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This article investigates how food and drink may facilitate educational and relational 
encounters with Arabic-speaking adult students and open up possibilities for 
transpositioning (Hawkins & Tiwari, 2024; Li Wei & Lee, 2024) in adult basic 
education (ABE). Drawing on sensory ethnography (Pink, 2015), we analyze how 
food, drink, and communication across Arabic, Nordic languages, and English 
created joint emplacement and relational reciprocity in adult basic education settings 
in Finland and Norway. Adult students from South-West Asia and North Africa 
used educational spaces to acts as teachers and hosts, in settings where they are often 
positioned as guests or even social clients. These encounters may allow for greater 
reciprocity than what is common in adult migrant education, as food and drink 
connect to transnational histories, affective and sociomaterial realities, and lived 
experiences. 
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1 Introduction 
 

During the past decade, Arabic has grown to be a substantial minority language 
in the Nordic region, especially due to forced migration from Syria since 2011. In 
Sweden, Arabic is now the largest minority language (Hallberg, 2024). Along with 
other refugees and migrants from South-West Asia and North Africa (SWANA), 
this most recent group of Arabic-speaking migrants have entered into a political 
and ideological field where Arabic is often attached to xenophobic and 
pathologizing discourses (Carlsson & Ericsson, 2017; Nishiyama, 2020). In 
particular, Islamophobia may be directed at Arabs and other migrants from these 
regions, regardless of individual religious affiliation (Karimi, 2024; Löfdahl et al., 
2024; Masoud et al., 2023). Nevertheless, Arabic-speaking refugees and migrants 
continue to make their homes and communities in the Nordic countries, like 
others before them. While xenophobic discourses are hardening, Arabic is also 
visible in new places and at new events (Löfdahl et al., 2024; Naif & Zbar, 2024). 
Furthermore, the Arabic language is widely used in migrant communities across 
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religious, ethnic, and national lines, spoken by Arabs as well as many Amazigh, 
Assyrians, Kurds, and Somalis, among others (e.g., Löfdahl et al., 2024). Arabic is 
also taught and learned in formal as well as community-based education (Calafato, 
2020; Eggen, 2018; Iversen, 2025), albeit not in large numbers, thus creating the 
possibility of further encounters with and through the language.  

In this article, we want to direct attention to spaces of conviviality enabling 
acts of place-making by Arabic-speaking migrants in adult basic education (ABE) 
in two Nordic countries, Finland and Norway, while remaining attentive to the 
precarity and hostility Arabic-speaking migrants also may face in these contexts. 
ABE centers represent unique educational settings in several respects, including 
in the predominance of Asian and African migrants and refugees as students, thus 
potentially creating possibilities for different forms of interaction and 
emplacement with and among Arabic-speakers. More specifically, we employ 
sensory ethnography to investigate how encounters with and through food and 
drink may introduce shifts toward more equitable relationships in educational 
spaces. In rural Finnish and Norwegian ABE settings, we found that students from 
South-West Asia (Syria) and North Africa (Algeria) created relational encounters 
around food and drink, which entailed a greater degree of epistemic and 
relational reciprocity than what students reported experiencing in their local 
community. These encounters may also constitute sites of transpositioning 
(Hawkins & Tiwari, 2024; Li Wei & Lee, 2024), as adult students and their 
interlocutors renegotiate ownership and belonging through joint placemaking. 

 
2 The role of food in language and culture education 

 
We start by outlining an argument in existing literature that considers food-
related activities to be an example of essentializing culture teaching in the world 
language classroom. For example, Kramsch (1991) problematizes the 
differentiation between “big C” and “little c” culture, a distinction often 
illustrated in foreign language textbooks with the help of the four Fs: “food, fairs, 
folklore, and statistical facts” (p. 218). While this critique is directed at foreign 
language classrooms, it requires rethinking in migrant education and 
multicultural school contexts, where food is frequently contributed and prepared 
by migrant parents and students themselves. Previous research shows that such 
practices can risk essentializing cultural identities, but they also create 
opportunities for recognition, conviviality, and identity negotiation (Dewilde et 
al., 2018; Dewilde et al., 2021). In this sense, food-centered events both reproduce 
stereotypes and function as meaningful sites of belonging, boundary-making, and 
intercultural encounter. 

Critiques have therefore rightfully pointed to the problematic role food has 
sometimes played in (world) language classrooms, including as means to 
construct and access the “culture” of target language users in reductive, touristic, 
or exoticizing ways. Yet several scholars highlight that food events can also enable 
community building and open up less explored dimensions of multicultural 
education. Richardson (2011), for example, argues that food practices can raise 
issues of hospitality, civic responsibility, or sustainability, even though such 
possibilities have been largely overlooked in professional discourse. Building on 
this line of work, Dewilde et al. (2018) have examined an “international week” at 
a Norwegian primary school, where migrant parents contributed food and 
engaged with children, other parents, and the wider community. Food was central 
to this event, and the making, serving, and tasting sequences carried 
transformative potential for encounters and identity building. Gunew (2000) 
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similarly expands on the role of food in constructing belonging and identity in 
migrant contexts. She argues that food not only facilitates cultural transmission 
but can also mark exclusion, as certain dishes may foster community among some 
while distancing others. Dewilde et al. (2021) illustrate this complexity through 
the example of dolma at a multicultural school festival, where Kurdish parents 
claimed the dish as uniquely Kurdish, reinforcing cultural identity, even as the 
dish is well-known across Eastern Mediterranean and South-West Asian cuisine, 
further highlighting the complexities of food as means of community building, 
yet simultaneously of delineating boundaries.   

Beyond identity, food-centered activities also offer a lens through which to 
view relational and communicative practices in multicultural and multilingual 
settings. For instance, Engman et al. (2023) explore the ways bilingual families 
reclaim Irish in the home while baking bread. Language development is deeply 
embedded in these everyday, embodied practices, where meaning-making is 
fostered not through formal instruction, but through the act of doing something 
together. As the authors note, “communication between the generations in a 
minoritised language does not have to rely on perfection or fluency to make 
meaning, and to do the relational work that language encourages” (p. 190). We 
extend these previous critiques and possibilities into considering how food and 
drink create encounters across different linguistic repertoires, with a focus on 
Arabic, in adult education spaces. 

