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Abstract 

 

Non-Muslim educators who teach about Islam in programs of religion face 

particular challenges due to the influence of distortions, 

misrepresentations and stereotypes of Muslims in the media on their 

students’ understanding and perspectives about Islam and Muslims. The 

tendency to conflate the religion of Islam with the ideology of Islamism 

posed certain epistemological and pedagogical issues which teachers in this 

study were keen to address by advancing counter narratives about Islam 

and Muslims. 

This study has addressed a gap in the literature in the Australian 

educational context concerning the influence of non-Muslim religious 

educators’ experiences and sources of learning on their perceptions, 

attitudes and pedagogy in teaching about Islam.  

Drawing on the knowledge theory and ‘Ways of Knowing’ thesis of Jürgen 

Habermas, this study interviewed fifteen teachers working in different 

programs to investigate the types of learning represented in educator 

experience and the cognitive interests which were reflected in the types of 

learning which teachers reported. The study investigated the ways in which 

a participant’s knowledge base, including pedagogical content knowledge, 

and unique religious (or non-religious) positionality influenced his or her 

pedagogical approach.  

Themes which arose from the data highlight the importance which non-

Muslim educators attached to teaching about Islam adequately, 

authentically and with integrity. A key theme was the value which 

educators placed on sourcing and presenting authentic examples of the 

lived practice of Muslims and Muslim perspectives, especially from 

Muslims themselves or Muslim voices. A second theme concerned 

educators’ disposition to advance a perspective of openness and respect 

for Muslims and their religion and a disposition of fraternal interest and 

appreciation.  A third theme concerned educator advocacy for promoting 

renewed ways of knowing about Islam and Muslims, often arising from 
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their own experiences of meeting and talking to Muslims and self-

reflection leading to questioning prior ways of thinking and understanding. 

Educators who had interrogated their own assumptions or those of their 

lifeworld displayed a disposition to make a difference to others’ ways of 

understanding and appreciating the religion of Islam. 

The evidence demonstrated the value which educators place on 

opportunities for dialogue with knowledgeable Muslims and supports the 

argument and recommendation for the provision of targeted, relevant 

professional in-service learning opportunities to enhance educator self-

efficacy through deeper encounter and dialogue with Muslims and self-

reflectivity on one’s own understanding and appreciation of Islam as a lived 

religion.  

Although this study did not set out to investigate the role of curriculum in 

education about Islam, the findings demonstrate the significance and 

necessity of strong curriculum goals and learning objectives to ensure that 

education about Islam is sound, rigorous and relevant and not marginalised 

within the religion program. Further research in this area of professional 

practice is highly recommended.    
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Prelude 

 

It is the middle of the second decade of the new millennium. Demographic 

changes in Australia have contributed to it being identified as a 

‘superdiverse’ nation, culturally and religiously (Bouma & Halafoff, 2017, p. 

129; Meissner & Vertovec, 2015, p. 541). In the 21st Century globalised 

world where so much of our learning comes from mass media such as 

online sources, television and newspapers, the larger picture is that 

“[r]eligious values generally are so alien to these news values that many 

journalists simply ‘do not get’ religion” and that “most news about Islam… 

is what their adherents would consider ‘bad news’” (Golding, 2021, para. 

1). It has been argued that “[f]or every positive and representative article 

that is published on Islam, it seems there are a plethora that focus on a 

non-representative fringe” (Lovat & Crotty, 2015a, para. 2).  

Students and their teachers in programs of religion (PoRs) are not isolated 

from what Rane (n.d., p. 3) identifies as ‘mass media Islam’ to “describe the 

version of Islam that is constructed by the media” and which is “often a 

distortion of reality and perpetuates misunderstandings, stereotypes, and 

negative relations between Muslims and the wider society.” 

Teachers are confronted with the reality of the media’s negative influence 

and the tendency to conflate the religion of Islam with Islamist ideologies 

which “disproportionately highlight certain aspects of this [Muslim] 

community and their religion” (Weng & Wake, 2021, p. 84). Despite 

considerable evidence to show that “mass media Islam” tends to fuel the 

rise of Islamophobia in the wider world and in Australia through “a range of 

[negative] discourses prompted by national and international events” 

(Ewart et al., 2016, p. 138),1 there is an absence of research concerning 

 
1 These events include terrorist bombings which followed al-Quaeda’s 
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in the United states as well as 
terrorist attacks in Bali (2002), Madrid (2004) and London (2005). Al-
Quaeda, in Arabic al-Qāʿidah (“the Base”), is understood as a broad-based 
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how this reality affects the experience, dispositions and pedagogy of 

educators who teach about Islam within programs of religion. It is this gap 

in the literature in the Australian educational context to which this study of 

fifteen local religious educators has attempted to address. 

Issues which stand out because of the challenges which they pose for 

teaching about Islam in programs of religion (PoRs) include (but are not 

limited to)  

• “an enduring correlation of Islam with violence and the threat of 

terrorism” (Aly, 2007, p. 28)2  

• the tendency to merge ideas about race, religion and ethnicity into 

a discourse “that subsumes a range of issues involving Australian 

Muslims” and tends to “collapse” the terms “Muslim,” “illegal 

immigrant,” “terrorist,” and “enemy” (Aly, 2007), as seen in 

reporting on the arrival of asylum seekers from the Middle East 

(Smith & Akbarzadeh, 2005)  

• media use of “religion as the primary marker of identity,” with 

constructs of Muslims as “a homogeneous unit” instead of 

reflecting the considerable diversity among Muslims in the 

Australian religious landscape (Aly, 2007, p. 28)  

• the absence or limitations of Muslim voices and perspectives in 

“mass media Islam” 

• images and stereotypes of Islam as “intolerant and harsh in its 

social relations, backward in matters of social justice, and especially 

about the issue of women’s equality” (Lovat, 2009, p. 77) 

 
militant Islamist organisation founded by Osama bin Laden in the late 
1980s. https://www.britannica.com/topic/al-Qaeda 

2 Reporting on Australian events such as the Lindt Café siege (2014) in 
Sydney and earlier, the 2005 Cronulla Beach riots has also contributed to 
negative perceptions of Islam and Muslims. In the Cronulla Beach riots, 
“[A]nti-Lebanese and anti-Muslim sentiments, Lebanese and Islam merged 
into one.”  
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Five small stories (Georgakopoulou, 2015) 

In the time period leading up to this study in the year 2017, educators 

taught about the religion of Islam at the same time that “mass media 

Islam” served up a proliferation of negative images and stereotypes which 

used religion as the “primary marker of identity,” through images such as 

the oppression of women by the Taliban in Afghanistan and images of 

ruthless brutality in the rise of the so-called Islamic State (ISIS/IS).  

“Five small stories”3 capture anecdotal snapshots of actual classroom 

practices observed in the years between September 11, 2001 and the end 

of 2017.  

1.  Hollywood does the teaching  

In one college, six lessons were allotted for the topic “Islam” in a school-

based Senior religious studies semester unit on ‘World Religions’. The 

curriculum leader arranged for the Senior students in studies of religion 

classes to view the full-length 2001-2002 commercial film Kandahar4 

during almost half of the allotted topic time. Limited curriculum time 

meant limited opportunities for contextualisation, backgrounding, or 

critical analysis of the film concerning distinctions between religion and 

ideology, the historical or political context for the Taliban in Afghanistan, or 

any critical discussion of the teachings and history of Islam concerning 

women. Islam as a living faith with a rich and vibrant history and 

considerable complexity lost out to a narrow Hollywood portrayal of life for 

women under the Taliban in Afghanistan as the face of Islam.  

2.  Beware the burkha! 

 
3 The term “small stories” has been taken from the work of A. 
Georgakopoulou (2015). “Small stories” is a nuanced term, designed to 
“bring to the fore the specific genres of small stories that occur in specific 
contexts and that ought to be brought under the narrative analytic lens” 
(2015, p. 256). 
4 Kandahar is a 2001 Iranian film directed by Mohsen Makhmalbaf, set in 
Afghanistan during the rule of the Taliban. 
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A group of curriculum leaders and classroom teachers was revising and 

developing individual optional single-semester curriculum units for non-

Syllabus senior secondary studies of religion courses, including a unit on 

‘World Religions’. Content was broadly described within a wide framework 

with suggested resources offering considerable freedom and little guidance 

in relation to content and pedagogy on the topic ‘Islam’.  During the 

discussion about learning objectives, one curriculum leader categorically 

stated: “What I want my students to learn is that when they see someone 

in a long black dress, they don’t automatically assume that she is 

concealing a bomb.” It was not clear how the curriculum planning would 

support such an affective learning outcome.  

3. “A guide by the side, not a sage on the stage” 

A pre-service teacher was observed teaching a lesson on the topic ‘Islam’ in 

a senior secondary religious studies class in which her planned task was “to 

research women in Islam” on the internet. No clear guidelines or 

framework were provided about task objectives or suggested resources. 

During that lesson there was no evidence of either critical or creative 

thinking in relation to methods of inquiry, investigation, analysis of 

information, or learning objectives about Islam. While this single lesson 

was only a snapshot in time, the mentoring teacher afterwards offered a 

puzzling comment as she explained her reluctance to offer supportive but 

critical feedback, saying: “I’m a guide by the side, not a sage on the stage.” 

4. Know thyself 

A successful day-long interfaith gathering of upper-primary-aged Muslim 

and Catholic school children and teachers was acknowledged as a 

successful example of interfaith engagement for the children and their 

teachers. Images of neighbourly hospitality and friendly socialising among 

the children in both the classroom and the playground were recalled by 

one Catholic school teacher after the event. The teacher did note that 

some host school staff were openly critical of the gender segregation of 

girls and boys in the playground. The teacher’s response to this was to say: 

“Well, that’s just what they [Muslims] do” [playground gender 
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segregation]. It appeared that the opportunity to investigate and explore 

ideas about cultural and religious practices in the local Australian context 

was lost in an arguably well-meaning but naïve spirit of tolerance by 

leaving the ‘elephant’ (of difference) firmly in place. Inquiry learning lost 

out to naïve ‘inclusiveness.’ 

5. Encountering but not engaging  

Two young women in school uniform were observed sitting respectfully at 

the back of the women’s space during prayers for the opening of a local 

mosque. As student leaders, they were attending as representatives from a  

Catholic school, with the accompanying male teacher elsewhere. 

Afterwards, they commented politely that their visit had been ‘interesting’ 

but said that they really knew nothing about the religion of Islam or what 

they had just observed of Muslim worship. They had the experience but 

missed the meaning, at least on that occasion.  

******* 

Although these small stories arose in differing school5 contexts, there were 

key points in common: 

• the topic of Islam was marginal within the religion program 

curriculum 

• the teachers and curriculum leaders appeared to have little 

pedagogical content knowledge about Islam 

• teachers were aware of negative media portrayals of Islam but 

often did not appear able or willing to address them or how to 

address misperceptions and misconceptions. At best, teachers 

lacked interest in knowledge about Islam beyond basic facts, and 

there was evidence of suspicion or possibly hostility toward Islam 

confused with Islamist ideologies. 

 
5 The small stories are taken from contexts other than the teachers in this 
study.  
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In the post-9/11 years, teachers in a variety of programs of religion were 

observed addressing education about Islam in different ways, and the 

researcher wished to conduct research to see how their experiences of 

learning about Islam had influenced their dispositions and pedagogical 

thinking.  

Each small story has prompted significant questions and inspired this 

research to investigate the way non-Muslim educators learn and teach 

about Islam and how this may influence their own perspectives and 

dispositions within their pedagogical practice. 

The “small stories” in the Prelude highlight the author’s sense of “the 

urgency of education about Islam” (Lovat, 2009, p. 76) not only for 

students (Ata & Windle, 2007) but for teachers who educate about Islam 

with programs of religion in her local context. Of particular interest to this 

study was the importance of practitioner professional and personal 

experience in learning about Islam in their epistemologies of practice. The 

author declares at the outset her bias toward the perspective of 

sociologist, scholar and educator Susan Carland that “we simply need to 

grow in understanding about each other” (Abbott, 2019, para. 15), and it is 

in the spirit of this simple but profound perspective that this study has 

been undertaken, in the hope that it may contribute to the work of religion 

educators, that we and our students may grow in such understanding.   

O mankind, indeed We have created you from male and female and 

made you peoples and tribes that you may know one another. 

Indeed, the most noble of you in the sight of Allāh is the most 

righteous of you. Indeed, Allāh is Knowing and Aware.6  49:3  

— Saheeh International  

 

6https://quran.com/49/13?translations=43,19,101,85,84,21,20,17,95,22,18 
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‘So that you might know each other’: Faith and culture in Islam is 

the title of an exhibition of collections from the Vatican Anima Mundi 

Museum, the Sharjah Museums Authority and the National Museum of 

Australia (National Museum of Australia, 2018) 
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Glossary of terms used in this thesis 

Note:  Many definitions exist for the term religious education which are 

often context-specific within an education system or a specific educational 

setting such as an Independent School. In the Australian context, religious 

educators who are well-represented in the literature have used these 

terms as follows:  

• religious education: “a term variously used in reference to teaching 

religion, whether in religious groups for their adherents or in the 

context of either state or private school education” (Hill, 2011). In 

Hill’s salient text Exploring religion in school: A national priority 

(2004), the term “has been applied exclusively to the teaching of 

religious studies as a specific subject in the school curriculum” (Hill, 

2011, p. 234). 

• Religious Education (upper case initial letters): “The term refers to 

both the general Religious Education that occurs in all dimensions 

of a Catholic school and also to the specific Religious Education 

classes. It is the most common term used in Catholic schools” 

(Engebretson et al., 2002, p. 13).7 In this thesis, Religious Education 

(initial upper-case letters) refers to religion programs in (Roman) 

Catholic primary or junior secondary schools. 

In this thesis, religious education (lower case initial letters) is used in a 

generic sense to refer to any of the programs of religion (PoRs) in which 

Islam is taught. The term religious educator (lower case) is also used in the 

generic sense in this thesis to de-identify teachers by not explicitly 

connecting them with specific programs.  

 
7 The writer has chosen to use definitions provided by scholars 
Engebretson, Fleming & Rymarz, who are described as “highly experienced 
and successful teachers of religious education in Christian schools and 
effective teacher educators in the discipline” (Preface to Engebretson, 
Fleming & Rymarz, 2002, p. vi).  
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Religious and Values Education (RaVE): in this study, the term RaVE refers 

to a non-confessional and non-denominational, ethics-based approach to 

the study of religion in primary and junior secondary schools. In this thesis, 

the term RaVE is broadly representative of the “five-strand” approach 

developed by philosopher Peter Vardy in Britain (Dialogue Australasia 

[DAN], 2003)8 and used in many Australian schools.  

studies of religion (initial lower case letters) is understood as “the study of 

religion as a religious phenomenon and often the study of religions on a 

comparative basis is the main emphasis of the term...In more recent years 

this has also been the term used to describe optional subjects available for 

the senior years of secondary school” (Engebretson et al., 2002, p. 13) such 

as Studies of Religion (SOR) (initial upper case letters) in the State of New 

South Wales or the Religious Studies course in the Australian Capital 

Territory. 

Cognitive interests refer to three ways of understanding human ways of 

knowing and is used in this thesis to discuss teacher ways of knowing and 

teaching about Islam (Habermas, 1971; Lovat, 2009, p. 20, 2013, p. 71). 

This is more fully discussed in the Review of Literature, especially in 

relation to Jürgen Habermas’ ‘ways of knowing’ theory and Terence Lovat’s 

discussions of the pedagogical implications of “three distinctive types of 

human learning, each impelled by a distinct ‘cognitive interest’” 

(Habermas, 1971, 1974; Lovat, 2009, p. 20, 2013, pp. 71-72). 

• The first cognitive interest is concerned with technical control of 

facts, figures, objective information that leads to an 

“empirical/analytic type of knowing” within a discipline or subject. 

See empirical/analytic type of knowing in this Glossary.  

• The second cognitive interest is in “the inner workings of a 

discipline” that leads to an “historical/hermeneutic (interpretive or 

 
8https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/archived/encounter/rav
eabout-religious-and-values-education/3529296#transcript 
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communicative) type of knowing.”  See historical/hermeneutic type 

of knowing in this Glossary. 

• The third cognitive interest is a distinct idea in Habermasian theory. 

It is an “emancipatory” or critical, self-reflective type of knowing. 

See emancipatory (self-reflective, critical) type of knowing in this 

Glossary.  

Constructivism is “a theory of knowledge, or a meaning-making theory, 

which offers an explanation for how we learn…[and] views all of our 

knowledge as ‘constructed’.” In this way of looking at knowledge, the 

learner creates or constructs new understanding by integrating new 

learning into what she or he already knows and believes “through 

involvement in content rather than through imitation or repetition” 

(Goldburg, 2007a, p. 8; Grimmitt, 2000).   

Constructs of knowledge or knowledge constructs represent the ideas or 

concepts which teachers develop as they integrate new learning about 

Islam and Muslims into their prior learning as their knowledge base grows 

and consolidates. 

Disposition is a term preferred to the word ‘attitudes’ used in the original 

research question. Here the term is used to encompass not only attitudes 

but other affective aspects of an educator’s positionality vis-à-vis learning 

and teaching about Islam.  

Eidesis, eidetic science: In this thesis, Husserl’s term eidetic science 

represents that aspect of the phenomenological approach to research in 

which the researcher tries to discover and identify the ‘essence’, what is at 

the heart of what is being studied (Husserl, 1958; Lovat, 2009, pp. 70-71). 

In the “full-blown phenomenological method,” epoché is understood as 

that aspect of the method as a bracketing out of assumptions in a 

suspension of judgement, while ‘eidetic science’ is understood as the 

aspect of the method in which “judicial and critical assessment” of the 

phenomena is undertaken (Lovat, 2009, pp. 70-71). 
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Emancipatory (self-reflective, critical) type of knowing in this thesis refers 

to a liberating way of understanding Islam not only from the perspective of 

a Muslim insider but by more fully understanding oneself in relation to the 

religion of Islam and Muslims. It refers to authentic knowing that comes 

from more fully knowing oneself by interrogating one’s own assumptions, 

sources of knowing and cultural and religious “conditioning” (Hill, 2004, p. 

12). In an emancipatory type of knowing, a learner “confronts his or her 

enculturated past, corporate beliefs and family and community values” 

(Lovat, 2009, pp. 20-21, 2013, pp. 71-72). Critical, self-reflective knowing 

leads to praxis, practical action for change (Habermas, 1971, 1974, p. 42). 

Emancipatory type of knowing cannot be formally measured or assessed, 

but learners can share their subjective views of transformed perspectives 

and enhanced and enriched ways of thinking about Islam and Muslims. 

Empathy is “a capacity to understand the motivations and feelings of other 

persons, as it were from the inside, to put yourself in their place” (Hill, 

2004, p. 230).9 In this thesis, empathy is discussed in the context of 

interactions between people who identify with different religious traditions 

or worldviews. Constructive empathy is “an intentional, imaginative 

stepping into the shoes of another in order to try to see the world from 

their point of view,” and “truly educative” constructive empathy “is also 

reflective, evaluative, and critical” (Engebretson, 2012a, p. 55).  

Empirical/analytic type of knowing in this thesis refers to control of 

objective facts about and the ability to recall descriptive information about 

the phenomena of Islam such as beliefs, rituals, structures, ethics. The 

learner “stands on the outside of the subject” and seeks to achieve a grasp 

of useful vocabulary and key concepts about ‘the basics’ of Islam, including 

being able to describe and analyse the meaning of the Five Pillars 

(Habermas, 1971, 1974; Lovat, 2009, p. 20, 2013, pp. 71-72). In programs 

 
9 Empathy is not to be confused with sympathy in the context of religious 
education. Hill argues that “as a capacity, it is both possible and ethically 
permissible to measure empathy,” but “sympathy, by contrast, involves 
identifying with the other person and caring about them…and is not a 
legitimate object of formal assessment” (Hill, 2004, p. 230).  
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of religion, empirical/analytic type of knowing is generally easy to assess or 

measure.  

Epistemology is understood in this thesis as the study of what constitutes 

knowledge, how we come to know and what we come to know. A sharper 

definition sees epistemology as “how we test the truth claims implied by 

saying that we know or believe something” (Hill, 2011, p. 231).10  

Epistemology of practice is understood holistically as the way a religious 

educator’s knowledge base and pedagogical content knowledge about the 

religion of Islam and its adherents influences what and how he or she 

teaches about Islam. A teacher’s epistemology of practice is understood to 

be influenced by her/his sources of information and experiences of 

encounter in both learning and teaching about Islam.  

Epoché is understood as the notion of “bracketing out” or “suspending” 

pre-emptive judgements during the “so-called descriptive phase of 

phenomenology in order to achieve a better position to ascertain and deal 

with the ‘essence’ of whatever it is one is studying” in the eidesis phase of 

research using a phenomenological approach (Lovat, 2009, pp. 68-69).11 

 
10 Teacher epistemologies in this study are understood as their ways of 
knowing about religion and religious education as well as their ways of 
knowing about the religion of Islam and its adherents. Teacher 
epistemologies are understood as constructed in relation to sources of 
information and experiences of encounter which participants have 
reported. Educator constructs of knowledge influence and in turn are 
influenced by perspectives and dispositions in relation to subject 
knowledge (Islam) and practice knowledge (religious education pedagogies 
and methods).  
11Epoché is understood as one of two key elements of the 
phenomenological approach, the other being the eidetic element (Husserl, 
1958). Epoché refers to suspending judgement and “avoiding the 
temptation to speculate, hypothesize and judge” in coming to understand 
the meaning of the phenomena being investigated “without imposing 
distractive assumptions and value judgements” which may “blind” one 
from “seeing what is simply there to be seen.” With epoché the 
investigator can see the facts of the phenomena objectively and then, 
through the second element, the eidetic, can “see through” the facts to 
arrive at the meaning, or the “universal essences” which emerge from the 
data (Husserl, 1958; Lovat, 1995, p. 6, 2009, p. 69).   
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Essence of religion: the important thing is the “inner faith…the inner 

essence of religion, the real, but non-empirical, non-observable inner core 

of belief, the inner faith” (McCutcheon, 2014, p. 20), in contrast to a 

functionalist view (see function, functionalist). 

Essentialist understanding of Islam: in this thesis has a negative meaning of 

a way of understanding and describing the religion which in practice may 

reify Islam and make “an idea into a thing” which is then “compatible or 

not with [certain] equally essentialist [Western] ideas” (Panjwani & Revell, 

2018, pp. 268-269). Panjwani & Revell argue that language such as “Islam is 

a religion of peace” or “Islam is a religion of equality” “forces us to seek an 

essence which defines Islam” (pp. 268-269). 

