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Saba (pseudonym) and I went shopping at the mall. She 
wanted to buy gifts for her friends and family for the El 
Eid holiday. I parked the car in the lot in front of JC 
Penney and moved to open my door. Saba raised her 
hand without saying anything and I stopped moving. She 
closed her eyes and her mouth began to move silently. I 
surreptitiously glanced at my watch and saw that it was 
nearly noon. Saba was doing her noon prayer right in the 
front passenger seat, while I sat there not knowing what 
to do. I caught a few sounds, but her lips moved silently 
for 10 minutes. When she finished, Saba praised God 
aloud, took off her seatbelt and unlocked the door. (Field 
notes, 1/15/99) 

-betweenness describes the textual space in which 
Yemeni American girls make sense of their lives as 
high school students and good Muslim daughters, 
sisters, and mothers. In this ethnographic study, I 

examine the multiple uses of religious and secular text at 
school, home, and in the community. Specifically, I focus 
on how Yemeni American high school girls employ reli- 

gious, secular, and Arabic texts as a means for negotiat- 
ing home and school worlds. By home and school 
worlds, I mean the various institutional, cultural, familial, 
and linguistic relationships these girls have in spaces nor- 

matively construed as home and school. Home and 
school spaces often overlap one another and are inher- 
ently related; therefore, the boundaries between them 
shift constantly as the girls in this study negotiate social, 
academic, and cultural norms. 

During 1997-1999, I was immersed in the Yemeni 
and Arab community in the Southend area of Davis, 
Michigan, a poor ghetto-like enclave that is separated 

from the rest of Davis by tall factory smokestacks. I con- 
ducted ethnographic research in the Southend and at the 
students' school, Cobb High School (pseudonym). 
Southeastern Michigan has the largest population of 
Arabic-speaking people (300,000) outside the Middle 
East. It was an interesting time to do research at Cobb 
High School because the minority population of Yemeni 
and Iraqi Muslim students was increasing in number- 
40-45% and more-and tension developed between the 
white non-Arab and the Arab students in the school. With 
1,420 students and a bilingual program whose main pop- 
ulation of students were newly arrived Yemenis, Cobb 
struggled to facilitate communication among teachers and 
non-Arab, Yemeni American, and Yemeni students. 
Though Cobb relied primarily on transmission-oriented 
and teacher-centered teaching, some teachers and admin- 
istrators attempted to find ways to accommodate all stu- 
dents, and in particular, the Muslim students (see 
Sarroub, 2001). 

In the Southend and at the high school I introduced 
myself as a researcher who wanted to learn more about 
what it meant to be successful at home and school for 
Yemeni Muslim adolescents. I gained access to the com- 
munity after making contact with individuals who 
worked in the community center in the Southend. These 
key informants facilitated my initial meetings with the 
girls in the study and their parents. I lived in the commu- 
nity while I conducted my field work, and my native 
knowledge of Arabic and my college study of Fous'ha, or 
literary Arabic, and general familiarity with Islam facilitat- 
ed my access to the Southend, people's homes, the 
mosque, social gatherings, and Arabic school. When 
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In-betweenness: Religion and conflicting visions of literacy 
In this article, I examine the multiple uses of religious and secular 
text at school, home, and in the community. Specifically, I focus on 
how Yemeni American high school girls employ religious, Arabic. 
and secular texts as a means for negotiating home and school 
worlds. The frame of reference-in-betweenness-is a powerful 
heuristic with which the contextual uses of texts and language 
among the Yemeni American students can be delineated. In-be- 
tweenness signifies the immediate adaptation of one's performance 
or identity to one's textual, social, cultural, and physical surround- 
ings. During 1997-1999, I conducted ethnographic fieldwork in the 
Yemeni and Arab community in southeastern Michigan. I examined 
the literacy practices of the Yemeni girls in and out of school by con- 
sidering more closely both their use of language in the cultural and 
religious locus and their use of texts. I did this by exploring the hid- 
den texts in their high school, the texts of weddings and parties, 

the texts of Arabic school, and the texts of mublathara (lecture). 
Within these spaces, the girls' identities shifted to reflect their textu- 
al interpretations as either Yemeni or American. The texts were man- 
ifested in different contexts and served to bridge, subvert, and re- 
create Yemeni and American social and cultural norms. I argue that 
in order for researchers and educators to support diversity in public 
schools, they must be aware not only of its existence but also of its 
manifestation and acknowledge that diverse literacy practices are 
part of a larger geopolitical way of life. Awareness is the first step 
toward schools that not only focus on individual students but that 
also privilege those students' communities. Knowing that there are 
conflicting visions of literacy and that there are multiple ways to en- 
act them is crucial to the development of powerful and engaging 
social and academic curricula. 

Entre dos realidades: Religi6n y concepciones conflictivas sobre la alfabetizaci6n 
En este articulo, examino los usos mfiltiples de textos religiosos y 
laicos en la escuela, el hogar y la comunidad. Especificamente, me 
ocupo de la forma en que nifias yemenita-estadounidenses de es- 
cuela secundaria emplean textos religiosos, irabes y laicos como 
medio de negociaci6n entre el mundo del hogar y el de la escuela. 
El marco de referencia, denominado in-betweenness, es una heuristi- 
ca poderosa para delinear los usos contextuales de los textos y el 
lenguaje entre las estudiantes yemenita-estadounidenses. El tbrmino 
in-betweenness significa la adaptaci6n inmediata del propio desem- 
pefio o identidad a los contextos textuales, sociales, culturales y fisi- 
cos. Durante 1997-1999, conduje un trabajo de campo etnogrifico en 
la comunidad yemenita y drabe del sudeste de Michigan. Examine 
las pricticas de alfabetizaci6n de las nifias yemenitas dentro y fuera 
de la escuela, considerando con detenimiento tanto los usos del 
lenguaje en espacios culturales y religiosos como los usos de los tex- 
tos. Explore los textos ocultos en la escuela secundaria, los textos de 
bodas y festejos, los textos de la escuela rabe y los textos de 

muhathara (lecturas). En estos espacios, las identidades de las nifias 
variaban para reflejar sus interpretaciones de los textos como yemeni- 
tas o como estadounidenses. Los textos se manifestaron en distintos 
contextos y sirvieron para crear un puente, subvertir y recrear las nor- 
mas sociales y culturales yemenitas y estadounidenses. Argumento 
que a fin de que los investigadores y educadores puedan sustentar 
la diversidad en las escuelas pfblicas, deben ser conscientes, no s6lo 
de su existencia, sino tambien de sus manifestaciones y reconocer 
que las pricticas diversas de alfabetizaci6n son parte de una forma de 
vida geopolitica mis amplia. La toma de conciencia es el primer paso 
hacia escuelas que no esten atentas solo a los estudiantes individua- 
les, sino que tambibn consideren las comunidades de las que for- 
man parte los estudiantes. Saber que hay nociones conflictivas de la 
alfabetizaci6n y que hay miltiples formas de Ilevarlas a la prictica 
es crucial para el desarrollo de curriculos sociales y academicos 
poderosos y comprometidos. 

Im Zwischenraum: Religion und sich widersprechende Schreib- und Leseauslegungen 
In diesem Artikel untersuche ich die vielfachen Anwendungen re- 
ligidser und sekulirer Texte in der Schule, zu Hause und in der 
Gemeinschaft. Insbesondere richtet sich mein Blick darauf, wie 
jemenitisch-amerikanische Midchen an Oberschulen religibse, ara- 
bische und sekultire Texte als Mittel der Auseinandersetzung in ihren 
hiuslichen und schulischen Welten anwenden. Der Bezugsrahmen-- 
im Zwischenraum-ist eine wirkungsvolle Heuristik mit dem die kon- 
textualen Anwendungen von Texten und Sprache unter jemenitisch- 
amerikanischen Scholern beschrieben werden kann. Im 
Zwischenraum zeigt die unmittelbare Anpassung an die eigene 
Darstellung oder Identitit zu eigenen textualen, sozialen, kulturellen 
und physikalischen Umgebungen. Von 1997-1999 fohrte ich ethno- 
grafische Feldstudien in der jemenitisch-arabischen Gemeinde im 

sdd6stlichen Michigan durch. Ich untersuchte Rechtschreib- und 
Lesepraktiken der Jemeni-Midchen in und augerhalb der Schule 
unter niherer Beachtung ihrer jeweiligen Nutzung der Sprache in- 
nerhalb der kulturellen und religi6sen 6rtlichen Gegebenheiten und 
ihrer Anwendung von Texten. Ich tat dies durch Aufdecken verbor- 
gener Texte in ihrer Oberschule, Texte auf Hochzeiten und Parties, 

Texte in der arabischen Schule, und die Texte des Muhathara 
(Vorlesung). Innerhalb dieser Zwischenriume verschoben sich die 
Identititen der Mldchen, um so ihre textualen Interpretationen ent- 
weder als Jemini oder als Amerikanerinnen zu reflektieren. Die Texte 
manifestierten sich in unterschiedlichen Zusammenhingen und dienten 
zum Lberbrticken, Beeinflussen und Nachahmen jemenitischer 
und amerikanischer sozialer und kultureller Normen. Ich argu- 
mentiere, dag, um die Diversitit in 6ffentlichen Schulen durch 
Forscher und Erzieher zu unterstitzen, mfissen sie sich nicht nur fiber 
deren Existenz klar werden, sondem auch iber deren Manifestation 
und sie miissen anerkennen, dag unterschiedliche Schreib- und 
Lesepraktiken Teil einer gr6fieren geopolitischen Lebensweise bzw. 
Way of Life sind. Dies Bewu•tsein ist der erste Schritt hin zu Schulen, 
die sich nicht nur an die individuellen Schuler richten, sondern eben- 
falls solche Scholergemeinschaften privilegieren. Die Erkenntnis, das 
es widersprichliche Auslegungen iber das Schreiben und Lesen und 
viele Wege gibt, um sie einzusetzen, ist fuir die Entwicklung starker 
und engagierter sozialer und akademischer Curricula wesentlich. 
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Dans I'entre deux: religion et conceptions conflictuelles de la litteratie 

