors me to the bone wasn’t strong enough to break through and challenge the curricular 

perception/ assertion. Curriculum defines us and everything related to us, for us. It shapes 

our vision and our outlook on life and like a kaleidoscope, colors everything we perceive 

until we are deracinated or suffer exile (Pinar, 2012). 

 As a foreign student engaging in curricular spaces in Canada, not only my body 

but my consciousness and my erudition, all encountered deracination. Pinar (2012) 

explains that this deracination provides self –reflexive distance required to discern the past 

in the present, the concrete in the abstract, the local in the universal.” where does this 

quotation begin? (p. 60) This deracination is necessary to interrupt the habitual order of 

existence. My self-imposed exile from everything familiar, changed my worldview and self-

Exam 

Wishing for a natural calamity 

Anything but this exam! 

Depending on my never failing memory 

Yet afraid I will forget what I crammed 

Knowledge, a thing anomalous and remote 

 We try to decipher, to learn by rote 

For the mighty exam decides our fate 

He passed and You girl! You there! You 

failed! (L) 
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view by changing the horizon and the physiognomy of all the known realities and ways of 

being. Deracination jolts us out of our “submersion” (Friere, 1970, p. 100) by interrupting 

and dwarfing all that is immediate--be it our problems, circumstances, acquired 

assumptions, beliefs and the dominating paradigms of knowledge (Pinar, 2012).  

Said (1984) explains that the place of our birth and our culture are connected to 

each other through so many threads other than similarity of region and nation. He 

elaborates that our connection to place and culture enfolds “all the nuances or 

reassurance, fitness, belonging, association, and community, entailed in the phrase at home 

or in place… It is in culture that we can seek out the range of meanings and ideas conveyed 

by the phrases belonging to or in a place, being at home in a place” (p. 8). Exile at once 

severs all of our connections stated above, renders all of our cultural interpretations/ 

meanings associated with people, places and relations with others as inadequate and 

invalid, and takes away our one mode of communication, i.e., language. Without the 

validity and approval that we constantly seek from others with whom we share the public 

space, we lose everything on our first initiation into the foreign space. 

 It proves as a shock and requires a great effort to adjust and to name the changes. Exile, in 

a strange foreign curricular space, for me, proved to be a place of departure from all that 

was familiar. Every moment in the foreign curricular space created tension by asking 

questions about the sudden change in the horizon and the opening up of many unknown 

horizons. It problematized the once understood and reconciled with ideologies. However 

toilsome it proved to be, it was a blessing for breaking the habitual order of my thought 

and understanding of the world.  
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Said (1984) describes Exile as “ a ‘mind of winter’ in which the pathos of summer 

and autumn as much as the potential of spring are nearby but unobtainable. Perhaps this is 

another way of saying that a life of exile moves according to a different calendar, and is 

less seasonal and settled than life at home. Exile is a life led outside habitual order. It is 

nomadic, decentered, contrapuntal; but no sooner does one get accustomed to it than its 

unsettling force erupts anew” (p. 55).  

Being in this foreign curricular space, ruptures and eruptions have become a norm 

as opposed to the sweet comfort of a known way of being. My broken, fragmented, 

delineated curricular experiences are sites of polemics and dialectics between various 

paradigms of knowledge and between my previous identity and my current understanding 

of self. I was initiated into an unknown educational world or space by default when I 

decided to study at Queen’s University but the curricular space (place/pedagogy/curricular 

content) I engaged in my educational journey became Ellsworth’s transitional space for 

me. It was this transitional space that broke the barriers of dominating or domineering 

cultural, historical, curricular, pedagogical, political and existential assumptions and in 

the process also broke my already existing identity.  
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Prior to this educational 

experience I was most unknown to 

myself. I didn’t even know the colour 

that I like. Pinar (2012) quotes Robert 

Musil to explain that “education is 

also a form of self-revelation, a 

process in which outer events provoke 

inner transformations one cannot 

easily perceive, certainly not initially. 

Only in retrospect do the movement, 

texture, and meaning of experience 

become evident” (p. 140). I never 

understood the importance to know 

oneself until I was engaged both 

bodily and cognitively into the foreign 

curricular space and I used the 

method of currere, where I don’t 

reduce my past and become a different 

person but move between the then and 

now to reconstruct an identity and a 

public sphere where I am a free but 

responsible agent.  

When it comes to me, I know the least! 

I don’t know what color do I like 

Why does it matter? 

That I don’t know me 

 Because there has to be  

That someone 

 Who should not be in oblivion 

Who should know me inside out 

 Help me find me when I am lost 

And that person ought to be me  

I think its because 

 I don’t really see 

I am color blind to me 

I am a speck in the vast sea 

I am a gender and an attached responsibility 

I am a person not just a woman  

I like grey and beige and blank and void 

I refuse to accept the grand divide  

Of color, no color, gender specific color 

It’s not me, it’s not me 

I am space and freedom and flight 

I need wings, they need not be colourful 

I want to soar above the sea of grand divide (L) 
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I now understand that not knowing oneself is not an option as educational 

experience must be converted into positive action; the only way education can liberate us is 

by giving us the knowledge and confidence about ourselves that we can act upon our world 

and all the structures and tools in the world are at our disposal. 

  Friere (1970) explains in his Critical Pedagogy that only humanized, self aware 

subjects can act on their world and can bring transformation through positive action 

(praxis) in the existing reality and for that it is absolutely essential that we first regain our 

agency, our voice and our ability to name the world. The knowledge of self is pivotal to 

praxis as we can initiate into action and reflection only through our own agency and voice. 

Without agency we are just banks of information, empty vessels that will make a sound of 

whatever is dropped in there. 

 Familiarity comforts us but it also limits and confines our vision. We are not able 

to see beyond the walls or the barriers. We may not like what we see at first but we can’t 

close our eyes and pretend it’s not there. This foreign curricular experience started 

gnawing at the walls of the apparently concrete reality, chipping the exterior, the walls that 

once seemed formidable. Human psyche is such that change is usually resisted, but there is 

a part of us that resists the resistance as well and appeals to our consciousness, it is our 

individual or ipse identity or our ‘another’ (Ricoeur, 1992). This ipse identity needs a plane 

of immanence and narrative provides this space (Ricoeur, 1992). It is time to unlearn some 

things and rebuild the house again. A house of my own. 
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Painting Exhibit 6 

A storm is coming and many like me are on the shore. There is a movement showing an 

exodus. 
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Sculpture Exhibit 10 

I have never sculpted or known anything about it. My Art Professor gave me the 

clay and no directions except to use it as a medium of expression. 
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After synthesizing these artifacts as a part of my curricular experience, the recurring 

themes are ‘fear’ and a ‘desire for flight’. 
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5.1.4 Blue 

M.Ed. turned out to be completely different than my earlier experience of B.Ed. The 

8 months of B.Ed. were about honing our pedagogical 

skills and classroom management predominantly. 

There was so much to worry about that we didn’t get 

much time to explore the effects of our teaching and 

learning on students and in turn get affected by them. 

Once out of the maelstrom of teaching strategies and 

learning objectives, I was initiated into the infinite 

world of research. It is said that the last thing the fish 

discovers is the water all around it, it couldn’t be truer 

in my case. Once again, I was too busy stuck with 

teaching materials and techniques and forgot about the 

very air that the school and I breathe together when I 

teach— the curriculum. So, I decided to research the anomaly called curriculum in order to 

understand the nuances of curricular moments and experience.  

In the beginning, I was focused on the contents of the curriculum and wanted to 

research that but as I delved deeper into curricular understanding, I discovered that it is 

my experience that would be of more worth to students that go through a similar experience 

rather than my analyses of the contents of a certain curriculum document. It was not easy 

to take a detour from the original path but it was curricular experience itself that 

compelled me to give it voice and meaning for my own sake and for the sake of all those 

that needed a story that relates to theirs. What kept me going and proved to be my 

Imitating others, I failed 

to find myself. 

I looked inside and discovered 

I only knew my name. 

When I stepped outside 

I found my real Self. 

(Whispers of the Beloved, 

Rumi) 
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“pedagogical hinge” was art. Art interested me and invited me to explore what I didn’t 

understand. It gave me the courage to voice what I felt without the need to explain it in so 

many words in a foreign language. I needed expression.  

As a foreign student with meager cultural or lingual capital, I needed a hinge to 

hold on to, to keep me grounded and to remind me that I will soon ‘belong’ despite my 

‘otherness’ and my foreignness.  Art gave me a parallel world to survive in and to speak 

what I felt. It helped me with my identity crisis that was a fruit of curricular moments 

unfolding everyday and my curricular experiences. Art liberated me and gave me wings. It 

helped me with my research and my life in very difficult transitory times. My research class 

EDUC 890, by a sheer stroke of luck or by deliberate choice of our professor, was held in 

the art studio of our university. That was where I found Blue. 
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I walked into to the EDUC 890 classroom for the first time and discovered it was an 

art studio! Throughout the 8 months of my B.Ed., I couldn’t set foot into the art class 

because the art classroom overwhelmed me and 

moved me to tears. I used to feel that my 

feelings would burst out like the colours and 

paint everything and everyone around me. I was 

an adult and felt shame in being so weak and 

transparent. And I absolutely didn’t want 

everyone around me to know that I was going 

through as a foreign student or as a gaijin. My 

Pakhtun pride kept me closed like a fist and my 

fears would become the noises screaming in my 

head. I just couldn’t handle it at that time when 

I had so much on my plate and when it was the 

beginning of a tough journey.  

My professor allowed me to sit in the 

hallway and I used to sit there and complete the 

activities. We communicated through silence. It 

worked. I needed time to gather some words to 

articulate what I felt. She gave me patience and 

let me save face. For foreign students the 

sudden loss of identity doubled by a loss of 

voice can prove petrifying. Dealing with both of 

Wajood (body/mind/soul) 

Why does it feel I have to be 

somewhere else? 

Why does it feel like I am not home? 

Why cant I just live this moment 

alone 

Why cant this moment be just mine to 

keep 

Why do I feel I drift in and out of 

sleep? 

Not able to close my eyes 

 Nor my screaming inside 

Why don’t my bits and pieces? 

 Just find a place to collide 

To converge and become me,  

Forever to keep 

Forever a long sound slumber 

Life not just a mere number 

A meaningful, soulful, tangible 

something 

A me, we, they, us, etc, etc. (L)  
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these losses can sometimes result in running inwards rather than embracing outward 

relations and reality. My inner Pakhtun female self took refuge in becoming invisible and 

voiceless.  