Experiences of encounter refer to the ways in which participants learn 

about Islam, and then may draw on these experiences in the ways that 

they construct knowledge about Islam. They may include ‘encounter’ with 

human and written text.   

First-hand experiences of encounter are understood as personal or 

professional opportunities to meet and learn from Muslims themselves 

about their lived experiences of Islam.  

Function, functionalist view of religion: for functionalists, the important 

thing is the observable human behaviour which requires an explanation for 

why it is that people think certain things and behave in certain ways to 

satisfy human needs (McCutcheon, 2014, p. 21). 

Hermeneutic: in this thesis, the term ‘hermeneutic’ is understood to 

represent tools or ‘lenses’ which attempt to capture and interpret what 

influences a religious educator’s epistemology of practice in educating 

about Islam. Three distinct hermeneutic tools have been developed and 

used by the researcher/writer to analyse what participants in this study 

have reported about their learning experiences in relation to their ways of 

knowing and teaching about Islam.  

Hermeneutic idealism is understood as: “a way of conceptualizing reality 

that is totally dependent on one’s own (or one’s ‘communal groups’) 
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beliefs, values and interpretations, whilst at the same time remaining blind 

to their causes, backgrounds and those wider connections that would 

contextualize them and help those holding them to see that they are in fact 

just one set of beliefs, values and interpretations in a sea of related and 

unrelated sets” (Douglas, B., 2014, 2020; Habermas, 1984; McCarthy, 1984, 

xxvi, vi.)  

Historical hermeneutic type of knowing, also understood as interpretive or 

communicative knowledge, is the type of knowing that results from 

engagement, interrelationship and dialogue with others. The learner wants 

to know about the inner dimensions of Islam, to “negotiate 

interpretations” about beliefs and practices to each other from the 

perspective of Muslim insiders and understand what it means to be a 

follower of Islam (Habermas, 1971, 1974; Lovat, 2009, p. 20, 2013, pp. 71-

72).  

Information is not strictly factual but rather refers to a range of learning, 

including ideas which teachers acquire from their interaction with the 

phenomena of Islam through a variety of written and human textual 

sources. 

Interfaith education is conceptualised in various ways in the literature. In 

this thesis, it is understood as “learning about any position of faith—its 

beliefs, practices, cultures, philosophies, cosmologies and institutions—in 

relation to one’s own perspective” (Byrne, 2011, p. 47).”12 It is more than 

simply teaching “something about other religions” because it involves 

people of different religions in dialogue and “active and self-reflective 

activities” (Patel & Brodeur, 2006, p. 3). It is also understood “as a process 

which “seeks personal, attitudinal, and behavioural transformation” in the 

way we think about the religious other (Engebretson, 2012b, p. 77). 

 
12 Byrne notes the similar goals of the academic ‘studies of religion’ 
course/s but also notes that interfaith education “emphasises the duality 
(of mine and other), highlighting the opportunity and responsibility of the 
educative process to create a bridge to understanding difference” (Byrne, 
2011, p. 47). 
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Inter-religious learning is understood as “a form of interreligious dialogue 

emphasizing study in the presence of the religious other and encounter 

with the tradition the other embodies” (Boys, 2008, p. 505). Boys uses the 

term interreligious dialogue without a hyphen.13  

Islamism: is also called Islamic fundamentalism, militant Islam, radical 

Islam, or political Islam. In this thesis, the term is used to refer to a political 

ideology, sometimes understood as ‘political Islam’ or ‘radical Islam’ 

(Heywood, 2017, pp. 299-300), especially with reference to the political 

ideology behind attempts to establish the so-called Islamic State/ISIS based 

on the sharia.14 Certain scholars argue that it is only Islamism that is a 

threat to the West because it has perverted the true nature of Islam in its 

quest to achieve political goals via terrorist attacks on American and 

Western interests and populations (Moore, J., 2006b, p. 279).  

Islamophobia: “unfounded hostility towards Islam and the practical 

consequences of such hostility in unfair discrimination against Muslim 

individual and communities, and to the exclusion of Muslims from 

mainstream political and social affairs (Runnymeade Trust 1997, p. 4).  

Knowledge here is viewed as “a human construct which is a consequence 

of the way in which individuals and communities order and organise their 

experience of the world” (Grimmitt, 2000, p. 208). In discussions of the 

relationship between teacher knowledge and pedagogy, teacher 

knowledge is understood as being ‘constructed’ as s/he integrates new 

learning information about Islam with what s/he already knows and 

believes (Grimmitt, 2000; Goldburg, 2007a, p. 8).   

Lifeworld refers to the ground for all shared human lived experience. In the 

social theory of Jürgen Habermas, “lifeworld appears as a reservoir of 

 
13 In this thesis, the words inter-religious and interreligious have been 
spelled the way an individual scholar or educator has spelled the term. This 
is deliberate, and not inconsistent spelling. 
14 chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://doms.csu.edu.au/c
su/file/5d1285c1-59c3-47e1-9c42-afc68bd0f309/1/heywood-a2.pdf  
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taken-for-granteds, of unshaken convictions that participants in 

communication draw upon in cooperative processes of interpretation” 

(Habermas, 1989, p. 124). The lifeworld is “represented by a culturally-

transmitted and linguistically organized stock of interpretive patterns” 

(Habermas, 1987 p. 124; McCarthy, 1984, p. xiv). The lifeworld is the 

“bedrock constellation of the abilities, knowledge, assumptions, practices, 

and attitudes that make up the person’s cognitive, social, psychological, 

and cultural landscape” (Engebretson, 2012a, p. 50).  

Mass media Islam has been used in this thesis to “describe the version of 

Islam that is constructed by the media” and which is “often a distortion of 

reality and perpetuates misunderstandings, stereotypes, and negative 

relations between Muslims and the wider society” (Rane, n.d., p. 2) 

Ontological positioning here refers to the ways in which an individual 

teacher in this study views and understands herself as a conscious learner 

and a practitioner of religious education in a particular educational, 

religious or non-religious and cultural life context (his/her lifeworld). An 

individual educator locates her/his own personal story within a larger story 

and context of community or group identity and values. 

Pedagogy refers to the design and application of curriculum content in a 

religion program, including the rationale for making certain choices in both 

what is taught (content) and how it is taught (approach/es) in a particular 

teaching context. In this study, the term encompasses the principles as well 

as the methods which teachers bring to their practice in teaching about 

Islam. 

Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK): “the subject-specific knowledge the 

teacher needs of how to represent and formulate a subject that makes it 

comprehensible to others” (Liddy, 1992, p. vi). It is understood as a 

“particular form of content knowledge that embodies the aspects of 

content most germane to its teachability’” (Goldburg, 2019, p. 247; 

Schulman, 1987, p. 8). 
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Phenomenology is understood as “a method of philosophical inquiry 

[which] seeks to arrive at accurate descriptions of ‘phenomena’, or the 

objects of a person’s conscious experience, whether these relate to 

external objects or inner states. What is true for the purposes of this form 

of inquiry is not ‘what is’ but what is ‘perceived’,” according to Hill (2004, 

p. 233).15  

Phenomenology of religion is understood as an approach to the study of 

religion which drew on the Continental Phenomenology of Husserl 

(Husserl, 1958; Smart, 1969) and which then influenced the study of 

religion in schools through Moore & Habel’s Typology model (Moore & 

Habel, 1982; Lovat, 2009, p. 68). 

PoRs (Programs of Religion) is used as inclusive shorthand for the 

curriculum programs represented in this study, (Religious Studies [RS], 

Religious Education [RE], and Religious and Values Education) when these 

individual programs are identified collectively or generically or to de-

identify schools and participants in this study. When necessary, a particular 

program has been so identified.   

Praxis is understood as ‘a combining of theory and practice with a view to 

change’. In Habermasian critical thinking, it is self-reflectivity and critical 

reflection that leads to praxis. Praxis is the ‘sharp end’ of education—the 

outcome of learning and self-reflection that leads one to want and be able 

to “improve the human lot” (Habermas, 1971, 1974; Lovat, 2009, p. 22) 

Religious literacy is understood as a “civic competency” which goes beyond 

knowing facts or trivia about religion and is also seen as “a set of teachable 

skills and attitudes that equip citizens with knowledge of how religion and 

spirituality inform everyday life” (Walker et al., 2021, p. 1). This thesis also 

 
15 Hill notes that “various useful methodologies have evolved from this 
approach, particularly in the social sciences [such as religious studies], but 
the hope of early phenomenologists that it would generate value-neutral 
description has been tempered by the postmodernist hindsight that the 
description is always in the service of some basic assumptions about our 
humanness, i.e., RIBs” (2004, p. 233). See Reasonable Initial Bets in this 
Glossary. 
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understands religious literacy as “media literacy about religion—knowing 

where to find verifiable and religiously-literate sources about religion and 

public life” (Walker et al., 2021, p. 1). 

RIB’s (Reasonable Initial Bets) are boundary-marking assumptions about 

the nature of reality which underlie any explanatory framework, not 

themselves verifiable from within the framework, contestable but not 

unreasonable. RIBs are the basic assumptions that shape our lives, 

including such things such as “our beliefs about the meaning of life” and 

“expectations of interpersonal encounters” (Hill, 2011, p. 234). 

Source is understood as the variety of persons, things or experiences from 

which teachers drew information to develop their constructs of knowledge 

about Islam as well as the sources of information on which they drew in 

teaching about Islam. 

Ways of knowing as used in this thesis draws on Habermasian ‘ways of 

knowing’ theory (Habermas, 1971, 1974) concerning “three distinctive 

types of human learning, each impelled by a ‘cognitive interest’ (Lovat, 

2009, pp. 20-21), but may refer more broadly to the ways in which an 

educator constructs her own knowledge base from textual and human 

sources of knowledge (Lovat, 2004) about the ‘lived religion’ of Islam 

(Ammerman, 2021).  
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Chapter 1 Introduction: context and background: setting the scene 

Research question: How have non-Muslim religious educators’ ways of 

knowing about Islam through personal and professional experience 

influenced their perspectives, dispositions and pedagogical approaches in 

teaching about Islam in school programs of religion (PoRs)?  

 

1.0 The urgent need for education about Islam in the Australian context 

A 2019 study1 found that over half of Australians (51 per cent) feel 

negatively about Islam, with only 10 per cent seeing this religion in a 

positive light. Almost half of those surveyed admitted to having “very few” 

or no close friends of a different ethnic background. Rane (n.d.) argues that 

because the Australian Muslim population is a relatively small proportion 

of the total Australian population, many Australians have never met or 

talked with a Muslim. Dupuche & Soliman (2012, p. 54) assert that “most 

Australians are not aware of how diverse the Muslim community is.”2 Their 

experiences of engagement in a variety of interfaith initiatives in 

Melbourne, Australia to promote “communication, engagement and 

dealings between Muslims and Catholics” led Dupuche & Soliman to 

conclude that “the most important relationships are those built on 

personal friendships” (2012, p. 55). 

In the months leading up to the end of 2017 when the participants in this 

study were interviewed, the rise of the so-called Islamic State 

ISIS/IS/DAESH was accompanied by media saturation coverage. It has been 

 
1 YouGov-Cambridge Globalism Project (2019) – a joint project between 
YouGov, the University of Cambridge and The Guardian 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/may/04/australians-accepting-
of-migrants-but-negative-towards-islam-poll-finds    

2 Australian Muslims come from over 75 different countries (Dupuche Y 
Soliman, 2012, p. 54).   
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observed that “[b]ecause of IS’s hostile nature, Islam as a whole can be 

seen as inherently hostile” (Lovat & Crotty, 2015a).3 Lovat had highlighted 

the urgency of education about Islam much earlier in his keynote address 

to teachers of religion at the 2003 National Religious and Values Education 

Conference (2003a).  

Rane contends that most Australians only know about Islam through 

constructs of ‘mass media Islam’ rather than “knowing Islam and Muslims 

through direct interaction,” which he argues can be “an antidote for ‘mass 

media Islam’” (Rane, n.d.).  

Ozalp (2012) notes that in the decade following the ‘9/11’ terrorist attacks 

in the United States, “a large body of literature” represents attempts to 

“make sense of Islam as a global religion and Muslims as a worldwide 

community of people.” Ozalp contends, however, that “for most people 

the cloud of confusion has not been totally lifted,” with perceptions of 

“issues and challenges that cannot be readily explained or conveniently 

overlooked” (p. xiii).4 

In the United States post ‘9/11’ context, Moore argues that in relation to 

Islam, “religious education matters,” and contends that Americans must 

“acquire an adequate understanding of Islam—including the ability to 

recognize that all political and religious ideologies can be perverted into 

virulent strains that threaten humanity” (Moore, J., 2009, p. 144). He urges 

the need for religious education about Islam in public education because 

Americans should be “knowledgeable about Islam—its varied histories in 

different countries, theological divisions, core values, distortions, and 

practices” (Moore, J., 2009, p. 144). Debate and discussion about the place 

 
3 Believe it or not, we could actually learn something from Islamic State 
https://theconversation.com/believe-it-or-not-we-could-actually-learn-
something-from-islamic-state-39996 2/3 
4 Mehmet Ozalp is Associate Professor and Director, Centre for Islamic 
Studies and Civilisation in the Faculty of Arts and Education of Charles Sturt 
University. 

 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 3 

of teaching religion in schools in the United Kingdom and Europe also 

followed the events of ‘9/11’ but in Australia “the debate did not lead to 

religion being embraced as a general curriculum area in public schools” 

(Goldburg, 2013, p. 124). The literature shows evidence of considerable 

sociological research into concerns about the influence of  “uninformed 

[newspaper] commentary about Muslims and the Islamic faith (Lovat & 

Crotty, 2015; Lovat, 2022) and the wider discourse, but there is very little 

evidence in the literature of education, theology, religious education or 

religious studies to show whether or how Australian educators, in 

particular religious educators, are addressing negative perceptions, 

misconceptions and misunderstanding about Islam (Lovat, 2005, p. 41). 

There is a significant absence of research literature concerning the role 

played by educators working in religious education, “whose objectives and 

intentions would seem to be about ‘making a difference’ through practical 

curriculum goals” which transform “authentic knowing” into praxis (Lovat, 

2005, pp. 40-41), that is, a way of knowing which changes how we act. 

The author of this thesis agrees that religious educators can and must play 

a key role in recognising the “urgency” of education about Islam and in 

“setting the record straight” about Islam in their teaching (Lovat, 2009, p. 

76). This study was undertaken to investigate the role of fifteen religious 

educators’ experience, perceptions, attitudes and dispositions on their 

pedagogical thinking and practice in teaching about Islam. The literature 

supporting these aims is sparse.  
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Review of the Literature 

The research in this project on educators’ ways of knowing about Islam 

intersects with at least three areas of scholarly literature, including  

• Part One: the urgent need for relevant education about Islam to 

counter ‘mass media’ Islam  

• Part Two: ways of knowing in relation to knowledge about Islam, 

with special reference to the thinking of Jürgen Habermas  

• Part Three: the role of pedagogical approaches in religious 

education relevant to this study 

Part One:  

1.0 The urgent need for relevant education about Islam to counter mass 

media Islam 

Despite considerable and growing scholarship about misrepresentation and 

misunderstanding of Islam in ‘mass media Islam’ and the effects of this on 

Muslims themselves, very little research has emerged in Australia 

concerning the educators who have been teaching about Islam in programs 

of religious education during a critical time when global events and media 

misrepresentation about Islam have been highly influential in the public 

discourse. 

There are exceptions, including the unique voice of Terence Lovat, who has 

consistently argued that “there is no effective religious education today 

without strenuous education about Islam” (Lovat, 2005, p. 51) and that 

such education must be “bold and robust” (Lovat, 2003a, 2005, 2009, 

2010). Lovat’s perspective is that education about Islam within programs of 

religion has the potential to serve a particularly “noble” aim, namely, 

enhanced and deeper ways of understanding self and one’s faith within the 

Judaeo-Christian heritage of the West which can issue in praxis, that is, 

more enlightened and appreciative ways to interact with fellow “People of 

the Book” (Lovat, 2005, p. 40, 2009, p. 76). Acceptance of this argument 

and the imperative for ‘bold and robust’ education about Islam is seen to 

present epistemological, ontological and pedagogical and professional 
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learning challenges for teachers, curriculum planners, and educational 

leaders. In the first instance, it is argued that certain Islamic views “are 

naturally challenging” to those “whose faith is wrapped around one of the 

traditions within Judaeo-Christianity” (Lovat, 2005, p. 50), but research 

about the implications of this for religious educators in the Australian 

educational context is difficult to find. In the second instance, while there is 

a core body of Australian religious education scholarship around issues 

such as “understanding and appreciation of the religions” and 

“constructive empathy” with members of the religions in local community 

contexts (Engebretson, 2009, 2012a), or the need for “critical literacy” in 

teaching ‘World Religions’ (Goldburg, 2007b; Kohn, 2009), literature in the 

Australian context which specifically deals with the challenges for teachers 

in educating about Islam is very limited.    

In his introduction to Learning from One Another: Bringing Muslim 

Perspectives into Australian Schools, Akbarzadeh (2010, National Centre for 

Excellence in Islamic Studies [NCEIS]) acknowledged the critical role of 

teachers and the challenges they face in teaching for diversity in an 

inclusive process. He commended this resource on Islam, referring to the 

“learning from each other” approach as a two-way process that would 

allow pupils to learn about “lesser-known cultures and traditions while 

helping those from minority communities see the shared values that draw 

us closer” (2010, p. 7).5  

A major challenge faced by religious educators “as Islamophobia takes hold 

across the world,” is expressed in Sociologist Susan Carland’s argument 

that in conversations and the general Australian discourse about Islam, “it’s 

 
5 Teachers interviewed for this study who had taken part in in a 
professional learning workshop with the authors of this report have 
commented favourably on its relevance and usefulness. However, the 
booklet/resource itself met with significant criticism in the popular press. 
High-profile educator Kevin Donnelly questioned the need for the booklet 
and such initiatives to combat “supposed” stereotypes presented in the 
media (Donnelly, 2010, p. 1). 
https://quadrant.org.au/opinion/qed/2010/07/oz-bad-islam-good/ 
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talked about as a political identity…[people] never ask about the religious 

stuff” (Abbott, 2019). Of significance to religious educators is Carland’s 

conclusion: “And so, if we’re always talked about as a political ideology, 

then of course people won’t connect with it as a religion” (Abbott, 2019). 

Carland has also argued “If you asked someone walking past now, ‘How does an 

Islamist differ from a Muslim?’ they would have no idea.”6 Finding a gap in the 

literature in relation to educator ways of knowing and teaching about 

Islam, the researcher wanted to raise and amplify the voices of educators 

themselves to better understand their perspectives and dispositions in 

relation to the kinds of educational challenges argued by Lovat and implied 

by the work of sociologists such as Carland, Bouma and Halafoff. 

A brief review of scholarly discussions about the construct of Islamophobia 

in relation to the religion of Islam is useful here, given the additional reality 

that “through Islamophobic lenses, Islam is viewed as a violent and 

aggressive political ideology, rather than a genuine religion, that supports 

terrorism and threatens the Western societies and their democratic and 

liberal values” (Aslan, 2009, p. 6). As well, in both academic and political 

commentary the term Islamophobia “is conceived as a form of anti-Muslim 

racism” (Sealy, 2021, p. 1).  

The recently released Islamophobia in Australia Report - III (Iner, 2022) has 

confirmed growing incidences of public harassment of Muslims and urged 

bystanders not to be silent but to “mobilise people in solidarity,” because 

Islamophobia is not a ‘Muslim problem’, but a risk to social cohesion as 

such (Iner, 2022).  

Research in Britain on teaching about and learning from Muslims “in part 

to understand Islamophobia in the classroom” shows evidence of the 

importance of “focus on people rather than on edicts and doctrines” 

 
6 Susan Carland is a prominent Australian sociologist and scholar, who is 
also a Muslim. She offered these observations in an interview with 
journalist Rebecca Abbott in May, 2019. See,  
https://www.eternitynews.com.au/culture/why-susan-carland-converted-
from-christianity-to-islam/  
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(Smalley, 2005; Grove & Smalley, 2003; Stern, 2006). In Australia, Rane 

(n.d.) stresses the importance of increased interaction between Muslims 

and the wider Australian society to counteract distorted or stereotypical 

media constructs. One of the interests driving this study was the need to 

explore educator experience in meeting and talking to Muslims and the 

perceptions and dispositions which flowed from those interactions, 

including if and how it may have influenced what they bring to the 

classroom when they teach about the religion of Islam within programs of 

religious education.   

1.1 Gaps in the education literature 

Despite arguments for the urgency of education about Islam, there are 

significant gaps in research in the Australian context which investigates 

how religious educators respond to widespread ignorance and distorted 

images presented in media reports by those who “often know very little 

about it…without any real knowledge of the history and meaning of Islam” 

(Kabir, 2006, p. 315).  

There appears to be very limited research in the Australian context about 

how religious educators react, respond and educate when confronted by 

misrepresentation in ‘mass media Islam’ which 

• conflates the religion of Islam with political Islam or Islamism, 

especially as seen in media reporting on the so-called Islamic 

State/IS at the time of this study in 2017  

• misconstrues the meaning of certain situated cultural practices 

which suggest that Islam is an intolerant, oppressive, backward, or 

socially unjust religion 

• presents Islamophobic perspectives which merge negative ideas 

about race, religion and ethnicity and “collapse” terminology (Smith 

& Akbarzadeh, 2005; Aly, 2007). 

It was difficult to locate research investigating educator pedagogical 

content knowledge about Islam or educator self-reflective knowledge 

about their own assumptions and predispositions. Teacher on-the-ground 
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perspectives appear to be largely absent from the discourse and the 

scholarly literature, although there has been some research which sheds 

light on issues which have been investigated in this study. 

1.2 Teacher perceptions, attitudes, dispositions  

Australian Religious Education teacher educator Maurice Ryan revisited the 

now dated but insightful work of Malone (1995, 1998) with evidence of a 

“paradoxical yet understandable outcome” that for some students, 

religious studies courses “appeared to increase their intolerance towards 

members of other religions” because “merely providing further 

information about a disliked or feared object serves to increase the fear 

and antipathy” (Ryan, 2013, pp. 169-170: Malone, 1995).  