J'examine dans cet article les diverses utilisations de textes religieux 
et la'ques a l'ecole, 'a la maison, et dans la communaute. Plus speci- 
fiquement, je m'interesse a la fagon dont des lyceennes yemenites 
americaines utilisent des textes religieux, arabes, et laiques comme 
moyen de negocier les mondes de la maison et de '&cole. Le cadre 
de reference-dans lentre-deux--est une heuristique puissante per- 
mettant de faire un contour des indices contextuels des textes et du 
langage chez des Cleves yemenites americains. Dans lentre deux sig- 
nifie ladaptation immediate de sa performance ou de son identite 'a 
son environnement textuel, social, culturel, et physique. De 1997 'a 
1999, j'ai conduit une etude ethnographique de terrain dans la com- 
munaut yemenite et arabe du sud-est du Michigan. Je me suis in- 

t&resse aux pratiques de litteratie des filles yemenites dans et hors de 

lecole en consid&rant plus precisement leur utilisation du langage 
dans des lieux culturels et religieux et leur utilisation des textes. Je 
lai fait en explorant les textes cach6s dans leur lyc6e, les textes des 

mariages et des soirees, les textes de l'ecole arabe, et les textes de 

mubatbara (lecture). Au sein de ces espaces, l'identite des filles 

changeait de telle sorte qu'elle refletait leur interpretation textuelle 
en tant que Yemenites ou en tant que Americaines. Les textes qui ap- 
paraissaient dans les contextes differents servaient ' 

construire, ren- 
verser, et recreer des normes sociales et culturelles yemenites et 
americaines. Selon moi, les chercheurs et les pedagogues qui veulent 
soutenir l'hetrogeneite dans les ecoles publiques devraient etre 
conscients non seulement de son existence mais aussi de ses mani- 
festations et devraient recommander que des pratiques diverses de 
litteratie soient presentes dans une perspective geopolitique plus 
large. En etre conscient est le premier pas vers des ecoles qui non 
seulement ne se focalisent pas sur des eleves individuels mais priv- 
ilegient aussi les communaut6s dont ils sont issus. Savoir qu'il y a des 

conceptions conflictuelles de la litteratie et qu'il y a des fagons mul- 

tiples de les mettre en ceuvre est crucial pour le developpement de 

programmes academiques puissants et socialement motivants. 

Mewt anyx orHeft: peaJIHFrH H ICOH HK-T r I3lKOBMbX ICJILTYP 

HcciemyroTcs MHOFO4HCAjeHHbIe CinOCO6bI HCIOJEb3OBaHHSi 

peJiHIHO3HOFO H CBeTCKOrO TeKCTa B UKOJIeC, aIOMa H B 

o61uecTBe. KoHKpermo per, KaeT o TOM, KaK MepMHK8HCKHe 

cTapmeKJIaccCCHHlbI pooOM H3 eMeHa HCOjlb3ylOT 

pe•nrHO3Hb•e, 3THHmeCKHe (apa6cKHe) H CBeTCKHe• TeKCTLI 

anA HaBeaeHHA MOCTOB MeJwy OMatuHHM MHpOM H MHpOM 
IKOJITI. CocTOAHHe neonpexeneHHOCTn - MOIIHbIr 

3BpHNcTqeCKHi HHcTpyMerHT, c noMolUm O KOToporo MOCHo 

oqepTrTb KOHTeKCTHbIe HCHOJlb30aHHMA TeKCTOB H 13blKa 

amepaHKHCKHMH iyqaHMHC5[ H3 IeMeHa. iOKa qeJTOBeK <<He 

onpeXaejiHjcx>>, OH MrHOBCHHO amanrTHpyeT ce6si H CBon 

nOCTynlKH K TeKCTOBOr, COuHaWbHOH, KyJInbTypHO H 

4I3HMnecKOr cpeae. B 1997-99 rr. aBTOpOM npoBOanliJCb 

3THOFpa4JwecKme HccJleaOBaHHM B ieMeHCKOM H apa6cKoM 
COO6ueCTrBaX Ha Ioro-BOCTOKe mITaTa MHHraIH.I 

HccieAoBanach peqeBas upaKTHKa UIKOJIbHHI 143 I4eMeHa B 

UKOJIe H BHe uKOJIbi InpHqeM HaH6oJiee npHcTajibHoe 
BHHMaHHe yeji]ijOCb Bbl6opy As3bIa n cnoco6a o6umeHas aB 

pa3JnHMHbIX KyJbTypnHbIx n pejHrHO3HbIX CHTyaUHAx. AM 

3Toro H3yqanIHCb pa3rOBOpbl, yCJnbiiuaHHbie B O6blqHOri 

cpCAHer iUKOJIe, Ha cBaAb6ax H B FOCTSX, a TaKCe B apa6cKof 

UKOjie H Ha muhathara (nexKUHH). BO BceX 3THX CHTyaULHSX 

)xeBOqKHn omymajn ce6m no-pa3HOMy - TO eMeHKaMH, TO 

aMepKaHKaMH - H 3TO HaXOHJIO Oenocpe T)cTBeHHoe opaKeHHe 
B HX HHTepHpeTaIIHH TeKCTa. TCKcrl 3BymarIH B paa3J1HHbIX 

CHTyaLtHSIX H CJy)KHJIH TO AJIR Ofbe4HHeHHl, TO aJIA 

HHcnpOBepxceHHRA, TO 1JIA BOCCTaHOBJIeHH reMeHCKHX H 

aMepHKaHCKHX COLHaJIbHlIX H Kyn]bTypHIX HOpM. ABTop 
yTBep)vKaaeT, 'TO sI TorO, TO6bj yeHEte H neaarorH MOFJIH 

noaep)KaTb KyJITypHoeH H 3biKOBoe pa3Hoo6pa3He B uKKonax, 

OHH 2AOJIXCHbIl He TOJbKO 3HaT h o ero cyIluecTBOBaHHH, HO yMeTb 

paaiHqaTb ero rlpoABjieHHM H npH3HaBaTb, MTO pa3Hoo6pa3HaA 
13bIKOBaA npaKTHKa ARBJIeTC MqaCTbiO eIle 6oIee MacIHTa6HOFO 

reonOJIHTwiecKoro 06pa3a )KH3HH. Taxoe IpH3HaHHe 
- nepBbim 

Mar K C03AaHHIO I0KOJI, KOTOpsbe cocpe•oTOqaT BHHMaHHe He 

TOJIbKO Ha OT•IeJIbHbIX yqeHHKax, HO H Ha HaUHOHaJIbHbIX 

COO6LueCTBax, cytuecCTBylOUtiX BHYTpH IUKOJIbl. 3HaHHe O0 

H8JIHMHH pOTHBOpeqHBbIiX npezcTaBneHMfi 0 peqeBoi nparKTHKe 
H pa3J1HqHhIX ee IptOIBJneHHX HB3JISeTCX OCHOBOH J1I51 

pa3pa6OTKH MOLUHbIX H pMHBneKaTenhHbLX COlHalbHblX 

nporpaMM iH aKazaeMHqecKHx yie6Hblx nIaHOB. 
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asked about my religious and national background by 
parents, the girls in the study, and community members, I 
responded that my parents are Christian and Muslim, that 
I was born in Algeria, spoke French and Arabic, and lived 
there nearly 10 years before my family moved to the U.S. 
and I learned English. I became known as "that Algerian 
woman" in the community. Initially, my field work en- 
tailed learning about both boys' and girls' lives in the 
Southend, but as a woman researcher in her mid-20s, it 
proved difficult for me to gain access to the male do- 
mains. The data I gathered in the girls' and women's do- 
mains is far richer and more complete than what I could 
gather about the boys and men. My own mixed ethnic 
and religious identity was problematic at times, as some 
community members and even a few of the girls in the 
Southend attempted to change my nonreligious stance to 
that of a devout and practicing Muslim. As I describe be- 
low, cultural and religious practices were often inter- 
twined in the Yemeni community, and although I was 
familiar with and had read about many Islamic traditions, 
the particularities of Yemeni religious and cultural life 
were often alien to me and I was very much an outsider 
in that respect. In many ways the girls were my teachers 
of their culture and trusted me to learn from them. I will 
always be grateful for the opportunity. 

My interest in the girls' uses of text in multiple con- 
texts stems from my observations (during 26 months of 
field work) that these texts are integral to their social and 
academic success. In this article, I offer an anthropologi- 
cal view in which literacy is conceptualized from a socio- 
cultural, sociolinguistic, and ethnographic perspective. I 
illustrate the importance of in-between texts at home and 
at school, and I show how these youth construct gender, 
ethnic, socioeconomic, and religious identities that allow 
them access to taboo topics and mainstream U.S. cultural 
practices. I also use the term in-between because the girls 
often used it to describe themselves. For example, when 
Aisha, an incredibly motivated and bright student, de- 
scribed herself to me and explained that she did not meet 
her mother's expectations of a good daughter, she shook 
her head and said, "In-between. Not what she'd want me 
to be, you know" (Interview, 10/26/98). Her mother pre- 
ferred that Aisha be more Yemeni and less American. I 
also argue that educators and researchers should be 
aware of these youths' textual practices in light of the fact 
that they have a powerful impact on participation in 
school and classroom life. 

Framing and theorizing in-betweenness 
Within the larger frame of research on youth, the 

notion of in-betweenness contributes to a body of re- 
search that has in recent years placed greater emphasis 

on adolescent literacy practices outside of school and the 
notion of existence in multiple worlds (Alvermann, 
Hinchman, Moore, Phelps, & Waff, 1998; Moje, 2000). 
Defined as such, the notion of in-betweenness and in- 
between texts can be characterized as a powerful heuris- 
tic that adds important insight to our understanding of 
literacy and discourse. As I show in this article, the 
Yemeni girls used secular and religious texts to negotiate 
appropriate social and academic spaces for themselves in 
and out of school. The notion of in-between distinguish- 
es these texts from other ways of being. The texts that 
the Yemeni American high school girls used can be de- 
scribed as in-between texts because they are forms of dis- 
course that are manifested in different contexts and 
bridge, subvert, and re-create Yemeni and American so- 
cial and cultural norms. 

By discourse, I mean more than talk or speech acts. 
For example, Gee (1989) distinguished discourse (stretch- 
es of language) from Discourses: "ways of being in the 
world; they are forms of life which integrate words, acts, 
values, beliefs, attitudes, and social identities as well as 
gestures, glances, body positions, and clothes" (p. 6). 
Gee (1996) asserted further that a Discourse is an "identi- 
ty kit" that a person takes on as a role and that is imme- 
diately recognizable to others (p. 7). In the tradition of 
Goffman (1959), who argued that participants' actions, 
talk, and performances are intimately connected and re- 
lated to those with whom they share the interaction, Gee 
suggested that Discourse is really a presentation of the 
self, both past and present. Goffman (1981) and Davies 
and Harre (1990) described the presentation of self and 
identity as relational activities in which textual perfor- 
mance is mediated by the space participants occupy. 
However, whereas Davies and Harre argued that partici- 
pants' positioning is guided by their own autobiographi- 
cal perceptions, Goffman's view suggested that 
positioning, or in his words, footing, is a relational con- 
ceptualization of interaction rather than a state of mind. 
By its very nature, relational presupposes a priori experi- 
ence as well as the present, coconstructed experience of 
interaction. Goffman (1959) noted that "when an individ- 
ual appears before others his actions will influence the 
definition of the situation which they come to have" (p. 
6). Goffman went on to say that sometimes individuals 
intentionally express themselves according to the tradi- 
tions of the group to which they belong in order to cre- 
ate a favorable or necessary impression. In a very real 
sense, Goffman's notion of interaction is connected to 
Gee's definition of Discourse in that both describe culture 
and participants' related textual practices. 