 
3 Theoretical framework: Transpositioning encounters 

 
Within scholarship of applied/educational linguistics, translanguaging has been 
recognized as a practice, pedagogy, and political stance (Li Wei, 2022) and has 
contributed to dismantling linguistic and raciolinguistic ideologies within and 
beyond educational contexts. More recently, transpositioning (Hawkins, 2021; Li 
Wei & Lee, 2024) has taken into account the fluidity of positionalities across time 
and space, human and more-than-human boundaries, and across stabilizing 
identity categories like race and class. In reference to Davies and Harré’s (1990) 
work, Li Wei and Lee (2024) define positioning as “the process in which 
individuals articulate their personhood by taking up changeable identities in 
interaction” (p. 876). This positioning is mediated through the use of labels, which 
are “drawn from culture- and locale-specific repertoires” (p. 876), associated with 
particular identities, and constantly constructed and reconstructed in interaction 
with other people’s labels and respective identities. Language plays an important 
role in this process, acting simultaneously as a medium and tool for positioning. 
Transpositioning, then, highlights the notion that positioning always reaches 
beyond the here and now and honors the “in flow-and-flux” nature of all identity 
constructions (p. 877). In reference to translanguaging, Li Wei (2021) elucidated 
the role of the trans-prefix as pointing to fluidity and transgressability of language 
boundaries, language speaker identities and worldviews, and disciplines, which we 
believe also applies to positioning. The emphasis on fluidity has consequences for 
how larger social dynamics are conceived of. More specifically, Li Wei and Lee’s (2024) 
concept of transpositioning entertains the possibility of cutting the self loose from 
socially determined identity categories or positions:  
 

If one’s positioning is conventionally determined in relation to geopolitical location as well 
as such commonplace categories as race, gender, and social class, transpositioning cuts 
across these parameters, unravelling the tensions and malleability of different individuals’ 
stances in relation to each other. (p. 877) 
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While Li Wei and Lee (2024) thus put forward a transpositioning concept that 
assigns interactional spaces the power to transcend social stratification, Hawkins 
(2021) and Hawkins and Tiwari (2024) understand interaction, and specifically 
translanguaging, as “always and everywhere embedded in, shaped by and 
constitutive of power relations” (p. 105). They further comment that current 
literature tends to highlight fluidity and the potential for playfulness of 
translanguaging interactions, which should, however, not hide the fact that 
“communications are always precarious” (p. 105), and playfulness and precarity 
can and often do coexist. Accordingly, Hawkins and Tiwari’s (2024) 
understanding of transpositioning is informed by precarity, “the risk of living in 
unacceptable and dangerous conditions” (p. 105). As a consequence, attention to 
socioeconomic and sociopolitical circumstances are intrinsic to the concept. As 
they point out,  
 

transpositioning moves beyond individual trajectories and specific turns and moves in 
communication to include the fluid nature of positioning in the immediacy of the moment, 
but with the momentary interaction embedded in historical and ecological flows of ideas, 
ideologies, norms, belief, practices and understandings that are inherent to the times, 
places and trajectories through which we [...] move. (p. 107) 
 

Even more explicitly, in her book, Hawkins (2021) clarifies that “all flows, 
environment, contexts, encounters and interactions are laden with power 
dynamics” (p. 3). Our work subscribes to this more politically sensitive concept 
of transpositioning and applies it to encounters in educational contexts that 
entangle speakers of Arabic with their social and material environment. While 
tracing the fluidity and “for-now”ness of interlocutors’ positioning and 
highlighting the creative agency they employ in their sense-making, we want to 
remain vigilant not to obscure or belittle the precariousness that permeates our 
participants’ lives and interactions. Additionally, we employ the transpositioning 
framework with sensitivity to the sociomaterial world, specifically to food and 
drink as material realities that agentively shape human positioning.  
 
4 Aim and research questions 
 
In this article, we apply a transpositioning framework to the analysis of data from 
three ABE institutions, in other words, schools that offer basic education 
programs to adults, most of whom are migrants with interrupted formal schooling 
or limited recognition of educational credentials. More specifically, our study 
focuses on Arabic-speaking forced migrants from SWANA contexts, considering 
the following research questions: 
 

RQ1. How do food and drink facilitate encounters with Arabic-speaking adult students? 
RQ2. What possibilities for transpositioning do these encounters open up? 
 

5 Settings and participants: ABE in Finland and Norway 
 
Adult basic education (ABE) programs serve similar purposes in Finland and 
Norway, offering comprehensive education to adults who cannot document 
having completed compulsory education. Given compulsory school completion 
rates among children born in the respective countries, most students in ABE are 
immigrants. In recent years, Arabic-speaking adults have comprised a significant 
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student group in both Finland and Norway, especially as a consequence of the 
war in Syria. Due to these similarities of educational and sociolinguistic context 
and participant types, we jointly analyze the significance of food and drink in 
facilitating transpositioning across Finnish and Norwegian ABE settings, drawing 
on ethnographic projects that were conducted in these respective Nordic contexts. 

In Finland, the data were collected at a rural community college that offers 
adult basic education (ABE) and is mostly attended by learners who have resettled 
to Finland from countries in North and East Africa and West and Central Asia 
(e.g., Somalia, Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, and Iran). Johanna has collaborated with 
teachers and students at the center that she calls Asema School since 2017, 
including a shorter and a longer ethnographic study. The shorter ethnographic 
study focused on linguistic legitimacy, and included a case study on culture day 
events in 2017-2019, while the longer ethnographic study focused on epistemic 
legitimacy, and included case studies on culture days and Algerian dinner in 
2020-2025. For this paper, we used data from both studies. 