Malone (1995, 1996, 1998) explored attitude change in Australian students 

but not the attitudes or dispositions of the teachers in these programs, 

which is somewhat surprising, given that one of the senior studies syllabus 

objectives was to develop a tolerance of different religions in the 

Australian context. Malone’s research (1998) of NSW HSC Studies of 

Religion students’ attitudes toward the religions studied offers a limited 

but valuable insight into the possibility that teacher positionality and 

school context might have at least some influence if the educator placed 

emphasis was on “what the religion was not or how it was different [from 

the tradition of the school and/or the teacher] rather than appreciating 

that which was central to its members” (Malone, 1998, p. 14, emphasis in 

original). Malone reported that students in senior secondary religion 

studies courses “commented on having a better understanding of Islam yet 

the prejudice against Muslims increased” (1998, p. 14).  

1.2.1 Addressing the “terrorist” issue in educator perspectives 

The author of a Catholic publication distributed to teachers working in 

Catholic schools observed that “at a time when some Christians have an 

irrational fear of Muslims, especially as a result of terrorist attacks,” it was 

important to understand that “terrorists do not exclusively represent 

Islam” (Gray, 2005, p. 1). Gray also observed that “[our] beliefs determine 
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whether or not we experience fear when we see a Muslim” and he asked 

two questions: “What do we believe those people are really like? What do 

we believe those people believe?” (emphasis in original, 2005, p. 2). Gray 

argues that for non-Muslim Australians “opportunities to ask a Muslim 

what he or she thinks or believes are rare” because the media enters with 

“TV reports about tension between Muslims and non-Muslims, and 

newspaper opinion articles thundering against this or that aspect of 

religious relations in Australia today influence everyone” (Gray, 2005, p. 2). 

Whatever his likely good intentions, he does appear to set up his argument 

in a ‘we-and-they’ context, meaning Catholics and Muslims. His use of the 

word those in the phrase “those people” does raise questions about what 

he is communicating implicitly to his (assumed) Catholic audience. His 

direct (if awkward) language can be an interpreted as hermeneutic 

idealism partially acknowledged but which arguably contributes to further 

marginalising of a religious minority.   

John Dickson (2004)7 tackles these issues through a critical hermeneutic of 

perspectives, framing perspectives toward Islam as “two passionate camps 

of either ‘critics’ or ‘defenders’ of Islam” since the events of September 11, 

2001. He argues the “need to move beyond this interpretive paradigm, as 

neither perspective advances understanding or offers a balanced 

argument,” challenging both the ‘critics’ who view Islam as “a violent 

religion, bent on blowing up buildings, mistreating women and ruining the 

‘Western’ way of life” and the ‘defenders’ who, worried about the ‘critics’ 

approach, and perhaps naively, argue that Muslims are peace-loving, ‘just 

like us’ (Dickson, 2004, p. 179). Dickson’s critical hermeneutic is highly 

significant for this study because it offers an interpretive concept (the idea 

of ‘defenders’ of Islam) to describe certain educator attitudes in this study. 

Dickson suggests the importance of the relationship and possible 

intersectionality of religious educators’ positionality (ontology) and their 

 
7 A spectator’s guide to world religions (Dickson, 2004)7 was cited as a key 
source of information about Islam by half of the participants in this study.  
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ways of knowing (epistemology) and teaching about Islam (pedagogy) 

which was investigated in this research.  

Part Two reviews literature supporting the need for certain epistemic 

considerations in relation to the urgency of education about Islam, namely 

• Ways of knowing: knowledge and the lifeworld  

• Ways of knowing: Islam in educator positionality and practice: what 

and whose knowledge is valued. 

Part Two  

2.0 Ways of knowing: knowledge and the lifeworld 

2.1 Jürgen Habermas, Theory of Knowledge and religious education 

Jürgen Habermas is a world-famous sociologist and philosopher whose 

theory of knowledge and knowing has influenced the thinking which 

informs this study. Habermas was a youth in Germany during the rise of 

the Nazis, and his deep reflection and critique of the evil and shame of the 

Third Reich has impelled his passion to develop a set of perspectives about 

knowledge and knowing called ‘critical theory’. Critical theorists 

questioned knowledge about ‘religion’ and argued that ideas about religion 

hold assumptions of a social and political nature and question “the 

potential of human knowledge if it could lead to the ideology of Nazi 

Germany and the horrors of the Holocaust” (Carrette, 2014, p. 43).  

Habermasian critical theory of knowledge has been developed to “ensure 

that the best thoughts of scholarship were applied to solving real-life 

issues” so that a regime such as the Nazi Third Reich could never again 

exist (Habermas, 1971, 1973; Lovat, 2013, pp. 69-70).  

Habermasian perspectives of knowledge insist upon authentic learning 

which goes well beyond mere technical control of facts or interpretive 

knowledge of someone else’s perspective. His critical theory argues for 

“reason and compassionate reflection and self-reflectivity” which can 

“emancipate” humans from “set information” or “predictable and 

stereotyped attitudes” and lead them to new ways of understanding 

themselves and empower learners to engage in “benevolent” personal, 
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social and political action, in other words, praxis to “improve the human 

lot” (Habermas, 1971, 1973; Lovat, 2009, p. 22, 2013, p. 73).  

Although Habermas was not an educationist and has not turned his 

thinking to practical educational issues, his thinking resonates with the 

aims of the religious educators in this study, namely, learning and teaching 

to make a difference. The critical theory of Habermas as it has been applied 

to religious education by Lovat is salient for this study’s exploration of 

educator epistemology and positionality in teaching about Islam.  

Describing Habermas as “education’s reluctant hero” (Lovat, 2013, p. 69) 

Lovat draws upon the Habermasian “critical or self-reflective way of 

knowing” (Lovat, 2009, p. 20) to support his argument for educational 

knowledge which can “make a difference to individuals and their world” 

(Lovat, 2003b, pp. 5-6). In relation to Islam, Lovat draws upon Western 

scholarship which allows us to understand and contextualise Islam “as the 

religion of ‘Fair Go’” in relation to issues of tolerance, social welfare and 

the role of women, for example. Lovat argues that knowledge about Islam 

is important “not only as an important contemporary item” (Lovat, 2003b, 

p. 6) but for its transformative educational potential in the imperative to 

promote new behaviours through the “knowing of self that issues in praxis, 

practical action for change” (Habermas, 1971, 1973; Lovat, 2005, p. 39).  

The ‘Fair Go’ argument draws upon Habermasian theory of knowledge in 

relation to “the ‘way of knowing’ that serves the [learner’s] emancipatory 

interest,” that is, the critical or ‘self-reflective’ way of knowing. This type of 

learning and knowing might lead a teacher to question her own 

assumptions and/or presuppositions and come to understand that what 

happens in her life world should not be taken to be the system paradigm 

and “the way things are” in a universal sense (Douglas, B., 2009, p. 50; 

Habermas, 1971, 1973; Lovat, 2009, p. 20).  This can help educators to 

move beyond “hermeneutic idealism” or boundary marking to see “those 

wider connections that would contextualize them and help them to see 

that they are in fact just one set of beliefs, values and interpretations” 

(McCarthy, 1984, p. xxvi).  
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For Habermas, as a self-reflective learner comes to understand their own 

lifeworld in relation to the lifeworlds of others. Lifeworld for Habermas has 

a particularity about it and is made up of the “culturally transmitted and 

linguistically organized stock of interpretative patterns” often “sedimented 

in texts, traditions and cultural artifacts or in organized institutions, 

systems and structures” (Habermas, 1984, p. 108, 1989, p. 124; McCarthy, 

1984, p. xiv). Lovat’s way of understanding Islam can lead a religious 

educator to extend and enrich his/her understanding of self because “the 

importance of knowing and understanding Islam is, for a Jew or a Christian, 

no less important than knowing who they are” (Lovat, 2009, pp. 76-77). 

This way of framing education about Islam within programs of religious 

education offers significant insights for teachers such as those in this study 

who would challenge ‘mass media Islam’ with new ways of thinking 

(Habermas, 1973; Lovat, 2009, p. 76). 

A Habermasian view of knowledge and ‘emancipatory knowing’ has 

significant pedagogical implications (Lovat, 2006, 2009, p. 19, 2013) 

because it can advance knowledge and ways of thinking that “might 

surprise and disrupt the stereotypical thinking likely to be found in the 

religious education student” (Lovat, 2009, p. 79) in relation to issues of 

tolerance, social welfare and “radical reforms in favour of women’s rights” 

in early Islamic civilisations. Teachers today, however, are confronted with 

very different images and the reality that “[f]or the average Westerner, 

especially women, Islam’s attitude to women would likely be regarded as 

one of its lower points” (Lovat, 2009, p. 80). How are these attitudes of 

“understanding and appreciation of the religions in the community as a 

conversation between lifeworlds, those of the student and the religious 

other” (Engebretson, 2012a, p. 49) to be addressed at the practical level of 

the religion classroom? What role is played by the experience, self-

understanding and disposition of the religious educator? These are 

significant questions for this study.  

2.2. Gaps in the literature: the religious educator’s experience, perceptions 

and dispositions 
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No research was located in the Australian context which addresses the role 

of the religious educator’s experience, perceptions and dispositions toward 

education about Islam in programs of religion in relation to the challenges 

discussed above and the practical reality of the classroom. Lovat urges the 

importance and value of learning about Islam and learning about self by 

challenging stereotyped views of Islam with many insights to support the 

argument of thinking about Islam as the “religion of ‘Fair Go’” (2006; 2009). 

Lovat provides an epistemological and ontological framework for praxis, 

but the literature is sparse in relation to what teachers are actually doing. 

Goldburg et al. (2009) offer a sound pedagogical rationale for 

“understanding something of the vital role religious practices play in the 

lives of their communities,” and a well-developed pedagogical framework 

and process with textual material to support student inquiry learning 

(Goldburg et al., 2009, p. xiii). On the topic of Islam, the text includes 

material on “women in Islam” and “radical or fundamentalist Islam” which 

could provide a useful starting point for the student (and the teacher who 

learns from the student text) for how teachers are to guide student inquiry 

in relation to these issues.  

The question must be asked about the role of the teacher using such 

material to help students develop critical literacy about the religion of 

Islam. There is little if any research concerning teacher capacity in 

pedagogical content knowledge and critical literacy in teaching about 

Islam. In the Australian context, the researcher located no evidence of 

educators’ self-critical scholarship or self-reflectivity, whether or how they 

interrogate their own ways of knowing or assumptions about Islam and 

about religions of the world. There is a significant gap in the literature 

about the experience and dispositions of educators in relation to cognitive 

interests, especially ‘emancipatory’ knowing such as that suggested by 

Lovat’s application of Habermasian thinking. The researcher was 

particularly keen to investigate the perceptions and dispositions of certain 

educators in her local context in relation to emancipatory ways of knowing 

about Islam and how this influenced their reported practice.   
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2.3 Ways of knowing: Islam in educator positionality and practice: what 

and whose knowledge is valued 

The gap in the literature points to the need for research to investigate 

educator self-knowledge and “honest self-reflection” in the sense of being 

able to step aside from one’s own positionality. The argument that 

“knowing other is often had best when one sees self in the other” (Lovat, 

2003b, pp. 8-9) suggests the need to investigate the possible intersection 

of teacher epistemology and ontology and the mutually constitutive values 

of learning about Islam and learning about self. “[S]etting the record 

straight” likely involves ways of knowing about Islam which go beyond 

factual content knowledge and even pedagogical content knowledge to an 

understanding and critical interrogation of one’s own unique epistemology 

and positionality within the context of his or her lifeworld.  

Hill’s discussion of assumptions, or Reasonable Initial Bets (RIBs) (Hill, 

2004) is also salient. He contends that assumptions “affect all areas of life, 

at different levels of generality and argues that when assumptions “are 

seriously challenged by new experiences, we may find ourselves distressed 

and disoriented until we have either convinced ourselves that our basic 

assumptions still hold, or we have experienced an emotional, intellectual 

or even religious conversion” (Hill, 2004, pp. 4-5).  

Some useful research was located in relation to teacher ontology, 

epistemology and pedagogy for “teaching in culturally diverse contexts” in 

Australia. Santoro (2009) asks “what knowledge about self and others do 

teachers need?” (p. 33). Santoro found that pre-service teachers have 

“limited knowledge about the ethnic self and the ethnic other” and 

“limited understandings of how their own identities are constituted 

through, and by, ethnicity” (p. 34). Although Santoro’s focus is on the 

‘ethnic self’ rather than the ’religious self’, her finding that “concerns for 

teacher education [include] the need to provide opportunities for pre-

service teachers to understand the ‘ethnic self’ in relation to the ethnic 

other through ongoing critical reflection” are seen as salient. Of particular 

interest is Santoro’s concern that “learning about self will be too costly and 
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too time consuming” and not prioritised, because teacher education “may 

be forced to take up ‘quick fix’ solutions” (Santoro, 2009, p. 42). Santoro’s 

research on pre-service teachers also has salience for practising teachers 

who are also learners beset by a range competing demands within the 

learning environment which may encourage or necessitate ‘quick-fix’ 

solutions.  

In the South African context of interreligious learning, Roux addresses the 

idea of educator positionality (although she does not use this word) in 

relation to pedagogical approaches. Roux argues that it can be difficult to 

encourage student teachers “from a monoreligious background to explore 

the phenomena of religions other than their own” and even more so 

“when teachers or student teachers have perceptions of religious truth 

claims, especially from the Abrahamic religions” (Roux, 2007, p. 106). As a 

teacher educator in South Africa, Roux argues that if “religions to be 

studied are treated as if they are hermeneutically sealed off from one 

another and as if they are even beyond criticism,” this defeats the purpose 

if they are “merely studied rather than brought into critical dialogue with 

each other” (Roux, 2007, p. 108).  

Roux’s observations highlight the significance of professional learning and 

attention to the importance of giving educators the opportunity to take in 

new content knowledge while they are learning about themselves and 

reflecting on their own positionality in relation to religious worldviews 

other than their own. This view of knowledge of self as well as knowledge 

of Islam is significant in relation to a foundational aspect of pedagogy, 

namely, rationale for educating about Islam and the boundaries or 

otherwise which are supported by curriculum parameters as well as 

educator thinking. Lovat deals with epistemology in ways of knowing about 

Islam; Goldburg et al. frame the inquiry process of learning to develop 

critical literacy about religion and religions but not self; Engebretson offers 

the argument for ‘constructive empathy’ and provides a pedagogical model 

for constructivist interfaith education with implications for knowledge of 

self but does not address educator epistemology in relation to the 
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challenges posed by misconceptions and misrepresentations in the press 

and wider discourse.   

2.4 Ways of knowing: contextualised educator practice 

Habermasian thinking can be applied to understand positionality in the 

context of a religiously affiliated school which has its own lifeworld 

“dominated to a greater or lesser extent by the life-world of the religion 

within which it exists”(Engebretson, 2009, pp. 68-69) and that “most 

Catholic schools, for example, claim that their identity, their life-world, is 

intimately tied up with the life of the Church” (Engebretson, 2012a, p. 50). 

Engebretson draws on official Catholic teaching such as the Second Vatican 

Council document Nostra Aetate, Declaration on the Relation of Catholic 

Church to Non-Christian Religions8 which since the 1980’s has “proved to 

be something of a mandate for teachers in Catholic schools to contribute 

to the process of mutual understanding by including comparative and 

descriptive [State-based] studies of religion in their classroom programs” 

(Ryan, 2013, p. 157). Engebretson (2012a) broadens the thinking to instead 

propose “education for understanding and appreciation of the religions in 

the community,” with understanding involving cognitive learning and 

appreciation involving the affective and the experiential aspects of learning 

about other religions (pp. 50-52). Engebretson (2012a) insists that “the 

goal is not just knowledge but appreciation of religions through seeing 

them in all their differences and similarities” (p. 51). Her proposed 

approach appears to limit engagement with religions other than the home 

tradition to “seeing them” and “the possibility of personal development 

through growth in awareness of his or her own spirituality, beliefs and 

values” but expresses this more as a possibility without addressing the role 

of the teacher in scaffolding this personal development (2012a, p. 51).  

Although she acknowledges the significance of the lifeworld and sees 

education about religions as potentially transformative, she does not 

address the question of self-reflectivity, that is, educator bias and 

 
8 Nostra Aetate Declaration On the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian 
Religions [] Proclaimed By His Holiness Pope Paul VI On October 28, 1965. 
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hermeneutic boundary marking or whether and how teachers might 

interrogate their own assumptions in the interest of their own 

transformative learning. 
 

In the Western European context of religious pluralism, research and 

scholarship in interreligious learning is offering significant insights for 

educators in teaching about Islam. Interreligious learning sees religious 

education as “a place of encounter and dialogue between different 

religious convictions” to advance different goals than “a purely objective 

representation of the multitude of religions.” Educators have shown 

interest in “encounter and dialogue” activities with Muslims and are just 

beginning to wrestle with some of the issues in moving from theory to 

practice which Pollefeyt and his colleagues have been tackling for some 

time (Pollefeyt, 2007b, pp. xi-xiii).  

In her book Teaching religion, teaching truth, Engebretson (2012b) clearly 

stated that the role of the Christian school in interfaith education is 

“fundamental and absolutely necessary but limited” (p. 85). In the same 

year, Ata concluded from a large-scale study of Australian secondary 

students that “Catholics and others—are generally ignorant about Muslims 

and Islam, and few believe that schools are filling the gaps in their 

knowledge” (Ata, 2012b, pp. 39-47).  

Ata & Windle describe learning about Islam as “incidental and tangential” 

(Ata & Windle, 2007, p. 21). Research has found evidence of Australian 

students’ lack of knowledge about Islam and question the role and 

effectiveness of the school curriculum (Ata & Windle, 2007; Pedersen et al., 

2011; Pedersen & Hartley, 2012). However, these scholars do not address 

the issue in terms of cognitive interests of the teachers or the students, 

and importantly, the cognitive interests implied or stated within the 

religion program curriculum in relation to learning about Islam.  

Over forty years ago Van Manen addressed the research issue by asking 

“[h]ow does theoretic knowledge generated by educational research 

translate into curriculum development, educational policy making and 
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school practice? How can or should teachers make practical use of the 

knowledge available to them?” (1977, p. 205). There is little evidence of 

educational research into these questions of education about Islam, 

particularly in relation to the role of the teachers. 

Research is needed to shed more light on the relationship between the 

classroom practitioner’s understanding of pedagogical rationale and 

learning objectives in relation to educator positionality and that of the 

school’s lifeworld in the development of positive affective values. 

Classroom practitioner and curriculum developer Beck9 articulates the link 

between cognitive and affective goals such as “being able to put aside, for 

the time of the study, their own opinions and convictions in order to 

receive new ideas and understanding about other religious traditions” 

(Beck, 1996, p. 12) and suggests the need to limit critical literacy in relation 

to truth claims. Lovat, on the other hand, argues that “the goal of a sound 

and objective religious education must be to examine and sift the many 

claims made by religious followers of all descriptions and compare and 

contrast these claims with the evidence provided by their religions’ 

scriptures and inspirational sources” (Lovat, 2009, p. 81). 
 

Ata & Windle argue that the intent to promote “cultural harmony”10 “does 

not necessarily work through increasing knowledge” (2007, pp. 22- 24, 

italics added) and in later research, Ata concludes that “it is not just a 

 
9 Margie Beck was a classroom teacher of Studies of Religion (SOR) in NSW 
(New South Wales) who was also a member of the Board of Studies 
Syllabus Committee for Studies of Religion and a member of the writing 
team for the Studies of Religion syllabus for the NSW HSC (New South 
Wales Higher School Certificate). She taught Studies of Religion for two 
years and was researching the implementation of Religious Studies in 
religious schools at the time of this writing (1996).  
10 These capabilities include the goals set out in the Melbourne Declaration 
on Educational Goals for Young Australians (MCEETYA, 2008) – “that all 
young people in Australia should be supported to become successful 
learners, confident and creative individuals and active and informed 
citizens” who have “essential skills for twenty-first century learners…It 
describes individuals who can relate to and communicate across cultures” 
(Australian Curriculum, Assessment & Reporting Authority (ACARA), 
General Capabilities Section, 2013). 
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matter of knowing more facts about Muslims and Islam but perceiving that 

the school cares enough to educate students on these issues which is 

important” (2012b, p. 48). Ata contextualises education about Islam in 

terms of “mutual understanding and respect and appreciation of cultural 

diversity” and contends that his findings suggest that it is the atmosphere 

created by the school that is supportive and educative about Muslims, 

rather than the level of knowledge that is important regarding prejudice” 

(2012b, p. 48). 

Malone concluded that “increased knowledge about religion is not 

sufficient to change attitudes towards other religious groups” (Malone, 

1998, p. 17). She also found that students were “affected more by personal 

experiences with people who follow a specific religious tradition” (p. 17). 

The question then needs to be asked about personal experiences affecting 

educators as well as students, because the literature about this was 

lacking.  

2.5 Educator ways of knowing: Teacher experience as source of 

information to construct knowledge about Islam 

Teacher knowledge as well as student knowledge is understood as being 

“socially constructed” as one integrates new information about Islam with 

what one already knows and believes (Grimmitt, 2000; Goldburg, 2007a, p. 

8). Constructs of knowledge for religious educators may be formed and 

developed from a variety of sources, including academic study, 

professional in-service learning, curriculum resources, documentaries, 

news media reports and personal incidental or established experiences of 

encounter with the lived religion of Islam. Much of the literature appears 

to assume that those who teach about Islam in school courses and units in 

programs of religion have a sound knowledge base and a degree of self-

efficacy in teaching about the religion of Islam. It was difficult to locate 

literature which explored teacher discipline knowledge or their ways in 

which their sources of information about Islam might have influenced their 

perspectives and dispositions toward teaching about Islam.  
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Ghiloni (2011) ties together the thinking of Habermas and the pragmatic 

educator John Dewey by arguing the value of interreligious education from 

the perspective of Dewey’s prophetic understanding of the “expanding 

plurality of experiences” that would characterise the 20th Century and his 

educational philosophy preparing young people for life in a diverse and 

dynamic world. Ghiloni asserts that “the natural center of interreligious 

education is not religious belief but life experience.” Emphasising Dewey’s 

insistence on life experience for learning, Ghiloni says that “the curricula of 

friendship and food and everyday life are pedagogically prior to the 

curricula of religious texts and beliefs treated as objects of academic study” 

(Ghiloni, 2011, p. 485).  

For Ghiloni, “an interreligious education for the laity” is an education that 

is worldly and non-ecclesiastical and not a matter of specialised discourse. 

He says that our garden is no longer walled (in the tradition of a hymn by 

Isaac Watts) but rather open to the world (2011, p. 490). Ghiloni writes 

from the position of adult learning, which is very relevant to the experience 

of teacher-as-learner and the argument for the primacy of human activity 

in our learning.  

2.6 Presenting an authentic and balanced view of Islam: theology and 

religious education 

The literature reflects an extensive body of scholarly literature on interfaith 

dialogue and interreligious learning written by theologians and academics 

for adult learners in universities, theological colleges and seminaries, 

where the focus might be on “a Christian rationale for transformative 

praxis” for those working in Christian ministry (Largen, Hess & Sapp, 2014).  