According to Geertz (1973), culture "denotes an his- 
torically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in 
symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in 
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symbolic forms by means of which [people] communicate, 
perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about attitudes 
toward life" (p. 89). Hence, culture is both a temporal and 
local phenomenon. It is certainly not static because the 
enactment of Discourse or culture as performance is local- 
ized continuously over time and is therefore dynamic. The 
locus of such a performance can be an individual or 
group of individuals, who assume culturally laden roles 
that require certain texts, behaviors, and mannerisms. The 
example of Saba (a 12th grader), whose experience I 
chose as a symbolic entree into this article, illustrates that 
she, as a devout Muslim, is following the strictures gov- 
erning the five pillars of Islam-one of which is prayer 
five times daily-closely. At the same time, her oral text is 
mediated by the space she occupies and creates some- 
thing that is representative of both her surroundings and 
her culture. Saba's discourse can be described as in-be- 
tween, and her performance is symbolic of adaptation to 
her immediate context. The cultural pattern is explicit yet 
somewhat changed to account for difference, both in 
identity and in space. She bridged and re-created her 
American and Yemeni identities in the car. 

This frame of reference-in-betweenness-is an es- 
pecially helpful heuristic in delineating the contextual 
uses of texts and language among the Yemeni American 
students. For example, the use of Arabic in school serves 
important functional and religious purposes as students 
attempt to maintain dual identities. It is not clear, howev- 
er, whether cultural differences in communication style 
between home and school have a direct cause and effect 
relationship on school achievement (Erickson, 1987). 
While in the field, I observed that communication style is 

important in making social adjustments-within the 
school setting and, in particular, in the classroom-but 
not necessarily in academic performance. For these stu- 
dents, social success in school (behaving and communi- 
cating appropriately according to cultural and religious 
traditions) is as important as academic achievement, be- 
cause the enactment of appropriate social mores in and 
out of school determines status as well as degrees of 
shame and honor. 

The localization of Saba's prayer was unexpected, 
at least to me, as we sat in the mall parking lot, yet her 
actions symbolized an identification with something other 
than the tangible objects in the immediate space of the 
car. Under normal circumstances, Saba would have found 
a quiet area at home or at the mosque, washed her hands 
and feet, laid out a small rug, and knelt facing east on 
her knees to do her prayer. Instead, she improvised as 
best she could and made use of the car, which was fac- 

ing east toward Mecca, and prayed silently in Arabic. This 

improvisation, a performance, identified Saba solidly with 
a people and a religion. 

As Goffman (1959) noted, Saba wanted to create the 
right impression during this interaction even though I am 
not a Yemeni or Muslim member of her community. Her 
actions, which were both textual and spiritual, transcended 
her immediate space and occupied an in-between space 
that was neither Yemeni nor American but was, instead, a 
hybrid, an alternative possibility carved out of a particular 
time (afternoon) and place (the car outside the mall). 
Bhabha (1994), who has written extensively on culture in 
the postcolonial era and about the boundary spaces that 

minority populations occupy, characterized this in- 
betweenness as the locality of culture. He noted that lo- 
cality is "more...more hybrid in the articulation of cultural 
differences and identifications than can be represented in 

any hierarchical or binary structuring of social antago- 
nism" (p. 140). In other words, in-betweenness or the 

locality of culture signifies the immediate adaptation of 
one's performance or identity to one's textual, social, cul- 
tural, and physical surroundings. Saba engaged in ritualis- 
tic performances that were influenced by the immediate 
conditions of the interaction. In effect, the result was nei- 
ther conventionally Yemeni and Muslim nor was it com- 

monly American, but somewhere in between. 
In the remainder of this article, I examine the litera- 

cy practices of the Yemeni girls in and out of school by 
considering more closely both their use of language in 
the cultural and religious locus and their use of texts 

(reading, writing, and oracy). Insofar as literacy is con- 
cerned, and as the title of this article implies, visions of 

literacy do conflict with one another because the girls oc- 

cupied the in-between spaces of two cultures, and this 
necessitates negotiation, which, in turn, influences ritual 

performance. 

Method 
Ethnography is both a theoretical and methodologi- 

cal stance. In my attempt to understand the lives of Saba 
and her peers, I found that meaning is both uncovered 
and recovered. At times this was as simple as wearing or 

removing the hijab (scarf) from one's head-the girls 
were otherwise covered from head to toe. In other in- 
stances, actions, words, or the cast of one's eyes indexed 
the undercurrents of meaning. Telling this story means 

being able to navigate among meanings, and therefore, it 
is no coincidence that I chose to write an ethnography. 
As Clifford and Marcus (1986) noted: 

Ethnography is actively situated between powerful systems 
of meaning. It poses its questions at the boundaries of civ- 

ilizations, cultures, classes, races, and genders. Ethno- 

graphy decodes and recodes, telling the grounds of 
collective order and diversity, inclusion and exclusion. It 
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describes a process of innovation and structuration, and is 
itself part of these processes. (p. 2) 

Miles and Huberman (1994) described ethnography 
as "extended contact with a given community, concern 
with the mundane, day-to-day events, as well as the un- 
usual ones.... "(p. 8). To understand the Yemeni 
American girls in the context of the Southend, I focused 
on the quotidian as well as the unusual occurrences in 
that community. Therefore, the methods in this study es- 
pouse a naturalistic perspective. In order to understand 
as much as possible the lives of the Yemeni within the 
contexts of school, home, and community, I apply a 
broad methodological approach that relies on thick de- 
scription (Geertz, 1973) based on rigorous observation, 
participant and nonparticipant observations, formal inter- 
views, and informal conversations. Wolf (1992) has 
claimed that "an anthropologist listens to as many voices 
as [he or] she can and then chooses among them when 
[he or] she passes their opinions on to members of anoth- 
er culture. The choice is not arbitrary, but then neither is 
the testimony" (p. 11). In many ways there is really noth- 
ing arbitrary about the site or the participants chosen to 
participate in this study. They are not representative of all 
schools or teachers or students across the U.S. They were 
chosen because they are unique. At the same time, how- 
ever, they belong to larger communities that are not at all 
unique in that their geopolitical relations are similar to 
those of others. The children go to public school as other 
children do. Their teachers deal with cultural and linguis- 
tic differences as do teachers in different settings. Their 
parents worry about their children as do other parents. 

Without exhausting the list of congruencies and 
similarities, it is important to note that like many other 
ethnographies, the value of this study lies in its ability to 
further develop constructive ideas and theories about 
larger issues and problems with which educators and re- 
searchers grapple. This is done by paying attention to the 
particulars. The point is to get to the heart of the matter, 
if possible (Geertz, 1983; Wolcott, 1994). 

Participants 
Six high school female student participants were 

contacted as key informants at the community center in 
the Southend. I obtained verbal and written informed 
consent from both the parents and their children to par- 
ticipate in the study. The six girls were tutors in a reading 
and writing program at the community center and helped 
newly arrived elementary and high school age Arab im- 
migrants with English and math. I spent most of my after- 
noons at the community center getting to know the 
students, and I was invited to parties and other social oc- 
casions in their homes. I attended religious services at the 

local mosque, went to Arabic school with the girls on 
weekends, and accompanied them to the mall. 

Data collection 
Field work at the high school consisted of observa- 

tion in all school premises-the halls, cafeteria, teacher 
lounges, administrative offices, bathrooms, and class- 
rooms. The six girls, all of low socioeconomic status and 
representing a range of academic ability and an array of 
dispositions toward their home and school lives, were 
each formally interviewed in the community and school 
twice (see Table 1). Although the girls knew one another, 
they were not all friends and had their own peer groups 
within the school and community, so I also had the op- 
portunity to know many other Yemeni American girls. 
Frequent and informal interviews were conducted on a 
weekly basis during field work and were carefully 
recorded in extensive field notes. The girls were either 
born in the United States or came to the U.S. at a very 
young age and are fluent speakers of American English, 
so I conducted most of the interviews in English, but at 
times it was necessary to use Arabic, especially with 
some of the parents. This did not pose any translation 
problems for me because I was able to check my transla- 
tion with key informants at the community center when 
necessary. At the high school I interviewed 22 teachers 
and counselors over the 2 years of field work, and during 
field observations I informally interviewed 75 of the 90 
teachers. Teacher and counselor participants were chosen 
in accordance with student participants. Teacher partici- 
pation was voluntary and was mediated by the district 
and school administration. 

I adopted the tools of critical ethnographic 
method-field notes and interviews-described by 
Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995); Hammersley and 
Atkinson (1995); and Spradley (1979). I also conducted 
two formal, semi-structured interviews with open ex- 
ploratory questions with each of the girls. Funneling 
(Smith, Harre, & Van Langenhove, 1995) was the main 
organizing technique for interview questions. I spent 4-5 
days each week at the high school, all day for 16 months. 
The girls were shadowed at school four times each; I fol- 
lowed each of the six girls all day from the time they left 

Table 1 The six high school hijabat 

Nadya (Grades 9 and 10) Below average to average achiever 
Aisha (Grades 10 and 11) High achiever 

Layla (Grade 10 and 11) Average achiever 
Nouria (Grades 10 and 11) Average achiever 
Saba (Grades 11 and 12) Above average achiever 
Amani (Grades 11 and 12) Above average achiever 
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home to the time they turned in to sleep at night. 
Artifacts such as schoolwork samples, personal work 
samples, community demographic information, daily bul- 
letins, memoranda to and from the district superintendent 
and principals, memoranda from principals to faculty, 
memoranda from the community liaison, and media in- 
formation were collected. Administrators at Cobb were 
generous with their time and artifacts and let me photo- 
copy whatever pertained to the Arab population in the 
school while I was there. 