In Norway, the data come from two rural adult education centers, which we 
call Mountain View and Woodlands Adult Education Centers. Ingrid and Joke 
collaborated with educators and students at these centers between 2021 and 2025 
in a one-year hybrid (online and offline) ethnographic study focusing on the 
experiences of Syrian students who were enrolled in supplemental online English 
lessons that were taught bilingually with Arabic. Other students in the classes 
were from East Africa and Ukraine. For reasons of confidentiality, the exact year 
of data collection is withheld, due to the uniqueness of the online program and 
the small number of participants each year. The data in this paper concern field 
visits conducted separately by Ingrid and Joke, with the purpose of examining 
connections between online and offline language education. During these visits, 
the students met the researchers for the first time in person, but most of them 
were familiar with us from three to eight months of prior online participant 
observation during English lessons, depending on the visit. All participant names 
in the article are pseudonyms. 

 
6 Methodology: Sensory ethnography 
 
Classic observational ethnography has been limited by its privileging of textual 
representation based on the visual mode, even as anthropology and other social 
sciences have moved toward an embodied understanding of knowledge and 
sense-making (Howes, 2025; Pink, 2015). Pink (2015) further argues that this 
recognition of sense-making as embodied requires attending to bodies in place, 
that is, within the space that humans invest with social meanings through 
practices of place-making (see Massey, 1994, p. 5). Sensory ethnography can itself 
be understood as a form of reflexive place-making, which “recognises the 
emplaced ethnographer as her- or himself part of a social, sensory and material 
environment and acknowledges the political and ideological agendas and power 
relations integral to the contexts and circumstances of ethnographic processes” (p. 
25). 

Sensory place-making further opens up ways of engaging ethnographically 
with more-than-human actors, such non-human animals, architectural elements, 
and food (Kavesh, 2025; Pink, 2008). Through oneself participating in practices 
with research participants and attending to sensation, materiality, affect, and 
memory, ethnographers can then begin to imagine themselves in the place of 
others, while also acknowledging the limits of entering into another’s knowledge 
of the world.  
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Through participant observation, sensory ethnography seeks to generate close 

knowledge of particular forms of emplacement by “seek[ing] routes through 
which to develop experience-based empathetic understandings of what others 
might be experiencing and knowing” (Pink, 2015, p. 98), for example through 
eating and drinking together (see also Ortega, 2024; Sutton, 2010). These 
understandings emerge from experiences of present encounters and participants’ 
interpretations, as refracted through our own memories. Yet sensation should not 
be considered a mere trigger of cognitive understanding. Instead, taste and smell 
may create relational engagement and summon forgotten memories (Kavesh, 
2025). By extension, sensory interviewing attends to both the sensoriality of the 
immediate material environment, as well as sensoriality outside of the immediate 
event, which may be evoked by metaphor, memory, and affect (Pink, 2015, p. 74). 

In the present study, we adopt a sensory approach to understand place-making 
through food, drink, and varying Arabic repertoires in our ethnographic 
encounters with adult students in rural Finnish and Norwegian localities. We 
draw on fieldnote and interview data that concerns encounters with research 
participants around food or drink. Language also comprises a dimension of 
analysis insofar as we differ in our relationship to Arabic and in our ability to use 
it in encounters with Arabic-speaking students. Johanna has recently begun to 
study Arabic online with a teacher from Palestine. Her being an early-stage Arabic 
learner was essential to the interaction as it unfolded in the example below 
(section 7.1), as it created opportunities for overturning traditional teacher-
student relationships and thus enabled transpositioning. Meanwhile, Ingrid 
speaks conversational Palestinian Arabic and has some formal literacy in Modern 
Standard Arabic, which allowed her to follow along with Arabic-medium 
instruction and communicate directly in Arabic with student participants, albeit 
with significant limits to her proficiency (sections 7.2 and 7.3). In the Norwegian 
project, most interviews were therefore conducted with full or partial 
interpretation from an Arabic-speaking research assistant, and all interviews were 
transcribed and translated by fully proficient Arabic speakers. However, the 
interview extract presented below is taken from the one interview that Ingrid 
conducted by herself, primarily in Arabic, because the opportunity for the 
interview arose when the research assistant was unavailable. Joke does not speak 
Arabic, but her extensive experience with researching Arabic-speaking bilingual 
support teachers and students provided contextual knowledge that framed her 
perspective. Her dependence on interpretation in the field also foregrounded 
issues of mediation and positionality in our collective analysis (see section 7.2). It 
is important to note that, as three white scholars from the Global North, we 
occupy social positions that are, despite some shared linguistic resources and 
similar experiences, quite distinct from those of our participants, including our 
linguistic, racial, and migration/citizenship statuses. This is important because 
our analysis of transpositioning pays attention to who benefits from a shift in 
positions or lack thereof.  

As a starting point for analysis, we identified episodes in the data of interaction 
with Arabic-speaking participants that centered around food, drink, or hospitality. 
In the Finnish case, this drew our attention to common cooking events that were 
organized regularly by the teachers and students of Asema School. For this paper, 
we focused on the “Algerian” cooking event that was hosted by Arabic speakers. 
In the Norwegian case, this led to an analytical focus on hospitality shown to us 
as visitors by students at the two rural ABE centers described above. Based on this 
broader selection, we then chose focal episodes where shifts in positionality were 
evident in the interactions. In preparation for joint analysis, we wrote vignettes 
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for a larger selection of possible cases, which we then reviewed together, landing 
on the three that together provided rich details of the operation of 
transpositioning through food, drink, and Arabic.  

In analyzing rich episodes, including our personal experience of interactions, 
we follow Li Wei and Lee (2024) in focusing on “moments and momentarity rather 
than patterns and systematicity” (p. 879). The embodied and translingual nature 
of communication may best be understood as it transpires in the moment, without 
being subject to the empirical standard of systematicity or patterned significance 
that derives from examination of conventional language practices (Li Wei & Lee, 
2024, p. 878). We therefore draw on moment analysis (Li Wei, 2011) for close 
analysis of the focal episodes. Moment analysis attends to “the way people 
articulate and position themselves in their metalanguaging” (Li Wei, 2011, p. 
1224), here extended from (meta)languaging to sense-making (Pink, 2015). 
Initially aimed at analyzing shifts in participants’ self-reflexive positioning, Li 
Wei and Lee (2024) apply this to analyzing their own transposition in interaction 
with others, as we also do in this article.  