There is evidence of a growing body of literature which links “educational 

methods of the classroom, the academy and the seminary alongside the 

grassroots practices of dialogue and community building” (Puett, 2005, p. 

265). Theological work in interfaith dialogue offers a key opportunity for 

educators. Puett asserts that “best practices of interfaith education are 

contextual and experiential, aiming to put a ‘face’ on religions so that they 

are not explored in just an abstract, theoretically objective manner” (2005, 
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p. 266). She argues for “strengthening the transformative capacity of 

interfaith education through…drawing from the pedagogical method of 

‘critical pedagogy’ (2005, p. 265) which focuses on the ‘how’ of interfaith 

education” (2005, p. 267). Puett’s contribution is significant in that she 

identifies the gap between scholarship which focuses primarily on the 

‘why’ and that which focuses on the ‘how’ of interfaith education (Puett, 

2005, p. 267), that is pedagogy. In the American context, Kujawa-Holbrook 

offers useful insights about rationale and context for the role of stories in 

interreligious learning for children and young people because they can 

“bring us into connection with those of other religious traditions” and 

“stimulate empathy by engaging human relationship.” Importantly for this 

thesis, Kujawa-Holbrook notes the “inherent” skills of self-reflection 

evident in the sharing of personal stories, which also offer learners and 

dialogue partners “contextual information about another person or group” 

(2014, p. 10). These are important constructs of knowledge in this thesis. 

In the British context, Grimmitt argued for the significance of addressing 

“the underlying theological and educational issues…in demonstrating how 

theological concerns (whatever the religion) [which] will always be a 

contributing influence in determining how religious content is treated and 

incorporated within learning experiences in RE”11 (2008, p. 223). 

2.6.1 Bridge-building: Theological understanding and religious education 

At the time of this study (2017), teachers were dealing with the fallout of 

negative views of Islam linked to certain media portrayals of Islamic 

State/ISIS/IS/DAESH. In 2015, Lovat & Crotty argued that “applaud it or 

deplore it, much of the agenda [about Islamic State/IS] can only be 

unpicked and understood through the lens of theological analysis” in order 

to understand “what drives IS as well as its differences with Islam as a 

whole,” but “incomplete understanding of Islamic theology” makes it 

 
11 RE here refers generically to religious education in the British context.  
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difficult to understand “the forces driving IS” and may well “lead us to the 

wrong conclusions about Islam in general”12 (Lovat & Crotty, 2015a).  

Theological approaches help the learner to understand the ‘internal terms’ 

and how religion works as a rational worldview to ‘insiders’ within a 

religious tradition. Hedges (2014, p. 40) argues that without the theological 

viewpoint, “the study of religions fails,” because it then becomes either 

“simply reductionist or merely descriptive” (2014, p. 40). In 2008, [then] 

Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams argued strongly for the need to 

“take seriously religious motivation in order to engage with real issues 

affecting community cohesion” (Douglas, B., 2009, 2014; Williams, 2008).13 

Following a very public uproar arising from misunderstanding and 

misconceptions in points made by the Archbishop about Sharia Law in a 

lecture about civil and religious law in England, Williams observed that 

“modern, educated Westerners tend not to take theology of any kind 

seriously” (Williams, 2008). This event is seen as an unfortunate illustration 

of the reality of ‘hermeneutic idealism’ which has at times prevented 

individuals and communal groups from taking off the blinders and allowing 

their unsupported assumptions and restricted ways of knowing to cloud 

their understanding of the relationship between Islam and the issues under 

discussion (Douglas, B., 2009, 2014, 2020). 

McInerney14 offers significant insights in relation to what this thesis 

conceptualises as bridge-building between the discipline of theology and 

religious education or religious studies, between the academy and 

classroom practitioners. He has argued the importance for teachers to 

 
12 https://theconversation.com/believe-it-or-not-we-could-actually-learn-
something-from-islamic-state-39996 
13 Williams, Rowan (2008b) ‘Sharia Law - What did the Archbishop actually 
say?’, 8 February. Available at 
http://rowanwilliams.archbishopofcanterbury.org/articles.php/1135/sharia
-law-what-did-the-archbishop-actually-say.html 
 
14 McInerney is a Catholic priest and scholar with a degree in Arabic and 
Islamic Studies from the Pontifical Institute for the Study of Arabic and 
Islam in Rome. 
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keep up to date with advances in contemporary religion scholarship 

through “sustained study and guided reading” to develop “adequate” 

knowledge and he recognises the challenges which this presents for time-

poor teachers. He contends that “teachers must educate themselves as 

best they can in the religion which they are to teach” and helpfully 

acknowledges that “not all [educators] are called to ‘the high road’ of 

scholarship and to the formal degree studies in other religions that are 

required for full-time professional theologians and researchers.” He notes 

that “for most secondary teachers,” the “low road” of “sustained study and 

guided reading in the particular religion which they are to teach” is often 

“adequate.” McInerney argues that ‘The Golden Rule’ captures the ethical 

responsibility which an educator must honour in teaching about religions 

other than one’s own, that is, to achieve a balanced and authentic 

presentation of that religion. He argues for critical literacy and 

collaboration between the critical scholarship of the religious ‘outsider’ or 

etic15 perspective and the personal testimony or witness of the religious 

‘insider’ or emic perspective (McInerney, 2009; Partridge, 2014b, p. 26) and 

balances his own critical scholarship about Islam with the ‘testimony’ of a 

Muslim guest speaker who provides ‘witness’ as an insider, and therefore 

the kind of knowledge and insights which he as a scholar but an outsider, 

cannot do. Both scholars and teachers need to “seek and find comparative 

peers from that other religion who can represent it adequately and 

authentically” (McInerney, 2009, p. 29)   

McInerney advises teachers to “seek and find comparative peers from that 

other religion” who offer “personal witness” to that lived religion and to its 

rich diversity “even if their witness is sometimes more denominational 

than inclusive and more confessional rather than rigorously academic” 

(2009, p. 29). A key concept is the argument for both the need and 

challenges of ‘ethical reciprocity’ in teaching religions “other than one’s 

own” so that “students can critically appreciate Islam” (2009, p. 27). While 

 
15 The ‘etic’ perspective refers to studying a religion “from the outside”; 
studying a religion as an ‘insider’, “or at least relying heavily on the views 
of insiders” is sometimes referred to as the ‘emic’ perspective. 
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acknowledging the reality that ‘insider’ witness may not be ‘rigorous’, 

which is a salient observation for religious educators.  

In the argument for an authentic and balanced view of Islam, McInerney 

can be seen to be considering educator epistemology, positionality and 

pedagogy, including theological understanding about Islam, understanding 

of self, and authentic representation and learner engagement with the 

religion of Islam, although he doesn’t specifically observe or critique how 

these might intersect in an individual educator, which is a key idea in this 

thesis.  

A salient element of McInerney’s thinking about authenticity and balance 

for this thesis is his argument that any “informed opinion” (even a 

scholarly-informed perspective) “is precisely that, an informed opinion of a 

suitably qualified person, not a definitive pronouncement of the religion as 

such.” This scholarly insight opens the door on the very practical 

pedagogical issue of teachers who might be tempted to generalise about 

the religion of Islam from the testimony of a “single story” (Patel, 2022) if 

their knowledge is limited or incomplete. The implication is therefore that 

teacher knowledge must be ‘adequate’, which again links educator 

epistemology to pedagogy. A further salient element in McInerney is the 

attention he draws to the reality of “cultural accretions” and “things we 

believe and do in our religious observance [which] are customary.” Thus, 

overall, “the question of who represents a tradition is much more complex 

than at first glance” (McInerney, 2009, pp. 27-28). 

This strongly suggests the value of scholarly collaboration to enhance 

educators’ critical insights to be able to distinguish purely cultural habits 

from the essential theological elements of the religion of Islam. One 

example is Williams’ reading of the ‘forced marriage’ question, which he 

describes as “serious and scandalous, [but] precisely because it has to do 

with custom and culture rather than directly binding enactments by 

religious authority” (Williams, 2008). The hopeful observation that 

“theology still waits for us around the corner of these debates, however 
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hard our culture may try to keep it out” (Williams, 2008)16 points to the 

potential for mutual benefit of collaboration between religious educators 

and theologians in education about Islam. For example, Lovat’s argument 

for approaching education through the construct of Islam as the religion of 

‘Fair Go’ (2009, pp. 76-83) offers a valuable epistemological starting point 

and pedagogical rationale. There is, however, a need to actualise this 

construct with educators if they are to take these ideas further in their own 

thinking and apply them in the classroom.  

2.6.2 Theology, religious education and experience  

The argument that religious education and theology can be understood as 

“separate sails in the one breeze” (Moore, 2020, p. 227)17 sheds helpful 

light on possible reasons for the very limited evidence of collaborative 

work between these two disciplines to improve pedagogical approaches in 

appropriate and relevant education about Islam in programs of religion. 

Moore has referred to “ongoing tension between the spheres of religious 

education and of theological studies,” arguing that tension may exist in 

discussions between those with a theological education behind them, and 

educators, whose training is in education itself, and whose immediate 

concern is the children in front of them” (Moore, G., 2020, p. 227). Moore 

also raises the issue of discipline differences, with theology’s focus on a 

level of abstraction which, “while not closed to experience, is far removed 

from the ferment of a primary school classroom and research engagement 

 
16http://rowanwilliams.archbishopofcanterbury.org/articles.php/1137/arch
bishops-lecture-civil-and-religious-law-in-england-a-religious-
perspective.html 
17 The article from which this is taken served as the introductory 
presentation at the academic conference preceding the 2019 Religious 
Education Symposium, Moving from Theory to Practice: Religious 
Education in the Classroom, held under the auspices of Broken Bay 
Institute–TAITE, in September 2019 at Darling Harbour, Sydney. While 
much of his argument concerned theology for religious education teachers 
in the home tradition of the school, the points he made are discussed here 
because of their relevance to theological understanding about Islam for 
religion teachers. 
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with teachers” (2020, p. 228). Moore argued that religious education “is 

constantly measured by its effectiveness in engaging with experience,” and 

most pointedly with the experience of students in class.  

The arguments from Moore (2020), Rymarz (2007), and Rymarz & Cleary 

(2016) have arisen in relation to their observations of religious educators 

teaching the home religious tradition (Roman Catholic). However, their 

thoughtful insights can be confidently applied to understanding why and 

how teachers might construct knowledge about Islam from their own 

experience and in some cases prioritise the world of practical experience in 

their pedagogical approaches. Rymarz offers insights through the 

theological argument that “one important reason behind the lack of 

religious content knowledge is the reluctance of teachers to move beyond 

the experiential world of their students” (2007) without extending or 

deepening the experience with fresh new insights.  

2.6.3 Linking theology, epistemology and pedagogy 

Rymarz self-identifies as a practical theologian who often “addresses topics 

at the interface between theology and sociology” and a Religious Education 

scholar and practitioner whose work is especially salient for this study 

(Rymarz, 2007; Rymarz & Cleary, 2016). His insights into the intersection of 

religious educator epistemology, theology and pedagogical considerations 

have proved to be highly insightful, including the argument although 

“constructivist theory has much to offer as a pedagogical principle,” it is 

“less successful as an epistemology” (Rymarz, 2007, p. 69). The argument is 

that while “all sound pedagogy” utilizes the experiences of the learner, the 

learning must move beyond the experience of the learner, giving the 

learner the opportunity to “extend, elaborate and deepen the experience 

with fresh new insights.” These insights come when a learner (teacher or 

student learner) applies a critical approach to new information and 

synthesises or creates new knowledge as a result of critical thinking, rather 

than just adding new information ‘in parallel’ to what one already knows. 

These insights give support to the arguments of Lovat (2015) and Williams 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 27 

(2008) about the importance of a theological knowledge to an 

understanding of IS/ISIS and the ability to distinguish the religion of Islam 

from the ideology of Islamism. In teaching about the home tradition, the 

teacher must be familiar with the language of certain theological concepts 

and be “skilled, confident and sufficiently conversant with and critical of his 

or her own perspective” (Rymarz, 2007, p. 73) if learners are to “acquire a 

coherent grasp” of knowledge. Although these insights have not been 

offered in relation to learning and teaching about Islam, they can be used 

to support the argument of this thesis that similar considerations about 

educator epistemology and a degree of theological understanding about 

Islam would support coherence in the teacher’s own understanding and 

ability to help students to do the same.    

2.7  Ways of framing Islam: coherence in epistemology and educator 

positionality  

Ammerman (2021) offers evidence to support the significance of a 

learner’s positionality in observing that “[a]s we have slowly learned, what 

you see depends on where you stand.” In her constructivist model of inter-

faith education for “learning about another’s religion,” Engebretson (2009, 

2012a) acknowledged the significance of the lifeworld (Husserl, 1958) in 

the religious consciousness (or even unconsciousness) of a religious 

believer or adherent. Engebretson has framed the argument by 

acknowledging the significance of the lifeworld but does not address the 

impact of an educators’ religious positionality in teaching about religions 

other than his or her own. She does caution against interfaith dialogue for 

students, as they are not ‘fully formed’ in their own religious positionality 

but does not address this as an issue for teachers.  

Engebretson does not address the question of how religious educators are 

to address their own bias and potential hermeneutic idealism of the 

religious educator’s lifeworld and religious formation in, for example, the 

Catholic Christian tradition (Ryan, 2013, p. 168). The argument which 

emphasises the epistemological demands on teachers of the State-based 

Syllabus courses and how this might also apply to the ontological demands 
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of religious positionality are acknowledged or implied. However, the 

literature does not appear to address the implications or the intersection 

of educator epistemology and ontology and how teacher professional 

learning might address these issues of learning about Islam and learning 

about self (Lovat, 2005, 2009). 

Teachers may have trouble finding academic support for problems which 

demand attention in the classroom. In their extensive review of student 

textbooks, Douglass & Dunn (2003, pp. 56) assert that “Islam is generally 

not interpreted as its adherents understand it but as the editors believe 

will be acceptable to textbook adoption committees.” This has a certain 

merit but may be problematic for teachers if it avoids critical analysis in 

relation to violence, conflict and negative perceptions. Douglass & Dunn 

argue that overwhelmingly, “certain fundamental facts are ignored, while 

other details are selectively emphasized” (p. 56) about Islam, with a focus 

on the “interfaith linkages” and common elements, shared scriptural 

understandings and similarities among the monotheistic Abrahamic 

religions.  

Ammerman’s argument that studying lived religion, that is, studying “what 

people are actually doing and how they are doing it” [emphasis added] has 

“opened the door to a wealth of new knowledge on which we can continue 

to build” (Ammerman, 2021, pp. 2-9). While acknowledging that “[r]eligion 

also happens, of course, when people gather for avowedly religious 

purposes in religious institutions,” Ammerman also understands religion as 

“dynamic and creative” and observes that “[s]ometimes that rediscovery 

[of religion] has come out of hard-to-ignore problems,” pointing out that 

“[t]errorist attacks around the world are accompanied by declarations that 

‘God is great!’” She also observes that “we have rediscovered religion as 

we have seen it in every corner of the human community [for example] 

settling refugees.” For Ammerman, as for the reality of religious education 

today, “[t]his is religion that poses problems and demands attention” 

(2021, pp. 2-3).  
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2.8 Educator positionality in an epistemology of practice: “It’s complicated” 

(Boys, Mary, 2012, pp. 138-143) 

Several key religious education scholars emphasise the need for self-

understanding of one’s own positionality and a need to interrogate one’s 

own assumptions and bias (Boys, 2012; Douglas, B., 2014; Goldburg et al., 

2009; Hill, 2004; Lovat, 2005). Hill argued that when we have new 

experiences which seriously challenge our assumptions “we may find 

ourselves distressed and disoriented” and by implication, need to negotiate 

our ways through these challenges (Hill, 2004, pp. 4-5). 

Boys reports self-critical scholarship resulting from a distressing and 

disorienting experience in teaching about Judaism to a racially and 

religiously diverse class of adults and coming to a new understanding of 

insider/outsider perspectives concerning religious and racial positionality. 

Self-critical insights arose when her thinking about anti-Semitism and 

black/white outsider/insider privilege and positionality was disrupted by 

students’ experience, perceptions and dispositions. The issue in the 

stimulus material “was no longer theoretical—Black ink on a White page” 

but was now about “real White Jews and Black Christians speaking about 

our experiences in the world around us” (Boys, 2012, p. 141). This is the 

reality of the classroom, and Boys acknowledged that she “forced myself to 

talk about sensitive topics that made me uncomfortable” and warns that 

with this approach, “the pedagogical challenge will necessarily involve a 

considerable degree of disequilibrium” among the (adult) students. Boys is 

not speaking here about a pedagogy for school-age students, but rather, 

for adults wrestling and reckoning with insider/outsider issues and 

dispositions. Boys acknowledges both the difficulty and the significance of 

“crossing religious borders” because it is “risky work” and “it’s 

complicated—and holy” (Boys, 2012, p. 143). 

 Rymarz (2007) argues against a pedagogical approach where teachers can 

“easily say something” and maintain a “certain degree of comfort” instead 

of “negotiating a way” through some of the complexities through a critical 

approach to the home tradition (Rymarz, 2007, p. 68). 
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Goldburg argues for critical literacy because “to be critical is to employ self-

critical scholarship” in our ways of thinking so that our epistemology, our 

ways of thinking, help us to recognise our assumptions and bias. She 

argues that process-oriented pedagogies outperform now-outdated 

transmission models which merely convey descriptive facts about a religion 

(Goldburg, 2007a, p. 9). This implies that the educator-as-learner will have 

or need to develop epistemological capacity in their ways of knowing and 

understanding a religion under study and the ontological/positional self-

awareness to interrogate their own assumptions considering that 

knowledge if they are “to identify, examine and critique problematic, 

contradictory and multiple ways of viewing the world” (Goldburg et al., 

2009, pp. xi-xiv). Presumably, a teacher would need to start with a degree 

of appropriate and relevant insights into the religion studied as well as the 

skills to “negotiate a way through some of the complexities” if the new 

knowledge synthesised is to reflect genuine critical literacy. The literature 

reflects a significant gap in research about whether teachers in fact have 

this epistemological capacity and ontological awareness.  
 

Lovat links educator-as-learner epistemology with learner positionality, 

arguing that in the case of both the positive and negative interpretations of 

the relationship between Islam and its sibling religions (Christianity and 

Judaism), the educational challenge is to enhance understanding of the self 

through increasing knowledge of the other (Lovat, 2005, p. 38). This is seen 

as a significant insight in relation to Dickson’s argument about ‘critics’ and 

‘defenders’ (2004, p. 179). 

2.9 Ways of knowing about Islam and ways of positioning self: ‘Critics’ and 

‘defenders’  

Dickson’s critical hermeneutic for ways of knowing and perceiving Islam as 

either ‘critics’ or ‘defenders’ is important for its argument that the 

defenders, perhaps naively, argue that Muslims are peace-loving, ‘just like 

us’. Dickson’s concern is that the result of their ‘kinder’ motives creates a 

“weird ‘Westernization’ of Islam,” transforming it “into an ideal expression 

of Western values” (2004, p. 179). Gray (2005) argues that “the essential 
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point that every person must grasp—Muslims and non-Muslims alike—is 

that the Islamic religion can be interpreted peacefully” (2005, p. 3). The 

wording here is nuanced, but a further statement is framed in ways that 

suggest the validity of Dickson’s concern about generalisation and “weird 

‘Westernization’ of Islam: “Today, as in previous generations, the vast 

majority of Muslims have no wish to develop their own personal faith in a 

violent direction. They seek, as do all civilised people, a peaceful life” (Gray, 

2005, p. 3).  

Panjwani & Revell caution against approaches to teaching about Islam in 

ways that can “lead to an Othering” of both the religion and its adherents 

(Panjwani & Revell, 2018, p. 269). If knowledge is constructed in ways 

which “force us to seek an essence that defines Islam” such as ‘Islam is a 

religion of equality’ or ‘Islam is a religion of peace’(2018, p. 270), this 

“reifies Islam, that is, it makes it into a thing…which is then seen as either 

compatible or not compatible with the equally essentialist ideas of 

democracy, human rights, modernity, peace, etc.” (2018, p. 269). In their 

evaluation of education about Islam in English school programs of religious 

education, Panjwani & Revell contend that knowledge about Islam can also 

be essentialised through “patterns of knowledge that create not just a 

stereotype but one which is defined by its difference from the cultural 

norm” (2018, p. 271). This is a pitfall for educators who teach about Islam, 

but no other literature was found in the Australian context which 

supported or challenged these views.  

Dickson (2004) offers evidence to link the epistemological (ways of 

knowing and interpreting information about Islam) with ontological 

positionality (way of being) in relation to the hermeneutic space. Dickson 

criticises the “popular” approach, that is, “to emphasise the sameness of 

the great Faiths” is motivated by “a desire to get along and to connect to 

each other as fellow members of the human family,” but, significantly for 

this study, “also partly motivated by ignorance of the blissful kind” (2004, 

pp. 13-14). He argues the need to “understand the world religions on their 

own terms and in their own categories,” even though this approach has 
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become ‘unpopular.’ Dickson argues the case for the need “to take off the 

blinders and actually look at the differences” as “the only way really to 

understand them” (Dickson, 2004, pp. 11-15). The contention that one’s 

view of a religion and its adherents differs depending upon whether one 

looks at a religion from a distance (that is, superficially) or up close, where 

one sees the reality that religions are “substantially different,” is salient for 

this thesis (Dickson, 2004, pp. 14-15). Dickson’s view that “making 

assumptions about other religions can have the effect of lowering our 

tolerance for difficult concepts,” leading us to “give up trying to 

understand them and revert to our easier, perhaps simplistic, ideas about 

what the religion teaches” (2004, p. 10). There appears to be very little 

research or scholarship to explore what is suggested by this, namely, the 

possible intersectionality of teacher epistemology (knowledge and 

interpretation of Islam), positionality (knowledge of self in relation to Islam 

and those who practise Islam) and knowledge of pedagogy (how to 

appropriately represent Islam authentically and with integrity). 

Dickson challenges both ‘critics’ or ‘defenders’ asking if they “have actually 

met a Muslim or bothered to find out about the Islamic faith” (2004, p. 

179). A thoughtful perspective from exasperated Muslim women contends: 

“[e]veryone seems to have an opinion about Muslim women, even those—

especially those—who have never met one” (Mattu & Maznavi, 2012).18 

This is seen in their sardonic response to negative stereotypes of oppressed 

and brainwashed women:   

Muslim women—we just can’t seem to catch a break. We’re 
oppressed, submissive, and forced into arranged marriages by big-
bearded men. Oh, and let’s not forget—we’re also hiding explosives 
under our clothes (Adra, 2012; Mattu & Maznavi, 2012).  