My identity demanded that I show fortitude and never let any knowledge of 

difference in. Every tiny step or thought that even remotely suggested that I let go of even 

tiny bit of my culture or identity, made me feel guilty and burdened me with shame. I was 

going through extreme acculturative stress. I am not saying that the rebukes stopped with 

art but what I couldn’t communicate to ‘others’ around me because it was tantamount to 

treason to my culture and identity, I could negotiate with myself. Art became the medium of 

this negotiation.  Once the conversation with self began, I slowly started to feel confident to 

find another to communicate with.  
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Painting Exhibit 5 

This is love; to fly towards a secret sky, to cause a hundred veils to fall each moment. First 

let go of life. Finally, to take a step without feet (Rumi).
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It is my foot that is in the form of a bird but its chained to the ground and hence cannot fly 

but I recognized a stirring inside me. It was the desire of flight. 

The communication of the self was extended to the other in relation to me (My Art 

Professor). We started communicating through paintings and drawings. The knot in my 

soul, started to loosen up, a bit. She was patient. She understood. Although we came from 

completely opposite worlds, there was a common vein between us, we were human and we 
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both loved art. For that no cultural congruency was required. That was all the redundancy 

needed. 

Art was my pedagogical hinge (Ellsworth, 2005). It always established a connection 

between my inside world and the world outside me. I discovered Blue on the first day of my 

research class. I was in awe of the paintings in my class but somehow Blue was attracting 

me towards it. It was a small canvas painted blue and with one single window.  I just felt 

love for it and drew closer to it. Upon, seeing it closer, I suddenly felt like there was 

someone on the other side of the window trying to peep in. I got away from it, brushed the 

thought off and sat on my seat far away from it. But I still derived comfort from it. We were 

two silent spectators or aliens in the room. 
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 Painting Exhibit 4 

Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere, they are in each other all along (Rumi) 

These are my hands and they have taken the form of a bird in flight. The bird has two heads 

but one body. 
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Blue was so blue and quiet and so unlike all the other paintings around it. They were 

all much bigger in size, much brighter in color and much more artistically correct. The next 

day, I stared at it longer and started thinking to myself, “what would be on the other side of 

the window?” Maybe another world… then I positioned myself in that world and I realized, 

in this world, that is yet not colonized in my mind, that is open to my interpretation and my 

choices, I can be anyone I want to be. I can be free of my everyday tensions; tensions that 

are created in my body, in my history, in my identity, in my understanding through this 
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alienation and conflicting interpretations of truth and reality. I just wanted the things to 

stop spinning around me and come to a stand still. Blue was sort of like research, there was 

a playing field with possibilities wide open. Blue gave me comfort throughout the course. It 

was my “pedagogical hinge” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 37), it was my rock.  

Today in this analytical moment, I realize that I was so much like blue; alone, 

solitary, closed up to the world due to my cultural and religious otherness and being alien 

to the ones in relation to me, to their histories, to their cultures, their places and to the 

infinite world of research and curriculum.  I also feel that the struggle of completing even 

simple curricular tasks was laborious because of the constraints of my molar Pakhtun 

identity (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Deleuze & Guattari (1987) explains that molar 

identity is the identity that we assume as members of a certain cultural, religious ethnic 

group, and also as inhabitants of a particular geographical area. I was member of the 

Pakhtun culture by default as I was born into it and it was an identity that defined me. I 

didn’t know any other way of being prior to visiting Kingston. I was always and only a 

Pakhtun woman. The molar identity, my Pakhtun identity, that I was trying so hard to hold 

onto was slipping away bit by bit. Now synthesizing my curricular journey makes me 

understand that identity, culture and human associations are all open to negotiation 

(Bruner, 1990). That although we have a ‘now self’, many selves are possible (Bruner, 

1990, p. 42).  

Jerome Bruner (1990) quotes Hazel Markus and Paula Nurious in his book Acts of 

Meaning and explains that possible selves represent “individuals’ ideas of what they might 

become, what they would like to become, and what they are afraid of becoming” (p. 42). 

My exile from the world of everything familiar to everything strange was an awakening of 
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my identity to itself and to the different positions it can take depending on varying 

circumstances and pedagogical spaces. With the loss of voice in the new curricular space, 

my consciousness found a new medium to speak the self that it was, and to the self that it is 

becoming. The tool available for this communication proved to be art and it was through 

art that I regained agency and today can put my experience into language.  

This research and narrative is my voice, the voice to speak my transformed identity 

and the knowledge that I am free to act upon my world and have a freedom to take multiple 

stances. It has given me the toolkit in the form of a rich curricular experience that 

empowers me to look at myself, the world and its realities as fluid and malleable, all open 

to my interpretation and actions. 

Prior to my foreign curricular experience, knowledge controlled and guided me; in 

Bruner’s words, I operated from outside in, as opposed to the inside out, I was not aware of 

the practice of reflective intervention (p.32) in the knowledge that I was acquiring or 

acquired. The method of currere (Pinar, 2012) is also a reflective intervention that allows 

me today to reflect consciously that the knowledge that I acquire gives me the freedom to 

act upon my world through praxis. It doesn’t enslave me, it emancipates me by 

transforming me into a learning self (Ellsworth, 2005), a self that is premised on its ability 

to negotiate and thus, transform its reality (Bruner, 1986). The self that is almost always in 

flux and desire new ways of being in the world.  
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5.1.5 Dark Ages 

Where the Blindness and Light Meet 

“Painting is trying to paint what you cannot paint and writing is writing what you 

cannot know before you have written: it is preknowing and not knowing, blindly, with 

words. It occurs at a point where blindness and light meet” (Cixous, 1997, p. 38). 

It is the beginning of my B.Ed. days. Our classrooms on the second floor are austere 

and quite colorless. The hallway on the third floor near the art classroom is interesting 

because of the amazing art displays. They fascinate me every time I passed them by 

because I always feel I discover something new. They speak so many languages. I perform 

my daily ritual of going to the third floor, checking the paintings and artifacts and then 

running for my class on the second floor. It is cold, rainy and dark. I am smiling inside as I 

love dark and rain; we get so much sunshine back home that we crave rain—such an 

interesting paradox—all my classmates and even my teacher comments on how atrocious 

the weather is and here I am, wishing secretly that it never stops. I feel like a traitor 

looking at everyone’s misery but the happiness was coming from a deeper place inside me. 

Even the weather of the place that’s home to us, forever impacts how we perceive good and 

bad weather, dictates whether to feel happy or blue, in mind, brain and body. I look at the 

foreign place in this regressive moment and realize that we are all but the manifestations of 

the places we occupy and the histories and cultures we live. However, this perception like 

any other is open to change. The binary of good and bad depends on external conditions 

and this binary colors our ways of seeing and feeling. The weather depicted my thoughts on 

the topic under discussion as well, now that I think of it. Their ‘dark ages’ was my golden 

period.  
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The discussion in our social studies class was about the medieval times. Medieval 

times were often referred to as ‘dark ages’ in the western discourse because it was the time 

of plague and misery in the Christian European part of the world. When the discussion 

commenced, my normal stance was to keep my opinions to myself and tune the discussion 

out but that day there was a growing discomfort inside me. The debate going on inside me 

was also normal routine and so was my silence despite the welling up of noises inside me. 

It was a Pashtun cultural requirement that as a female, I was to be responsible for the 

pleasantness of my surroundings and even if I disagreed strongly and had an informed 

opinion, what mattered was to be pleasant and not ‘right’.  

My silence was diminishing me and like my interest, I was also waning, becoming the 

dull background or one of the bricks in the wall. The teacher after listening to everyone’s 

prior knowledge, shared that the dark ages were not that dark after all. She explained that 

it was the time or Muslim and African ascendancy. Honestly speaking, it came as a surprise 

as I never expected her to know the detail of the history of the ‘other’ (Said, 1970) because 

I was not used to hearing two or more versions of history in the same classroom back 

home. I barely knew the history of this part of the world and hence didn’t expect those in 

relation to me to know or care for it either. The information that she presented, appreciated 

history as a continuum and not just belonging to one race, class, gender or ethnic group. I 

looked at her and we exchanged a look where she told me without saying that she knew that 

I was there, she knows my history and that my voice would be heard despite my silence. My 

message to her was that you just opened a window in my consciousness. 

 That was all I needed, an acknowledgment that I have an identity and a voice. I 

didn’t need spotlight, just the reassurance that my voice mattered and that just because I 
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felt like a singularity and mine was not the popular opinion that day, it was still welcome. 

In rewriting this moment, I feel that although I was a self and had an identity, I still needed 

to exist in the public sphere as in the public sphere we need to exist differently – we are not 

just a self but we transform into a ‘self in relation to other’ (Somerville et al., 2011, p. 7). 

Our existence depends on not just our individual identity but a collective identity that 

curricular spaces and dialogues create. These spaces provide the openings for creative 

movement leading to creative change (Somerville et al., 2011). These spaces interrupt the 

habituated ways of knowing and blur the boundaries of difference of the self and other by 

providing insights into the being of the other (Cixous & Calle-Gruber, 1997). Nevertheless, 

these spaces are tension-ridden as they are “cultural contact zones of contestation” 

(Somerville et al., 2011, p. 6). This contact zone is where two very different histories come 

to challenge each other on the same turf, each claiming truths and each powerful in its own 

stead. 

  Somerville et al., (2011) explains that these histories have “trajectories into the 

past and traversing the present, they open into the future” (p. 6). The curricular 

conversation in these zones is indeed a complicated conversation.  However, it is by 

opening history to a dialectic, we hope to open the possibilities of the future (Somerville et 

al., 2011). It is through this conversation that we negotiate and create meaning by not 

holding on to our molar identities but moving past them into the zone of transformation.  

As a Pashtun woman, foreigner, student, teacher and writer that moment was 

important because it taught me that it is this movement of the self and its molar identity 

towards the molecular identity; identity of the self when it embraces the attributes of the 

host culture and transforms it, that ultimately creates the space for lines of flight (Deleuze 
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& Guattari, 1987). Lines of flight are when the self of a learner decides a path into the 

future leaving both molar and molecular identities behind. It is when the self takes control 

and is free of the territorilization of this or that culture that shaped it (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1987). 

When I move between the regressive and progressive, this fluid place of creation of 

self, I feel that it was not about the acceptance of my history as I perceived it. It was not 

about what was right or wrong but more so about giving me agency although knowing well 

that my side of the story was not the popular side of the story. The teacher extended an 

invitation to the public sphere despite the odds. The dialogical space was open to 

communication and a dialectic. Also, it gave me an insight into my pedagogy. It forever 

ingrained in me the mindfulness that each and every voice no matter how small, audible or 

silent must be invited and amplified in the public sphere to start a conversation; a 

complicated conversation that leads to social justice. Teachers must create a space for 

counter discourses. These spaces give way to what Somerville et al., (2011) calls “world-

making” (p.2). 

  They explain this world-making as recognizing “self-in-relation to the other” (p. 2) 

where we give ourselves, open ourselves to an honest dialogue in the public sphere so that 

we are able to look ahead of ourselves and focus where nothing yet is visible” (p. 2). 

Discussing counter narratives and histories is not for basking in the glory or shame of our 

ancestors but to learn lessons, make meaning and envision the fantasies of a different 

future, not lying as an island to be traversed but as an open possibility for everyone.  