Intensive field work took place over 26 months in 
the community. I was invited to homes on social occa- 
sions where I talked to mothers informally. I formally in- 
terviewed four parents and informally interviewed the 
rest. All social occasions that took place in the home 
were with women, since men and women do not social- 
ize together openly. At the community center I participat- 
ed in activities such as delivering food to poor Iraqi 
families during holidays, community center dinners, and 
reading and writing sessions with the tutors. Pseudonyms 
are used throughout this article. 

Data analysis 
A critical ethnographic analysis of the interviews in- 

cluded audiotaping, transcription, and coding based on 
domain, taxonomic, componential, and theme analyses 
(Carspecken, 1996; Spradley, 1979). Observation field 
notes were also analyzed through a process of open and 
focused coding in which I paid particular attention to the 
informants' use of culturally relevant terms and meaning 
making (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). I wrote analyti- 
cal memos that served two functions: (a) They related the 
data to the formulation of theory, and (b) they helped me 

gain analytical distance from the field itself (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In addition, a 
case study design (see Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Erickson 
& Shultz, 1992) was used to document the discourse 

practices of each of the Yemeni students and to obtain a 

deeper and richer understanding of their day-to-day lives 
at home and school. Attention to the particulars of each 
case illuminated their construction of their identities 
across contexts. Triangulation of codes and themes was 

applied among interviews, field notes, and various arti- 
facts. A constant application of member checks (with 
teachers, students, parents, and community members) 
across time was conducted. I did this by sharing ethno- 

graphic reports with administrators, teachers, and the 

girls. 

Limitations 
In this study, I examine the literacy practices of 

Yemeni American high school girls. Although I spent 2 

years in this community, it is impossible to fully explain 

the complexity of life there and at the high school. The 
analysis focuses on six girls and their Yemeni and Yemeni 
American peers, but it does not deal in much detail with 
their non-Arab peers, who were the majority population in 
the school. Also, this study in no way captures the full ar- 
ray of literacy practices as experienced by girls in Yemen 
and United States. Finally, my own role as a woman re- 
searcher in the community limited my access to male do- 
mains both at school, in spaces such as the cafeteria; and 
in the community, in places such as coffee shops and the 
mosque. Consequently, the discourse and literacy practices 
I discuss are limited to the spaces to which I had access. 

Ethnographic findings 
Although I call this section "Findings," this is a 

problematic term because ethnographic research relies on 
the description of a cultural site in a given moment and 
an analysis of "Ah ha!" moments during that time (Willis 
& Trondman, 2000). Findings suggest a rather static view 
of a culture, so I use the term here with reservation. One 
way to frame the analysis that follows is to use Scribner's 
(1984) definition of literacy as three metaphors-literacy 
as adaptation, literacy as power, and literacy as a state of 
grace. This is apropos in the case of the Yemeni 
American girls because their discourse reflected their at- 
tempts to adapt to both American and Yemeni norms, to 
achieve power in being print literate in both Arabic and 
English, and to be full of grace through reading and em- 
bodying religious text. Scribner argued that "literacy has 
neither a static nor a universal essence" (p. 8). In describ- 
ing the Muslim Vai people of West Africa, Scribner and 
her colleagues attributed various literacy practices to cul- 
tural competencies required in different contexts. Literacy 
as adaptation, for instance, "is designed to capture con- 
cepts of literacy that emphasize its survival or pragmatic 
value" (p. 9). Literacy as power, according to Scribner, 
focuses on the relationship between group mobilization 
and literacy. The third metaphor, literacy as a state of 
grace, emphasizes the notion that the literate person is en- 
dowed with special virtues. Scribner noted, for example, 
that "memorizing the Qur'an-literally taking its words 
into you and making them part of yourself-is simultane- 
ously a process of becoming both literate and holy" (p. 
13). I will use these metaphors as I describe the girls' uses 
of text in several places and how in-betweenness was 
manifested at school, weddings and parties, Arabic 
school, and muhathara (lecture). 

Hidden texts in school 
Scribner (1984) wrote that the "the single most com- 

pelling fact about literacy is that it is a social achieve- 
ment" and importantly, that "literacy is the outcome of 
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cultural transmission" (p. 7). Among the Yemeni students 
in the Southend, being literate meant being able to call 
upon multiple literacies in order to perform appropriately 
in the contexts they inhabited. School, for example, may 
have created an imbalance in the lives of Yemeni 
American students by challenging their cultural traditions 
and by challenging their primary (or home) Discourse 
(Gee, 1989). Whereas the Muslim Yemeni family 
promotes loyalty based on kinship ties, schools in the 
U.S. tend to privilege individual opportunity over collec- 
tive responsibility. U.S. schooling teaches youngsters to 
value personal response, individual reasoning, and the 
expression of a highly personal voice (Graff, 1995; Portes 
& Rumbaut, 1996). 

An example of this is found in the 1995 Michigan 
English and Language Arts Framework standards. 
Students are strongly encouraged to form an individual 
voice such that they can question texts and form argu- 
ments about them, often disregarding their own beliefs or 
values about the content and ways to talk or write about 
it. Home or family culture is necessarily divorced from 
the students' learning at school in order for knowledge to 
be disseminated most efficiently. This type of critical 
reading of texts, when it does take place and which Gee 
(1989) called "a liberating metaknowledge or literacy," 
carries an ideological message that may run counter to 
Yemeni Muslims' views about the sanctity of religious 
text (i.e., the Qur'an) in relation to their quotidian 
Discourses both at home and at school. (It is important to 
note that Anyon [1981] argued that the critical analysis of 
texts in the classroom is rare and is influenced by social 
class practices. Her research shows that knowledge is of- 
ten fragmented and isolated from meaning.) 

Knowing how to read at school is different from 
knowing how to read at home, where the Qur'an is the 
primary source of reading. Reading the Quran and being 
able to recite it endow a person with both knowledge 
and holiness, or, in Scribner's (1984) words, a state of 
grace. In fact, in the Quraan itself, there is a passage that 
states, "This is a perfect book. There is no doubt in it," 
which makes it impossible for students to be critical of 
the word of God. Both Yemeni boys and girls at Cobb 
High School told me that all I needed to do was to read 
the Quraan in order to know what success is. In other 
words and according to them, the text of the Quraan con- 
tains all, and if one reads it, that person assumes that 
same knowledge. 

The literacy practices that I am about to describe 
and with which the hi/abat (Arabic feminine plural for 
girls in this community who wear the head scarf) en- 
gaged were clearly influenced by their religion. Street 
(1995) defined literacy practices as "behaviour and the 
social and cultural conceptualizations that give meaning 

to the uses of reading and/or writing" (p. 2). They incor- 
porate literacy events, which refer to how a piece of writ- 
ing is integral to a reader or writer's interaction or 
interpretation of it (Heath, 1982). Street's definition of lit- 
eracy practices is part of a larger framework stemming 
from various disciplines called New Literacy Studies. 
According to Gee (1999), 

The New Literacy Studies approach literacy as part and 
parcel of, and inextricable from, specific social, cultural, 
institutional, and political practices. Thus literacy, is, in a 
sense, multiple": literacy becomes different "literacies," as 
reading and writing are differently and distinctively 
shaped and transformed inside different sociocultural 
practices. Additionally, these sociocultural practices al- 
ways have inherent and value-laden, but often different, 
implications about what count as "acceptable" identities, 
actions, and ways of knowing. They are, in this sense, 
deeply "political." (p. 356) 

In other words, as Barton and Hamilton (1998) have 
pointed out, literacy is integral to its context. At school, 
where the intersection of multiple cultures and literacies 
was most evident, Yemeni American girls learned to 
adapt various texts to different situations. The most direct 
way that they did this was by organizing some behaviors 
and speech events into three categories that stem from 
the Qur'an and religious teachings. The three categories 
were haram, meaning forbidden; balal meaning lawful; 
and mahkru, meaning not written as forbidden in the 
Quran but condemned by the Prophet Muhammad. All 
things haram are written in the Quran. Drinking alco- 
hol, for example, is haram. Things halal are good deeds, 
which include learning and being learned. Things 
mahkru include wearing make-up before marriage or lis- 
tening to music. The mahkru category is controversial. 
Many of the hijabat wore nail polish or eye liner even 
though the Prophet forbade it. However, because nothing 
is written in the Qur'an about such things, Islamic schol- 
ars and ordinary Muslims debate these issues constantly. 

At school, the hijabat used haram and halal liberal- 
ly, especially when one's modesty was in question. The 
students argued about what was haram when something 
was called into question, and advice was often sought 
from people like Saba, who was respected for her knowl- 
edge of the Qur 'an and the Hadith (recorded words, ac- 
tions, and sanctions of the Prophet Muhammad). Girls 
who were pious or wanted to appear pious did not do or 
say anything that was likely to be considered mahkru. In 
fact, except for some girls who studied and read the 
Qur an, the category mahkru was not known or well un- 
derstood by most girls and boys. For the hijabat, most of 
life fell under haram or halal, and when scripture did not 
provide an answer, there was always what they called the 
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Yemeni "folk Islam," occult beliefs (or magic) that helped 
explain and remedy problems. 

Arranging school life into religiously motivated tex- 
tual categories gave the hijabat the opportunity to main- 
tain Yemeni social status and norms within the confines 
of school. Yet school also gave the girls the chance to 
stretch home- and community-imposed limits. For exam- 
ple, unlike most teenagers, the hijabat were often not 
allowed to listen to American rock or pop music (in the 
mahkru category), and they were also not allowed to 
read teen magazines or anything that might be sexually 
explicit or imply sexuality. At school, however, whereas 
the hijabat and some of the boys were familiar with 
movies that teachers discussed in class, in general, girls in 
the Southend were not allowed to go to the movies. 
There was a significant amount of underground reading 
that took place during lunch, the most social event of the 
day. I observed that the active engagement with text that 
took place outside the classroom was not usually present 
in relation to subject matter within the classroom because 
the girls often avoided openly discussing taboo topics. In 
fact, the hijabat sometimes refused to participate in 
watching films or discussing texts if the content was 
risky, meaning that it crossed a certain religious or cultur- 
al boundary. This lack of engagement in the classroom 
usually occurred in the presence of boaters (pejorative 
term used at Cobb High to denote new male immigrants 
in the ESL/Bilingual program), and the hijabat had to 
maintain a proper social performance while the teacher 
tried to engage the class in the text. Socially, the class- 
room was still an oasis for the hijabat, but different rules 
applied under specific conditions, and therefore, their ex- 
periences in class were not uniform. 