 
18 Following the terrorist events of 9/11 in the United States, two American 
Muslim women editors conceived a book project about Muslim women 
called Love, MashAllah, as a way to counteract stereotypes about Muslim 
women and men held by non-Muslims. Described as “both a romantic and 
a political text” which “straddles the boundary between literature and the 
social sciences” (Adra, 2012, p. 429). This study focused on Muslim women 
in America, but similar questions about identity repeatedly emerge in the 
data from the research described in this thesis. 
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3.0 Pedagogical approaches to teaching about religions of the world, 
including Islam 

Evidence from research about student learning (Malone, 1996, 1998), 

McArdle (2003), highlight the significance of attention to teacher 

methodology and content. McArdle (2003) examined the actual, as 

opposed to the intended, outcomes of student assessment in Studies of 

Religion in the New South Wales Higher School Certificate (NSW HSC) and 

concluded that “in the discipline of religion, how we learn about it will 

determine to a great extent what it is that we learn” (p. 26). McArdle 

emphasises that there are implications for human resources, but no follow-

up research was located which investigates teacher perspectives and 

dispositions in their own voices about their methods and preparation to 

teach about religions of the world, including of course Islam. 

Ryan observes that “questions have been raised about the relevance and 

meaning of comparative religious studies for Australian school students” 

(Ryan, 2013, p. 164) and that there is an “imbalance in the way classroom 

courses have been structured and presented in Australian schools” (Ryan, 

2013, p. 169). He contends that “while the [Religion Studies] courses have 

aimed to bring about a socially responsible goal – the creation of a tolerant 

and understanding community – and have provided impetus to the 

religious disciplines, these have not been the actual observed outcomes.” 

Ryan argues that “some uncritical application of the scholarly disciplines of 

religion has been a feature of secondary school programs.” He contends 

that school programs “need to be qualitatively different from university 

courses” because education about Islam in the classroom will also need to 

take account of students’ experience and interests (2013, pp. 170-171).  

A brief discussion touching on pedagogical approaches to teaching about 

religions of the world is therefore relevant, even if Islam is not mentioned 

specifically within the discussion. Recalling that “how something is taught is 

as important as what is taught” (McArdle, 2003) a considerable body of 

scholarly literature about pedagogical approaches and methods in religious 

education and religious studies has been consulted. This includes the 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 34 

research and writings of Australian religious education 

scholar/practitioners Crotty & Lovat (2016); Engebretson (2009, 2012a, 

2012b); Goldburg (2007a, 2007b, 2008, 2013, 2019); Hill (2004); Lovat 

(2003a, 2003b, 2005, 2006, 2009, 2010, 2013); Lovat & Crotty (2015); Ryan 

(2013); Rymarz (2007).  

3.1 Constructivist pedagogical approaches 

Grimmitt’s Pedagogies of religious education (2000) remains a salient work 

for this thesis, especially concerning his view that “[a]ll pedagogical models 

of religious education are expressions of certain assumptions about how 

education and religion can be brought into a relationship” in ways which 

“combine a particular view of religion(s) with a particular view of 

education” (Grimmitt, 2000, p. 17). Here again the reference to 

relationship suggests the need to look at the intersection of educator 

epistemology, positionality and pedagogy. What is significant is the 

intention concerning the kind or kinds of interaction between the learners 

and the religious content.  

Grimmitt identifies two broad categories of interactions as learning about 

religion or learning from religion. Pedagogies which serve learning about 

religion include instructional, conceptual, empathetic interactions, while 

learning from religion involves reflective, interpretative, critical and 

evaluative interactions (2000, p. 17, emphasis in original). This is highly 

significant for this thesis as a framework within which to explore and 

understand how educators approach teaching about Islam. 

In learning about religion, the assumption is that the learner will 

“assimilate and accommodate the content as understood within its faith 

context but then re-contexualise it within their own self-understanding for 

the purposes of values clarification, existential analysis, illumination of 

personal constructs, etc.” (Grimmitt, 2000, pp. 17-18). In learning from 

religion, the learner might be expected to “subject [the religion’s] truth 

claims to critical evaluation using criteria” from disciplines such as 

philosophy, science, ethics, psychology, etc. (Grimmitt, 2000, p. 18). The 

context and the educator’s own theories or hypotheses about teaching and 
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learning will inform the pedagogical procedures and strategies an educator 

chooses in how his or her students will “experience, engage with and 

respond to the content” (Grimmitt, 2000, p. 18).   

3.2 Constructivist or critical realist pedagogy  

Goldburg argues that with process-oriented pedagogies such as social 

constructivism, learners ‘engage empathetically’ with religious believers to 

acquire new knowledge by integrating what they learn from this 

engagement into their own experiences. They integrate new learning with 

what they already know and believe (Goldburg, 2007, p. 8; Grimmitt, 

2000). This is what Wright (2009) critiques, criticising the pedagogy of 

“moulding and shaping [new information and knowledge] into meaningful 

patterns that make sense to them” (Wright, 2009, p. 23). Wright argues in 

favour of a critically realistic pedagogy which will “penetrate beneath the 

surface appearance of religions” to widen the learner’s epistemic horizons 

with “the possibility of [learners’] pre-given conceptual frameworks being 

transformed by their encounter with contrasting religious and secular truth 

claims” (Wright, 2009, pp. 22-26).  
 

Goldburg would likely argue that her process-oriented constructivist 

pedagogical approach shaped by a five-aspect inquiry learning model 

(Goldburg et al., 2009) in fact addresses this concern and promotes “a deep 

understanding of how religion is in the world and how its followers 

perceive and experience that religious tradition” (2007, p. 8). She argues 

for “serious and robust study, including critique” (2007, p. 8), which is not 

reduced to “multi-fact religion” at the expense of student engagement.  

Goldburg’s process of inquiry (Framing, Investigating, Reasoning, Judging 

and Reflecting) has been developed to enable the learner to “build 

knowledge and then critique that knowledge in the light of information 

gathered,” thus addressing the concerns of Wright (2009) and Rymarz 

(2007) in relation to the need for the level of knowledge generated or 

constructed in response to critique.  

Wright addresses the question which might be expressed as “teaching 

religion, teaching truth” by arguing against constructivism because he does 
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not see it as an approach which can “cultivate religious literacy” so that 

learners can make “informed judgements about their own worldviews in 

the light of the worldviews of others” (Wright, 2009, p. 26). In Wright’s 

critical realist pedagogy, learners need to be taught in ways that enable 

them “to make informed judgements between conflicting accounts of 

ultimate reality and discern the implications of such accounts for the way 

in which they conduct their own spiritual lives,” and insists that “there are 

no short-cuts in successful teaching and learning in religious education” 

(2009, p. 26). His view is that constructivist pedagogies are insufficient to 

do this.  

3.3. Phenomenology as an approach 

In the many discussions around ways to approach the study of religion, 

much has been said about phenomenology as a pedagogical approach in 

programs of religion. The issue is beyond the scope of this review of the 

literature, but what is relevant is acknowledgement that in some programs, 

educators “focussed too narrowly on Smart’s dimensions (1969) as the 

primary means for teaching about World Religions” (Goldburg, 2007a, p. 

8). The key language here is ‘narrowly” in relation to describing religious 

phenomena with a sense that this approach did not achieve outcomes of 

genuine religious learning, even when the model involved the typological 

approach of Moore and Habel (1982) by starting with students’ prior 

learning about phenomena and religious ‘types’ in their own, or the home 

tradition of the school. Goldburg’s work challenges religious educators “to 

examine how we read the world, to examine what we take for granted in 

texts…and to critique the particular culture in which texts are constructed” 

(Goldburg, 2007, p. 27). She a applies a hermeneutic of suspicion “to 

question and challenge attitudes, values and beliefs that lie beneath the 

surface” and to ask, “what or whose view of religion is presented as normal 

by the text?” (2007, p. 27).   

Lovat’s argument in support of considering Islam as the religion of ‘Fair Go’ 

appears to resonate with Goldburg’s argument that “reading texts from 

different positions could also open doors to issues of plurality and religious 
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diversity” (Goldburg, 2007, p. 27). Lovat argues that the phenomenological 

model in practice has often embraced only the descriptive, non-

judgemental phase of “bracketing out” one’s critical reflection and 

judgment without embracing the more challenging ‘eidetic’ phase where a 

learner might well “question the value of whatever aspect of religion is 

being studied,” to ensure that “an accurate picture is being gained” (Lovat, 

2009, p. 20).  

Both Goldburg and Lovat appear to be on the same epistemological page in 

favour of the kind of learning which can promote an ‘emancipatory 

interest’ in ways of knowing about religion and religions which might “lead 

to critiquing the home religious tradition as well as the religious traditions 

of others” (Goldburg, 2007, p. 27). 

Lovat has consistently argued for the value of phenomenology as an 

educational method well suited to the goals of interfaith education 

curricula (2003; 2006; 2010; 2013) but agrees that while phenomenology 

can be a useful tool, this usefulness has not always translated into strong, 

useful educational materials (Lovat, 1989, 2005a, 2009). Goldburg et. al 

(2010) incorporate a pedagogical approach which takes learning in the 

direction of ‘emancipatory interest’, with the caveat that actual classroom 

practice would depend on the educator’s willingness and ability to 

interrogate his or her own positionality and assumptions about the 

religions under study. 

3.3.1 Phenomenological-reflective-dialogical approach as a successful 

methodological strategy  

A pedagogical model proposed by Roux and defined as “phenomenological-

reflective-dialogical” appears to address issues of religious educator 

positionality and epistemology to “help student teachers gain knowledge 

of religions other than their own” (Roux, 2007, p. 122). In Roux’s research 

model, the learners first investigated and explored the phenomena of a 

religion while ‘bracketing out’ assumptions using the technique of epoché 

in a phenomenological study, but followed this with analysis and 

discussion, using “dialogical skills to argue independently on matters 
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previously unknown to them” (p. 123). Roux observed that the “well-

critiqued phenomenological approach towards the understanding of 

content” was used but most students tended to reflect with more 

confidence once they had gained knowledge of the different religions 

before reflecting on their own experiences and perceptions” (p. 123). 

Roux’s work was with student teachers, but the point which one student 

made theoretically applies to practising educators who are also learning 

about Islam, namely, that for teaching about religions other than one’s 

own, “the gaining of knowledge would be extremely important; and maybe 

later you can interpret things” (Roux, 2007, p. 123).  

Summary of Chapter 1 

There is considerable evidence of an urgent need for education about 

Islam, especially as students are likely to encounter stereotypes, negative 

views and misrepresentation of the religion of Islam and Muslims from the 

media which they tend to consume. Religious education teachers can play 

an important role to make a difference in their students’ ways of knowing 

about Islam, given the kinds of issues confronting teachers who are 

expected to educate responsibly about religion and religions of the world. 

There are significant gaps in the literature in relation to religious educators’ 

epistemology of practice in teaching about Islam. These gaps include 

investigation of the intersection of educator epistemology (ways of 

knowing about Islam) and educator ontology (ways of understanding 

oneself and one’s role as a religious educator teaching about Islam) and the 

influence of these on educator pedagogy within specific programs of 

religion. The literature has been examined in relation to pedagogical 

rationale and pedagogical approaches which may guide teacher practice. 

Chapter 2 describes the qualitative research design for the interviews with 

fifteen non-Muslim religious educators who teach about Islam, the 

research philosophy informing the methodology, the methodological 

approach, including one-on-one semi-structured interviews and the 

question prompts used in the interview instrument to collect data.   
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Chapter 2 Methodology 

Research question: How have non-Muslim religious educators’ ways of 

knowing about Islam through personal and professional experience 

influenced their perspectives, dispositions and pedagogical approaches in 

teaching about Islam in school programs of religion (PoRs)?  

 

1.0 Part One: Research design—overview and theoretical framework  
 

The research design for this study comprises three main components:  

• the research philosophy and rationale 

• the methodology employed 

• the research methods used to conduct the research 
 

The research philosophy offers an ontological and epistemological 

framework to situate the purpose and rationale for this study. The research 

methodology is consistent with researcher philosophy and with the 

methods that have enabled the researcher to collect the kind of data 

needed to address the research question.  
 

The study was a qualitative investigation of the perceptions, dispositions 

and experience in learning and teaching about Islam of fifteen (15) non-

Muslim religious educators teaching in three (3) church-affiliated schools 

with different religious education programs and curriculum. The study 

interviewed junior and senior secondary school religion educators as well 

as two teachers who at that time were teaching in primary school 

programs of religion (2017).  
 

The aim was to explore their epistemology of non-Muslim religious 

educator practice in learning and teaching about Islam based on sources of 

teacher knowledge, dispositions developed through their interpretation of 

that knowledge and the application of that knowledge to their teaching 

practice. The research question focus had a three-fold purpose of 

investigation: 
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• How do religious educators source information and construct 

knowledge about Islam from their own personal and professional 

experience? (Ways of learning and knowing about the religion of 

Islam) 

• How do the sources of learning influence educator perceptions and 

dispositions toward educating about Islam within their programs of 

religion? (Ways of thinking and feeling toward education about 

Islam) 

• How do they apply knowledge about Islam in their pedagogical 

practice? (Ways of teaching) 
 

1.1 Research philosophy and rationale  

The researcher chose a qualitative approach as the strategy most suited to 

her exploration of a social reality in her local religious education context 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 19). The researcher’s curiosity was driven by the need 

“to make sense of (or interpret) the meanings that others have about the 

world” (Creswell, 2002, p. 9) in this case, non-Muslim’s religious educators’ 

ways of learning, knowing and teaching about Islam. 

The project was guided by the researcher’s sense of the need to hear 

directly from those who were or had recently been teaching about Islam to 

understand how they approached learning about this religion, with a 

particular interest in their sources of learning and their perspectives on the 

influences of these sources on their dispositions and pedagogical practices 

in teaching about Islam. 

A key driver of this research was the importance of collecting data directly 

from practitioners with different personal and professional experiences 

and ways of knowing about Islam to explore and honour their subjective 

views and perceptions (Liddy, 1992; Bryman, 2012). As a former teacher of 

Religious Education and Religious Studies who worked in similar contexts 

as the participants in this study, the researcher had a “self-conscious 

awareness” of her position in the research process, a “whole-of-research 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 41 

approach” of reflection, not just on individual interviews, but on the full 

process, including writing up the research results (Willis, 2010, p. 409). 

Open-ended question prompts were designed to encourage participants to 

narrate their experience and share their perspectives so that knowledge of 

their practice could be constructed “through interaction and discussion 

with the researcher” (Creswell, 2002; Lacey et. al., 2022, p. 98). The need 

for and significance of practitioner contributions to scholarly research was 

a key driver of this research and the researcher herself sought to 

communicate this to potential and subsequently committed participants. 

The letter to educators inviting participation in the study stated the specific 

intent to raise and amplify the voices of practitioners about their work in 

teaching about Islam:  

Academic literature tends to reflect the views of scholars about 
Islam but not the voices of religious education teachers. It is your 
voices which need to be heard by university academics so that we 
can better understand and support teacher practitioners to 
promote transformative learning. (See Appendix 1) 

 

Citing the argument from scholarly literature urging “a role for a ‘bold and 

robust’ form of religious education about Islam” (Lovat, 2009, p. 76) to 

combat stereotypes and promote transformative learning, the researcher 

framed the study to contribute new knowledge in the interest of both 

scholarly insights and practical implications of what was happening on the 

ground in the local context. The research interest was in  

• teacher epistemology—their sources of learning about Islam, the 

knowledge which they had constructed from those sources 

• educator perspectives and dispositions which flowed from their 

experience in learning and teaching about Islam, especially in 

respect to the influence of mainstream and social media and the 

influence of meeting and talking to Muslims about their beliefs and 

practice 
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• educator pedagogy as it was influenced by participant ways of 

knowing about Islam and their experiences of learning and teaching 

about Islam within different programs of religion and context. 

As a former teacher of religious education and studies of religion, the 

researcher firmly acknowledges the significance of each individual 

practitioner’s experience, perspectives and dispositions in relation to the 

larger educational project of teaching about Islam in our globalised and 

epistemologically challenged society. It is hoped that this highly 

contextualised study of the importance of understanding educators’ ways 

of knowing about Islam will encourage further studies to draw out more 

insights into educator epistemologies of practice in this subject area of the 

curriculum.  

1.1.2. Research philosophy 

This research took as its starting point the ideas of Jürgen Habermas 

concerning cognitive interests in three distinctive types of human learning 

as they can be applied to educational objectives and in the case of this 

study, education about Islam (Lovat, 2009, p. 20), especially critical or self-

reflective ways of knowing which serve the ‘emancipatory interest’, where 

learners are able to “know and act on their knowing…to improve the 

human lot.” The researcher wished to explore in a concrete local setting 

this “sharp end of education” that is, praxis, understood as “combining 

theory and practice with a view to change.” (Habermas 1971, 1973; Lovat, 

2009, pp. 19-22). 

Embracing these philosophical concepts about ways of knowing and acting 

on an understanding that “[O]ne has to delve deeply…to go out and 

investigate, research, survey and interview people who are personally 

affected by whatever is being studied” (Lovat, 2009, p. 21), the researcher 

undertook to investigate teacher ways of knowing about Islam and the 

relationship of these to what teachers reported about their pedagogical 

practice. As well, the researcher was deeply interested in exploring the 

idea that ‘emancipatory knowing’ includes “relational, reflective and 

emotional factors” (Habermas, 1971, 1973; Lovat, 2009, p. 21). 
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The teachers in this study were approached because their programs of 

religion offered a certain amount of flexibility to develop or tailor their 

curriculum design for junior secondary units of study and in some cases, in 

senior secondary school-based single-semester units of study.  

The researcher anticipated that the evidence offered by the teachers 

would reflect not only a range of backgrounds and life experience in 

learning about Islam and teaching religious education and/or studies of 

religion but would likely reflect significant differences in pedagogical 

practice as well. This offered the possibility of a range of data about 

teacher epistemology and pedagogical thinking and practice even in a 

limited local context.  

This study was intended as a starting point for discerning different ways of 

knowing and teaching about this significant and topical area within local 

programs of Religious Education, Religious Studies, Religion and Philosophy 

(RaP) and Religious and Values Education (RaVE). The investigation was 

designed to explore areas of inquiry that would be of significance for 

practitioners, curriculum leaders and scholars, with an interest in drawing 

out implications for further research, teacher professional learning 

conversations and dialogue with scholars working in the academic 

disciplines of religious education, values education and studies of religion.  

This project was never envisioned as a quantitative study to survey the 

epistemology and pedagogy of a broad range of teachers. The researcher 

was not looking to prove or disprove a theory or to arrive at the kind of 

generalisations which could be supported by a wide range of evidence. The 

intent was to allow theory and understanding about educator practice in a 

certain context to emerge from the evidence provided by teachers working 

in that context.  

In determining which research methods and practice would best suit this 

study, single, one-on-one hour-long interviews were the preferred tool to 

collect rich, relevant data from time-poor teacher practitioners.  
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The researcher’s interest was in generating data to show the nuances and 

detail of individual teacher ways of knowing about Islam and Muslims, 

particularly in how they reported the influence of certain experiences of 

encounter with Islam through and with Muslim dialogue partners and the 

influence of media reporting about Islam on their dispositions and practice.  

1.2 Researcher epistemology/ontology 

Since the early 2000s, the researcher had been teaching and developing 

curriculum units with material about Islam for both junior secondary 

Religious Education and senior secondary Religious Studies. The researcher 

observed repeatedly that global events involving Islam or Islamist ideology 

as they affected the wider discourse and at times appeared to pose 

significant epistemological challenges for religious educators in curriculum 

and pedagogy when they were expected to teach about religion of Islam as 

limited topic in some of the Religious Education or Religious Studies 

curriculum units. Some observed teaching practices prompted a certain 

unease about what was being taught (or not taught) and how teachers 

were approaching teaching about Islam. 

Discussion among staff indicated that dispositions toward the need for 

sensitivity in teaching about Islam, but in relation to curriculum, resources 

and classroom practice, some teachers appeared to be under-prepared and 

under-resourced, with limited technical cognitive interests and little or no 

experience of encounter with Muslims or with the religious phenomena. 

The topic of Islam was afforded little space in the curriculum and limited 

textual material and resources supported mainly technical, factual ways of 

knowing Islam. There appeared to be little incentive for time-poor teachers 

to develop interpretive/communicative interests in the religion of Islam 

and no one facilitating the development of these interests. In effect, there 

was a sense that there was no need to go beyond providing basic 

information through a superficial look at some of the phenomena of Islam 

when Islam might have been included as an incidental topic in senior study 

units such as Religion in the Media or Religion through the Arts or World 

Religions.   



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 45 

The researcher invited a Muslim friend to present a short talk about Islam 

to a group of junior secondary students who were learning about Islam in a 

unit of study about religions of the world (other than the home Roman 

Catholic tradition). Teachers acknowledged the value and importance of 

first-hand encounter with a knowledgeable Muslim woman who was able 

to engage the interest of non-Muslim students in a friendly, age-

appropriate and relevant manner. For some of the teachers and most of 

the students, this was the first time that they had met and conversed with 

a Muslim woman, and the interactive presentation was recognised as an 

important source of reliable and authentic information for all. This practical 

experience influenced the researcher and other religious educators of the 

importance of first-hand interactive encounter for both teacher and 

students. In a practical sense, teachers must learn ‘on the job’ at the same 

time as their students. The teachers valued the opportunity to engage with 

an educated and professional Muslim woman’s perspective on issues such 

as the role of women in Islam or the misrepresentation of Muslims in 

mainstream media. These experiences influenced teacher dispositions 

toward a preference for sourcing information about Islam from Muslims 

themselves. The researcher readily acknowledges the influence of these 

experiences on her own ontological standing in three ways: first, a kind of 

epistemological ‘humbling’ in the interactions with a knowledgeable and 

Muslim ‘insider’; second, awareness of evidence which suggested a degree 

of ‘emancipatory learning’ in teachers who expressed or hinted at changed 

or enlarged perspectives about the religion of Islam and Muslims; third, a 

sense of the imperative for further collegial discussion about learning goals 

and resources to support education for praxis, action to work for justice 

and equity in challenging certain assumptions and preconceptions about 

the religion of Islam and its adherents.  