I also synthesize this moment by visiting the various classrooms that I learned and 

taught in over the years.  A moment in the social studies class as a student teacher, 
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teaching an all Canadian White classroom Aboriginal history where their heroes are 

responsible for the violation of the other. One person’s villain is another person’s hero. 

The face of one of the foreign students, not relating, confused, blending in the background. 

The faces of Aboriginal students who are not present in the class but in absentia demanding 

voice. The faces stern when the Canadian National anthem is played, not smiling, not 

giving a standing ovation. Then I see the classroom of my childhood where a linear, rigid, 

lopsided history of the subcontinent is being recited while the small figure at the back is 

trying very hard to disappear. But the negative references to his ancestors are like a 

whiplash not letting him escape and forcing him to listen while his peers look at him 

accusingly or sheepishly. Then it’s me, teaching back home and seeing the faces of students 

fixated on what I would say next. I am weighing my words as my words as a teacher would 

give many a voice and would extinguish a small voice that would take much long to 

recover, if at all. It is complicated. These moments folding in and out, colliding, gliding, 

superimposing, staying, disappearing only to reappear. It is complicated. Like the dance of 

a dervish…whirling…in tandem with the whirling universe… 
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Painting Exhibit 8  

Whirling dervish dance (dance of ecstasy) 

We came out of nothingness, scattering stars like dust (Rumi) 

Dance, when you are broken open. Dance, if you’ve torn the bandage off. Dance in the 

middle of the fighting. Dance in your blood. Dance when you are perfectly free (Rumi) 
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My foreign curricular experience introduced me to inclusive curricular experiences 

and pedagogy and it transformed me as a teacher and learner. In this synthetical moment, I 

am imagining how my teaching would look like in future and what stances would I take as a 

teacher if I ever come across a “cultural contact zone of contestation?” (Somerville et al., 

2011, p. 6).  
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In writing this narrative, I feel responsible and ashamed 

of myself for the backbencher kid that had his head down the 

entire social studies class. He is the kid that I never saw as a 

peer. The kid of the ‘other’ religious or ethnic orientation that 

sat in my classroom and had to endure the lopsided history 

lesson that demonized him or her as the other. No one heard 

her side of the story. No one asked and no one cared.  

Progressively I vow as a teacher and an author / writer 

to never let any voice go unheard and unnamed in the story. I 

vow for a socially inclusive and engaging pedagogy where the 

public sphere becomes a place of knowing ourselves and 

ourselves in relation to other. If we give a chance to know and 

be known, we will have a better chance of transforming the 

present that otherwise would just replicate and reproduce the 

past and its relations of inequality.  

Knowing the ‘other’ brings the ‘other’ into relation with 

self, otherwise the ‘other’ lurks in the shadows as dark and 

invisible, misunderstood hence threatening.  Knowing the 

other may not be a pleasant thing at times. In knowing others 

we find part of ourselves that participated in their violation. 

They lead to shame but they act as an “allegory” (Pinar, 

2012) reminding us to not repeat the mistakes that happened 

in the past.  

Teacher 

The wooden desks 

The smell of chalk 

The black board  

The wooden stalk 

In her hand when she walks 

Between the rows of heads 

Bowed down, glued to 

chairs 

Sore bums, bent knees, the 

sighs of despair 

To walk the walk 

To the teacher’s desk 

With a twist in my gut 

And the dread in my heart 

To ask to be excused  

Was asking to be abused 

Even for a just cause 

 It taught me to pause 

And never dare 

 To look up or to stare 

To the one that’s in charge 

We call her ‘the teacher’, 

she acts like a god. (L)  
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Painting Exhibit 2 

The price of parwaaz is death… death is freedom (L) 

You were born with wings… 

Why prefer to crawl through life (Rumi) 

The painting is of the profile of a person whose mouth is taped, has no eyes to see and of a 

bird with many others in flight.  
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Currere compels me to open up difficult stories, stories of violations of myself, and 

others and it is not an easy thing to do. Lewis (1990) explains, “Stories of violations, 

violate at each retelling. These stories are not lightly told nor lightly received” (p. 481).  

The stories of violations through symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1977) or physical and 

verbal violence are stories that open the blind spots for discussion and give a chance to the 

readers to rewrite them in their conscience. It is in knowing and understanding the stories 
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of the other that we move from not knowing to knowing and from repulsion to 

understanding and eventually love (Somerville et al., 2011)  

These stories may be of others not amongst us but stories like these are not so far 

removed from our violent present and being mindful of the past gives us perspective and 

steer us so that we don’t repeat the mistakes of our past. 

 Classrooms, hallways, playgrounds and social media spaces are places rife with 

sinewy linkages of power, marginalization and privilege and unless we analyze the 

contexts, histories, structures, institutions, cultures and discourse around them, we cannot 

imagine any change in the status quo, let alone bring such a change (Pinar, 2012). In this 

analytical moment, I see the implications of curricular content that rattles the cages and 

give space to marginalized identities to be made visible and bring them into the center 

through contrapuntal analysis (Said, 1993). Contrapuntal analysis of literature, discourse 

and history recognizes the existence and voice of those that are forgotten at the margins 

(Said, 1993). It is an analysis that starts from the marginal voices and then moves towards 

centers. It juxtaposes historical positionalities and conditionalities and compares truths 

and counter truths. It opens possibilities of social justice and a reconstruction of the public 

sphere. It is where the blindness and dark, meets the light. 

Synthesizing this moment, I realize the immense institutional and emotional power 

vested in a teacher. As teachers we have so much power to influence, impinge upon, affect 

and empower or snub out ideas, voices, meanings that float around in the public sphere 

waiting for their fate. As a foreign student I needed to belong, to be seen, and with the 

gesture of the teacher, I felt visible, empowered and accepted. As an adult I shouldn’t have 

felt so vulnerable but a foreign curricular experience can be intimidating and it can 
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overwhelm a foreign student that has to deal with unfamiliarity, ambiguity and chaos until 

steered out from their midst with external help.   
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5.1.6 Heteronormativity 

In our EDUC 802 class, we were going to discuss heteronormativity that day and its deep 

roots in our curricula leading to prejudice against 

people of different sexual orientations and unrealistic 

gender stereotypes. Davis and Sumara quote Michael 

Warner in the article that was our reading for the class. 

Heteronormativity means the culture of the straight 

majority that deems this culture as “the elemental form 

of human association, as the very model of intergender 

relations, as the indivisible basis of all community, and 

as the means of reproduction without which society 

wouldn't exist" (p. 202). Normal and heterosexual are 

considered to be two sides of the same coin, which limits 

all social relations and all forms of thinking that exist 

outside of these relations and renders them abnormal 

(Davis & Sumara, 1999). 

 Heteronormativity only accepts heterosexual identity 

and the relations created by it because it has the sanction 

of the majority as the norm. 

A societal norm denotes a social behavior that is 

acceptable in a given group of people (Lapinski & Rimal, 

2005). A norm is powerful because it represents the 

standpoint of the majority and is a collective representation of that group in society. 

Sieve of the Norm 

Like a few grains of sand 

I pass the sieve of the norm 

Bit by bit it takes away 

One by one my precious grains 

I diminish day by day  

My voice echoes far away 

The din of norms is deafening 

 I am an Infinitesimal pause 

I am becoming a lost cause 

This ahistorical sieve 

Its ahistorical norms 

Are becoming behemoths 

While I am shrinking down 

It’s policing my life  

As if it has a right 

To choke the life out of you and 

me  

I am losing the they, the we, the 

us, the me etc, etc. (L) 
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Therefore, it serves as a tool of self-preservation for the majority. The majority defines it, 

calls it reality, and can redefine it at whim, but till it holds it as the truth, it is accepted by 

the whole society as truth. Fortunately, for these same reasons, norms are not divine 

commands. They are not absolute.  

Currere helps me analyze and deduce that heterosexuals fear that by valuing and 

accepting various identities (gay, queer, LGBT) they are giving sanction to them as norms; 

and once a norm, they feel that their position of authority as the normative majority maybe 

threatened. Also, maybe as heterosexuals, the possibility of our children rejecting to 

identify with us and assuming another identity is hurtful to our dominant and popular 

heterosexual pride.  

Our cultural and societal practices all pass through the “sieve of the norm” 

(Ricoeur, 1992, p. 76) and find their way in our curricula and pedagogy. But as Ricoeur, 

(1992) explains that this sieve of the norm is ahistorical and abstract and is not absolute. 

He asserts that there is an inherent tragic dimension to action that by observing an action 

under adherence to some universal or cultural norm, one can at times harm another. 

I missed the class because I was uncomfortable but that entire day I thought about 

facing the taboo and giving it a chance of being put to reason. The next day, our 

discussions surrounded the topic of sexuality and its place in education and how queer 

theory can inform curriculum theory and augment it by excavating the superiority and 

validation of heteronormative way of being as opposed to any other way (Davis and 

Sumara). We all were from different backgrounds and always had a very friendly 

environment in the class.  
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Our Professor was just one of us and never asserted any authority to sway the 

dialogue in a certain direction or to stop the conversation from going into taboo zones. We 

were all adults and had informed opinions about the readings and the discussions that 

originated from them, in the class. That day was no different except I was agitated. 

 The dialogue left me with so many emotional knots that I had to address them to 

make peace with them. As usual I resorted to drawing and painting and an emotional 

outburst of words that can be called poetry. Today in this regressive moment, my mind is 

trying to open up a locked up memory to make meaning of what was learnt that day. What 

it meant to be different than what the norms dictate. What is a norm? How did norms shape 

my identity and of those around me? A memory of the ever-present past started knocking 

inside, asking to have a conversation, the complicated conversation. 

…We are going to school in a van. My brothers are joking around and we are all laughing. 

I grew up with five brothers. I played the games they played, I watched the shows they 

watched, I wanted to dress like them and have the same freedom as them. Being with boys 

was as natural as if I have the same gender as them until I was told otherwise. In Pashtun 

families, girls are expected to be gentle, shy, timid and observe purdah. Boys are expected 

to be confident, outspoken and tough— 

 bodily and emotionally. For a girl to be boyish and a boy to be effeminate are absolutely 

unacceptable. When I started school, there was an older boy. He was always ostracized by 

other boys for being ‘girly’. He would find the remotest of corners to hide and yet others 

would find him and bother him. I never saw anything wrong with him but he was always 

harassed for being ‘effeminate’. The boys would call him names, make fun of the way he 

talked, walked and the way he carried himself. Girls with short hair were also harassed 
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and were called derogatory names as they would 

be perceived as ‘trying’ to be boys.  

In the midst of such strict gender 

bifurcations, I was a funny mix. I had long thick 

hair and looked like a petite little girl, only I had 

mannerisms like boys. I could swear, fight and 

was outspoken like the rest of the boys but looked 

like a ‘normal’ girl. I always wondered, “What is 

this normal?” We were children unable to 

understand what model of ‘normal’ to follow. 