The merging of identity and literacy was quite com- 
plex and multifaceted in all of the contexts the hijabat in- 
habited. In their cafeteria cluster of tables, which was 
buffered by non-Arab students from the Yemeni 
American boys and boaters, the girls brought forth their 
contraband: teen magazines, yearbook pictures, and 
fable-like poems and stories (such as chain letters) about 
girls who misbehaved. They gossiped around these texts, 
sharing personal information about their marriages, their 
families, the men they would like to marry (often in op- 
position to the ones to whom they were married), and 
their friends. During one such instance, both Aisha and 
Layla, two 11th graders, suggested that I read Princess by 
Jean Sasson (1992) because "then [I will] really under- 
stand what it can be like to be them." This is a popular 
biography about the tragedies experienced by a Saudi 
Arabian princess who managed to escape her family and 
country to tell her story. Both Layla and Aisha identified 
strongly with the woman in the story and talked about 
her at length. This was not a book they openly discussed 

or read at home because, as Saba noted, "It makes Islam 
and Muslims look bad" (Field notes, 11/20/98). All of the 
hijabat in this study reiterated that there is a difference 
between religion and culture. They argued that Princess 
Sultana's story by Sasson is a story about culture and not 
about religion: "there's only one true Islam and that's in 
the Qur'an, and not in that book," Saba said firmly (Field 
notes, 11/20/98). 

The distinction made by the girls between religion 
and culture is an important one to them. It means that 
while their religion and their Holy Book cannot be ques- 
tioned, their culture and cultural acts can. For instance, 
when the hijabat were upset or angry with family deci- 
sions about education or marriage, they were very careful 
to blame it on Yemeni culture and not on Islam. 
According to them, religious texts sanction meaning, but 
people were likely to misinterpret words and actions 
found in the Qur'an, and therefore, the girls limited their 
public discourse and interaction with others in order to 
protect themselves. It is easy to see, then, the significance 
of the relatively safe classroom or the isolated cluster of 
hijabat within a crowded cafeteria. Those places offered a 
haven for sharing secret texts, texts that were American 
and represented American values. Sometimes, however, 
these texts reinforced Yemeni cultural values. Here is an 
example about dating taken from field notes: 

I sit with Amani and the other girls during lunch. A poem 
written in English from the Internet is passed around the 
table about a girl who goes out with a boy even though 
her parents don't allow her to date and expect her to be at 
a school dance that night. The boy has been drinking 
heavily and crashes into another car. At the hospital, the 
girl asks the nurse to tell her parents that she's sorry. The 
nurse doesn't say anything as the girl dies. It turns out that 
the car into which the girl and her boyfriend crashed was 
occupied by her parents, who were both killed instantly. 
All the girls around the table react to this poem with loud 
exclamations of "haram!" They say that hurting their par- 
ents through their actions is forbidden. They admire the 
girl for taking a risk, but they all agree that it's better not 
to take such a risk and that "religion knows what's right." 
The poem is folded and put away and is shared again later 
in the classroom with other girls. (Field notes, 9/17/98) 

The conversation about dating illustrates the signifi- 
cance of private spaces (a small cluster of girls in a large 
cafeteria) within the school, and it reinforces the teach- 
ings of the Qur an. It also re-creates, bridges, and sub- 
verts different cultural norms and is therefore a good 
example of in-betweenness. As such, it also allows the 

girls to adapt pragmatically and hypothetically through 
text to a possible American social situation in which they 
realistically cannot take part. Private spaces were places 
and times during which the hijabat could voice their 
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concerns, reify their beliefs, and sometimes put their 
doubts to rest. Public spaces (the cafeteria in general or 
the hallways), however, were indexed only by the cultur- 
ally laden roles and by religious texts spoken in Arabic or 
in the English translation, which was not typical of every- 
day American English speech. For example, some girls 
not only memorized the Qur'an in Arabic, but could also 
recite it in English. In other words, throughout the day 
and regardless of teachers' disapproval, the girls' talk was 
peppered with Arabic and English excerpts of the 
Qur an, and the use of "haram" and "halal" was rampant. 
At the same time, the hijabat found moments during the 
school day to address topics and issues that were never 
discussed at home or in their community. The combina- 
tion of religious textual reference and the clandestine 
quality of the hijabat's use of nonreligious texts was 
unique at Cobb. 

Even though the hijabat claimed that their culture 
was independent of their religion, the evidence suggests 
that the two were intertwined in very elaborate ways. If 
culture can be defined as performance according to both 
Goffman and Gee, then so can religion, which is a very 
specific set of symbolic actions. Geertz (1973), who has 
written about religion as a cultural system, defined it in 
the following fashion: 

(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, 
pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men 
by (3)formulating conceptions of a general order of exis- 
tence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura 
offactuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem 
uniquely realistic. (italics in original, p. 90) 

The hijabat were not only visibly symbolic of their 
religion because of their dress, but also embodied their 
religion with their actions and speech. For example, to 
Saba, religion was her life, and she talked the talk of mili- 
tant Muslims: "Islam has permanent solutions to primary 
problems" (Interview, 2/3/98). Saba, like all the hijabat, 
strove for a state of grace in her daily life especially as 
she struggled to persuade her family to allow her to mar- 
ry a young black man who had converted to Islam. She 
retreated into the text of the Quran not only for spiritual 
reasons but also as a means of protection and power 
against her family's racial prejudice. By embodying the 
work of the Qur an, she did not think that her family 
could hurt her. The text sanctioned her relationship to 
the young man even if her culture and family would not. 

Reading the Qur'an, as Saba did each day or as 
Layla did with her father each night, led to three results 
that relate to Scribner's (1984) metaphors: being more 
knowledgeable about the contents of the Qur'an and 
therefore more respected by one's family and community, 
reaching a state of grace by virtue of the fact that reading 

it endows a spirituality or holiness, and empowering one's 
self against culturally biased acts. In fact, parents took 
pride in the fact that their sons and daughters, but espe- 
cially their daughters, read the Qur'an and prayed. At a 
parent meeting about school violence, one father praised 
his son's success (high grades) in school but chose to de- 
scribe his daughter's success at being prayerful, "She 
prays more than I do" (Field notes 3/24/98). In other 
words, although most of the Yemeni families desired both 
their male and female children to know the Qur'an and 
to pray, these characteristics were especially valued in 
girls because they reflected on the family's honor. 

It was the girls' responsibility to maintain religious 
values, thus reinforcing a gendered notion of religion. 
The girls knew this and were genuinely involved in their 
religious practice, but they were also cognizant of the 
power one assumed with the thorough knowledge of the 
Qur'an. If reading the Qur'an incited a state of spiritual 
grace and power, reading other texts allowed the hijabat 
to adapt and become part of American social and cultural 
life. This was most easily done at Cobb High School, 
where the interaction among public and private spaces 
allowed the girls to maintain cultural and religious norms 
and to indulge in the same texts, both oral and written, 
that other students did. 

Music: The text of parties 
As a contrast to school life and reading the Qur'an, 

it is important to consider other social settings within 
which the hijabat enacted cultural or religious perfor- 
mance through texts. Parties, which often took place 
within the Southend, were segregated according to gen- 
der, and the most controversial text was the music to 
which the girls listened or danced. Parties were often or- 
ganized around birthdays and weddings. The girls printed 
out invitations (written in Arabic and English), which 
were passed out at school. For weddings, everyone in the 
Yemeni community was invited. These were important 
occasions, and the entire Yemeni community knew about 
them. Even though parties took place in the privacy of 
Yemeni homes and were segregated by gender, they did 
in fact manifest in-betweenness in concrete ways, 
through clothing, talk, and music. For instance, most of 
the hijabat removed their scarves and abayas (loose 
dresses), revealing American clothing-jeans and shirts- 
which was quite tight underneath. Their hair, although 
long, was done in the latest fashion: straight or up with 
wisps of hair around the face. Some of the young married 
women did not remove their scarves and talked instead 
about the lyrics in the songs, describing them as haram 
because of the sexual messages in them. Most of the high 
school girls could not listen to this music at home and 
dared not tell their parents that they did sometimes at 
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parties. Other girls openly opposed the music and re- 
mained covered. Saba, who wore very tight outfits at par- 
ties and who was proud of her figure, had turned away 
from popular music. Her explanation below reflects and 
represents other girls' perceptions, misgivings, and 
doubts about both American and Arab music. 

I used to listen to regular music such as, you know, FM98 
and tapes and stuff. But I stopped and now I listen to only 
Islamic music. And Islamic music is only, is only the drum 
but nowadays there's so many groups of talented Muslim, 
like rappers, singers, that the music is so beautiful that you 
can really dance to it. (Interview, 2/3/98) 

Saba explained further that there are American or 
Western musicians and singers who make music to which 
she can listen because it is based on Islamic teachings. 
She gave singer Cat Stevens as an example and shared 
with me a newspaper article about him in which he ex- 
plains the reasons for his conversion (Stevens, n.d.). In 
effect, Saba listened to a hybrid type of music, music that 
is composed of Islamic teachings and Western rock. 
Again, in-betweenness characterized the music and musi- 
cal texts to which the hijabat listened, danced, and sang. 
Saba pointed out that she listened to Islamic music be- 
cause it connected both American and Yemeni cultural 
and religious spaces: "It's Islamic music but it's American" 
(Interview, 2/3/98). 

Saba and most of the other hijabat did not listen to 
other types of American music because of the possible 
negative consequences on their reputations. 

Because I, sometimes you can say probably like if there's, 
from the olden days, it's a nice, decent song. Innocent, it 
deals about like love, it's nice, it's beautiful. Because 
nowadays, I find that music nowadays is very distracting 
in a way where they have like things that, I don't know. 
I'm a very modest person and I don't like to hear like I 
wanta, you know, this and this and that. Because I don't, I 
don't think that's modesty and I just, I prefer to listen to 
something I can benefit from. And I prefer to listen to 
something that won't be held against me in a way 
like...you know, 'cause you control what you hear, you 
control what you see, you control what you say. So if I 
can control to hear something good than negative, then 
why not. The main music nowadays is not innocent, not 
decent. (Interview, 2/3/98) 

Music among the hijabat served one main purpose: 
It helped connect American and Yemeni life more con- 

cretely and it preserved cultural and religious standards 
for good behavior, such as modesty and control over 
one's actions. The hijabat listened to other music but not 

openly, and they certainly did not talk about it at school. 
Nouria said, "I cover my ears on the bus home, if the mu- 
sic is 'specially bad and the boaters are staring at me." 