The researcher’s reflections on these experiences began to coalesce 

around a desire to investigate the experience, dispositions and pedagogy of 

educators who taught about Islam in other religion program contexts 

where educators were known to approach learning and teaching about 

Islam differently. 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 46 

The researcher acknowledges the significance of her own ontological and 

epistemological positioning for her decision to undertake this research. She 

notes her own bias toward prioritising an approach to education about 

Islam which engages to even a small degree with both the richness and 

complexity of its history and practices (Lovat, 2003, 2009) through written 

and human texts featuring ‘insider’ perspectives. However, she also 

acknowledges her epistemological interests in prioritising 

hermeneutic/communicative and emancipatory ways of knowing and 

teaching about Islam as a lived religion (Ammerman, 2021) in programs of 

religion. Finally, the researcher also acknowledges her negative views 

about the use of resources which do not support critical literacy about 

Islam and her impatience at that time with colleagues who did not show 

evidence of critical thinking in their pedagogical approach and their choice 

of resources such as the in-class viewing of the 2000 movie Kandahar (see 

the Prelude to this thesis). The researcher had anecdotal evidence that 

such a presentation may have well “hastened closure on [this] subject 

through ungrounded generalization” (Husserl, 1958; Lovat, 2009, p. 69) 

about the religion of Islam by using an inappropriate resource. While these 

personal dispositions may have had ontological significance to her as a 

religious educator, they may have reinforced educator perspectives 

discouraging critical literacy, as was evident in the argument advanced by a 

prominent Catholic religious educator that “[u]nless a curriculum on the 

world’s religions is kept very simple it will be intimidating” to the teacher 

who might have spent a number of years “trying to master the language of 

just one of those [world’s] religions” who “cannot pretend to understand 

those religions” (Moran, 1989, pp. 104-5). 

This led the researcher to consider the value of undertaking academic 

research with educators in differing programs to investigate their ways of 

knowing about Islam and the influences on their perceptions and 

dispositions toward education about Islam in their epistemologies of 

practice. 
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The methodology of phenomenology has allowed the researcher to 

examine and describe the phenomena carefully while suspending her own 

“hasty, pre-emptive judgements” (Lovat, 2009, p. 69) about the teaching 

practice/s of the educators in this study. This is discussed more fully in this 

chapter in 2.2., Phenomenology as a methodological approach (below). 

Throughout this project, the researcher has been aware of the need for 

self-reflection about her own vulnerabilities and limitations. Parahoo 

(2006) defined reflexivity as “the continuous process of reflection by the 

researcher on his or her values,” which can affect the interpretation of 

responses (p. 254). The researcher acknowledges that she has been and is 

“part of the social world under study” (Jootun et al., 2009, p. 42) and so 

chose this methodological approach as both appropriate and necessary to 

the collection of data from the teacher participants.  

It was also important for the researcher to acknowledge that while her 

focus would be on individual teachers’ contributions to the research 

project, the reality is that teachers do not teach in isolation. In each school 

the teachers form a living, teaching community; constantly generating and 

using new knowledge both individually and collaboratively within a shared 

school context. The interest was in looking at participant epistemology 

(ways of knowing Islam) and positionality (religious or non-religious self-

identity and self-understanding as a non-Muslim religious educator) in 

relation school values and priorities, both cognitive and affective.  

1.3 Aligning research decisions and choices with the research philosophy 

The research philosophy reflects the researcher’s ontological and 

epistemological framework, the basic set of beliefs and foundational 

assumptions which underlie and guide this study. The following research 

decisions flow from and align with this qualitative framework. 

a. The researcher chose a qualitative approach to align her intent 

to explore religious educator experience and pedagogy in some 

depth. She saw the potential for a qualitative design to yield far 

more nuanced data than the use of an impersonal survey 
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instrument because it offered an opportunity to establish a 

relationship of trust and collegiality between researcher and 

participants in the interest of advancing research findings of 

potential benefit to both.   

b. Conducting individual participant interviews enabled the 

researcher to prompt and encourage participants to elaborate 

or to clarify comments and observations if necessary.   

c. One-on-one oral interviews were chosen in preference to focus 

group discussions. The goal was to establish a relationship of 

trust and confidentiality with participants, thus encouraging 

candid comments and reflections from which the research could 

identify certain dispositions.  

d. The semi-structured interview and the instrument questions 

were designed to elicit narrative data to help the researcher 

identify and interpret the role of practitioner positionality and 

“where they stood in the ontological landscape” (Douglas, J., 

2019, p. 11) of religious self-identity and religious educator self-

identity without asking direct questions about their religious 

belief or practice. The device facilitated this well and the 

teachers tended to narrate at some length in relation to their 

experience, challenges, and at times, concerns.  

e. Case study design was considered but was rejected for two 

reasons. First, a design which required the extensive collection 

of data about the educator and the school would have been 

impractical and beyond the scope of this project (Bryman, 2012, 

p. 66). Second, the researcher wanted data from at least a small 

sample of teachers working in different school programs at the 

time of the study. A case study of either a single educator or 

school department would not have generated enough detail 

about multiple perspectives to satisfy the researcher’s inquiry 

goals. A practical matter was that it would have been very 

difficult to de-identify a single educator or school, which would 
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have potentially limited the value and application of the 

findings. 

f. The use of targeted prompt questions focused the areas of 

investigation but did not limit the scope of responses. Closed 

questions elicited specific data about teacher experience as a 

religious educator and teacher experience in teaching about 

Islam (Appendix 4, Appendix 5). Open-ended questions 

encouraged participants to offer additional observations, thus 

eliciting considerable data revealing teacher dispositions, 

sometimes expressed through repeated iterations of participant 

observations and self-reflections.  

g. Methods such as interviews with students or classroom 

observations were not used to triangulate data for two reasons. 

The study was not concerned with verifying teacher perceptions 

through an external source. Rather, the phenomena studied 

concerned an individual’s perceptions of the influences of 

reported experience on his or her dispositions and practices. It 

was these objects of study which were relevant. In a practical 

sense, the additional time and ethical requirements for working 

with students would have extended the scope of this study and 

potentially complicated ethical concerns about de-identifying 

teachers and contexts in any further application of the findings. 

h. The relationship between theory and research for this study led 

to a choice to use an inductive approach as a research strategy 

to advance understanding of the dynamic relationship between 

an individual educator’s constructs of knowledge about Islam 

and the influences on his or her perceptions and pedagogical 

choices. Evidence provided by the teacher participants was 

examined through multiple iterations, from which theory and 

theoretical concerns emerged about participant epistemology 

of practice (Bryman, 2012, pp. 19-20).  

i. Narrative inquiry could be used as an effective methodological 

device to encourage participants to see the prompt questions as 
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guides to share their experience as stories, thus increasing the 

potential for the evidence to suggest possibly unspoken 

dispositions.  

 

In summary, a phenomenological approach was the theoretical lens 

through which the qualitative research was designed and conducted. The 

research technique involved semi-structured individual participant 

interviews which used research question prompts to focus and guide the 

interview process. Narrative inquiry proved to be an effective 

methodological device for the participants to share stories in ways that 

shone light on different facets of their learning and teaching journeys.  

1.4 Theorists whose work has informed the research design 

Among those theorists who have informed the rationale and methodology 

of the study, key theorists as reviewed in the literature are noted here:   

• theory of knowledge and human interests from Jürgen Habermas 

about ways of knowing and the three cognitive interests which 

impel them (Habermas, 1971, 1973)  

• theory and practical insights of Terence Lovat as he has applied 

Habermasian knowledge theory to education and specifically, 

religious education (Lovat, 2009, p. 20, 2013, pp. 71-73)  

• theory and practice in the pedagogy of religious education and 

religious studies scholars in Australia, the U.K. and Europe, with the 

work of Michael Grimmitt (2000) as foundational.  

The researcher was interested in exploring teacher perspectives about 

Islam in relation to educator cognitive interests, informed by Habermasian 

thinking about the ways in which the mind works in constructing reality. As 

discussed in the Review of Literature in Chapter One, the three cognitive 

interests/ways of knowing include: 

• empirical/analytic, with an interest in technical control  
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• historical/hermeneutic, with an interest in understanding 

meanings; knowing that results from engagement, interrelationship 

and dialogue with others 

• critical, or self-reflective ways of knowing, which for Habermas 

“serve the emancipatory interest” of the learner in coming to an 

understanding of the value (or otherwise) of what is being studied 

(Habermas, 1971, 1973; Lovat, 2009, p. 20, 2013). 

Critical or self-reflective ways of knowing in programs of religion are 

intended to enable the learner to “question the value of whatever aspect 

of religion is being studied” and to take nothing for granted in the interest 

of education about Islam which has “truly ethical” goals (Habermas, 

1971,1973; Lovat, 2009, pp. 20-21; Van Manen, 1977, p. 205). 

Of particular interest is Lovat’s understanding of a Habermasian view of 

knowing as not linear, but as complex, and not “objective in any simple 

observable or measurable sense because it is infused with the subjectivity 

of the person doing the knowing” (Habermas, 1971; Lovat, 2013, pp. 70-

71).  

Thus, it was important in the context of examining teachers’ epistemology 

of practice to start with the idea that each teacher would have a different 

personal story to tell about his or her encounters with Islam through both 

personal and professional experience. The evidence which they provided as 

they narrated their experience, and the perceptions and dispositions which 

arose from these experiences of encounter with the religion and the 

adherents of Islam, was examined in the context of cognitive interests and 

Habermasian ways of knowing. 

2.0 Part Two: Research methodology  

2.1 Phenomenology19 as methodological approach in this study 

 
19 Phenomenology in this thesis is understood as a method of philosophical 
inquiry which “seeks to arrive at accurate descriptions of ‘phenomena’, or 
the objects of a person’s conscious experience, whether these relate to 
external objects or inner states” (Hill, 2004, p. 233). In this thesis, “[w]hat is 
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The researcher acknowledged her potential bias and preconceptions about 

educator ways of knowing and teaching drawn from previous experience 

and observations of educator practices in teaching about Islam. A 

phenomenological methodology was chosen because it offers a sound 

theoretical lens through which the research could be designed and 

conducted.  

In approaching participants, the researcher identified herself as a former 

religious educator who was conversant with the terminology and methods 

of the discipline but positioned herself as an ‘outsider’ observing each 

participant’s unique experience and context as objectively as possible.  

The research was therefore understood, designed and conducted to  

• investigate in an empathetic and non-evaluative manner participant 

experience, perceptions and dispositions toward education about 

Islam as educators understood and voiced these influences in their 

own words (semi-structured interview phase of the research)  

• describe and assess participant self-understanding of the influence 

of sources of information on their learning and teaching about the 

religion of Islam, including Australian media reporting, to arrive at 

an authentic understanding of the issues and challenges as the 

participants understood them (Lovat, 2009, p. 69; Grimmitt, 2000, 

pp. 26-27) (identification, analysis and assessment phase of the 

research)  

• interpret the results through judicious and critical critique of 

participant self-understanding to arrive at the heart of the matter, 

namely, educator ways of knowing about Islam and the influence of 

these ways of knowing on their dispositions and reported 

pedagogical practices (emergence of theory and and critique 

phase).  

 
true for the purposes of this form of inquiry is not ‘what is’ but what is 
‘perceived’ (Hill, 2004, p. 233).    
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Drawing on Husserl’s notion of epoché (Husserl, 1958), the researcher was 

able to put aside her own assumptions  and “suspend judgement at one 

point of the study and afterwards engage in informed judgement at 

another point of the study” (Lovat, 2009, p. 71) to “make a fresh set of 

judgments, formed by a more impartial, dispassionate and balanced 

analysis” of educator knowledge, dispositions and practice (Douglas, B., 

2006; Husserl, 1958; Lovat, 2006, 2009, 2011; Walter, 2010). This enabled 

her to first describe and then critically examine the influence of participant 

contexts, sources of knowledge, and participant life experience on their 

ways of knowing about Islam and to “make a fresh set of judgments, 

formed by a more impartial, dispassionate and balanced analysis” of the 

subject of study (Lovat, 2009, p. 69). Analysis of the data could then enable 

the researcher to interpret the findings to reveal the essences of 

participant ways of knowing about Islam and interpret how these 

influenced educator perspectives, dispositions, and pedagogical practice. In 

analysing the data, the use of eidetic science or reduction allowed the 

essences of the teachers’ lifeworld influences to be grasped and 

interpreted through the themes which emerged around dispositions and 

practice, to find and appraise the ‘essence’, of educator experience, 

perceptions and dispositions and their reported influence on teacher 

pedagogy (Lovat, 2009, p. 70). 

2.2 Narrative as a methodological device in this study 

As social science research, this investigation explored the social meanings 

of participant experiences of learning about Islam as they emerged from 

what participants reported of those experiences. (Walter, 2010, p. 9). This 

study used story as a methodological device, a way to invite participants to 

tell the researcher about their experiences of encounter in meeting with 

Muslims and learning from them. Educators were invited and prompted to 

respond as “participants who tell” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 2006) 

rather than as participants who answer researcher questions. Stories filled 

in context and background colours as participants related how certain 

experiences of learning had affected them and in fact shed light on their 
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perspectives and dispositions which they did not necessarily explicitly 

reveal. 

If we are to grasp the meaning of a teacher’s actions, we need to approach 

this from the inside of their stories and experience, “to interpret it in the 

light of the subjective human experience of the agent” (Finlayson, 2005, p. 

20). Finlayson argues that for Habermas, a theory of meaning depends 

upon a theory of linguistic meaning (Finlayson, 2005, p. 22), and argues 

that Habermas concurs with the statement that “to understand the 

meaning of an action, it is not sufficient to give an external third-person 

description of behaviour.” The research design allowed the researcher to 

draw on “first voice” perspectives (Douglas, J, 2019, p. 438), while the 

device of sharing information through storytelling allowed the participants 

to control the narrative in describing and sharing what certain experiences 

meant to them. Narrative as a device provided a platform to amplify 

teacher voices in their own words and to explain how their ideas and 

understanding about Islam and their approaches to teaching about Islam 

were contributing to a community of practice (Connelly and Clandinin, 

1990; 2006). Participants were encouraged to feel that each narrative 

mattered to the research endeavour and that each narrative voice has 

validity and authority in the development of both theory and practice for 

their shared profession as religious educators. (Connelly and Clandinin, 

1990, p. 4). Stories were valued as possible pointers to further 

collaboration between academic researchers, teacher educators, 

curriculum writers and classroom practitioners.   

Narratives also helped the researcher to develop an understanding of the 

cognitive interests at play in the kind of knowledge about Islam and 

Muslims which educators valued and emphasised in their teaching. 

Narrated experience also helped the researcher to develop understanding 

of how teachers acquired new information about Islam and Muslims and 

integrated that information with prior learning to construct new 

knowledge about the religion and its adherents, as well as what knowledge 

educators tended to regard as significant and why.   
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2.3.  Methodology: areas of investigation: teacher experience  

2.3.1 The following areas of teacher experience in learning and teaching 

about Islam were investigated via the question prompts (Appendix 4, 

Appendix 5) with interviewer invitation for participants to elaborate on 

these areas of experience and practice.  

• teacher descriptions of their experience as religious educators with 

a specific focus on teaching about Islam (What teaching roles they 

had undertaken in their careers) 

• teacher narratives of their encounters (textual or relational) with 

the religion of Islam, and especially whether they had met Muslims 

and learnt from these encounters. (If their knowledge came from 

Muslims, and What they came to know and how they came to know 

it) 

• teacher narratives concerning their views about certain sources of 

information about Islam and how these sources of information had 

influenced their attitudes and dispositions (How they discussed 

their knowledge)  

• teacher views and insights about what influenced their pedagogical 

practice and how they acted on what they came to know 

(Habermas, 1971, 1973; Lovat, 2009, p. 22).  

These topics of inquiry would yield interview data that was then grouped 

into the following broad categories (See Analysis of Results, 4.0) 

• sources of information in constructing knowledge about Islam 

• dispositions toward knowledge and teaching about Islam 

• pedagogical approaches 

2.3.3 Summary 

• The researcher collected data from these practitioners and 

described how they reported their experiences of learning and 

teaching about Islam.  

• The use of phenomenological methods, especially the use of epoché 

to suspend researcher judgement while investigating the 
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phenomena, meant that the interviews could be conducted in an 

atmosphere of non-judgemental observation, encouraging 

participant trust and willingness to share personal and professional 

experiences in confidence. 

• The researcher analysed this data to understand how these 

educators have constructed their knowledge about Islam and how 

that has influenced their perceptions and dispositions toward 

education about Islam and how these in turn influenced what they 

did in their teaching practice/s. 

• The qualitative single-interview one-on-one design maximised the 

opportunity to generate useful data within a limited period and 

recording and transcribing the interviews allowed multiple 

opportunities to revisit the data. 

• All names of participants were changed in order to de-identify 

individual educators.  

• Narrative as a methodological device gave centre stage to the 

practitioners, amplifying their voices and allowing them to share 

what they wished about their experience and practice within broad 

parameters established by the question prompts  
 

3.0 Part Three: Research Methods 

3.1 Summary 

1. Ethics approval was obtained from The Charles Sturt University Faculty 

of Arts and Education Human Research Ethics Committee in January 2017. 

2. Permission to interview teachers was sought from heads of four (4) 

Independent schools in the researcher’s local context and was obtained 

from 3 of the Heads of School. Therefore, the researcher was not able to 

interview teachers in the fourth proposed school and decided to limit the 

study to fifteen teachers in three schools.  

3. Religion teachers who were teaching about Islam in the 3 schools were 

approached to participate; 87% of those approached responded 

affirmatively and were interviewed later in 2017. 
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4. A Participant Information Sheet (Appendix 2) and a Participant Consent 

Form (Appendix 3) were sent to confirmed participants who then signed 

Participation Consent forms, including consent to record interviews, and 

gave them to the researcher at the start of the Interview.  

5. Open and closed question prompts were developed by the researcher 

and sent to participants prior to interviews (Appendix 3). 

6 Qualitative, one-hour, individual interviews were conducted with fifteen 

(15) teacher participants at their school workplaces during or after the 

school day at the convenience of the participant. Interview structure 

followed the Interview Script (Appendix 5).  

7. Interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed by a sole 

researcher. Participants were never identified by their real names, and 

specific references to schools or programs of religion were replaced with 

generic terms. 

8. Narrative data was analysed through repeated listening to recordings 

when necessary and re-readings of the transcripts. Through these iterative 

processes, the researcher extracted data as evidence to support her 

analyses. 

9. Data analysis was undertaken to identify and code key themes emerging 

in the interviews. Themes were grouped into a matrix of three broad 

categories and sub-categories. 

3.2. University ethics approval to conduct human research 

Ethics approval was obtained from The Charles Sturt University Faculty of 

Arts and Education Human Research Ethics Committee in January 2017. 

Following appropriate procedures in place at that time, the researcher 

submitted a Proposal using the National Ethics Application Form (NEAF) 

and samples of all relevant documents to be given to potential study 

participants (Protocol number 100/20/16/26).  

3.3. Approval from school heads to conduct research with religious 

educators 
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Permission to interview teachers was sought from heads of four (4) 

Independent schools in the researcher’s local context and was obtained 

from 3 of the Heads of School. 

The Head or Principal of each of four local schools was approached by the 

researcher via an email explaining the purpose and goals of the research 

project, with a request for permission to contact teachers of Religious and 

Values Education (RaVE) or Religious Education (RE) in their schools and 

invite participation in the research. Approval to approach teachers was 

confirmed via telephone or in-person interviews with the Heads or their 

delegate. The researcher was invited by one school Head to a preliminary 

discussion at which the Head expressed support for the research and gave 

verbal approval for the researcher to approach the Head of Department 

(Religion). The second school Head gave approval in principle which was 

confirmed following a meeting with the Head’s delegated representative. 

The third Head delegated the authority to approve to the Head of 

Department, who gave verbal approval by telephone and nominated the 

teachers to be approached for participation.   

From the outset, school executives and potential participants were assured 

of confidentiality through de-identification of contributors and of schools. 

Three of the school Heads promptly agreed and referred the request to the 

relevant Staff co-ordinator. The fourth school advised that their teachers 

were unable to participate in the research due to other commitments. As 

noted earlier, the research went ahead with the three schools from whom 

approval to conduct the research was sought and received.     

3.4. Recruitment of participants 

3.4.1. Following approval from the school executive or executive delegate, 

contact was established between the researcher and potential participants 

according to each school’s protocols. All religion educators in each of the 

three schools were sent a formal letter inviting them to participate in the 

study if they were teaching about Islam at that time or had done so within 

the previous five years (Appendix 1). Those who responded affirmatively 

received formal letters which provided an overview of the study’s rationale 
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and structure and assured potential participants of ethical approval as well 

as de-identification and confidentiality. Potential participants were also 

advised of specific protocols regarding commitment expectations 

(including consent to recording of the interview and the right to review the 

transcript) as well as their right to withdraw their participation if they so 

wished. 

Of the 16 (sixteen) religion teachers in the three schools identified as 

eligible to participate, 15 (fifteen) of those in fact did participate and were 

interviewed later in 2017.  

The researcher attributes the high response rate to the support of the 

school executive and the departmental heads as well as to the participants’ 

sense of the need for research in this area and their willingness to 

contribute to this project. The researcher’s efforts to contact all potential 

participants personally and to encourage them to be part of the research 

project proved to be efficacious. The choice of interview as a method made 

better use of the participants’ time and ability to contribute to research 

knowledge which might inform future practice. Sending the prompt 

questions ahead of time and in the case of one school, meeting the religion 

teaching staff ahead of the interviews to answer any questions saved time 

as well as enhancing the teachers’ sense that their participation was 

valued. 

One school invited the researcher to attend a religion department meeting 

to speak about the research and answer questions from potential 

participants. This proved to be efficacious as a time-saving method as well 

as establishing a positive and productive research relationship.  

3.4.2. Potential participants were targeted/ for both practical and 

theoretical reasons.  

Practical considerations determined the choice of schools approached, 

including proximity to the researcher, and streamlined procedures in these 

schools for ethical approval and permission for the researcher to approach 

potential participants, some of whom she had in fact met earlier through 
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professional learning encounters and was thus aware of their interest in 

the subject of the research. An additional consideration arose from the 

researcher’s prior professional learning experiences where local religious 

educators who were teaching or had recently taught about Islam had 

anecdotally indicated their interest in contributing to research when they 

learnt of the intent to conduct such research  

Theoretical considerations influenced the choice to approach teachers in 

Independent Schools in the local area which differed in their curriculum 

and assessment programs in both junior secondary (school-based) and 

senior secondary (NSW Studies of Religion [SOR] and A.C.T. Religious 

Studies), potentially offering diversified data.  