When we followed what was normal, we even lost 

our already limited freedom. 

  Girls couldn’t laugh out loud or run or 

play and boys couldn’t cry or hurt. Adolescence 

was a hell, full of confusion, torment and 

contradictions. I didn’t fit with the girls in school 

and couldn’t play with the boys. I resisted to be 

the way I was despite the displeasure of the 

teachers and disapproval of family members and 

peers but my torment was nothing compared to 

the boy that looked ‘effeminate’. Everyone considered it a matter of right to harass and 

ridicule him. We were oblivious to what it meant to be a girl or a boy or gay or queer. We 

just wanted to be left alone as we were. Sexuality didn’t define our gender, society did. 

Powerless child 

When I can’t do  

When I can’t say 

Why give me a tongue 

Why give me all these words 

When I cannot buy 

When I cannot sell 

Why give me all these dreams 

Why fill my soul with needs 

They make so much noise 

And don’t let me sleep 

 They fly as dead leaves 

When wind just toss them around 

When I cannot even cry 

When I cant make a sound 

When life passes me by 

When all my wishes drown 

And never can they fly 

When tears are just lost 

When everything has a cost 

When I have no coin 

To procure or to join 

The ranks of those  

That lived what I call life 

When I was robbed of it 

As a little powerless child 

But are we here to get  

Or are we here to give 

We are often confused 

And don’t know how to live. (L) 
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Strict boundaries were drawn when I turned 11, at home and at school. I was to dress, 

walk, sit, talk and behave a certain way. The expectations starved my ‘another’ and soon, I 

conformed to the standards of a ‘good girl’. My brothers ran around free but one thing that 

they were denied was being soft or sensitive. They too had to put up a strong face even if 

they were scared, hurt or felt vulnerable. While I 

was always told that I need protection of men, they 

were always told to take care of themselves and me. 

It was crazy paradox and a confusing mess. As we 

were growing up, we were leaving the childhood of 

freedom behind and all of us learnt to carry 

ourselves according to societal norms except him. 

 One day I asked him, “ Why don’t you just 

quit being ‘like this’ and become just like them? He 

looked at me with helplessness and didn’t answer. 

Years passed by, we were stuck in the same rut. I 

was frustrated with him because I wanted him to 

change; I thought I did and so can he because that 

was the only way the torment would stop. One day, 

I got so angry as I saw tears in his eyes and instead 

of supporting him, I just told him off. I told him that he should change and that it was much 

easier to conform to what the people say than to fight it everyday. I told him he was wrong 

and they were right, all the while conflicted by whatever I was saying. I didn’t believe a 

word I was saying. He told me it was not that simple and that they torment him because 

Know Thyself! 

I wonder what is worst? 

Accepting the norms of how to be 

‘me’ 

Or not having any sign posts and 

create ‘who to be’ 

Creating ‘me’ against the watchful 

eyes of the world 

Is like swimming against the tide 

It tires, and requires 

Courage, perseverance and a fear 

of becoming 

The already known ‘me’ 

Its not me its not me 

I am a person etc, etc. (L) 
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they know something about him. Then one day 

he mustered up the courage and told me… but 

I guess I didn’t want to recall or to 

understand for all these years. It was taboo to 

even think about it in Pashtun society. 

  My heart is racing as I recall even 

today. I wonder how hard it was for him to 

say it out loud because it was mighty hard for 

me to listen with the dark storm of fear and 

anxiety welling up inside me at that time. I 

couldn’t look him in the eye as he searched 

mine desperately for approval or for hatred 

but I just froze and abandoned him. All he 

wanted from me was to give him back his 

honour by being this one person  that 

understood. 

 He was honorable and respectful towards me 

and expected that after knowing him for 

years, I would extend the same courtesy to 

him but I just failed. In my eyes, viewing him from my vantage point at the time, he was 

wrong, not only in his thinking but as a human being, he was just wrong. To me, in that 

moment, he was culturally, morally, religiously, humanly wrong.  He didn’t exist and in 

that moment his existence was waiting for my one approving look. That was all he needed. I 

Raskolnikov 
The burden of sin 
Is too great to bear 
Oh soul oh my poor soul 
Don’t take it upon you 
It crushes the walls of the heart 
Until it reaches the soul 
The heart drowns in its own blood  
The soul becomes a black hole 
It takes your being, drop by drop, bit by bit 
Until it dries your eyes and saps all your 
hope 
It gives you a bliss that is a drug like no 
other 
It gives you a rush and compels you to 
smother 
The precious fireflies  
That were once your life 
Guiding you when it was dark 
Promising a beautiful light 
A salvation, a pure and high flight  
But all you feel is now being buried down 
below 
In a dark empty abyss 
Your feet are so cold  
And so is your soul 
You have no desire 
To light up a fire  
To bring yourself to light 
To get up and fight 
But where to seek refuge? 
When I have burned my inside  
And there is no place to hide 
No space, none whatsoever  
To even bury myself 
The grave that claims me now 
Will only have my ashes 
For I burned me long ago 

 With the burden of sin! (L) 
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couldn’t let him exist by becoming a silent witness to his existence. It felt like a betrayal to 

my humanity, to everything I knew and believed to be true. It felt like a heavy burden. I was 

angry as to why he did this to me. In writing /revisiting/ reliving that moment today, I am 

reminded of Omar Khayyam’s words… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It was not poverty that drove me to you 

I am not poor for my desires are simple 

The only thing I seek from you is honour 

The honour of a free and steadfast man… 

Omar Khayyam (p. 27) 
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Drawing Exhibit 1 

Let me be… 

Let me fly away 

Flight 

The wound is a place where the light enters you (Rumi). 
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He thought I would understand because I was not a quintessential Pashtun girl 

either and we were different than everyone around us. He hoped that in our difference from 

the rest of the world, we had found redundancy and a place of mutual understanding. But I 

didn’t understand and I was afraid of what I didn’t understand.  

Years passed by. I locked this memory up and pretended that it never happened, only to 

find it again in my EDUC 802 class on heteronormativity in curriculum. In this class, we 

discussed and shared the heteronormative prejudices embedded in curricula and how the 
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curricula, limit, restrict and silence, any perspective other than the heterosexual 

perspective. Davis & Sumara (1999) explains that the curriculum does not even give a fair 

or all encompassing interpretation of the heterosexual identity but rather a stereotypical 

rigid one. They assert that these gender stereotypes that the curriculum supports even limit 

the possibilities of those that they prescribe for i.e., the heterosexual individuals. Britzman 

explains this further by stating that "every sexual identity is an unstable, shifting, and 

volatile construct, a contradictory and unfinalized social relation." From this lens, there is 

no sexual identity that is a finished product and hence there is no such thing as a right and 

wrong sexual identity.  

In his unorthodox novel, The Young Torless, Musil explains the range of emotions 

that Torless feels and undergoes while spending his adolescence in a Military Academy. 

Musil describes Torless’s oscillating emotions that can neither be entirely attributed to 

hetero or homosexual men nor to women. He describes these emotions as responses to 

various moments of experiences and arising out of the liminality of the self.  

In his life’s work, Musil continuously tried to explain that a person is not a concrete 

structure, she is in flux, making and being remade by the experiences of the world and all 

its relations dancing around her. Everything that is structured or recalibrated in her 

conscienceness is a reflection of the milieu around her until her habitual patterns of 

thinking and feeling are interrupted (Davis and Sumara, 1999). The conscienceness is only 

reproducing what it perceived outside and adjusting to it inwardly. Musil (1955) explains 

that for this reason we cannot be neatly bracketed as even a specific gender as the 

stereotype around gender is suffocating and far from how people really feel, think and act 

in varying circumstances and spaces.  The normativity associated to heterosexuality is also 
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far from what its reality is and it is for this reason that Davis and Sumara (1999) call for its 

interruption. They explain that heteronormativity must be interrupted because it stunts new 

possibilities of being in the world. They explain that interrupting heteronormative ways in 

education is essential for social justice and to “broaden possibilities for perceiving, 

interpreting, and representing experience.” (p. 191). They elaborate that heteronormativity 

can only be interrupted in education by inclusion of the voices of those that are standing at 

the margins because of a different sexual orientation. They emphasize that the marginalized 

identities need representation in curricula and pedagogy. Every identity brings a unique 

perspective and different take on life and education can use these unique lived experiences 

and perspectives to rejuvenate itself. The point that they make is that even the perception of 

‘heteronormative’ is not close to reality anymore as sexual identity, like any identity, is a 

shifting phenomenon and cannot be confined in a labelled box.  

I think about the ever changing world and us changing within its complexity. We 

live in unprecedented times where human achievements have surpassed all expectations 

and fantasizing about future as an open exciting possibility has become a necessity. What I 

perceive is that today’s curricula and pedagogy must address the issue of marginalizing, 

silencing and demonizing different sexual orientations. Unless and until we include the 

possibility of conceiving human beings as human beings only and not as ‘others’ or as 

having a condition or having ‘issues’, we cannot liberate either ourselves or our coming 

generations from the inherent biases and bigotry.  

We need to envision and work towards a curriculum and pedagogy that appreciates 

and celebrates different ways of being. Now it is time that the concept of normative be 

challenged and redefined, or better still, left open to interpretation by all.  
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Painting Exhibit 7 

A tree with two different worlds on both sides and a thousand eyes watching. 

 

 

 

This liberation can only be brought about my humanizing (Friere, 1970) queer and 

LGBTQ by giving them a right to “name their world” (p. 76). By humanizing, Friere means 

giving people agency to raise a voice, to reflect and act freely.  He reiterates that people 
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are objects and cannot become subjects with agency until they are able to break their 

silence. 

 He explains that subjects are not “built in silence but in word, in work, in action 

and reflection” (p. 76). In this macro moment where the regressive-progressive-analytical 

and synthetical moments are transcending and traversing each other, I am observing that 

unless our discourse, our public sphere and our consciousness involves a mutual 

conversation about difficult or taboo topics, we are blinded by our prejudices and fears.  

What I feel today in this story is that I didn’t even see these ‘other’ people let alone 

feel their oppression and dispossession. I am feeling for myself and for them together today 

in this conversation. Until one feels bodily, consciously and relationally, things staring you 

right in your face and calling for your attention don’t even exist. They are behind the walls 

of the norms we create and we strengthen through pedagogy and curricula that are the 

reflection of societal norms. 

 
Reliving this memory unburdened me and I 

attribute my emancipation to a study abroad 

experience that interrupted my habitual ways of 

knowing and understanding and provided me the 

emotional and intellectual bandwidth to not only accept 

but to embrace queer theory as an essential and 

integral part of my pedagogy. This change of 

perspective, also helped me in moving from my rigid 

molar (Pseudo) Pashtun identity towards drawing a 

Heteronormativity 

Some say it was Zeus  

I was one humanity 

 And then he 

Divided me into a he and a she   

 And whatever is chopped 

 Loses some of its parts  

From the sudden and cruel 

impact 

Some of my parts are left behind  

They have yet a ‘self’ to find 

And when they did, others denied 

them 

Existence, name, respect, love, 

etc, etc. (L) 
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line of flight (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987 ).  