 
7 Encounters 
 
The findings section presents three sensory encounters with or through food, 
drink, and Arabic, which we analyze in light of transpositioning (Hawkins & 
Tiwari, 2024; Li Wei & Lee, 2024). Rather than divide this section up thematically, 
we present the encounters narratively, making explicit analytical connections 
across the episodes in the discussion section that follows. 
 
7.1 Cooking Together 
 
In the last year of her 5-year study, Johanna participated in a community cooking 
event at her research site. She had been working with teachers and students from 
the school since 2017 and appreciated being invited to their extra-curricular 
events. The school organized several “food nights” per year, which were themed 
according to students’ national identities (e.g., Somali food night, Afghan food 
night). Johanna had just begun to study Arabic and was eager to participate in the 
“Algerian food night”, hoping to hear and maybe even pick up some Arabic. 
When she entered the kitchen and met her fellow cooks, she realized soon that 
almost all of them were Syrian. The following extract from her field notes captures 
a shift in positioning that came as a surprise to her.  

 
We are a bit early, so we wait in the dining hall outside the kitchen. I sit down at a table 
with Radwa and Hamza, a young woman and an elderly man from Syria. I tell them that I 
am learning Arabic now and show them my Duolingo. They don’t seem very impressed. 
Hamza starts to explain something about Arabic letters, I give him pen and paper from my 
backpack, and he explains how every letter has three forms by writing them down and 
then saying “sama, sama” [same, same] and “same letter”. He also shows me how to write 
our three names, and I try to copy them, both of them give me praise. Radwa says a few 
sentences to me and encourages me to repeat them, including “How are you?” “Good 
thanks” and words like “window” and “door” (because we are sitting next to a window 
and door).  
The main chef of the evening is Fatima, who has selected and planned the meal together 
with Haadiya, who is part of the kitchen staff. Fatima walks around the kitchen, stirs pots, 
assigns tasks, models how to do them, and gives praise. Fatima is from Syria and speaks 
English most of the time, supporting her words with expressive body language. Haadiya, 
an Arabic speaker from Turkey, gives instructions and asks questions in English, Finnish, 
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and Arabic. When she gives Hamza and me instructions about peeling carrots in Finnish, 
Hamza responds in Arabic, to which she says in Finnish, “this is not an Arabic country” so 
“you don't get Arabic instructions”. Both laugh. 

 
I mostly work with Bashir and Radwa. They use knives and peelers much more skilfully 
than me, so I try to copy them. At several points, they take my knife or my hands and show 
me how to cut or wash vegetables faster and more efficiently.  

 
While we cut potatoes, Bashir tells me about his parents in Lebanon. They left Syria, and 
now Lebanon is under attack. Thankfully, he adds, their place is 200 km away from the 
Israeli attacks. He keeps shaking his head and saying “ei hyvä” [not good]. For a while, we 
cut in silence until we continue the conversation about my family and children. Several 
people are happy to teach me Arabic words and sentences. They regularly stop by my 
workstation, hold up a vegetable or other ingredient, say its name in Arabic, point at me 
to repeat it until I get it right, and evaluate my response with a smile or thumbs up. Bashir 
tries to make me read from a couscous package by holding it up and pointing to the Arabic 
script on it. I can read the word couscous at least, but not much else. Leena, the teacher 
who has come to check in on us, takes a picture of the moment. 

 
[...] 
 

After a while, my back hurts and I need to step outside for a short break. Another student 
that was working in the kitchen comes by and asks if I am OK. He must have noticed that 
I am learning Arabic because he teaches me how to say “I am tired” ةنابعت انا( ). Leena brings 
me a glass of water. When I come back into the kitchen, Bashir asks me if I want a carrot. 
We had both said earlier how hungry we are. He steals one for me from the tray. He teases 
me for being slow with peeling, I laugh and blame the bad knife. He walks over to Haadiya 
to ask for a better knife. I assume that he said something like “Do you have two of those 
good knives?” because Haadiya starts to yell in Finnish (in a joking way) that this is her 
best knife and the only one, adding that he can’t have it because they don’t sell them 
anymore. She adds in English “If you take it, I will know it was you”. I explain from the 
other side of the room that Bashir asked to borrow and not keep it, and he did so on my 
behalf. I end up getting a better knife, but I am not peeling any faster with it.  

 
[...] 
 

When everything is done, everyone says they are hungry and tired. The food is ready, and 
we take a picture of the chefs and the food. Then I expect we will all sit down and eat, but 
instead Radwa takes my arm and leads me across the room to grab a tray for me and a 
plate, a glass, and utensils. She then points at the foods and loads up a little bit of each 
respective dish when I agree with a nod (I agree to everything except meat, which I say no 
to) and hands me the whole tray. I say shukran, I am so surprised about this gesture – the 
custom is that the cooks hand out food to the other students and teachers who come to 
dinner, but they treat me as a guest. Once my plate is full, Radwa sets food and drinks on 
a tray and points me towards a table, gently placing her arm on my back. I might have 
protested otherwise, but I am really tired and hungry, so I happily sit down and start to 
eat. (Fieldnote, Asema School) 
 

Among other things, these fieldnotes document a sense of competence: The 
cooking/kitchen knowledge the students displayed throughout the evening was 
evident in their use of tools and appliances, the understanding of work 
procedures, the use of space, different forms of languaging, and the familiarity 
with different types of foods and ingredients. While during everyday school 
activities, Johanna was often offering advice and support to students, social 
relationships transformed during the community cooking event, during which she 
was the one who needed support and was regularly falling behind. The kitchen 
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became a transpositioning space, or a counter-space to an environment that tends 
to position adult learners, especially those from SWANA contexts with 
interrupted formal schooling trajectories as incompetent or lacking. A series of 
incidents clarified the social structure of the kitchen space, and Johanna’s role in 
it. For example, Bashir’s advocating for her to get a better knife defined a 
relationship of care, in which he took responsibility for Johanna’s equipment, 
productivity, and wellbeing and acted as a liaison between her and the head of 
the kitchen, Haadiya. Offering her a carrot and checking in with her are further 
examples of how students expressed care for her. New hierarchies and 
relationships emerged from this transpositioning of care and knowledge agency. 