3.5 Methodology: collection of data: the interview instrument (Appendix 4, 

Appendix 5) 

The interview instrument consisted of both closed questions and open-

ended question prompts sent to participants prior to the interview 

Appendix 4). The researcher benefited from discussions with her Principal 

Supervisor which enabled refining the questions to align them with 

research areas of investigation to focus the study more clearly. Prompt 

questions were designed to reflect the issues which had inspired the 

researcher to undertake the study. Consideration was given to tailoring the 

question prompts to elicit as much information as possible in relation to 

the specific issues but also allowing enough freedom for other relevant 

evidence to emerge from participants during a one-hour interview. 

3.5.1: Interview questions (Appendix 4, Appendix 5) 

Both open-ended and closed questions were used to elicit evidence about 

a participant’s personal and professional experiences of learning about 

Islam to elicit data about the influence which these experiences may have 

had on their perceptions of Islam as a religion and in turn, how their 

perceptions influenced their pedagogical thinking.   

Closed questions were used to establish a participant’s teaching 

background and experience as a religious educator and specifically, a 
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participant’s experience in learning and teaching about Islam, categorised 

as formal (e.g., academic studies and presentations, face-to-face or virtual 

or informal encounters (e.g., friendship, work mates, neighbours, or casual 

encounters).  

Open-ended question prompts were designed to encourage participants to 

contract or expand their narration and offer as much or as little description 

as they wished in relation to the areas and topics of investigation.  

Questions about sources of teacher knowledge, including the following: “If 

you have met and talked with Muslims, has that influenced your 

pedagogy?” were of particular interest to the researcher, given certain 

pointed views in the literature and in anecdotal evidence that perceptions 

of Muslims and of the religion of Islam were often formed in the absence 

of having met or talked with Muslims themselves. Questions about 

resources and strategies were designed to elicit straightforward data about 

what they chose to use and why, and their perceptions of whether these 

resources and strategies were enhancing learning, or otherwise. The 

researcher could invite further elaboration and clarification about context, 

which in turn would generate valuable data concerning their dispositions 

toward their programs. Open-ended questions were also designed to invite 

teachers to express their needs and concerns pertaining to practice and to 

offer insights on what professional and ongoing learning experiences would 

be of potential value.  

Participants often ‘zig-zagged’ in their responses within an easy flow of 

conversation, generating considerable data, that was a bit harder to 

analyse, but nevertheless well worth the flexible approach to the interview 

technique for the quality and amount of data. 

3.5.2 Recordings and transcripts 

Each interview was recorded, with the prior agreement of participants. 

Following the interview, the researcher transcribed each interview and 

sent an electronic copy of the transcript to the participant for review. 

Participants were invited to clarify any misunderstanding on the part of the 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 62 

researcher. and to request deletion of any material which they did wish to 

have on record in the transcription.  

The value of recording the interviews cannot be overstated in the 

methodology for this project. In addition to providing a record of the full 

interview, they offered data through non-verbal clues such as emphasis, 

hesitation, laughter, a noticeably positive or negative tone, or uncertainty 

which carried meaning beyond the words in the actual discourse.  

3.5.3 Analysis of data from recording transcripts 

The data was analysed and coded according to themes in line with the 

interview questions. The researcher made additional brief notes during the 

actual interviews and while listening to and transcribing the interviews. 

These notes were used to support the analysis. 

Three key categories arose from the themes, all grouped under the 

‘umbrella’ of teacher epistemology. The inductive approach to the data 

also generated questions which helped the researcher to categorise the 

data. Categories and questions follow: 

• Sources of teacher knowledge: What knowledge is available and 

accessible to teachers? How do teachers access this material? 

• Dispositions toward knowledge acquired and what drives those 

dispositions: How do teachers interpret and evaluate knowledge? 

What knowledge about Islam and Muslims do they prioritise and 

why? 

• Application to practice: How do teachers apply their knowledge in 

teaching about Islam and Muslims? What pedagogical decisions do 

teachers make in a particular context?   

3.6.1.  Data analysis was undertaken to identify and code key themes 

emerging in the interviews.  

• Transcripts were carefully read to identify and code themes. 

Recordings were reviewed if necessary for clarification.  
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• Using an iterative process of narrative inquiry to capture themes as 

they emerged in various parts of the interviews, the matrix was 

continually revised and refined in its construction to align the sub-

themes with the broad groupings of the epistemology of practice 

(See 3.6, above). The matrix would become the framework for the 

analysis and reporting of results. 

3.6.2. The researcher continually made notes of analysis on the transcripts 

themselves and through the iterative process and extracted data as 

evidence to support her analyses. Passages within transcripts were 

identified as data which would be used to illustrate the themes and to be 

incorporated into Chapter 3.  

Summary of Chapter 2 

A qualitative research design was used to collect data from fifteen non-

Muslim religious educators in three Independent Schools about their 

experience and professional background in learning and teaching about 

Islam in programs of religious education. The research philosophy was 

influenced by Habermasian critical theory as it can be applied to 

understanding educator cognitive interests in learning and teaching about 

Islam. Narrative was used as a methodological tool to elicit data from 

participants in the form of stories about their experience in learning and 

teaching about Islam, including their sources of formal and non-formal 

sources of learning and encounter. A set of both closed and open-ended 

prompt questions was provided to participants ahead of time and these 

were used to structure the interviews. Interviews were recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher.  

The results of the data are presented in Chapter 3, together with the 

themes which have emerged from the participant interviews, grouped 

according to sources of educator information and learning about Islam, 

educators’ perceptions, attitudes and dispositions and pedagogical 

practice.  
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These themes are analysed and discussed in Chapter 4, using three 

interpretive tools, named as a hermeneutic of authentic encounter, a 

hermeneutic of human fraternity and a hermeneutic of transformative 

advocacy. These are analysed with reference to an observed intersection of 

teacher epistemology, positionality and pedagogy.  



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 65 

Chapter 3 Qualitative Findings 

1.0 Part One: Introduction  

Research question: How have non-Muslim religious educators’ ways of 

knowing about Islam through personal and professional experience 

influenced their perspectives, dispositions and pedagogical approaches in 

teaching about Islam in school programs of religion (PoRs)?  

 

1.1 Knowing the knower: The intersection of teacher experience, 

perceptions, dispositions and pedagogy in their ways of knowing about 

Islam 

The researcher conducted free-flowing interviews in this small-scale, local 

study of fifteen participants who teach about Islam in their schools’ religion 

programs. The pictures which have emerged recall the words of the 

influential educator Parker Palmer, “we teach who we are” (1997, p. 14). 

The findings demonstrate the significance of knowing the knower and 

observing the intersection of many influences which shape an individual 

teacher’s epistemology of practice in educating about Islam, in relation to 

Habermasian ways of knowing (Habermas, 1971, 1973; Lovat, 2009, 2013).  

Of critical importance to this thesis is the context for the interviews, 

conducted at the end of 2017 when reporting and commentary about 

ISIS/DAESH/Islamic State featured prominently in geopolitical discourse, 

mainstream media and online news reports. The findings consistently 

demonstrate that individual teachers were implicitly as well as explicitly 

engaging with Lovat’s argument for the “urgency of a ‘bold and robust’ 

form of religious education about Islam” (2003a; 2009, pp. 76-83). The 

research which informs this thesis did not specifically target knowledge and 

perceptions concerning ISIS/DAESH/Islamic State as an object of study. 20  

However, the data consistently reflect the influence of media reporting on 

 
20See Iner, D (Ed.), 2017, Islamophobia in Australia Report 2017(1); see also 
“Latest ISIS news, terrorism, terrorist attacks by the Islamic State, and 
other related news and videos” https://www.9news.com.au/isis/4.        
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teacher participant knowledge, dispositions and pedagogical initiatives in 

their efforts to challenge Islamophobia and negative perceptions of Islam 

and Muslims by offering counter-narratives. 

The extent and way teachers’ epistemology and reported teaching practice 

could be considered “a ‘bold and robust’ form of religious education that 

engages with this imperative” varied considerably among the fifteen 

participants (Lovat 2003a; 2009, 2012).  

1.2 Key findings and themes: summary 

A key finding was the intersection of ontological positioning, including 

educator perceptions and dispositions about Islam, and the pedagogical 

practices which flowed from these perceptions and dispositions. This 

intersection was observed in highly individualised epistemologies of 

practice, developed and furthered within particular school contexts and 

religion programs.   

1.3 Overview of three key themes in relation to ways of knowing about 

Islam and implications for practice 

Three key themes emerged from the data generated by the research 

instrument prompt questions (see Appendix 1) in relation to educator ways 

of knowing about Islam, how these ways of knowing influenced teacher 

constructs of knowledge about Islam and the ways in which these 

knowledge constructs were realised and presented in their teaching 

practice and classroom pedagogy. This thesis proposes that each of these 

themes is linked to a specific hermeneutic space, briefly outlined as 

follows: 

1. The importance of personal and professional experiences of 

encounter with Muslims as valued as sources of information and 

learning about Islam. The influence and significance of these 

experiences is represented in this thesis as a hermeneutic of 

authentic encounter. 

2. The formation of positive perceptions and dispositions toward 

Islam, enhanced through engagement with particular narratives and 
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concerns arising from both personal and professional experiences, 

represented as a hermeneutic of human fraternity.21 

3. The influence of experience, perceptions of and dispositions toward 

Islam on participants’ pedagogical practice, especially as seen in 

educator efforts to advance a positive view of Islam, represented as 

a hermeneutic of transformative advocacy. 
 

1.4 Summary of significant findings in relation to each of the three key 

themes  

Sources of information and learning: experience, encounter and enquiry in 

constructs of authenticity and currency: a hermeneutic of authentic 

encounter 

• considerable variation in educators’ own experience and 

background in learning and teaching about Islam within 

programs of religion studies and/or religious education 

• diverse individual experiences of encounter with Islam and 

Muslims in a wide variety of both formal and informal 

situations 

• a wide range of reported intersubjective encounters and 

experiences with Muslims and their beliefs and practices in 

Australia and overseas 

• an interest in Islam as a lived religion and in how Muslims 

understand and find meaning in their faith. 

 
21 This wording has been inspired by the language of the Document on 
Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together issued following the 
2019 interfaith meeting of Pope Francis of the Catholic Church and Sheikh 
Ahmed el-Tayeb, Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, to advance a “culture of mutual 
respect.” 
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/travels/2019/outside/docu
ments/papa-francesco_20190204_documento-fratellanza-umana.html  
The theme of human fraternity in a more global context, but with 
reference to the Catholic Church’s teaching in the 2020 Encyclical Letter of 
Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti.   
The interviews preceded the issuing of this document, but the author of 
this thesis has chosen to use the word ‘fraternity’ to capture the spirit of 
the interviewee’s dispositions. 
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Dispositions/attitudes: empathy, edification, enhancement in constructs of 

respect and acceptance of diversity and inclusion within broader constructs 

of human fraternity and solidarity: a hermeneutic of human fraternity 

• consistently positive views of the importance and value of 

learning and teaching about Islam, including a general 

willingness to engage in further professional learning, with 

great diversity in the kinds of opportunities which they 

would seek or be willing to undertake 

• the influence of subjective experiences, including personal 

relationships, in forming positive educator dispositions and 

developing empathy toward Islam and Muslims  

• a tendency to avoid criticising Islam and in some cases to 

view and represent Islam in generalities and at times 

monolithically, to speak about Islam without reference to its 

internal diversity 

• repeated perceptions of the need to counter what they 

identified as societal and media bias and misrepresentation, 

including stereotypes through targeted learning activities 

• favourable dispositions toward developing and building 

relationships with Muslim individuals or community groups 

to enhance personal and student learning experiences, but 

uncertainty about how to proceed and at times with only 

limited resources to do so 

• concerns about self-efficacy in representing Islam 

authentically but often prioritising positive perspectives 

over critical literacy 

• expressions of the desire to advocate for Muslims in both 

school contexts and in relation to wider political concerns, 

but limited evidence of practical advocacy action. 

Pedagogical practice: empathy, engagement and encouragement in 

constructs of pedagogical relevance within broader constructs of education 
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for social justice, social cohesion and advocacy: a hermeneutic of authentic 

representation and advocacy 

• significant variation in curriculum scope, rationale and 

learning outcomes, as well as practical differences in 

timetabling and staffing arrangements    

• substantial differences in pedagogical approaches, teaching 

strategies and resources, depending upon program goals, 

assessment considerations, and the accommodating of 

religious diversity within the school    

• use of well-regarded, purpose-designed texts in senior 

secondary programs, especially those with external 

assessment, supplemented by opportunities to learn from 

Muslims  

• limited use of textbooks in junior secondary programs 

• a tendency to favour first-hand learning experiences with 

Muslims themselves for themselves and for students at all 

levels 

• enthusiasm for engaging visual representations of Muslim 

practices such as the hajj from reputable digital or video 

sources, as well as descriptions from Muslim students 

themselves 

• variety of dispositions and approaches to engage with and 

confront challenging issues such as terrorism 

• teacher efforts to raise awareness in their school contexts of 

the need to support Muslim students in practising their 

faith, such as fasting during Ramadan or daily prayer 

activities 

In summary, the results demonstrate how individual experience, 

particularly in relation to the sources of information from which religious 

educators have constructed their knowledge about Islam and Muslims, has 

informed perspectives and formed attitudes and dispositions. The 

implications of experience, attitudes and dispositions on what these fifteen 
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participants have reported in the interviews about their teaching practice 

will be discussed in relation to the hermeneutic lens of each of the three 

key themes.  

2.0 Part 2: Sources of information and learning: experience, encounter, 

enquiry  

2.1 Theme 1: constructs of authenticity and currency in a hermeneutic of 

authentic encounter 

The experience of the subject participants as they described their sources 

of information about Islam fell broadly into the following contexts, listed in 

no order of frequency or importance: 

• formal programs of post-graduate study  

• professional learning days such as in-service presentations, 

conferences, seminars, public lectures  

• learning from material sourced for subject delivery, including 

textbooks, library books, educational videos, documentaries and 

television programs, vetted online websites, TED talks and internet 

media 

• co-learning with and from students in their classes who either self-

identified as Muslims or who simply shared their own experiences 

of encounter with Muslims and Islam  

• planned experiences such as visits to mosques or Islamic centres, 

guest speakers or guest presenters, usually, but not always, in 

contexts of co-learning with students   

• mainstream and social media, print, radio, television and internet 

online sources  

• personal reading choices with some focus on Islam or Muslims  

• previous work experience, for example, where a participant had 

worked with Muslim colleagues in international contexts 

• informal, incidental or casual learning such as travel to Muslim 

majority countries, personal friendships and acquaintances, Muslim 

colleagues and students.  
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2.2 Formal coursework: programs of post-graduate study  

Within the fifteen participants, there was evidence of a range of exposure 

to formal academic study and professional development about Islam.  

Angela’s22experience represented one of the wider ranges of self-initiated 

learning through targeted professional in-service learning opportunities 

and self-directed learning, stimulated by both her personal interest and her 

focussed initiatives to source appropriate and engaging curriculum material 

for her classes. Her personal interest in Islam was stimulated originally 

through previous professional work in which she said that she had “a lot to 

do with Muslims.” She credited this “first foray into Islam and to Islamic 

culture and Arabic language and so on” as having stirred “a really deep 

interest in understanding it [Islam] as a religion,” and identified “a range of 

places where I have picked up my knowledge,” including: books, internet 

“as well as talking to Muslims whom I meet,” in addition to several 

targeted professional in-service conferences and workshops. 

In all, five participants had undertaken formal university units which they 

identified and described using the generic term ‘world religions’ at the 

following institutions: Australian Catholic University (ACU), Broken Bay 

Institute (BBI) in Sydney, Charles Sturt University (CSU) through the MA 

RaVE (Religious and Values Education) program, and the University of New 

England. One teacher referred specifically to a unit titled Teaching for 

Interreligious Understanding in the Master of Religious Education course at 

ACU. Other students referred to a World Religions unit at Charles Sturt 

University. 

Two teachers interviewed for this project had undertaken or were 

undertaking post-graduate study for the Master of Religious and Values 

Education at Charles Sturt University. One noted that within that course, 

“there’s plenty of opportunity to look at World Religions; so I’m really 

happy that I’ve picked up a bit more there.” The teacher preferred learning 

about ‘world religions’ in a university course rather than “doing short little 

 
22 The names of all participants have been changed.  
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courses [in which] you don’t get as much out of it.” He saw university study 

as “a lot more enriching, it’s a lot more practical, applying it directly to 

what I’m doing so I can actually start seeing, okay, where it all fits.” 

A second teacher had completed the Grad Cert[ificate], the Grad Dip[loma] 

in Religious and Values Education (RaVE) through Charles Sturt University 

(CSU) and was planning to continue in the CSU Master in RaVE program. 

The teacher had completed the World Religions Subject as part of the Grad 

Cert course and observed “I was pretty impressed with it. I got an HD for it. 

I really liked it; I was really engaged with that Subject.” She observed that 

the Phenomenological approach “was wonderful, because it got me 

working through all of the different religions and what they said about the 

Golden Rule, about the ethical systems, about the sense of the divine, all 

that sort of thing,” noting that “in the context of that, Islam was part of 

that, of course.” 

A small number of participants noted that they had done theological study 

and formal training in and for denominational Christian ministry. One 

participant noted: “at theological college I did some [study of] Islamic 

theology [including] Islamic Theological Anthropology [and] [I]n Missiology 

we’ve looked at Islam.”  

One teacher commented that “things have come in, in theology when I was 

doing my RE Certification” and that “it comes up every now and again, 

looking at Islamic theology when it’s contrasted and compared to other 

religions.” Her relatively ‘piecemeal’ experience of learning about Islam 

“when it comes up” in formal coursework was shared by other participants.  

2.3 On-going professional learning (PL)  

While a third of participants had undertaken formal post-grad coursework 

in which some limited study about Islam was a component, about half of 

the teachers had encountered material about Islam during professional in-

service learning opportunities such as teacher conferences, workshops and 

presentations, curriculum support days, and ad hoc presentations such as a 

public lecture. All of these were undertaken at individual teacher initiative, 
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although teachers noted that they received support [financial and/or time 

allowance] from their schools to attend. Teachers valued targeted learning 

through workshops or professional in-service opportunities in which they 

tackled issues and ideas of direct relevance to their teaching programs, 

especially if relevant and appropriate resource material for students was 

offered, and especially if they could apply their participation toward their 

ongoing requirements for teacher registration.  

Some of the teachers who had taught or were teaching Syllabus-based 

Senior religion studies courses had attended education department-

sponsored professional learning opportunities for the generic ‘world 

religions’, including Islam. Alice referred to “a lot of resources out there 

that connect with the Syllabus for all the different subjects,” and 

commented positively about sessions which she had attended for teachers 

of formal courses in religion studies, including those where “guest speakers 

who were from the Islamic tradition” were presenters. 

Alice had undertaken a post-grad unit on World Religions through the 

Broken Bay Institute, commenting that it was “actually really great because 

they brought in guest speakers from the religious traditions, including 

Islam, to talk to us and to introduce us to their faith, and to break down 

some of the different things.” Her use of the word ‘introduce’ suggests her 

own positioning in terms of prior learning about Islam. In highlighting the 

value of participating in these sessions, she noted that, for example, “you 

knew the difference between Sunni and Shi’ite, and you knew what the 

core beliefs were in Islam, you knew about the pillars of faith, all of that 

kind of stuff you had done, you knew a bit of the history.”   

James had also attended some of the State-based curriculum support 

sessions, commenting that the material presented was often more suitable 

and helpful for junior secondary religion classes than for the State-based 

senior secondary Syllabus courses. James emphasised the need for 

resources and interactions to engage his senior students at greater depth 

in learning about Islam. He particularly valued the conversations and 

dialogue which he and multiple cohorts of students had experienced over 
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the years with knowledgeable Muslim guides at a certain Sydney mosque. 

He regarded these visits as a valuable source of information about Islam 

presented in authentic encounters with knowledgeable guides who could 

communicate effectively and appropriately to senior students about their 

religion and their faith.  

About half of the teachers had attended conferences or workshops 

featuring presentations on ‘world religions’ or the ‘Abrahamic religions’, 

including teacher conferences organised by DAN (Dialogue Australasia 

Network). Teachers cited the value of the 2009 DAN (Dialogue Australasia 

Network) Conference on teaching the Abrahamic religions, with one 

teacher saying, “I found that terribly interesting, in particular.” Another 

participant commented enthusiastically about presenters in the 2015 DAN 

Conference entitled “REcreate: Teaching RE through the Arts,” noting that 

some presentations had offered some insights about the role of the arts in 

the religion of Islam.  

While two-thirds of the teachers noted participation in generalised 

professional learning sessions for religion studies, only two teachers 

reported attending what they regarded as a particularly valuable targeted 

workshop on Islam. Held at the Australian National Library, the workshop 

was based around a resource entitled Learning from One Another: Bringing 

Muslim Perspectives into Australian Schools (Hassim & Cole, 2010, National 

Centre for Excellence in Islamic Studies). Authored by curriculum specialist 

Jennet Cole-Adams and Islamic scholar Eeqbal Hassim from the National 

Centre of Excellence for Islamic Studies, University of Melbourne, this 

resource was highly praised as a source of information which also 

contained valuable curriculum and classroom resources for teaching about 

Islam.23 

Many of the teachers were learning about Islam through their own 

initiatives, including sourcing limited in-service professional learning 

opportunities, co-learning through participation in activities aimed at their 

 
23https://www.acsa.edu.au/pages/images/Learning_from_One_Another.p
df, accessed August, 2021 
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students, and sometimes learning from their students. Teachers said that 

they would enthusiastically support the provision of quality activities which 

met specific “knowledge needs” and which were deemed to be “useful.” 

Three teachers commented favourably on the value of their professional 

learning at a 2017 public lecture on art in the Abrahamic traditions, given 

by a visiting professor from Georgetown University in the USA and 

organised by the local Blue Star Intercultural Organisation. Teachers such 

as Paul saw this as relevant to their needs, saying “I liked that particular 

one because it was different, cross-curricular,” supporting Australian 

Curriculum goals and expectations. Other comments included the 

observation that “looking at art, explaining art, through a theological lens 

or a World Religions lens was actually very helpful,” with another 

participant seeing it as “excellent…that sort of thing was really quite 

enlightening and would be good to link in with our [Senior secondary] 

classes.” Teacher Luke saw the material as a useful stimulus for his 

students because it was “short, sharp, something visual, [so that] they can 

start reading into things or start to draw from that themselves.”  