Currere bestowed on me the vision and invested 

in me a power of ‘cultural criticism’ where I search for 

the inhibiting and liberating factors of my culture that 

shaped my consciousness. 

 All my paintings that I drew over my educational 

journey at Queen’s are a depiction of an initial loss of 

voice and the persistent struggle to find a voice that 

was instrumental to regaining my identity. By 

regaining I don’t mean the same molar identity of a 

Pashtun girl but rather a different transformed one. It 

doesn’t mean that as a foreign student I aspired to 

become just like my colleagues and assimilate in their 

culture but rather to have an option to negotiate 

cultures and choose practices that helps me in making 

meaning of the world around me (Bruner, 1999). This 

meaning making leads to transformation when you 

understand that you are not a slave to a concrete set of 

cultural norms but are a social actor that can play an 

active role in positive social change. 

 Lewis (1989) explains this transformation as 

“the development of a critical perspective through 

What’s with you today oh fire! 

Why don’t you leave me be 

What is that you seek to burn? 

What’s now my destiny? 

Why can’t you let me wither in the 

happiness around me? 

Why can’t you let me perish in the 

craziness around me? 

Why do you keep on asking 

questions that scar my heart and 

soul? 

Why do you scatter me in pieces 

and never let me be a whole 

What do the bitter and the scalding 

truths require? 

How am I supposed to deal with 

this blazing scorching fire? 

What’s going to extinguish my 

agony, my desire? 

Just stop it, stop it, stop it, why burn 

my scattered ashes 

What’s left of me is scars, festering 

wounds and some tears on my 

lashes. (L) 
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which individuals can begin to see how social practices are organized to support certain 

interests, and the process whereby this understanding is then used as the basis for active 

political intervention directed toward social change with the intent to disempower relations 

of inequality” (p. 469).!!

I also feel in this synthetical moment that if we deny the existence of alternative 

ways of being we not only deprive ourselves of different ways of existing but also starve our 

pedagogy of the unique and beautiful perspectives of LGBTQ people. We are depriving 

ourselves as educators of a wealth of valuable knowledge and ways of seeing and 

perceiving and as educators we are passing this deprivation on to our students. We are 

rendering ourselves inept as teachers that took the responsibility of teaching inclusive 

classrooms. I feel that inclusivity means valuing different ways of being and celebrating 

difference in our classrooms and making sure that every voice is heard and every 

perspective reflected in our pedagogy. We are ever in a state of ignorance but let us be 

there with an optimize of hope for change. 

 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

111!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mom (Babayjan) I Miss Your Stories 
Mom I miss your stories 

And the smell of your saadar (shawl) 
The feel of your calloused hands on my face 

Your hands calloused from hard work 
I hear your tired sighs 

As you were so tired at night 
The warm glow 

Of immense love in your eyes 
Your eyes full of wisdom and truth and passion 

Your smile full of warmth, tenderness and compassion 
Your words fell on me like the rains on the arid earth 

Words full of much depth although of less mirth 
You taught me earth’s wisdom 

A wisdom of its kind 
A wisdom that life teaches 

When you are left far behind 
Your cradle 

My first school 
You taught me how to persevere 

And how to drink my tears 
And follow all the rules 

Until I am there, where dreams might be got 
Until the sun, moon and stars are no more beyond my thought 

Until I am ready to cast the grapple and climb 
Until I am ready to leave 

The shackles of norms behind. (L) 
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5.1.7 Keywords 

From Pictures to words 

“My being cannot be separated from the actual present world, which is the resultant of the 

totality of history so far and which, unstable and tension-ridden, is endlessly being remade 

through the responses of present individuals, including me” (Roberts 1995, p. 52). 

When we started the curriculum theory class, on the very first day our professor 

explained to us that this course is not about the curriculum design or its structure rather it 

is a deeper look into the driving forces that shape and constitute curricula. More 

importantly, the significant role that curricular experiences play in shaping us as 

individuals and as a collective. Our readings tapped into the nuances of curricular 

experiences and their implications for our sense of self and the public sphere. This was a 

class with no hierarchy, the professor from the very inception of the course set the tone of 

the class as a dialogical space where all of us were equal participants in the dialogue of 

curricular experience. 

 The course readings were set out to invite and animate discussions that broke the 

barriers of our political and cultural correctness and lured us out of our immurement. The 

learning style of the foreign curricular space was premised on taking risks and getting out 

of ones comfort zone. I didn’t risk exposure back home as the knowledge construction 

didn’t involve me at any stage. Knowledge was introduced as a finished product. It was 

made in a remote place and handed down to us as a concrete given. We were to store it 

without questioning its validity. I was not a part of knowledge construction as I didn’t know 

it was process and not a product. My previous traditional classroom back home was an 

antithesis of my foreign classroom. These readings and discussions would induce exciting 
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dialogue and so many different perspectives that one mind cannot simple produce or elicit 

on its own. It was a new experience of classroom dialogue. It was exhilarating and scary 

for me. I was always apprehensive about saying something wrong.  

My problem as foreign student that held me back was that I thought in another 

language and then translated in English, which meant very long sentences and most often 

than not, very less sense as the meaning would get lost in translation. Nevertheless, the 

dialogical space always pulled me in and I enjoyed the experience of looking at things from 

the eyes of my colleagues. 

Our first assignment for the course was 

writing of a keyword. As a foreign student I 

also yearned for a box, a well defined 

structure that I just fill in as I was not used to 

this open ended style of assignment. Keyword 

was a construct that we had to choose from 

anywhere in our reading and expand on from 

a personal perspective, invoking our personal 

histories and knowledge and share it with the 

class. Discussions would then revolve around 

the keyword we shared with the class. These 

keywords were what Ellsworth (2005) would 

call “pedagogical hinges” (p. 37).  As a 

foreign Pashtun student, what I felt most acutely in the beginning was that my identity and 

self were diminishing in the foreign curricular space—my existence diminishing, blending 

Dialogical space 
Side by side with my teachers 
Saying what I believe, what I think 
For a moment, I pause and hardly blink  
I say to myself and ask, is it real? 
To voice my opinions and whatever I feel 
One day I corrected my teacher long ago 
Not only did he stop me, he kicked me out 
of the door 
To stay outside and be ashamed of what I 
did 
I had to take a knee or I would have failed 
My mom sat me down and explained 
Don’t swim against the tide,  
You will tire very soon 
 Just swallow your pride 
And be silent like the moon 
They don’t believe or care, if you are right 
She told me to cry and I cried, cried, cried  
Remember, you mustn’t fail, 
Remember, you mustn’t lose 
You have to pave the way for all the others 
The daughters, the sisters and the mothers. 
(L) 
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into the background. It was not a good feeling to be invisible especially in the curricular/ 

dialogical space where we negotiate and attribute meaning to the events of the present and 

past, to create a fantasy for future (Pinar, 2012).  

 As a foreign student I became a singularity with no relation to the physical and 

human environment around me. The beginning of my educational journey at Queen’s was 

marred by this feeling of invisibility and it was only through my paintings and scattered 

words (poems) that I would feel resuscitated and would find a will to carry on. But my 

experience of the Curriculum Theory class brought me back to life where I was invited to 

engage my unique experiences and history and exercise my right to name the world (Friere, 

1970).  

Keywords stimulated my consciousness and moved me in ways that I had never 

experienced before. I longed for words and to communicate and initiate into the public 

sphere. Pinar (2012) emphasizes this very model of curriculum that is “an ongoing effort at 

communication with others that portends to reconstruction of the public sphere” (p. 47). I 

was provided an opportunity of on going communication with those in relation to me 

through keywords. The responses in the public sphere moved me as they moved others in 

relation to me. We collectively problematized the present to bring meaning to it 

retrospectively and progressively (Pinar, 2012).  

In writing the keywords, I found the plane of immanence for my identity, not just my 

molar Pashtun identity and voice but the agency of my another (Ricoeur, 1992). My last 

keyword was the construct self. It was this autobiographical way of meaning making that 

started gnawing at all the acquired assumptions of knowledge, culture, religion, identity 
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and citizenship. It was this curricular experience that proved as Ellsworth’s transitional 

space and compelled me to question my identity and my place in society.  

Sharing my curricular experience and invoking these learning moments are not for 

critiquing this or that curriculum but to invite the reader to explore the amazing potential 

of a foreign curricular experience where liminality creates a possibility for the student to 

see the world from multiple perspectives— where once she escapes the dangers of 

depression and invisibility and finds a pedagogical hinge, can draw lines of flight and can 

experience freedom in a more in-depth and profound manner (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). 

It is owing to the foreign curricular experience that today I am able to celebrate the change 

in me rather than being ashamed of it.  

The inherent barriers are also in a liminal state as the self of the one embracing it is 

in liminality, once they are broken and they lose their foundation, it would be very hard to 

erect them again with the same vigour. Also, the barriers that hold us back were formidable 

once we are in the society that created them and strengthened them and reconstructed them 

anew at our every opportunity of a deviation from them.   

A foreign student has a change of horizon where all those factors that shaped her 

despite herself are left behind and those factors only live in her consciousness. Once the 

consciousness decides to part with them or sets them aside, there is no one to impose them, 

albeit not with the similar force anyway. And even if the barriers are erected again after 

experiencing liminality, keeping them becomes a matter of choice and it’s with the volition 

of the self. The self embraces them as opposed to being subjected to them as foreign bodies 

suffocating and choking it. 
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 Foreign curricular experience gives way to a “collective witnessing” (p. 47) of 

multiple histories, including one’s own, multiple stances on the present and multiple visions 

of the future (Pinar, 2012). It is in this collective witnessing that we attain self-knowledge 

and world knowledge and it is through this knowledge that a self and the social are once 

again reconstructed (Pinar, 2012).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transitional space 

This place, this place 

Is like the world’s outer space 

Between the stars and the earth 

It stretches out and gives birth 

To the butterfly of imagination 

To the flower of creation 

To the world of ‘to be’ 

It sets you free 

To go on a spree 

Until you find your lost pieces 

And your puzzle is complete! (L) 
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Painting Exhibit 9 

This art piece is an assemblage of different pieces and depicts movement of consciousness 

from one state to another.

 

!
 

 

 

 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

118!

EXEGESIS 

 

I write the undoing of self; of waiting in the chaotic space of unknowing; of the 

absences, silences and disjunctures of the liminal space with no narrative; of the relational 

nature of any coming into being; and of the messy, unfolding, open ended and irrational 

nature of becoming-other-to-oneself (Somerville, et al., 2011, p.19). 