This transformation of care and knowledge relationships was intertwined with 
a re-positioning of linguistic capital. That evening, the kitchen was a multilingual 
space, and although Arabic was also (jokingly?) withheld, most of the time 
English, Arabic, and Finnish were used freely and without any concerns about 
transgressing linguistic norms. In contrast to a regular school day, Finnish was 
not the dominant or most valued language. Rather, those who could participate 
in flexible use of Arabic, Finnish, and English seemed to be the most vocal people 
in the room. In addition to this normalization of translanguaging, Johanna’s 
fieldnotes of this event show that communication relied heavily on movement and 
gesture, including showing, pointing, using tools, and moving people and objects 
around. This bodily language was essential, especially in the fast-paced and often 
loud environment where not everyone shared one named language. In this 
process of transpositioning, linguistic hegemonies were undermined, and all 
available linguistic and bodily resources became valuable communicative capital. 

In interaction with Johanna, Arabic held a particular position. As the students 
understood very quickly, she was grateful for opportunities of being exposed to 
the language. The students, typically the ones who are positioned as language 
learners in their social and educational day-to-day, happily offered mini-lessons, 
often in passing, by naming food ingredients and encouraging her to repeat 
simple phrases. Although these exchanges or mini-lessons were short, the 
students initiated a fair amount of such teacher-student encounters, collectively 
becoming her Arabic teachers. Transpositioning, in this sense, not only dissolved 
traditional student-teacher boundaries or teaching units; it also questioned the 
individual-community binary, as the students, in a collective effort, contributed 
educational encounters to her Arabic education.  

The way students positioned themselves within the cooking activity reached 
across time and space. When cutting potatoes with Bashir, for example, he shared 
stories from his family’s home, including how his mother taught him to cut 
vegetables and prepare meat for cooking. In such moments, familial knowledges 
became tangible, because the activity (cutting potatoes) transgressed borders of 
time and spaces and allowed for the shared embodied knowledges to emerge, 
pointing to the potential of sensory activities to emplace knowledges from 
“elsewhere” and “long ago” (Pink, 2015). 

Maybe the clearest example of transpositioning in this excerpt was the change 
of roles that occurred in the last minutes of the official kitchen duty. After cooking 
together, Radwa initiated a new position for Johanna by taking a plate and 
utensils and serving her food, positioning her (also physically) as a guest, and 
herself as a host. Radwa did not use English and only a few words of Finnish. She 
chose the food by pointing at the dishes and waiting for Johanna’s nodding. In 
this encounter, the roles of guest and host were transgressed and redefined on the 
basis of Radwa’s initiative.  
 



18     Educational encounters through food, drink, and Arabic 

 
7.2 Serving Coffee 
 
While the previous section highlighted the renegotiation of roles during a 
community cooking event, the current section will focus on two classroom 
encounters that illustrate hospitality and cultural exchange offered across 
different proficiencies in Arabic.  

During her first visit to Mountain View, Joke met the students face-to-face for 
the first time, as well as the onsite English teacher, Vigdis. One student, Jinan, 
had opted out of the online English lessons. The following field note is from the 
beginning of the second day:  
 

After the lesson begins, Jinan enters with a dallah, a typical Arabic coffee pot, and prepares 
coffee for her fellow classmates, pouring it into small, handle-less finjan cups. Vigdis 
informs her that I (Joke) would like to interview her about her experience in the regular 
English classroom while others follow online lessons. Several students get involved in the 
conversation, concluding that there is a 50–50 chance that she’ll join. During the break, I 
ask Jinan about the coffee, and, with the help of a fellow Arabic speaking student, she 
explains that it’s Arabic coffee with cardamom. She returns at the end of the break with a 
cup for me and the principal, who is new to the job and who is visiting the classroom to 
get a sense of the teaching and activities going on. Although black coffee usually doesn’t 
sit well with me, this one is softer, and I enjoy it. After the break, the teacher asks Jinan 
again if she’d like to join the interview, and she agrees with a smile. (Fieldnote, Mountain 
View School)  

 
The fieldnote shows how a familiar practice of gathering around coffee shaped 
the encounter. Jian’s act of hospitality transformed her initial hesitancy to 
participate in an interview, likely due to a limited prior interaction with Joke. By 
serving coffee, her act of hospitality marked a shift in the interactional dynamics. 
As the host, she assumed a role that traditionally conveys authority and agency. 
Simultaneously, the researcher’s role was redefined, becoming more embedded 
within the setting. Because Joke does not speak Arabic, this moment of connection 
relied on Jinan’s embodied act of serving coffee and on brief translation by peers. 
The absence of a shared linguistic resource made the material and sensory 
dimensions of hospitality more salient, as meaning was negotiated through 
gesture, objects, and atmosphere rather than direct verbal speech. 

Initially, a fellow student acted as an interpreter, yet it was the coffee itself – 
along with the gestures and embodied interactions around it – that ultimately 
facilitated communication. The act of offering coffee, infused with sensory and 
cultural meaning, played a critical role in reshaping the student’s relationship to 
the researcher and her willingness to participate in the interview. Jinan’s offering 
of coffee created a form of transpositioning, in which the roles of host and guest 
were renegotiated within the classroom space. In many Arab traditions, 
“cardamom coffee” embodies warm hospitality (Al-Khusaibi, 2019, p. 18). In this 
context, it became an embodied act of welcome into the classroom space, 
transcending language barriers and reinforcing the relational dynamics between 
participants. Rather than viewing this moment as a simple shift of agency, we 
interpret it as an instance of emplaced meaning-making (Pink, 2015), in which 
material and sensory elements – such as the coffee itself – became integral to 
communicative and relational practices.  

A second encounter over coffee at the same center occurred when Ingrid visited 
some months later. While presumably similar in students’ intention, this 
interaction differed with respect to language, memory, and context, occurring as 
it did during Ramadan.  



Ennser-Kananen et al.    19 

 
 

While showing me around the center, Vigdis showed me (Ingrid) where there was coffee, 
but we didn’t take any. I ask her if I can get some for us. She thinks it is a good idea to have 
coffee now, before class, since almost all of the students are fasting. I say I am used to 
adapting to Ramadan by not drinking in front of people who are fasting because I have 
lived in Palestine. She says she has the same experience from living in West Africa. 