Because parents did not usually approve of American 
music (and the Imam, the religious leader at the mosque, 
was against it), the hijabat compromised by listening to 
in-between music. This type of music often included 
Arabic and English lyrics and sometimes French ones. 
The music had a fast beat, but it contained musical influ- 
ences from the Middle East or North Africa that were im- 
mediately recognizable as Arab and were therefore 
deemed appropriate by the girls, even if their parents dis- 
agreed. Within the basement spaces at parties, the girls 
enjoyed this music without worrying about being either 
too American or not American enough. 

Weddings were another type of special occasion 
during which the hijabat indulged in unrestricted behav- 
ior and listened to different types of music and in- 
between lyrics. At school, the girls talked of nothing else 
but the upcoming wedding, whether the bride and 
groom (who are already married) are cousins, whether 
the marriage would be consummated during the night of 
the party. This talk was preceded by the bride handing 
out invitations, written in both Arabic and English script, 
to all of the Yemeni girls at school. These invitations 
were symbolic of the bride's new status and success as a 
young Muslim woman. The girls pored over the invita- 
tions throughout the school day, and then showed and 
read them to their mothers, who could not read in Arabic 
or English. In this fashion, the news of a wedding spread 
quickly and efficiently. A wedding was a community af- 
fair in the Southend, and generally everyone was invited. 

Because many families were related or had village 
affiliations in Yemen, it was taken for granted that every- 
one would send someone from the family to the wed- 
ding. The example of an invitation in Figure 1 begins 
with a short prayer in Arabic praising God and is fol- 
lowed by the announcement of marriage and its locations 
in both Arabic and English. The celebration is to take 
place in two different places, one for men and the other 
for women. At the bottom of the invitation, the families 
request in Arabic that small children be left at home. The 
wedding invitation is an example of an in-between text 
in both language and form. It is clearly symbolic of the 
girls' literacy adaptation to the commonly enacted wed- 
ding invitation genre in the U.S. This is not a prevalent 
practice in Yemen, where many of the girls are 
betrothed. 

At one of the weddings to which I was invited (see 
Figure 1) at least 200 women attended (Field notes, 
11/1/98). They danced the debka (a line dance), and 
couples belly-danced. Each girl danced with the bride- 
hand and hip movements to the beat of the music. One 
of the girls commented that dancing to flute music is 
haram because it makes people do things, yet the 
women and girls danced to many kinds of music 
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throughout the evening. Every time the (male) manager 
of the hall walked in to check that all was well, the 
women would hurry to cover their heads, sometimes 
with the table linens if the hijab was not immediately 
available. When the groom came back to cut the cake, all 
the women covered for the duration. There was no ad- 
vance warning, so there was a flurry of activity in getting 
heads covered. Throughout the celebration, it was evi- 
dent that a conflict over music had ensued near the au- 

diotape player, and the hijabat soon left the table to take 

part in the argument. The older women wanted tradition- 
al Yemeni instrumental music so that they could line- 
dance, and the younger women wanted fast Arabic music 
and Raf music, a mixture of Algerian popular songs and 

rhythms, American disco, Egyptian instrumental inter- 
ludes, songs of Julio Iglesias, and Moroccan wedding 
tunes. For example, one of the songs to which the girls 
wanted to listen has a combination of French and Arabic 

lyrics. The older women refused to dance to it, and the 

younger women refused to dance to traditional Yemeni 

songs. In the end, a variety of songs were played, and 
each group of women danced to different appropriate 
songs. 

It is clear that weddings and parties offered special 
social and intertextual opportunities to the hijabat. In 
these situations, the girls' performances were private 
ones, where dancing and a variety of talk about school, 
Yemen, the bride's wedding night experience with her 
husband, and listening to music could take place without 
serious infringement upon their public reputations. The 
Discourse surrounding the various texts-music, print, or 
talk-can be characterized as in-between or a hybrid of 
two cultures and languages. Furthermore, the locality of 
this performance was expressed through states of dress. 
The hijabat were always wearing both Yemeni Muslim 
and American clothing (Western clothing under their 
loose dresses). This was one way they adapted to being 
both Yemeni and American without disgracing them- 
selves in their community. This setting also gave them a 
sense of power. In being able to remove certain layers of 
clothing, they could express themselves differently and 
more openly and engage in taboo topics with other 
women from the community. Their appearance was de- 
pendent on the context, both temporal and situational, of 
the performative event, such as a dance or talk about re- 
lationships. Conflicting ways of being were resolved by 
the adoption of certain musical texts to the exclusion of 
others, or a blending of texts. This facilitated life at home 
and school and empowered their sense of selfhood in 
multiple contexts. 

Figure 1 Wedding invitation 

..W, .,-a &C.A 

r. andFamly 

* 

'* 

sa u m p r 

Mr. and Family & 
Mr. 

" 
and Family 

request the honour of your presence 
at the wedding reception of their children 

Saja & qagr 
On Sunday. the 1Ist of Noveber 1998 at 6:00 in the evening 

For Men: Stefan's Banquet Hall 

For Ladies: Heritage Manor 

-) 

The texts of Arabic school 
Arabic or Islamic schools have a long history. The 

golden age of Islam (A.D. 750-1150) was marked by the 
establishment and maintenance of a large network of edu- 
cational institutions, including Islamic schools 
(Shamsavary, Saqeb, & Halstead, 1993). Classical Islamic 
education was organized into six types of schools, all of 
which were primarily religious and most of which taught 
boys. Remnants of these schools are still visible, both in 
the Middle East and North Africa, and in the United States. 
In the Southend, Arabic school was a blend of the maktab 
school, which focuses on reading, writing, and manners; 
and the mnasjid school, which combines learning with reli- 
gious education (see Sarroub, 2000). Arabic school was 
also organized according to gender and ethnicity and was 
located in the mosque. There were several Arabic schools 
in the Arab community of Detroit, but in the Southend, 
because of the predominance of Yemenis in the commu- 
nity, almost all of the students were Yemneni, while the 
Lebanese and Iraqis attended other schools. The boys en- 
tered from one side of the mosque and the girls from the 
other. The girls were always covered from head to toe in 
abayas or very loose long shirts and pants and the hijab, 
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while the boys generally wore Western clothing but never 
shorts. Arabic school included grades K-7 and met on the 
weekends from 8:30 a.m. until noon for instruction, after 
which lectures were scheduled. 

Each grade was organized by literacy level in Arabic 
rather than by age, so some of the hijabat such as Nouria, 
a 10th grader, were in the fourth grade. Each grade level 
had one room, and the small rooms were quite over- 
crowded. The desks stood against one another, making it 
almost impossible to stand. Anyone from the Yemeni 
community could register for Arabic school, and there- 
fore, there were often students of various ages at each 
grade level, and if the girls failed a grade, they repeated it 
until they passed. 

Each morning before classes began, the teachers, 
who were Yemeni, Egyptian, and Iraqi, met in the teach- 
ers' room. They sat on chairs arranged along the perime- 
ter of the room, facing the principal's desk. When the 
bell rang the teachers went to their respective classes. 
After midmorning recess, the teachers changed rooms as 
they switched from teaching Arabic to religion or vice 
versa. The students remained in the same rooms. This or- 
ganization was modeled upon schools in the Middle East 
and in Europe. The teachers moved from class to class, 
while the students remained in the same room. 

All of the instruction revolved around reading, writ- 
ing, and the Qur'an. In effect, the students were taught 
to read and write in Arabic so that they could read the 
Qur'an, and in the upper grades the Qur'an was used as 
the main textbook. In the lower grades teachers helped 
the students to memorize various verses from the Qur'an. 
Oral production, recitation, and listening were empha- 
sized in all grades. 

Importantly, because Arabic vocabulary is based 
upon a three-letter root system to which affixes are at- 
tached, much time was spent learning different roots in 
the younger grades. For example, in the second grade, 
the teacher passed out a worksheet on which was listed 
sets of three letter sounds out of order, and the students 
were to recognize the sounds and the words they made. 
So, from the sounds /tb/, /h/, and /b/, make the word 

thahaba, to go (Field notes, 10/24/98). The children 
learned that any word with these three sounds in that or- 
der will have one basic meaning, "going." Other exercises 
include syntactic sequencing and conjugation of verbs. 
The upper grades focused more on grammar, such as 
learning the parts of speech by rhyme, and spent most of 
their time reading the Qur'an and memorizing it. 

Instruction at Arabic school was all teacher cen- 
tered. The students did not address their teachers by 
name but as "Teacher" or Moualima. Because the class- 
rooms were so overcrowded and it was so easy for the 
girls to talk to one another, the teachers usually yelled at 

the top of their voices during the lessons. In fact the hija- 
bat were much louder and laughed more in Arabic 
school than they did at their high school. The teachers 
were often aghast at their behavior and became harsher, 
calling the girls donkeys or camels in front of the whole 
class. Literacy instruction took the form of the teacher 
telling the girls what to do and how to do it with little 
opportunity for discussion or questions. For assessment, 
the teachers gave the girls homework such as grammar 
exercises and verses from the Qur'an to memorize for 
the next class. 

Each month, the upper grades took an oral exam, 
which consisted of reciting from memory different parts 
of the Qur'an. The hijabat often grew impatient with this 
type of instruction and constantly criticized the teachers 
for their lack of innovation. But there was little they 
could do during literacy instruction. However, during reli- 
gious instruction, they tended to ask many questions 
about the text and demand an explanation from their 
teachers. This was distinctly different from classroom in- 
struction at Cobb, where questioning the text and the au- 
thor was taken for granted because the teachers usually 
asked questions. In the context of the Qur'an, the hijabat 
were willing to accept it as the word of God, yet they 
wondered at the reasons behind their religious practices. 
For instance, a seventh grader in her late teens asked the 
teacher why she could not wear a ring on her index fin- 
ger. The teacher explained that wearing a ring on that 
finger is mahkru because that finger is used during prayer 
and signified one God. Therefore, it was better if it was 
not adorned (Field notes, 10/24/98). 