This research highlights the enormous potential of a foreign curricular space from 

the perspective of a female Pashtun foreign student and its implications for study abroad as 

a meaningful life changing educative experience. It derives from Ellsworth’s (2005) notion 

of transitional space where the self changes into a learning self. What I have tried to 

explain via my narrative is my experiences of this transitional space, made possible due to 

the foreign curricular experience.  

The method of currere helped me analyze and synthesize my curricular learning 

moments and after the analysis and synthesis, I can state that my foreign curricular 

experience has moved me in ways that I never thought possible. It was not an easy journey, 

as I first went through a very difficult process of becoming ‘other-to-myself’; in Ricouer’s 

(1992) words of experiencing oneself as ‘another’ and then transformed into a self that is 

forever open to transformation and views itself as a ‘becoming’ and not as a finished 

product.  

Autobiography and writing of my Pakhtun female self in a study abroad program 

has been a yet another life changing experience for me because it tapped into those 

moments of this experience that I had long forgotten or the ones I thought didn’t exist in the 

first place. As van Manen (1989) explains, “writing gives appearance and body to thought” 
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(p. 239); it also provided me the ideal conditions where thoughts were given appearance 

and form. Autobiography became the location where thoughts that were born during the 

foreign curricular experience and through currere were given body.   

These thoughts revolved around the research questions when I engaged in the 

temporal movement between past, present, and future, all the while oscillating between my 

pre-existing identity and the way it has been transformed by the foreign curricular space. 

These thoughts emerged from strong bodily knowing of the foreign curricular space that led 

to valuable cognitive understanding of self, place and others in relation to the self.  

In writing my thesis, I have rewritten myself, my culture and identity and my 

understanding of knowledge in the making. In this writing I also found that places affect us 

very deeply and the foreign curricular space affected me positively by becoming 

Ellsworth’s (2005) transitional space. I felt sensations and emotions that were beyond my 

control and much stronger than the inhibitive forces holding me back all these years. 

Cognition as a result of the sensations and emotions was much deeper and the effect of the 

experience was much stronger than I ever thought was possible. Change through cognition 

was not a deliberate choice but a course that my body/mind/brain followed on their own. 

Volition left me every time I engaged a pedagogical hinge and traversed the transitional 

space. Learning became me and I became it when we were in the transitional space of 

foreign curriculum.  Nonaka and Takaeuchi (1995) explain that “the most powerful 

learning comes from bodily experience” (p. 239). Ellsworth endorses this view by 

elaborating that the transitional space impinges on the body first by evoking sensations that 

engage the learning self. These sensations are followed by emotion and then cognition. I 

felt engaged in bodily sensations first. I didn’t comprehend them at the beginning of my 
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study but only later made meaning of them. The pedagogical hinges that prompted these 

sensations included the physical space of the university, dialogical space of the classroom, 

sometimes art, sometimes sounds, and sometimes even silence. An example of silence as a 

pedagogical hinge that led to the transitional space as a learning self was the silence 

experienced collectively on Remembrance Day. It overwhelmed me more than any sound I 

have ever heard. That moment of silence had a pedagogical intent of bodily engaging us in 

the events of the past that need to be remembered both in body and mind.  

In the foreign curricular space and its physical environment, my learning was 

enhanced as a powerful and transforming force; there were moments when I would change 

without ceasing. It was liberating. I believe that the foreign curricular space including its 

physical dimension had an  “affect” (Somerville et al. 2011, p. 50) on me. Hickey-Moody 

& Malins (2007) explains, “Affect is that which is felt before thought; it has a visceral 

impact on body before it is given subjective and emotive meaning” (p. 8). The ideal 

conditions that were sometimes provided in the form of curricular moments helped me 

listen to these affects without judging, without looking for sameness but looking for 

difference as a value and opening myself to the possibility of knowing in new ways 

(Somerville et al. 2011, p. 139). These affects and ideal conditions led to desires. This birth 

of desire to change and listening to affects is what is integral for opening ourselves to 

difference (Somerville, 2011, p. 139).  

Ellsworth (2005) views a curricular space that leads a self to feel and listen to the 

affects as the transitional space. This transitional space opens a self to difference and leads 

her to deeper understanding and meaning making. The understanding of a foreign curricular 

space as a transitional space has significant implications for study abroad students and also 
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for faculty and local students. The knowledge itself that foreign curricular space has such a 

potential would open a dialogue around how to tap this potential and make study abroad 

experiences more meaningful for everyone involved in these experiences. This knowledge 

opens up a conversation about valuing diverse lived experiences of foreign students in the 

curriculum and use these experiences to inform pedagogy and curricula for future Canadian 

and world classrooms that might look even more diverse than they are today. Also, tapping 

into the potential of curricular experience as a way to finding our learning selves, is not just 

limited to foreign students or higher education rather this conversation is relevant to every 

classroom anywhere in the world. I as a self experienced and engaged transitional space 

and pedagogical hinges and it lead me to transformation and growth that I never perceived 

possible. It was my enabling foreign curricular experience that was instrumental to finding 

my voice and agency to write my self today.  

The writing of self for me as a Pakhtun female student that engaged a transitional 

space is like stitching of frames together to form what Pinar (2012) termed as a “montage” 

(p. 139). It’s a montage because it’s not a flat representation of words but rather explains 

through visual and poetic dimensions. It’s a story that aims at providing a vivid holistic 

view of an experience. It aims at engaging the reader on more than one level to represent 

the effects of experience on learning and on identity.  

6.1 From Transitional Space to Personal Narrative 

This thesis is a montage of pedagogical hinges and transitional spaces (Ellsworth, 

2005) that have led to changes in my identity – resistance, liberation, emancipation, and 

lines of flight (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Deleuze and Guattari (1987) explain lines of 
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flight as desires to break free from the rigid boundaries that contain and define us and move 

towards unknown ways of becoming and being. My thesis explains my lines of flight that 

were the result of my foreign curricular experience through a personal narrative. I hope that 

my narrative will resonate with the lives of the readers. 

Nash (2004) suggests, “to write a personal narrative is to look deeply within 

ourselves for the meaning that just might, when done well, resonate with other lives, may 

be even inspire them in some significant ways.” (p. 22). Nash (2004) explains that not only 

do we find our own lost voice in our personal narratives but also the primary function of 

our narrative is to “touch reader’s lives by informing their experiences, by transforming the 

meaning of events” (p. 28). This thesis was meant to make a profound learning experience 

intelligible and to facilitate the reader to hear the events of this experience that were not 

lived in a vacuum but involved many others in relation to me. It was a journey of finding 

my identity that was lost in the foreign land through “stunning self insights” (Nash, 2004, 

p. 3) 

  Before my study abroad experience and this autobiographic writing, I viewed and 

narrated myself, as a female Pakhtun woman, my culture as only Pakhtun not open to 

change and scrutiny and my education as ‘acquisition of knowledge as a finished product.’ 

I understood all of the above as being acquired only and not as being capable of change and 

negotiation. The change in me by no means implies that I have now given up my Pakhtun 

female identity or my Pakhtun culture but it means that I have started to view myself and 

all the structures and realities of this world as open to scrutiny and subject to change. I 

understand myself as a reality in flux, a complexity in motion. I view myself at once as 

subject to change and an agent of change.  
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6.2 Towards a Deleuzian Framework for Identity Transformation 

Ellsworth’s (2005) ideas made me attend to the curricular moments that provoked a 

new identity for me. She explained the role of these moments in transitioning me from a 

self to a learning self and as a result a change occurred in my identity. Currere provided me 

with the analytical tool to think deeply about these moments in relation to my identity. 

Ellsworth (2005) provided the basis for pedagogical address and analysis and currere 

provoked the narrative understanding and analysis that emerged from this pedagogical 

engagement. However, I still think to explain the identity shift that I have experienced 

during my foreign curricular experience, I must engage a Deleuzian framework of identity 

change.  

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) explicate that identity is not a singularity but an 

assemblage of multiple segments. Deleuze (1992) explains in his life’s work that identities 

of groups and individuals are not preexistent but are rather constituted. He explains that 

identities of individuals and groups are made of various factors such as common values, 

culture, laws, etc. He elaborates that since our identities are not preexistent and depend 

largely on outside factors, we as individuals always have potential of transformation and 

change. I use his framework of identity transformation that involves three different lines of 

movement namely (a) molar, (b) molecular, and (c) line of flight.  

Deleuze (1992) explain molar identity or molarity as a rigid way of being and a self-

sameness across various situations. An example of a molar identity is cultural identity in 

conservative cultures where adherence to the cultural norms is a concrete given and is 

expected in other societies as well. Any deviation from the norms provokes consequences 
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such as censure of society and alienation from family, etc. However, he explains that even 

molar identity has movements inside it but the movement is never strong enough to 

problematize the identity and stays well within the boundaries of the culture. My Pakhtun 

identity is an example of molar identity. I was a Pakhtun woman from a conservative 

Pakhtun culture that expected women to be submissive, timid and adhere to their cultural 

expectations at all times and under all circumstances.  

My Pakhtun identity went into a liminal state due to my foreign curricular 

experience. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) explain this liminality as the other two lines of 

movement namely molecular and line of flight. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) explain that 

molar identities are conflicted once they encounter other ways of being and might resist 

change. An example would be a foreign student in a study abroad program. For a foreign 

student, a study abroad program is a process of transition and shock (Ellwood, 2011). The 

student in a different cultural, social and pedagogical milieu might resist the change that 

moves her from familiar to the unknown (Ellwood, 2011). I experienced this shock and in 

the beginning I made attempts to shut out the world outside and to adhere even harder to 

the known structures and a familiar way of being. 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) explain the phenomenon of a stronger adherence to 

molar identity as the first response to an unfamiliar way of being. However, they explain 

that individuals or groups that come in relation to each other, affect each other and these 

affects impinge on their molar identity. I experienced the affects of the foreign curricular 

moments and the classroom collective on my molar identity as a Pashtun female and these 

affects unsettled me. My narrative understandings clarifies that I went through a molecular 

movement of change where my identity was no longer rigid as it overlapped and intersected 
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with the identities of those in relation to me in the foreign curricular space (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 1987). 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) explain molecular movement of change as a state of 

flux and the forming of temporary alliances with the attributes of other identities. My 

collective (my foreign colleagues, classmates and teachers) fascinated me. The pedagogical 

and social milieu of the foreign curricular space required a much deeper engagement and I 

couldn’t resist it for long. Our mutual understanding despite their alternative way of being 

and our sharing of a curricular space as parts of the same collective, moved me by making 

me open to accommodate and adopt some of their attributes.   

Deleuze and Parnet (1987) describe the molecular movements as ‘attractions’ and 

‘repulsions’ and suggest that it is these attractions and repulsions that pave way for new 

practices, new relationships and a new becoming (p. 142). This molecular movement 

stretched the borders of my molar identity and led my identity to ‘new configurations’ 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987). 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) explain that the molecular line of movement is not an 

end in itself but rather it presents the tension between the rigid molar identity and an 

identity that is unknown and unexpected. They explain that molecular lines of movement 

are just a precursor to a movement towards an abstract identity that is not yet known to the 

individual. They call this movement into the abstract as the line of flight (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987).  