 
When we get to the classroom, Maysa, Baraa, and Aliya, three of the students who are 
fasting, offer to make me coffee. I decline, explaining that I won’t have coffee in front of 
them because of Ramadan. One of them answers, “ يداع لا ” [no, it’s fine], but I decline. We 
talk for a few minutes about our children, mostly in Arabic. Maysa says it is hard to get her 
children to speak Arabic to her.  

 
A bit later in the class, I need to take some medicine, and I slip out in the hallway to swallow 
the pill with water. I can’t quite shake the discomfort of drinking in front of the students 
while they are fasting.  

 
After a while, Baraa comes into the classroom with Arabic coffee for Vigdis and me, which 
she has made in the school kitchen. Vigdis says Baraa asked if she could go and make it for 
us. I tell her “tusen takk” [thank you so much] and do my best to show sincere gratitude. I 
think I understand the intention, that she really wants to give a guest, like me, a warm 
welcome. I ask if there is لیھ  [cardamom] in the coffee. Baraa says it is half. Yusuf adds, the 
coffee is from Syria, from Homs. What a luxury! The coffee tastes exactly like the coffee I 
got in Palestine, and it has been a long time since I have tasted something like this. The 
coffee elicits warm feelings and memories. Vigdis does not look annoyed or irritated by 
the interruption, and she continues the class after we get our coffee. (Fieldnote, Mountain 
View School) 

 
Grounded in previous experiences as a non-Muslim in a Muslim-majority setting, 
Ingrid’s sensitivity to fasting customs and initial reluctance to drink in front of 
fasting students reflected a conscious adaptation to the students’ cultural and 
religious practices. However, despite good intentions, she overcompensated for 
the fact that students were fasting, in effect refusing their offer of hospitality. Her 
attempt to show respect thus created a subtle tension. In contrast, knowledge of 
Arabic allowed for a different kind of engagement in the interaction from what 
was possible for Joke. Here, the use of Arabic was not just functional but also 
symbolic, reinforcing a sense of shared understanding. This linguistic connection 
enabled Ingrid to navigate the hospitality exchange in a way that went beyond 
simple politeness, recognizing and responding to the students’ gestures in a 
meaningful way. Despite her initial discomfort, the students persisted in showing 
hospitality, conspiring with their teacher to ensure that the visitor received their 
gift.  

The fieldnote also adds a deeply personal layer for Ingrid as a researcher. The 
taste of coffee evoked warm memories from years spent in Palestine – coffee 
prepared by a dear colleague at the office, the warmth and smell of the coffee 
roaster on Salaheddin Street, personal and professional relationships built over 
cups of coffee – adding a personal narrative to the interaction. The gift elicited 
feelings and memories that went beyond a simple cup of coffee. The sensory 
experience of drinking the coffee tied past experiences to the present moment, 
creating an emotional connection that transcended the transactional nature of the 
hospitality exchange. Here, the coffee not only acted as an object of hospitality, 
but also as a cultural artefact that connected histories, places, and emotions. This 
connection between the researcher’s past and the students’ present highlights how 
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our stories intertwine in sensory encounters, despite the differences in our 
histories and positioning in Norway.  

In both instances, the students took on roles and positions opposite to their 
usual positioning as newcomers or guests in educational or national spaces. By 
offering coffee, they not only demonstrated hospitality but also enacted a shift in 
power dynamics, positioning themselves as hosts within the classroom setting. 
This gesture mediated power relations both symbolically and materially, 
transforming the embodied practice of making, serving, and sharing coffee into a 
powerful tool for reconfiguring the researcher-student hierarchy. Ultimately, the 
simple yet profound gesture of offering coffee enabled placemaking, contributing 
to a shared, meaningful space that enriched the relational dynamics and deepened 
our understanding as researchers of the students’ world.  

 
7.3 “No one visits”  
 
A visit to Woodlands Adult Education Center suggested that encounters around 
food and drink at school held added significance because of their rarity in 
students’ homes. As in the previous episode at Mountain View, Ingrid was met 
with hospitality at Woodlands. Such hospitality was to an extent institutionalised, 
whereby some students cooked a joint meal for all students and staff each week. 
In addition, on the day of the field visit, some of the Syrian women had brought 
food to share with the other Syrian students, which they also offered to me, as we 
all sat together and talked during lunch. A subsequent interview with one of the 
Syrian men, Karam, gave insight into the importance of the adult education center 
as a place to meet and talk around a meal, as evoked through memory, metaphor, 
and affective expressions.  
 

English translation Original 
Ingrid You and Nesrin are new refugees in 

Norway. How is that to become new 
in Norway, to become a refugee, not 
just Norway? Is it hard to become a 
refugee and new in a small place? 

 جیورنلا يف دادج نیئجلا نیرسنو تنا
 ریصی جیورنلا يف دیدج ریصی اذھ فیك
 اذھ سب جیورنلا شم جیورنلا يف ئجلا

 لحم يفو دیدجو ئجلا ریصی بعص
ریغص  

دیرغنإ  

Karam For me and for Nesrin, life has 
changed for us a bit, like, first we 
were in Arab countries. Maybe there 
are good things, we say, but there are 
also bad things [in] Europe, that is, 
Norway, there are good things and 
there are maybe not so good things in 
Norway also. Social life, like, sosial 
[social], not sosial [social], like, social 
life, what is that in Norwegian? 
 

 ةایحلا تفلتخا نیرسنل و يلا ةبسنلاب
 يف انحن انك يش لوا ينعی يوش انیلع
 ةسیوك تلاغش يف نكمی ةیبرعلا دلاب
 ةسیوك شم تلاغش يف سب لوقن انحن
 تلاغش نامك يف جیورنلا ينعی ابوروا
 ةسیوك شم نكمم تلاغش يفو ةسیوك
 ينعی ةیعامتجا ةایح جیورنلا يف
 ةایح ينعی لایسوس وم لایسوس
يجیورنلاب اھمسا وش ةیعامتجا   

مرك  

Ingrid Do you mean Nav [the social welfare 
agency]? 