Religious instruction in Arabic school was character- 
ized by a more open and teacher-centered environment 
and by the chanting of various sections of the Qur'an. 
This was especially so at the upper grades, where some 
of the hijabat were young mothers. There was more dis- 
cussion that was generally led by the questions the stu- 
dents asked, although the teachers definitely transmitted 
all new knowledge. The teacher reminded the hijabat in 
Arabic and broken English to wear their scarves wherever 
they went and to pray five times every day so as to be 
good role models to the younger girls. I include excerpts 
taken from field notes of a fourth-grade classroom during 
which one teacher lectured and led a discussion on the 

hijab and modesty. 
After chanting a verse about charity in Arabic, the teacher 
asks the class in Arabic and English, "If someone asks you 
why you wear a scarf and why you're covered, what do 
you say? You may say it's because of my religion." The 
teacher then makes an analogy. She says that "expensive 
chocolate is covered-in olden times good, expensive 
chocolate was covered. Allah created feelings in a man. 
Even if a woman is completely covered, a man can smell 
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her perfume, and his feelings will cause him to harm her. 
We have to cover ourselves. We have to protect ourselves 
like candy to keep the flies away. In the old days, in the 
U.S., there was less rape because women wore long dress- 
es and skirts and this kept men from raping women. Little 
House on the Prairie, Dr. Quinn are examples of women 
who cover themselves and avoid harm. Girls today should 
cover for the same reason. Among women, women have 
to cover themselves from waist to knee, or in some cases, 
from chest to knee. In front of men everything must be 
covered, like expensive chocolate." The girls listen to what 
the teacher says with avid interest, but they do not all look 
convinced. (Field notes, 11/1/98) 

The teacher in the excerpt above was obviously in- 
terested in the girls' safety, and by using examples from 
American media and Muslim teachings she interacted with 
the girls with a mixture of in-between texts. Her words 
carried a greater import in the context of religious instruc- 
tion, and her use of popular media to persuade the girls 
of her viewpoint helped her identify with their daily lives. 

The hijabat learned and improved their Arabic, but 
they also heard and learned lessons that were not easily 
reconciled with those they learned at their public high 
school or through American media. The oral and written 
texts with which the hijabat engaged allowed them to 
connect their religious practice to their identities as 
teenagers, but they also positioned them as powerless 
girls whose femininity and education could be a liability. 
For example, Nouria explained that her goals were at 
odds with those her male peers had for her. "The Arabic 
boys, I guess, want [us] to follow the old tradition. You 
know, don't talk to boys.... You're not supposed to be in 
school. You're supposed to be home cooking and clean- 
ing and raising a family." In some ways, the teachers at 
Arabic school supported this view. According to these 
teachers, reading the Qur'an and chanting verses 
presents an antidote to the influences of the outside 
world. In Scribner's (1984) sense of literacy as social 
practice, the discursive reading of the Qur'an empowers 
the girls with social and intellectual grace, but it paradox- 
ically reifies their marginality as members of American 
public schooling and society. 

Muhathara 
So far, I have examined textual practices at Cobb 

High School, at parties and weddings, and Arabic school. 
Within those categories, I have touched upon literacy 
practices within the home, such as reading the Qur'an or 
knowing it well enough to argue one's case during con- 
flict. One of the most salient literacy practices within the 
home was the reading and paying of bills. Every single 
girl in this study had the responsibility of informing her 
parents of incoming information in English and in Arabic. 

One of the hijabat, Aisha, for example, kept records and 
did the accounting for the rental properties her father 
managed in the neighborhood. The hijabat were all 
aware of their parents' financial status because the par- 
ents were not print literate and relied on their children to 
read and write for them. 

In addition, the girls also followed the academic 
progress of their siblings and were responsible for ensur- 
ing their success in school by helping them with home- 
work. Generally, they also helped their male siblings 
before turning to their own homework. Therefore, in or- 
der for these Yemeni families to survive in the United 
States, their daughters' (sons usually work outside the 
home) knowledge of English and Arabic was crucial. 

These literacy tasks, characterized by Scribner 
(1984) as adaptation, enabled the Yemeni families to ful- 
fill mundane tasks, such as signing papers sent home 
from school or paying the electricity bills. Yemeni par- 
ents, however, also encouraged their daughters to be just 
as versatile in Arabic as they were in English. 
Consequently, the hijabat attended Arabic school to the 
seventh grade, and they did this on Saturdays and 
Sundays. Some of the girls also attended muhathara (lec- 
tures) and discussions organized by women in the com- 
munity. Arabic school and muhathara emphasized 
knowledge of the Arabic language and religious educa- 
tion and morals. In both of these settings, reading, writ- 
ing, and recitation of text from memory were key 
practices, and because parents were fearful that their 
daughters would become American, they insisted on such 
instruction for as long as possible before marriage. 

Muhathara was a unique space for the hijabat. It 
was a time and place for learning and socializing within 
the context of reading. The lectures, which a few groups 
of girls attended, took place either at the mosque or in a 
private home. The ones at the mosque functioned much 
more like a traditional lecture, where a woman speaker 
addressed women's issues in front of an audience and 
the audience participated in a discussion at the end. The 
muhathara held in someone's home, however, was quite 
different. In the Southend, I was introduced by Saba to 
Mrs. Bouzain, a woman who led Saba's lecture group. 
Once a week on Mondays, five to eight high school hija- 
bat and young women (some of whom had dropped out 
of school) from the community gathered in Mrs. 
Bouzain's basement from 5:00 to 7:00 in the evening. The 
girls arrived and removed their shoes, and because it was 
time for evening prayer found a quiet corner and prayed 
before the lecture and discussion began. After the early 
evening prayers, the lecture began. Each of the girls 
brought something specific to read from the Qur'an or 
from a book on Muslim religious conduct. This group 
functioned much like a book club, but reading or reciting 

Religion and conflicting visions of literacy 143 



text aloud was emphasized and was followed by a lec- 
ture on morality. 

During one meeting, Saba began the lecture by 
reading a prayer from the Qur'an. Mrs. Bouzain mouthed 
the prayer silently with her eyes closed as Saba read. 
Then, Saba recited a hadith in Arabic and its translation 
in English. This particular hadith dealt with being thank- 
ful. Mrs. Bouzain proceeded to explain the hadith, its 
meaning, and why expressing thanks is important. She 
admonished the girls in English and Arabic, "You should 
not be as you are in school.... You should bring your 
hearts to Allah. You're teenagers and you love life, but 
you have to be serious. In the Arab community, you have 
to be like a queen. When you walk, people will watch 
you walk and talk about you" (Field notes, 11/2/98). Mrs. 
Bouzain reiterated the girls' biggest fear: being watched 
by community members. Because she had daughters at 
Cobb, Mrs. Bouzain understood that the girls were much 
more open and perhaps less vigilant about their reputa- 
tions while at school. Therefore, she used Saba's reading 
from the Qur'an as a segue into a lecture on modesty 
and good behavior. Mrs. Bouzain exclaimed that "a girl is 
like glass. If you break it, you can't put it back." 

Muhathara gave some of the hijabat the opportunity 
to socialize but within a strictly textual and religious con- 
text. There was no room in this setting for outsiders who 
did not want to learn the Qur'an. Although I had in- 
quired about the meetings, I was not invited to attend 
until my second year in the community, when it was es- 
tablished that I wanted to learn more about reading the 
Qur'an in this context and could be trusted to participate 
accordingly. Muhathara was also a haven for the girls be- 
cause they trusted Mrs. Bouzain to keep secret their con- 
fidences. Although there was an explicit emphasis on 
recitation and the Qur'an, much more took place implic- 
itly during these meetings. 

Muhathara provided an occasion for textual inquiry 
and response. The hijabat felt they could talk to Mrs. 
Bouzain because she had daughters their age in their 
school and, importantly, because she was learned. Unlike 
many of the women in the community, she could read 
and write in Arabic and recite the entire Qur'an. She had 
achieved the state of grace and power into which the 
girls wanted to enter. She was a teacher to them and a 
friend who did not betray them to their parents. In Mrs. 
Bouzain's basement and in the context of reading from 
the Qur'an, one could openly discuss the in-betweenness 
the girls experienced in and out of school. Although the 
girls did not disagree with the text of the Qur'an, they 
sought to understand it in the context of their daily lives. 

Muhathara was important for another reason. In a 
world of fast-paced multimedia, the sanctity of the 
Qur'an was preserved both emotionally and intellectual- 

ly, as well as physically. I include here an excerpt from 
my field notes. It illustrates the powerful connection the 
hijabat made between purity of mind and body. Reading 
was delimited in unusual ways that suggest a clear link 
between the purity of the Book and those who read it. 
This excerpt also shows the intertextual nature of read- 
ing, religious talk, and gossip within the group. 

At Mrs. Bouzain's the girls recite surat (verses from the 
Qur'an) one after the other in round-robin fashion and re- 
fer to the text only when they forget the words. The 
Qur'an is passed around but Saba doesn't touch it. I.vol- 
unteer to read and the girls inquire if I can touch it. I real- 
ize, then, what they mean. I read the text in Arabic, while 
Saba recites next from memory.... Purity and "touching" is 
the next topic of conversation. We talk about why the girls 
don't shake the principal's hand. Touching, Saba says, is 
disrespectful and she shouldn't have to lose respect for 
herself by shaking a man's hand just because he's Dr. 
Principal.... We talk about the scarf. Mrs. Bouzain says, 
"When a woman covers herself, she respects herself. She 
feels better about herself, more secure. When she's cov- 
ered, she's pure." (Field notes, 11/16/98) 

Within the repeated Monday event of muhathara, 
the hijabat constructed a routine: late afternoon prayer, 
recitation of text, lecture from Mrs. Bouzain, gossip and 
discussion, and conversation with gossip during dinner. 
The pattern did not change and became more significant 
as the hijabat continued to meet. In effect, muhathara be- 
came a system of communicative forms, or genres. In de- 
scribing genre as dynamic, fragile, provisional, and plastic, 
Freedman and Medway (1994) pointed to the social inter- 
play between text and context. Clearly, prior knowledge, 
such as knowing the Qur'an, served to shape the genres 
of muhathara. Interestingly enough, genres have bound- 
aries or limits that make them recognizable (e.g., a wed- 
ding invitation or one of the verses in the Qur'an), but 
these boundaries are permeable, allowing for individual 
or group appropriation within specified contexts. 
According to this view of genre, the composition of texts, 
oral or otherwise, becomes a social process, whereby 
knowledge is created and re-created. In the case of the hi- 
jabat, they learned something new every Monday night by 
attending muhathara, but the system by which they com- 
municated remained consistent as did their intention. 