They explain that the lines of flight are pure movements of change, are powerful 

enough to rent one form of organization asunder and moves towards another. This line of 
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flight can be described as cell differentiation where a cell during growth mutates and 

changes into a higher form of itself (Deleuze and Parnet, 1987). Line of flight is this 

mutation for identity of a self in flux. From the time I entered the foreign curricular milieu, 

I experienced tension in my molar identity and movement towards an identity that I didn’t 

even know existed or was possible. I have expressed this tension through my drawing, 

paintings, poems, sculptures and narrative in chapter five. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) call 

this tension in the molar identity a ‘desire’ for change.  

They explain “ lines of flight are instantiations of desire where desire is a force that 

breaks up the reduction of oneself as a being who can be contained within the striations of 

institutionalized order.” (Somerville, et al, 2011, p. 137). Lines of flight can be explained as 

desires to move towards positive transformation and new and creative ways of being 

(Somerville, et al, 2011). 

It was through Ellsworth’s (2005) framework and currere that I understood the 

movement in my identity being provoked by pedagogical engagement and through 

Deleuzian framework I have identified how my Pakhtun identity went through these lines 

of movement in the foreign curricular space. 

Ellwood (2011) has used the same framework for identity transformation of foreign 

students in her study and concluded that a study abroad program has the potential of 

transforming students and enabling them to experience lines of flight in their identity and 

learning. She explains that the molecular lines of movement include all the interactions and 

relationships the students form in the new social milieu and that affect the molar identity or 

the rigid identity of a foreign student.  She notes that a foreign curricular space provides the 

opportunity to study abroad students to open up and develop in them a desire to be 
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someone other than their molar selves. She describes lines of flight as the transition where 

the self of a foreign student dissolves and goes through a transitional space and moment.  

The Deleuzian framework helps in understanding the dynamics of identity change 

in different social, cultural and pedagogical milieu and is therefore a lens providing 

valuable insight. This insight into identity is valuable for educators to understand these 

dynamics in order to utilize them in their inclusive classrooms that can become the sites 

and arenas of identity transformation. It is valuable for students as this insight helps them in 

understanding the grappling of identity change. 

An insight from my experience in the foreign curricular space, which I consider as 

the most valuable gain is the freedom from an allegiance to the acquired identity of being 

part of a group that belongs to a particular culture, gender, race, tribe or nationality. Said 

(1996) emphasizes that being part of a certain cultural, national or gender group is “not a 

natural or god-given entity but something that is constructed, manufactured, even in some 

cases invented object, with a history of struggle and conquest behind it” (p. 33). I was 

trapped in my molar identity and the grand narratives that reinforce self-sameness, but my 

foreign curricular experience and this thesis helped me rise above them through narration, 

reflection and analyses.  

I believe in multiple truths and realities now. I have understood that culture, religion, 

self, other, identity and sexuality have no definitive borders and are not separate boxes or 

binaries. I don’t feel guilty or owe any explanations to anyone for my new way of being 

and my freedom as an individual. I have regained my voice and don’t hold my opinions to 
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myself.  I teach my three girls that they can do anything and be anyone as gender is not a 

disadvantage but a celebration of our unique abilities and strengths.  

The biggest change that I feel in myself is that I don’t feel burdened by the past. I feel 

that I have put many demons to rest with the writing of this thesis. I feel light. I don’t beat 

myself up for not matching the ideals of a quintessential Pashtun woman. I don’t need the 

approval and legitimacy that I worked so hard for all my life. I don’t feel responsible for 

the pleasantness of my surroundings and to withhold my opinion lest it perturbs any men 

around me. I am not afraid of being called a feminist or an angry woman making noise for 

nothing. I am self-propelled and I am free. 

6.3 My Contribution to the Literature 

As a researcher who investigates study abroad experiences one question I was 

repeatedly asked throughout my M.Ed. degree was, “why should we (Canadians) care?” 

For an international student, this was not an easy question besides so many others revolving 

around the problematic of research. Our research has a different context and didn’t align 

closely with the forms and themes of research with a Canadian context. During my 

experience as a researcher, I found the importance of relevance and contribution to the 

existing body of literature (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). I will briefly explain that there 

are many reasons to “pause and reflect” on the nuances of a study abroad student’s 

experience (Mestenhauser, 2002 b, p. 5) and considering these the world should start 

caring.  

According to The Economist (Issue 31st Jan to 5th Feb, 2016), there are 4.5 million 

international students studying abroad and their numbers are expected to reach 7-8 million 

by 2025. Study abroad is a billion dollar industry and countries around the globe are 
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gaining capitally from it. A good example is Australia where education is the country’s 

second biggest export industry and is worth $18 billion (Economist, 2016).  

According to The Economist (2016), Canada is following suit and is encouraging 

international students to study and eventually live in Canada. Not only do these 

international students pay a much higher fee that helps them in subsidizing the fee of local 

students but are a valuable resource of well-qualified young workers (The Economist, 

2016, p. 52).  These facts make study abroad industry a highly valuable resource and hence 

the experience of international students highly relevant for the flourishing of this industry. 

Even from just an economic standpoint, its pivotal to research their study abroad 

experience and find out ways to make their experiences meaningful and their integration 

smooth as markets like Hong Kong and Singapore are already making headways in the 

study abroad market (The Economist, 2016) and may provide a better value for money.  

Research suggests that if Canadian universities wish to remain competitive in the 

study abroad market and capitalize on this industry, they must diversify their curricula and 

pedagogy to meet the needs of international students (Association of Universities and 

Colleges of Canada [AUCC] 2007 a, 2007 b; Canadian Association of Teachers, 2008). 

Other than economic considerations, Mestenhauser (2002b) explains that 

international students bring “alternate ways of thinking and that has contributed to radical 

changes in societies and cultures” (p. 5). Recent research also endorses the view that “ a 

more diverse student body is an educational resource in itself. It creates the opportunity to 

enrich the education of all students, preparing them to take their place in the more global 

era now emerging” (Marginson & Sawir, 2011, p. 9).  
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Caruana and Spurling (2007), highlight in their study that the study abroad 

experience must be reviewed not only in terms of institutional processes but also in terms 

of curricula and pedagogic practices so they can be adaptive to the needs of international 

students. They stress that “there is a difference between being aware of cultural difference 

and valuing it” (p. 64) explaining that cultural diversity in higher education does not mean 

the recruitment of international students in various courses but that their curricular 

experience is as meaningful as any other participant of the course and their cultural capital 

and lived experience as relevant as any other participant’s. My experiences that I shared 

through this thesis is a way of engaging educators, students and curriculum theorists to 

move past the mere acknowledgement of diversity but rather value it by making it a part of 

an educational experience. Valuing diversity means using varying perspectives, voices, 

lived experiences and alternative ways of being to reconstruct curriculum and pedagogy.  

Research suggests that a study abroad experience has immense potential (Hadis, 

2005) but at the same time it is also argued that curricular content and teaching approaches 

can alienate rather than include foreign students hence impeding their chance at success and 

achievement (Devita & Case, 2003; Caruana & Spurling, 2007). Synthesizing my personal 

experience, I have shed light on some of the challenges and gains that a study abroad 

curricular experience presents and some insights that will contribute to the current 

literature. 

Methodologically, my thesis contributes to the existing body of literature because 

the method of currere has been rarely used for analysis and synthesis of a study abroad 

curricular experience. Autobiography and narrative methodologies also provided additional 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

131!

descriptive depth to explain the events of the curricular experience and a reader friendly 

account of the experience. This research explains a foreign curricular space and place as 

having the potential of being a transitional space for study abroad students.  

My research has also served to characterize and conceptualize foreign curricular 

experience and how it contributes to identity formation. Specifically the address of culture 

shock compounded by academic culture shock provokes opportunity for identity formation, 

should the student embrace it. Second, recognizing and leveraging pedagogical hinges 

enables one to enter a transitional space and become a learning self. I explicate each of 

these below, as contributions to the existing literature. 

6.4 Opportunity for Change: Culture shock multiplied by Academic Culture shock 

The cultural difference, loss of language and voice, and everything familiar, is 

multiplied manifold when a foreign student lags behind in studies. As a Pakhtun student, it 

was an enormous sacrifice and a very difficult decision to leave my country and loved ones 

behind. This sacrifice was made on the premise that I would succeed and bring pride to my 

family and would pave a way for other girls back home. I also envisioned a better, brighter, 

independent future for myself.  

Lagging behind in studies was heart breaking for me. It was the natural consequence 

of being in a foreign curricular space that had a completely different understanding of 

learning and knowledge. I came from a culture of lecture method and memorization of 

content. Critical thinking, analysis and research were all unfamiliar and daunting for me 

and I lagged behind in studies and felt like a failure.  
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Carrol and Appleton (2007) explain this phenomenon as an “academic ‘culture 

shock” (p.72) and defines it as lacking the know how of the learning and pedagogical 

approaches in a foreign university. They emphasize academe has its own culture that is as 

unfamiliar as the overall western culture of the country. They explain that the foreign 

student struggles with the dominant culture on many fronts and the one that proves most 

challenging is the academic culture. They argue that not only is the host culture different 

but the academic culture, methods and approaches to learning and knowledge acquisition 

and assessment techniques are very different (Williams, 2008).  

They emphasize that the student has to adjust to the lack of dominant cultural capital, 

acculturation stress of being absorbed in this dominant culture and also to the academic 

culture that not only excludes her in core curriculum but demands to adjust to completely 

different ways of teaching and assessment (Durkin, 2008 & Williams, 2008). Researchers 

explain that teaching styles and learning expectations of host cultures that differ from the 

normative learning styles of a student’s own culture are also a source of difficulty for 

international students (Andrade, 2006; Arthur, 2004; Durkin, 2008 & Grey, 2002).  

Not only did this academic culture shock led to a sense of failure for me but it sapped 

all hope of achievement from me as well. However, all of this changed profoundly for me 

with the curricular exercises that included visual art and with the autobiographical 

reflections that we wrote as keywords in the Curriculum Theory course. 
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6.5 Engaging Pedagogical Hinges 

Art and keywords provided the “pedagogical hinges” 

(Ellsworth, 2005, p. 37) that I needed to feel relevant 

and bestowed a sense of belonging in my new 

surroundings. Art helped me express my inner 

grappling and provided a voice when I had no words 

to articulate it. Different art forms have the unique 

ability to reveal and elicit insights from experiences 

that people cannot articulate in words (Simons and 

McCormack, 2007).  

Art healed me, soothed me and tapped into 

the inner chaos. It not only brought the hurt and 

silence out, but laid it out for me in an intelligible 

form that provided insights into what I was going 

through and why I was going through them. It even 

brought those insights out that I never thought existed 

and that were long forgotten in the maelstrom of everyday.  