فان ينعی دیرغنإ   

Karam No, not Nav, no I mean, we in Syria, I 
visit my friend, my friend visits me 
without calling to say that I’m coming. 

 ایروس يف انحن ينعی لا فان وم لا
 يقیدص دنع دعقا حورا ينا عمتجملا

 نودب نوفلت نودب يدنع دعقی يقیدص

مرك  



Ennser-Kananen et al.    21 

 
Here in Norway, no one one visits, 
just during al-helg [the weekend], you 
need to call, after a week, after two 
weeks, sosial [social] life, right? Isn’t 
that what it’s called? Yes, a little. 

 لاا حوری ادحام جیورنلا يف نةھ دعوم
 عوبسا دعب نوفلت جاتحت غلیھلا يف طقف
 اھومسی وم لایسوس ةایح نیعوبسا دعب
يوش يا  

Ingrid Yes, yes good. [confirming] حینم ها اویا دیرغنإ   
Karam Social life, we say. A bit different, the 

weather is different, in our country, it 
is warm. Here there is little sun, just 
winter, cold, wind, rain and snow, and 
we like are not used to it. I am more 
used to there being many people 
around me, but here there are not 
that many people. I am just happy 
when I go to school, I see more than 
one person and talk to them. And 
when I am done, I go home and pick 
up the kids from school and go home, 
but I don’t go out. I stay at home until 
the morning the next day [when] I go 
to school. Life is a bit hard. In Erbil or 
Syria [when] I would finish work, I 
would go to my friend’s house, my 
friend would come to me. We would 
go to the shopping center or park, but 
here there is none of that. We say it is 
like, you know, a prison, like a prison, 
but a big prison, I don’t know if you 
understand me or not.  

 يوش لوقن انحن ةیعامتجلاا ةایحلا
 راح اندلاب يف انحن فلتخم وجلا فلتخم
 ولك سمش يوش يوش سمش نوھ ریتك
 ينعی انحنو جلتو رطمو اوھو درب ءاتش
 ریتك دجوی لا انھ سان ریتكع ينا دوعتم
 ةسردملا يف طوسبم ينا طقف نكمی سان

 اسا صخش نم رتكا فوشا ينا ونلا
 دلاولا بیجا حورا ةسردم صلخا سب
 جرخاام تیبلاع حوراو ةسردملا نم
 اركب ىتح تیبلا يف ىقبا تیبلا نم

 يوش ةایحلا ةسردملا حورا حبص
 لمع صلخا ایروس وا لیبرا يف بعص

 يدنع يجی يقیدص يقیدص دنع حورا
 ةقیدحك قاطنملاع حورن رتنسلاع حورن
 انحن ينعی يش يفام نوھ ةقیدح كراب
 نجسلا لتم نجسلا يفرعت لتم ھیمسن
 يتمھف اذا فرعبام ریبك نجس نكل

لا لاو يیلع  

مرك  

Ingrid I understand you very well. In Norway 
we say ensom [lonely], that is, 
everyone by themselves. 

 لوقن جیورنلا يف حینم ریتك ةمھاف
ينعی موس#إ  

ھلاحل دحاو لك    

دیرغنإ  

Karam Yes, life here is like a prison, but not a 
small prison, a big one. Each person 
works, works, and sits at home and 
nothing else. It’s a bit difficult. 

 نجس وم سب نجس لتم انھ ةایحلا يا
 دحاو لك ياریبك نجس يوش ریغص

 يوشو يا ھتیب يف دعقی لمعی لغتشی
بعص   

مرك  

Ingrid Yes, very difficult. بعص ریتك ها دیرغنإ   

  [...] [...]  

Karam Yes exactly if you are here and want 
to be our guest at home, welcome. 

 نینوكت نیبحت انھ مویلا يتنا ازا طبزلاب
لاھسو لاھا انع ةفیض  

مرك  

 

In this interview extract, Karam and Ingrid discuss his experience of living in the 
small town where he and his wife Nesrin have been settled by the Norwegian 
immigration authorities. Both translanguaging and transpositioning are 
important for the meaning-making that transpires in the interaction and, 
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ultimately, for Karam’s interpretation of life in Norway. In the initial question, 
Ingrid positions Karam in ways that focus on his precarity, as a refugee and a 
newcomer, while positioning herself as a sympathetic listener, who suspects that 
this must be a difficult position to occupy in a small town. When Karam then 
introduces a Norwegian word, sosial [‘social’], asking her for a meaning in 
Norwegian, she misunderstands his intention of glossing the collocation ةایح 

ةیعامتجا  [‘social life’] and turns to another predictable, and reductive, positioning 
of Karam as a social welfare recipient, asking if he is looking for the name of the 
Norwegian social welfare agency, Nav. This suggestion further assumes that 
Karam is elaborating on the “good things” rather than the “not so good things” in 
Norway, as the Norwegian welfare system is widely considered exceptionally 
comprehensive (see Haj-Younes et al., 2022). Karam refutes this guess and instead 
returns to the matter of having a social life, after which she follows along better. 

As he continues his explanation, he also shifts the responsibility for ensuring 
comprehension from the interviewer to himself, continuing to intersperse the 
Norwegian sosial with the Arabic ةیعامتجا  [both: ‘social’] and, importantly, 
checking at the end of an extended explanation if Ingrid understands. She 
confirms and elaborates to show comprehension, offering the Norwegian term 
ensom [‘lonely’] as an interpretation of his comments. Thus, over the course of the 
interaction, the predictable hierarchy of Ingrid as interviewer and Karam as 
interviewee shifts toward Karam as expert and Ingrid as novice, as their 
respective positions with respect to Arabic shape the conversation. Relationally, 
this transpositioning also builds towards greater empathy and solidarity, as she 
periodically mirrors understanding of Karam’s comments at what amounted to an 
affective, and not only linguistic, level. This becomes apparent later in the 
interview, when Ingrid subsequently shares her own experience of social isolation 
in Norwegian culture, compared to other places where she has lived. 