Bazerman (1994), in his analysis of U.S. patents, 
has thoughtfully described this form of enactment of 
genre as "the intention, the recognition of the intention, 
the achievement of the intention with the coparticipation 
of others, and the further actions of others respecting 
that achievement" (p. 82). Bazerman's observation accu- 
rately describes the intentioned realization of the interac- 
tions set in motion every Monday night by the hijabat 
and Mrs. Bouzain. 
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It is clear from the example of one of the 
muhathara meetings at Mrs. Bouzain's house that the hija- 
bat's culture and religion had a tremendous impact on 
their school lives. Many teachers simply did not under- 
stand the cultural and social limits within which these 
Muslim girls negotiated their American and Yemeni 
selves. It is fair to say that community and family values 
(both implicit and explicit ones) sometimes differed sig- 
nificantly from those at school. Literacy as social practice 
during muhathara became meaningful because it en- 
dowed a state of spiritual grace upon the girls and also 
allowed them to talk openly about their religious or cul- 
tural concerns. This was very different from conversation 
at lunch around magazines or other contraband. The con- 
versations during muhathara were characterized by the 
girls as more intellectual and religious. They saw the 
reading of the Qur an and the conversation that ensued 
around the readings as knowledge to be learned rather 
than just talk among friends or "stuff you learn at school." 
These groups of girls grappled with disturbing religious 
and moral issues for a purpose: to stay true and pure to 
Islam, to show their community that they were good 
Muslim girls, and to socialize about risky topics they 
could not openly discuss in school or elsewhere. 

On the one hand, muhathara was an empowering 
space because it offered the hijabat a venue for both so- 
cial and intellectual activity. On the other hand, as with 
Arabic school, this setting also marginalized them by miti- 
gating their femininity to the expected religious and cul- 
tural standards of the Yemeni community. For example, 
Layla spoke candidly about what was expected of her, 

They [parents] think...Arabic girls are not supposed to 
have, like, they try to seclude us from anything. Like, from 
guys or from anything. They don't want us to have, like, 
the natural feeling of anything. You know. That's why 
they'll be, like, you know, never talk to guys. Put your 
head on the floor. Like when I was in the mosque, I re- 
member like, like the teacher, she'll tell us that you know, 
when you walk in the hallways, you should have your 
head on the ground. Because the guys don't look at, 
they'll look at you and they'll get evil thoughts." 
(Interview, 2/11/98) 

As such, she and the other hijabat maintained a 
rather fragile balance between their Yemeni and 
American identities through the social practice of textual 
inquiry. 

Discussion 
Many ethnographies, monographs, and histories have 

been written about people who occupy the often figura- 
tive and sometimes physical border lands (Carger, 1996; 

Hall, 1995; Raissiguier, 1994). I chose in-betweenness as a 
concept for the hijabat because it ties together notions of 
text, literacy, space, gender, ethnicity, and identity. It is 
also a concept that some of the hijabat used when I asked 
them to describe themselves within their Yemeni and 
American worlds. In-betweenness, as a heuristic, attempts 
to create real or imagined boundaries to describe what 
people do to survive and get along with one another on a 
daily basis. The use of such a concept demarcates, how- 
ever peripherally, an epistemological if not situational 
marker for understanding home and school worlds as a 
set of relationships in the hijabat's lives. As such, in- 
betweenness is a nebulous concept, but it is a useful 
analytical lens through which various literacies can be un- 
derstood. The implication of this characterization is that 
for in-betweenness to remain in between, it must shift as 
its borders shift. I suspect that this occurs over time and 
with each succeeding generation of immigrants. 

The lives I uncovered while I lived among the hija- 
bat in the Southend are among the most dynamic I have 
ever experienced. The hijabat dealt with conflicting vi- 
sions of literacy on a daily basis. However, they adapted 
to their situation by adopting an in-between text. This al- 
lowed them to perform successfully or to enact cultural 
norms that were acceptable and valid in the given con- 
text. At the same time, however, striving to be both 
American and Yemeni, boy or girl, could be a struggle. 
The Discourses that accompanied these identities are 
complex and complicated, affording the hijabat little 
power but endowing them with grace within public 
spaces. Knowing the Qur an and being modest bestowed 
grace upon the individual. 

Within the private spaces, whether at school or 
elsewhere, grace often fell by the wayside as the hijabat 
attempted to connect and adapt their Yemeni to their 
American selves. This could be as easy as shedding a lay- 
er of clothing at a party or as difficult as reading a book 
or poem clandestinely. In either case, the girls were told 
at muhathara and Arabic school that these actions were 
wrong and perhaps sinful. Yet the hijabat continued on, 
finding more and more in-betweenness situations within 
which to live. 

Scribner's (1984) work illustrated the importance of 
varieties of literacies for the survival and socioeconomic 
success of communities. One example of the enactment 
of language and cultural competencies that cuts across 
socioeconomic background and ethnicity in schools and 
that facilitates textual practices within in-between spaces 
comes from Luis Moll's Funds of Knowledge project with- 
in working-class Latino populations and their experiences 
with non-Latino teachers (Moll, 1992; Moll, Amanti, Neff, 
& Gonzales, 1992; Moll & Gonzales, 1994). Moll et al. 
(1992) defined funds of knowledge as "the historically 
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accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowl- 
edge and skills essential for household or individual func- 
tioning and well-being" (p. 133). The funds of knowledge 
perspective acknowledges that social class can be an im- 
pediment to or a catalyst for learning and achievement. 
However, "the essential cultural practices and bodies of 
knowledge and information that households use to sur- 
vive, to get ahead, or to thrive" (Moll, 1992, p. 21) are 
part of wider social networks and are required by diverse 
labor markets. 

In other words, Moll suggested that if schools could 
find a way to explicitly privilege cultural tools of minority 
populations, the range of students who could rely on cul- 
tural knowledge to engage in successful school practices 
would be expanded. Therefore, schools and teachers 
would do well to become familiar with these funds of 
knowledge simply because they represent "a potential 
major social and intellectual resource for the schools" 
(1992, p. 22). Moll's research illustrated that when schools 
make attempts to understand the underlying social, cul- 
tural, and language networks of the populations they ser- 
vice, it is more likely that there will be congruence 
between what and how content is taught and students' 
ability to learn, thus broadening the definitions of privi- 
leged cultures and tools to include more than just social 
class distinctions. 

An example of these underlying networks, although 
not representative of the funds of knowledge perspective, 
comes from a study in which the researchers observed 
that there was a mismatch between the teacher's expecta- 
tions for classroom behavior and her students' (who were 
Italian Americans) knowledge of the required norms for 
proper behavior (Shultz, Florio, & Erickson, 1982). Shultz 
and his colleagues found that although the students' so- 
cial etiquette was perfectly acceptable at home, it did not 
meet the expectations of the classroom. They concluded 
that teachers and researchers need to "understand more 
fully children's socialization into communicative traditions 
at home and at school, traditions that may be mutually 
congruent or incongruent" (p. 91). Researchers who have 
studied the impact of home cultures and social class on 
success at home and in school deduced that although so- 
cioeconomic standing is a useful tool, it does not always 
explain how individuals learn, produce knowledge, and 
sustain cultural or social identities in multiple worlds. 
Heath (1982), for example, showed that the complex lan- 
guage socialization process is "more powerful than single- 
factor explanations accounting for academic success" (p. 
54). 

Scribner (1984) pointed out that 

as ethnographic research and practical experience demon- 
strate, effective literacy programs are those that are re- 

sponsive to perceived needs, whether for functional skills, 
social power, or self-improvement.... The road to maximal 
literacy may begin for some through the feeder routes of a 
wide variety of specific literacies. (p. 18) 

The hijabat were all highly literate and engaged 
with their religious text, which pervaded much of their 
lives. This specific literacy could be both liberating and 
oppressive. For example, like the muhathara, Arabic 
school in the Southend used the context of reading to in- 
still fear and mistrust. This had grave consequences. 
When the girls were told to think of themselves as 
wrapped chocolate or as fragile glass, the implication was 
that they did not have power and therefore they could be 
hurt. It is no wonder that they were so frightened of mar- 
riage or of talking openly in the school cafeteria. Arabic 
school did offer them the opportunity to discuss many 
important issues relating to their religion, and they did so 
boisterously and with a certain level of irreverence for 
their teachers, but they also received mixed messages 
about their status as women, their education, and their 
futures as workers in the world or the home. 

Arabic school was an in-between place where the 
girls interacted intellectually with their teachers. The dis- 
course of Arabic school, much like that of muhathara, 
was a threatening one, for it positioned the hijabat as vic- 
tims of society, and in some ways, it hindered the negoti- 
ation process of living in two worlds. Public school, on 
the other hand, offered a mixture of possible discourses 
and certain freedom to choose among them to reach both 
academic and social success, from classroom content 
(even if most of it was teacher centered in presentation) 
to cafeteria conversations around secret poems. It is no 
wonder that the hijabat preferred that space to Arabic 
school, even though they all agreed that knowing Arabic 
was important to them and to their families. 

It is clear that the hijabat negotiated their home and 
school lives in unique ways. They adapted to a given sit- 
uation by creating or adopting in-between texts that 
helped them bridge two cultures. As educators and re- 
searchers, it is important to be aware of the texts youth 
employ to make sense of their world. As I reported else- 
where (Sarroub, in press), all too often most teachers re- 
mained ignorant of the girls' community, their religion, 
and their struggle to be both American and Yemeni. They 
had no idea of how the hijabat were positioned and how 
they were positioning themselves within their various in- 
teractions and ritual performances in and out of school. If 
researchers and educators are to support diversity in pub- 
lic schools, then they must be aware not only of its exis- 
tence but also of its manifestation and acknowledge that 
diverse literacy practices are part of a larger geopolitical 
way of life. 
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Awareness is the first step toward understanding 
and perhaps a first step toward a pedagogy of specific 
literacies, to use Scribner's (1984) term, that not only 
centers on individual students but also privileges those 
students' communities. As Street (1995) noted, in order 
to develop better curricula, the wider socioeconomic and 

political context is integral to the process. Knowing that 
there are conflicting visions of what it means to be liter- 
ate and what it means to enact multiple literacies seems 
to me to be crucial to the development of critically re- 

sponsive pedagogy and powerful social and academic 
curricula. 

In the case of the hijabat, who come from low so- 
cioeconomic status homes, I found that they managed a 
demanding academic schedule while they simultaneous- 
ly performed tasks and lived up to family responsibilities 
unknown to most adolescents. Yet they did this on the 

margins and were further marginalized both in their own 
community and in their school. This prompted them to 
actively seek ways to succeed in multiple contexts. 
When I left the Southend, teachers were only beginning 
to learn about how rich and demanding these girls' lives 
were in and out of school. As in the example of Saba 
and her prayer in the car, in-between spaces and texts 
helped satisfy the demands that the girls faced as they 
attempted to succeed at being good Muslims, good 
daughters and wives, and good students. As they contin- 
ue to navigate home, and perhaps school spaces, I re- 
main optimistic that schools will also experience shifting 
in-betweenness that will privilege their students and 
communities' texts. 
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