Greene (2001) explains that art allows us to extract ourselves from the everydayness 

of life and delve into the rich complexity of our surroundings. Art was the only way I could 

make meaning of the complexity around me, and the changes that danced within and 

without.  

Keywords provided the words and the agency that I needed for initiation into the 

I was nothing 

You made me greater  

Than a mountain 

I lagged behind, 

You pushed me to the front, 

My heart was shattered, 

You healed it 

I turned into a lover 

Of Myself 

(Whispers of the Beloved, Rumi) 
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civic sphere of the classroom. Keywords started from the known, from my lived 

experience, my history and my erudition and then extended to the public sphere and this 

starting from the familiar provided an anchor in the fluid foreign curricular space. The 

readings chosen in EDUC 802 were open to interpretation and multiple perspectives. Since 

there was a lack of a common ground for me with those in relation to me, the readings 

provided a common ground not because I could relate to them or they included my 

worldview but because those readings expanded our understanding of the present with 

respect to ourselves and did not put any constraints on how we perceived them.  

It was eliciting and engaging our perception of the concept (reading material) that 

was the end of exercise. It was for the sole purpose of exercising our agency and co-

construct the public sphere through dialogue. It gave me confidence and provided me with 

“plurality of centers” where one perspective superimpose and disappear into another 

(Deleuze, 2005, p. 67). The difference of perspective is valued as informing and not 

discarded. 

It also made manifest that the open ended and dialogic form of teaching suited my 

unique learning needs as foreign student. Research also corroborates that "facilitative, 

dialogical instructional style" (Schoorman, 1999, p. 37) has the capacity to recognize 

different cultural values and perspectives and confer inclusion on the perspectives of the 

study abroad students.   

 One other thing that helped immensely in EDUC 802 course was that at the inception 

of the course we were given a choice to choose from various writing styles of different 

cultures and asked to choose any that suited our way of writing. Choice itself is very 
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empowering as it liberates voice and gives agency. 

 Art and keywords both provided the conducive public sphere where I could exercise 

agency and also maintain a room of my own (Pinar, 2012). I needed room to reflect on the 

changes that I encountered on daily basis and to name the changes to make sense of them 

(Greene, 1971). As a foreign student I didn’t expect these challenges from a cultural or 

curricular viewpoint and was not aware of any forum to get support. I was unprepared for 

them and they affected me to the core.  

Research notes that international students at the university level often feel unprepared 

because of no knowledge of the intricacies of the foreign environment and experience 

(Burns, 1991). I was very lucky that my support came from my professors, and they 

became my anchor during my educational journey. They not only provided emotional but 

also pedagogical support and made achievement and emotional well being possible for me. 

However, I think unless this support and inclusivity is institutionalized, it cannot be ensured 

for international students. Without the support of my professors, I would not only have 

failed but would have gone into depression.  

From my lived experience of the foreign curriculum and its synthesis through the 

method of currere, I believe that my foreign educational experience even had more 

potential of positive transformation. I think my experience would have been even more 

rewarding if there was inclusivity in the curricular content and co-curricular activities.  

Arkoudis et al., (2012) suggest that a curricular experience can be enhanced for 

students when it draws “on different skills, learning strategies and cultural experiences to 

co-construct subject knowledge” (p. 53). I believe that international students and local 
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students of all ethnicities can benefit from inclusivity and building of relationships through 

co-curricular and curricular activities (Mestenhauser 2002b; Williams, 2008; Arkoudis & 

Baik, 2014). This inclusivity would bestow a sense of belonging on study abroad students 

and would help them with their inner struggles of culture shock, home sickness, anxiety 

and frustration (Lee, 2014). Developing relationships with fellow students is also enhanced 

through collective activities (Arkoudis & Baik, 2014).  

Bruner (1986) explains that no person or self is ever “an island, entire of itself” but a 

part of the culture he inherits and then recreates” (p. 149). This recreating of culture 

happens only through constant interaction with others in relation. Culture is recreated 

together when meaning is recreated together (Bruner, 1986). This meaning making 

enhances one’s knowledge of oneself and of others. Relationships enhance meaning 

making and for study abroad students, relationships with local students can be facilitated 

effectively via curricular subject knowledge (Arkoudis & Baik, 2013).  

International students also need pedagogical hinges (Ellsworth, 2005) to feel engaged 

in the learning process and to let go of the habitual sedimented ways of knowing and being. 

These pedagogical hinges may include art, music, physical environs, public places, 

multicultural content and practices etc., that can make one feel subjectively animated and 

one feels herself in the making and towards unknown ways of being in the world 

(Ellsworth, 2005). These pedagogical hinges must tap the force within the foreign student’s 

subjectivity, as the only place familiar to a foreign student is her historical self and her 

history and erudition. It is the responsibility of the curriculum makers and faculty to 

provide these hinges for the students within both the overt and hidden curriculum.  
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Multicultural content, dialogical curricular space, appreciating difference rather than 

considering it a deficit in the learning style of a foreign student and supporting them by 

providing an equitable access to academic success are all worthy goals for making the 

foreign curricular experience become a transitional space for learners. As a foreign Pakhtun 

female student, I was unaware of how to “reflectively intervene” (Bruner, 1986, p. 132) in 

the knowledge that I encountered but in the foreign curricular space, when the acquired 

assumptions of knowledge were interrupted, I learnt how to control and select knowledge 

that I needed (Bruner, 1986).  

I also learnt through reflective curricular exercises how to negotiate and act upon the 

knowledge to create new knowledge. Research itself, critical thinking and analyses, 

metacognitive exercises were the academic culture of the foreign curricular space and they 

all transformed me from a passive learner to an agent capable of what Bruner (1986) 

termed as ‘reflective intervention’.   

Bruner (1986) explains that when the learner becomes capable of this reflective 

intervention and is able to penetrate knowledge for her purposes, she also develops a strong 

sense of self. He explains that such a “learner develops a sense of self that is premised on 

his ability to penetrate knowledge for his own uses, and if he can share and negotiate the 

result of his penetrations, then he becomes a member of the culture creating community” 

(p. 132). In other words, she is not bound by a culture or by a certain knowledge but can 

actively construct both with her own agency. It empowers her and strengthens her sense of 

self. 

My foreign curricular experience did just that for me and it instilled the confidence 
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that I can negotiate and create new knowledge and a new hybrid culture that suits my needs 

in multicultural contexts. I am not chained by either but am free to act on both of them.  In 

the light of my own lived experience, I believe art and reflexive writing can prove 

extremely beneficial in this regard. From my experience I can say that its not that I lacked 

internal agency or self-empowering abilities but internal agency is bolstered by external 

agency, our access to opportunities and a sense of entitlement and belonging (Akuah Prah, 

2010).  

6.6 Suggestions for Future Research 

The suggestion for future research is to use the personal narratives of study abroad 

students of various ethnicities and their curricular experience for making an eclectic 

curriculum (Shwab, 1978) that provides for the needs of a diverse classroom. The study 

abroad programs now have classrooms that are quite a complexity and this complexity can 

be understood via the personal narratives of the study abroad students.  

6.7 Limitations of Research and Future Possibilities 

My research only describes my story and how as a female Pashtun student I 

engaged the foreign curricular space but it lacks breadth as there is only one participant. A 

similar research can be conducted for female Pashtun students as an ethnic group that 

engage foreign curricular spaces and can be presented as a narrative with “multivocal” 

texts. (Kirch, 1997, p. 192). The narrative form of inquiry can be augmented through 

multivocal texts, where the voices of other participants are included in the research besides 

than the voice of the narrator / author. Multivocal texts enable the researcher to “ present 

multiple voices in a single text to allow readers to see different perspectives and to hear 



MNEMOSYNE                                            !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

139!

different voices of research participants” (Kirch, 1997, p. 192). Multivocality would 

provide both depth and breadth to a similar narrative research. 

 Researchers can use both individual stories in the form of narratives or collective 

accounts of study abroad students in the form of in-depth interviews to discern their foreign 

curricular experiences. They can do such research keeping ‘place’ as a pivot of such 

research and its affects on foreign students. Researchers can use this data to facilitate the 

smooth transition of study abroad students into a foreign curricular space and also inform 

the internalization of curricula in pluralistic societies such as Canada (Knight, 2003; 

Williams, 2014).  

Researchers can also study the use of various art forms, their inclusion in curricula 

of study abroad programs and their implications for study abroad students. 

Also, researchers can utilize the Pinar’s method of currere as the tool of analyzing 

curricular moments. It can help study abroad students and local students in analyzing their 

curricular journeys and also help the researchers to analyze their data that constitute of 

curricular moments. 
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Conclusion: Naming Myself and My World 

 “If I didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for 

me and eaten alive” (Audre Lorde, 1984, p. 125). 

My rich curricular study abroad experience has liberated me as a woman that does not 

need to belong to an identity, a culture, place or group to feel grounded or to achieve 

success but rather depends on her own intellectual and reflective faculties to be an agent of 

change and resistance in the society. A woman that can carve out a future from her own 

imagination and not accept the one that is handed out to her. It has given me an immense 

love of inquiry and an immense faith in the fecundity of knowledge— always growing in 

myriad of ways, ready to be explored and co-constructed.  This experience has given me 

voice and agency that frees me to act in the world for social change.  

This thesis is my first step towards this social change as it is the voice of those 

Pakhtun female students and women that are at the margins and cannot speak for 

themselves yet. My Pakhtun female self might cringe at this a little, but I don’t feel the 

need of anyone’s approval for my new way of being and my decisions. It is the beginning 

of a new journey.  

With my thesis I invite readers to take a journey into the complexity of a study abroad 

experience. Find entry points into my story or add your own stories to the hundreds and 

thousands of narratives that will go down in history as the human condition of our epoch 

and will forever inform and transform others. What experience taught me is that history is 

always relevant. 
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Metanoia 

It’s not going to be smooth 

It’s not an easy road 

Take it oh traveller, 

No matter what it forebodes 

To be of value, to oneself and unto others 

Change your ways and all else that smothers 

Your heart, your soul, the voice of your ‘other’ 

Let it go, let it go but not your ‘another’ 

She tells when to stop and when to take a turn 

She tells what to cherish and what to simply burn 

Not leaving behind ashes nor dust 

Burn with it oh traveller! Burn if you must 

But don’t let it choke your duty and your calling 

Even if it hurts you as if your sky is falling 

Endure endure endure endure 

There will be moments when you could take no more 

But still hold steady and persevere some more 

Until your eyes finally seek what you explore 

The new road full of perils and burdens and despair 

That is what you need for your soul to repair 

It’s burned and charred self, and its twisted way of thought 

When you are wide awake, you would cherish what you bought 

You will have long awaited peace, the nirvana you always sought 

Rejoice in it oh traveller! You won, for what you fought 

Have peace …some peace… sit down.. exhale! (L) 
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