The importance of the adult education center to Karam becomes apparent 
through narrative transpositioning within his social and physical environment, at 
times metaphorically. As he delves into his explanation, he first positions himself 
as a friend, used to being surrounded by people, visiting and receiving visitors 
spontaneously, and spending time together outside. This is a “social life, we say.” 
In contrast, in Norway, “no one visits, just during al-helg,” merging the 
Norwegian ‘weekend’ with the Arabic definite article al-. Karam emplaces this 
contrast within the weather, where the warm Syrian weather encourages contact, 
whereas the cold and harsh Norwegian climate keeps people isolated in their 
homes. In effect, the social isolation renders Norway a “big prison” and him, by 
extension, a prisoner, even in his own home. This context lends all the more 
importance to school, where he says he can be happy because of seeing and talking 
to others. Finally, towards the end of the interview, Karam positions himself as 
the host he wishes to, but cannot, be in this situation either, as Ingrid is unlikely 
to return. Instead, Karam and the other students offered her the hospitality they 
could within the confines of the adult education center, over a shared lunch and 
conversation across Arabic, Norwegian, and a bit of English. 
 
8 Discussion and conclusion 
 
Looking across and beyond these three cases, we offer the following points for 
consideration. Our three vignettes illustrate students’ perhaps temporary 
ownership of the education centers, where their formal education took place and 
where some of them also lived and/or spent their free time. This included the use 
of the kitchen, classrooms, and common areas as places to make and share food 



Ennser-Kananen et al.    23 

 
and drinks. In these spaces, they positioned themselves and each other as 
competent and skillful, for example in terms of kitchen/food knowledge or 
familiarity with the cultural meaning of coffee rituals. In this sense, the areas 
where food/drinks were shared constituted a counter-space to their everyday 
(school) lives, where they tended to be positioned as lacking and “vulnerable” 
(Ennser-Kananen, 2021; Ennser-Kananen & Iikkanen, 2022). While earlier 
critiques (e.g., Kramsch, 1991) have raised concerns about essentializing culture 
through food-related activities, we advocate for a more nuanced understanding 
and suggest that these activities create opportunities for critical reflection, 
identity negotiation, and community building in educational settings (see also 
Dewilde et al., 2018, 2021; Richardson, 2011).  

Importantly, our cases show students taking up the roles of hosts, despite being 
relative newcomers to the area. In this role, they enacted care for others, who, in 
turn, were positioned as their “dependents”. This form of transpositioning brings 
an ethos of hospitality and care to the surface that manifests in their places of 
education (ABE centers) and thus intertwines with their (temporary) ownership 
of the school space, where their more typical positioning is that of students in a 
remedial type of education. Specifically, students’ unfulfilled desires to use their 
homes as place for hospitality motivated a manifestation of their care and 
hospitality through and in their school space, thus emplacing part of their prior 
home life in their new home. This integration of life histories with present 
experience may constitute a form of placemaking that differs from politically 
decreed ‘integration’ (Masoud et al., 2023) in its bottom-up nature.  

While our findings align with Li Wei and Lee’s (2024) descriptions of 
transpositioning as a reconfiguring of identities through shifting relations, our 
cases also showed that transpositioning left the larger socio-historical systems of 
oppression and privilege intact (e.g., Carlsson & Ericsson, 2017; Masoud et al., 
2023). For instance, despite the momentary changes in epistemic (cooking/hosting) 
authority, these shifts were limited to the times and places of our encounters, as 
in the case of Vigdis’s classroom, and we have no evidence that similar 
transpositioning occurred outside of them. In fact, the shift in momentary power 
dynamics and our co-emplacement in the “here and now” potentially even 
amplified our different loci of enunciation, as it made histories of colonialism and 
displacement visible that we, the authors, do not shoulder as first hand 
experiences. Similarly, Hawkins and Tiwari (2024) highlight the fact that 
transpositioning occurs within, not outside of, structures of inequality. 

In the embrittling of epistemic authorities and traditionally emplaced 
knowledges, other systems of power shifted, including linguistic hierarchies, 
which was particularly visible in the normalization of multilingualism and 
translanguaging, and the central role body language and sensory repertoires 
played in communicative processes. As these larger systems were challenged, 
jointly and in parallel, also the meaning of particular concepts became more fluid. 
For instance, the meaning of teacher expanded to “many people giving mini-
lessons,” and a language class was understood as something that could be 
delivered in passing, in a loud room, in short instalments, while focusing on other 
activities. In such encounters, collectivity emerged as a central value: teaching 
Arabic, for instance, was not performed by one person, but by many, so that what 
one person knows or does was less important, and instead, what was done or 
known together was foregrounded. This certainly also applied to cooking and 
engaging in coffee making/drinking rituals. As noted by Engman et al. (2023), 
such collective practices not only foster language development but also reinforce 
community bonds. From this perspective, the student’s insistence on Ingrid’s 
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participation in them can be understood as an urge to accept collectivity and 
relationality as shared values. Additionally, conviviality came to the fore as a 
central value in the encounters we analyzed. In such moments, students were not 
merely positioned as recipients of information or targets of skill development, but 
as agents of an embodied, affective experience. These encounters also acted as 
wormholes to different temporal dimensions, as they opened avenues to students’ 
and researchers’ past experiences and brought them into the current moment. 

In conclusion, in the encounters we documented here, the materiality of food 
and drink facilitated shifts in positionalities and brought present feelings and past 
memories into educational spaces. In the tangibility of food, histories, too, became 
tangible. While simultaneously being a tool of co-emplacement in the “here and 
now”, the material world thus offered temporal and spatial wormholes that also 
emphasized our (the students’ vs. the researchers’) distinct sociohistorical 
positions. As this kind of transpositioning helps us understand convivial 
encounters with Arabic-speaking ABE students, it adds to an understanding of 
the concept by illustrating the simultaneousness of transgressing some social, 
epistemic, and linguistic boundaries while making material and discursive 
constraints and precariousnesses that stem from colonial histories visible, thus 
adding to an understanding of transpositioning that is sensitive to social injustice 
(Hawkins, 2021; Hawkins & Tiwari, 2024). 
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