Teachers also valued the Q&A session which followed the public lecture, 

noting that it was an opportunity to learn from questions and comments 

raised by the audience. One teacher saw the potential for developing 

ongoing links with Bluestar Intercultural as a source of professional 

learning and possibly leading to further opportunities for teachers and 

students to learn more about Islam. He commented that “with those sorts 

of PD’s [professional development] it would be really good to have some 

more regular contact and start developing some ideas,” saying that he 

wanted to “go back to these guys and touch base on it,” emphasising the 

value of “having conversations” and “essentially just building those 

relationships.” One of the teachers did subsequently follow up with 

Bluestar while other participants admitted the inability to do so due to 

factors of time and pressures of curriculum preparation in other subject 

teaching areas. He noted that building ongoing professional learning 

relationships with local Muslims from Bluestar Intercultural was an 
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initiative that he anticipated could be undertaken in the future when his 

personal circumstances allowed him more time.  

2.4 Informal, incidental or casual learning such as travel to Muslim majority 

countries, personal friendships and acquaintances, Muslim colleagues and 

students  

Approximately two-thirds of the teachers mentioned learning something 

about Islam from informal, incidental or casual experiences, including 

travel to a Muslim-majority country, with one participant speaking at 

length about value for his own learning in accompanying students on an 

overseas excursion which included travel in a Muslim-majority country. 

Some of the teachers reflected briefly on the influence of friendships with 

Muslims as important sources of information. Luke mentioned a “personal 

link” and learning some things about Islam from a former housemate and 

friend who “converted to Islam so he could get married.”  

Several participants gave examples of having learnt about Islam through 

personal initiatives not directly connected with their teaching. For 

example, Paul, responding to a query about what he would be prepared to 

undertake to learn more about Islam replied “Well, I think anything, 

because what I know about Islam is mostly self-taught. I’ve had friendships 

with Muslims, stuff I’ve read from textbooks, some of the videos I’ve 

shown and watched, going to an Open Day at a mosque, that was a 

fascinating day.”   

Incidental, casual or brief encounters were often mentioned. One 

participant commented on her occasional discussions about Islam after-

hours with one of the school cleaners, who was a Muslim. She observed “I 

think I was the first person in the school who a) had actually engaged in 

conversation with him and b) had taken an interest in his religion.” The 

teacher felt enriched by the experience and the cleaner’s gift of a bilingual 

copy of the Qur’an, saying “I’ve had that for years and I always bring it out 

and have it with me when I’m teaching.”  
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Monique’s reported incidental experience of encounter reflects an 

argument that sees interreligious education as “the everyday rationality of 

common folk” (Ghiloni, 2011, p. 490). Teacher Monique reported “I do take 

the opportunity to talk to people when I do have the opportunity to meet 

them” and went on to describe a lengthy conversation with a taxi driver 

“who was very comfortable talking about Islam and its teachings, how it 

impacted on his life,” adding that the driver was “happy to share” this. This 

is certainly evidence for Ghiloni’s argument that “pluralistic pedagogies 

occur among strangers in taxis and convenience stores.”24 These comments 

show a tendency to conceptualise and speak about Muslims in a univocal 

voice and to conceptualise Islam in a monolithic way. 

At times, participant comments reflected and tied together the value of 

first-hand learning experiences for themselves and their students, and the 

value of building bridges through ongoing links with local Muslims and 

Muslim communities. In the words of a teacher who had undertaken 

postgrad study with CSU and was aware of the work of local community 

Bluestar Intercultural: 

What I would love to do, and I’ve often thought about, is just to 
have more of a relationship with local Muslim communities. You 
know, time permitting, I’d love to have regular ‘catch-ups’ with an 
imam, or someone, just to kind of deepen our understanding of one 
another and kind of get a sense of…because in my life, I’ve had a 
few friendships [with Muslims], often fleeting. 
 

The prompt question “What kind of professional learning about Islam 

would you like to undertake, time and resources permitting?” elicited a 

range of responses, which often reflected the intersection of practical 

teaching requirements and how teachers viewed their needs for the 

different types of learning ‘impelled’ by their ‘cognitive interests’” 

(Habermas, 1971, 1973; Lovat, 2009, p. 20). Many participants expressed a 

 
24 See Ghiloni, A. 2011. “Interreligious education: What would Dewey do?” 
in which he argues “If the method of interreligious education is practical 
experience and if the subject matter of interreligious education is everyday 
life, it follows that the participants of interreligious education are laity,” 
where “pluralistic pedagogies occur as much, if not more, than among 
ecclesiastics in (so-called) sacred space” (2011, p. 490). 
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desire for further knowledge about Islam in a way that suggests the 

Habermasian notion of praxis applied to religion education: “a combining 

of theory and practice with a view to change”’ (Habermas, 1971; Lovat, 

2009, p. 22). Monique was seeking practical opportunities to learn more 

about Islam through direct contact with Muslims in a practical ‘dialogue of 

life’ model, having been frustrated by overhearing casual comments 

showing attitudes of intolerance and prejudice toward Muslims. Her 

preferred method for learning about Islam and acting on that learning was 

situated in a practical ‘dialogue of life’ underpinned by both a hermeneutic 

of human fraternity and a hermeneutic of advocacy (Pontifical Council for 

Interreligious Dialogue, 1991).25    

…a university course wouldn’t give me what I want. But I would like 
to be…helping refugees…maybe through a teaching role…doing 
those more basic but fundamentally important things…something 
fairly tangible, with direct outcomes, but also showing people 
coming to Australia that we are not all like some groups who are 
presented in the news are portrayed. 
 

Alice offers a very balanced perspective on teacher professional learning 

needs and how they could be addressed: 

Look, I think undertaking a university course would be good, most 
definitely, but then supplementing that with some actual 
opportunities to physically go to PD things where you are, you 
know, you are being lectured to or being spoken to  by, I guess, 
practising Muslims who are knowledgeable in their faith and who 
can unpack the Qur’an and just enliven the faith for you, and make 
those connections between the Qur’an and the practices, the 
Qur’an and the ethics, all that kind of thing. 
 

The data appear to strongly support Panjwani & Revell’s (2018) argument 

for learning to “start with believers” to facilitate education about Islam 

which does not reify it or present it “in an essentialist way” (Panjwani & 

 

25 See Dialogue and proclamation: Reflections and orientations on 
interreligious dialogue and the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ 
(1991), 3.42. Forms of Dialogue include: Dialogue of Life, Dialogue of 
Action, Dialogue of Religious Experience, Dialogue of Theological Exchange.  
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Revell, 2018, p. 269). Many, but not all, of the teachers were operating 

from either implicit or explicit understanding of the need to address the 

question “What does it mean for a woman or man to follow Islam?” For 

their own constructs of meaning about Islam as well as their pedagogy, 

teachers drew heavily on curriculum resources which ‘started with 

believers’ and thereby helped them to understand and teach about the 

ways in which Muslims have made meaning and to seek answers through 

intersubjective communication with Muslims. In fact, it was these 

experiences of encounter which mediated understanding. 

The evidence shows that some of the teachers tried to “engage with a 

whole range of ways in which Muslims have seen themselves to be so” and 

thereby “expand the idea of being Islamic” (Panjwani & Revell, 2018, p. 

274). Teachers used curriculum resources such as a BBC documentary on 

the history of Islam to explore “the ways in which Muslims have made 

meaning,” but they also relied on the testimony of individual Muslims to 

understand and illustrate “the complexities and nuances of Islam as it is 

lived through Muslim communities” (Panjwani & Revell, 2018, p. 269).  

Findings from the experience of James, who said “most of my learning has 

been my own association with Islam,” rather than through formal academic 

study or organised professional learning sessions, demonstrate the kinds of 

authentic encounter which he has found to be of value: 

And for me, I think the only way to understand what I’m doing is for 
me to experience it to the degree that I can, without being Muslim. 
So, interacting with Muslims is the way that I find is the most 
enlightening; and particularly educated Muslims; and particularly 
those who are willing to engage in open and frank conversations. 
 

Paul noted that he would “certainly prefer to hear stuff about Islam from 

an adherent than say, from [a prominent Australian Catholic intellectual] 

who does speak about Islam sometimes, from a social justice point of 

view,” emphasising his perception that “it’s more helpful to hear it from 

someone who’s living it [Islam].”  

Some teachers reported the influence on their thinking of media 

presentations by Australian Muslim media personalities such as Waleed Ali 
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or Yassmin Abdel-Magied. Angela made a point of “reading different points 

of view,” saying that she had read a lot of the writings of Abdel-Magied, 

“ironically on Facebook.” Teacher Angela found her a useful source 

“because she’s a really interesting person, a very devout Muslim but she’s 

also highly controversial,” which helped her construct an understanding of 

diversity within Islam, and the complexities and nuances of being a Muslim 

in Australia. “I really like to find people who are kind of challenging and 

controversial in a sense, to say to them [her students] ‘They’re not all the 

same.’” The word ‘interesting’ often appeared in relation to teacher 

sources. Angela said, “I wish there were more public figures, like Waleed 

Aly and Yassmin Abdel-Magied, to speak out and be present and public 

about their faith.” She added, “Of course, they may well end up, like 

Yassmin, being treated with contempt and bullied and harassed.” 

The findings show that a great variety of curriculum resources had 

contributed to teacher constructs of knowledge about Islam, including 

textbooks, library books, educational videos, documentaries and television 

programs, online TEDx talks and vetted websites, as well as traditional 

media and social media. Mary spoke enthusiastically about a resource 

which she had located in TEDx talks on YouTube, featuring three clerics 

representing Islam, Judaism and Christianity. She noted “They offer so 

much information, but they do it in a really approachable, accessible way.” 

The importance to teachers of locating and using material with language 

that was “accessible,” that is, appropriate to their level of understanding 

was an important finding. 

2.4.1 Further professional learning opportunities: personal practicalities 

and curriculum constraints 

Nearly all teachers expressed positive interest in further professional 

learning opportunities, but, as one teacher expressed it, “practical issues, 

more so than people’s attitudes” [toward approving the learning 

opportunities] would be the likely stumbling block, including time 

constraints, the need to travel and the need to prioritise professional 

learning sessions in their other subject teaching areas, as many of the 
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teachers taught in other subject areas in addition to their religion classes. 

In relation to a prompt about what sessions teachers had attended, some 

teachers stated that for a variety of reasons, they were sometimes 

unaware of what was on offer. A comment from Paul, offering the view 

that “there aren’t a lot of professional learning opportunities for world 

religions as far as I can tell” likely indicated lack of awareness rather than a 

lack of interest. 

The findings indicate that certain curriculum and staffing priorities and 

constraints at times influenced teacher decisions about professional 

learning. Where personal or professional time and/or departmental 

resources were limited, teachers sometimes had to prioritise professional 

learning in teaching subject areas other than the religion program. In 

programs where Islam was “a very small component of what we teach,” 

professional learning in other subject areas competed for teacher time. 

Teachers reported that planning for professional learning was sometimes 

difficult for teachers when, as one teacher explained, “you might teach it 

for two weeks in a year,” for example, in either junior secondary or Senior 

religion programs which were semester-unit-based, rather than full-year or 

full two-year courses. A teacher might teach about Islam in one unit in each 

semester and then not teach about it again for some time, and thus likely 

to prioritise any professional learning to support her teaching at that 

moment. For example, Alice, who had undertaken several professional 

learning opportunities in which Islam featured but was not the focus, was 

unaware of a full-day workshop on teaching about Islam which had been 

presented in Sydney by Peter Vardy earlier in the year, saying “it may not 

have crossed my radar, in that I’m not actually teaching that [Islam] at the 

moment.” These findings highlighted the difference between Senior 

religion studies courses which were structured as semester units with 

limited and relatively shallow content about Islam along with other ‘world 

religions’ in contrast to Senior religion studies courses where the study of 

Islam involved more curriculum time and greater depth.  
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As well, it was not always the case that an individual teacher’s professional 

learning initiatives about Islam could be counted toward their registration 

requirements, thus disincentivising teachers to seek out or take up possible 

professional learning opportunities about Islam. As one teacher 

commented: “I think it would be good if the TQI (Teacher Quality Institute) 

actually recognised some of our religion courses that we’re doing.” Some 

teachers had to prioritise professional learning opportunities in the home 

religious tradition. Anne’s comments clearly raised an issue when she 

stated, “I know that there’s a lot of ongoing professional 

development…and that’s an option for the future, moving forward…I 

probably don’t have the depth of knowledge of Islam that I do of some of 

the other religious traditions.”  

Amber was self-directed and self-taught in her learning, mostly on the job, 

reflecting a humble awareness of her own capacity in saying that in relation 

to any of the ‘world religions’, “I make it clear [to the students] that I don’t 

claim to know everything and I’m continually discovering, finding out and 

continually learning [about Islam] from as many sources as I can get to.” In 

terms of the kind of professional learning opportunities which she would 

value, she wanted the opportunity for authentic encounters with 

knowledgeable Muslims which would be of value and practical help in 

answering some of the ‘tough questions’ which her young pupils asked. 

What would be of great help was “being able to have a forum where you 

would be free to ask those tough questions that kids come up with, [so] 

that if I answered in that way, it would honour their [Muslim] beliefs.” 

I’d like there to be a safe space where you can ask those hard 
questions that kids ask, and you can get an honest, non-defensive 
answer. I would be coming at it from the perspective “This isn’t how 
I think, but this is a question that comes up in class. How would I 
most faithfully answer that—for you [as a Muslim]. 
 

Summary of findings, theme one: constructs of authenticity and currency in 

a hermeneutic of authentic encounter 

Findings across the board in this study indicate that teachers encountered 

and constructed knowledge through many different sources which 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 83 

influenced and shaped their ways of knowing about Islam. Sources which 

supported their hermeneutic of authentic encounter, were especially 

valued and sought, including intersubjective experiences with Muslim 

adherents who communicated effectively and authentically about their 

faith. Teachers expressed interest in further learning opportunities which 

would enhance their ways of knowing about Islam and which offered 

resource material targeted to their teaching needs.  

The dynamic interplay between educational objectives and teaching 

concerns and teachers’ ways of knowing about Islam, especially through 

intersubjective experiences of encounter, illustrates the significance of the 

hermeneutic of authentic encounter at work in a teacher’s epistemology of 

practice in educating about Islam.  

This dynamic interplay and the ways in which it has influenced and shaped 

teacher perceptions and dispositions in teaching about Islam is further 

explored in Part Three of this chapter. 

3.0 Part Three:  Perceptions, attitudes, dispositions: empathy, edification, 

enhancement  

3.1 Theme Two: constructs of openness and a counter-narrative against 

Islamophobia: a hermeneutic of human fraternity 

Participants displayed the following perceptions, attitudes, and dispositions 

in relation to education about Islam.   

• openness to experiences of encounter and a desire to learn about 

Islam and Muslims, especially through culturally contextualised 

learning situations of Islam as it is lived and practised by Muslims 

• empathy and sensitivity about confronting stereotypes of Islam and 

of Muslims, especially certain stereotypes in mainstream media and 

social media and public discourse  

• a desire to promote tolerance and social cohesion through creating 

a positive view of Muslims and their religion  

• concerns about and the need for reliable, authentic sources of 

information   
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• concern to present a balanced view of Islam in relation to certain 

topics such as gender and so-called controversial issues (Moore, J., 

2006a) such as Islamist terrorism. 

The manner and means by which a teacher had encountered information 

about Islam strongly influenced their perceptions about Islam. The data 

showed that participants’ experience of meeting and talking to Muslims 

varied widely, as did their perceptions and attitudes in response to what 

they had learnt, how they had learnt, and from whom they had learnt 

about Islam.  

3.2 Dispositions of openness and interest  

A key theme from all interviews was openness to learning about Islam and 

a consistently positive attitude toward learning and teaching about Islam.26  

All teachers offered comments reflecting a perspective about the 

importance of learning about Islam, often in a critique of the way Muslims 

were perceived, misunderstood and misrepresented when certain political 

and social issues in public policy and public discourse intersected.  For 

example, Matthew expressed his perspective about why he wanted to 

learn and teach about Islam, saying “to me, it’s the most relevant religious 

issue at the moment; it’s the most topical; it deals with immigration, 

conflict, everything.”  

Examples of this openness in relation to their subject teaching contexts, is 

seen in teacher comments such as “World Religions is [sic] interesting…the 

teachers find it interesting, so they will help the kids find it interesting.” 

One teacher expressed her perception of the value this had for her 

students: “they realise that through the Abrahamic faiths, we actually are 

really connected,” emphasising her perception that “the kids get interested 

in that kind of connectivity and synergy, even at [Junior secondary] level.”  

 
26 Note the caveat: that teacher participation in this study was entirely 
voluntary and teachers who chose to participate had indicated their 
interest in the subject of study before being interviewed.  
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In emphasising the importance to his practice of “strong links between 

Christianity and Islam and Judaism,” John asserted “[A]nd there have 

always been areas that have really motivated, really fascinated and really 

compelled people to search for the ‘Other’, and they’re the types of things 

that I like.”  

John went on to describe in some detail the experience of touring in a 

Muslim-majority country with English-speaking guides with whom teachers 

and students had spent considerable time in everyday experiences such as 

bazaars and markets. In referencing “a tour leader who went and explained 

a lot of things,” Teacher John described these first-hand experiences of 

encounter as  

“very, very good” because …it’s just looking and talking to people 
and reading the experiences of people to work it through. So, third-
hand knowledge is where you’re just reading about it, and then 
going and seeing it and talking to people, just seeing how the issues 
go.  
 

3.3 Ways of learning about Islam: teacher interpretive and communicative 

interests  

A key finding in much of the evidence suggests that a strong focus of 

teachers’ interest was learning and teaching about “the things that really 

make Muslims tick” (Dickson, 2004). Teachers were very interested in what 

Dickson calls “the very obvious ‘personal’ dimensions of religious faith” 

(2004, p. 4). Data from participant interviews suggests that this was an 

important influence on participant attitudes, which in turn was a key driver 

behind the choice of resources.  

Often teachers reported the influence of learned imams and guides who 

were able to communicate effectively about Islam. One teacher 

commented that he wasn’t sure who spoke for Islam because, unlike the 

Roman Catholic faith tradition, there was no recognised central teaching 

authority to consult for authoritative teaching. 

Julia shared her perspective on what she and her students had learned 

from a visiting a local mosque and Islamic community centre, using words 
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like ‘amazing’, ‘brilliant’, and describing the imam as ‘fantastically 

interesting.’ The cycle of learning took the students through experience, 

empathy and engagement, with Julia noting “he reaffirmed things that 

we’d done in the classroom, but he also took the students and their ideas 

rather further.” Julia’s perspective that even with Muslim student voices in 

her class “it’s still great to be there in situ. It’s so good for the students 

rather than seeing it in a textbook.”  

Alice recounted an experience of a similar intersubjective encounter with 

an astute observation about the value of speaking with a Muslim guide at a 

mosque. He influenced her perspective on the importance of being able to 

distinguish between cultural and religious practices among Muslims in the 

matter of dress, which had been a salient question for her students. Her 

perspective developed during an exchange between her students and the 

guide:  

I actually remember that—and this stands out in my mind--one day 
on one of the occasions when we were visiting--and I don’t 
remember who asked and how it came up, but one of the young 
gentlemen who was doing our tour, he actually said, and I 
remember this clearly, “I have three sisters: one wears the full 
burka, one wears the hijab and one doesn’t wear anything at all” [in 
terms of identifiable Muslim garb].  
 

Alice continued that this experience “often stuck in my mind…that personal 

interaction is really good for the kids, because, you know, it does show that 

some of this comes back to people’s personal beliefs and comforts and that 

kind of thing.” Again and again, the results show the value which teachers 

placed on the ability of a first-hand encounter to mediate what they 

experienced as authentic ways of knowing through the ‘testimony’ of a 

Muslim who witnessed to his or her faith (McInerney, 2009). 

By the same token, Matthew recounted a visit to a mosque where the 

‘traditional’ imam did not attempt to engage the visiting students, speaking 

in a voice that was “soothing but boring,” presenting “storytelling, not 

information about Islam.” He noted with some regret that afterwards, he 

could not remember anything that was said. He also referred to an 

interfaith seminar where the Muslim presenter was “almost mundane.” His 
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perspective was that Muslims should actively engage with non-Muslims in 

dynamic ways to explain their faith to counter stereotypes and really 

explain how Islam “is lived through Muslim communities” at a level 

appropriate to the students.  

Some teachers were edified by certain academic learning experiences 

about Islam. Anne described “teaching for inter-religious 

understanding…trying to look at it a little bit more from—as a person from 

the Christian tradition—being aware that we’re looking at other traditions 

from within our own tradition.” In noting “We looked across religious 

traditions: what are the practices, how does people’s faith play out within 

these traditions?” She emphasised a perspective of “looking for 

connections while still respecting the autonomy of that tradition.” She 

offered an example of “looking inter-religiously at practices which may no 

longer be common in the Christian tradition” such as daily habits of regular 

prayer, which are common in Islam, as well as other practices “which 

perhaps we might think are little bit unusual—why do people do this?” Her 

own perspective, reflected in her pedagogical approach with junior 

secondary students, was that “we can look inter-religiously and explain 

that there are quite valid reasons why people have the particular practices 

that they do,” in a way that was appropriate and engaging at the required 

level. 

Many teachers reported perspectives which were heavily influenced by 

practical experience in everyday life and the “everyday rationality of 

common folk” (Ghiloni, 2011, p. 490), learning about Islam through 

“kitchen table” and taxicab conversations about faith and practice.  

3.4 Perceptions emphasising fraternal interests and a common humanity  

Certain comments offered insights into teacher perspectives on the 

importance of emphasising what religions have in common, especially as a 

teaching strategy to engage younger students who were starting out from 

very limited ways of knowing about Islam and indeed about religions other 

than the ‘home tradition’ of the school.   
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 Comments such as “You know a Catholic person understands that they 

have the same God as a Jewish person, who is also the same, you know, 

God as how the Muslims perceive Allah” were consistent with this 

intention to emphasise a common humanity and the perception that “it’s 

just a different faith and there are so many more things that we have in 

common rather than the differences.”  

Attitudes emphasising this a common humanity were also seen in 

comments which were intended to counter what teachers perceived as the 

demonisation of Muslims and Islam in the public discourse: 

And one of the other perceptions that I’ve had that’s been shaped 
by the people  whom I’ve met is the fact that—they’re just everyday 
Australians. They really are. They’re not any different to the fact 
that I’m Christian and I’m Australian; they’re Muslim and they’re 
Australian.  
 

Luke echoed a similar but slightly more nuanced perception, saying “for all 

the differences, it’s not that different [participant emphasis]. There are 

more similarities than there are differences, I think.” This teacher 

understood and appreciated Islam as “part of a continuum” and argued 

that “while the people conflict, some of the main messages apply all the 

way through.”  

Luke noted that he and other teaching colleagues were aware of 

stereotypes and “like to break them down, like to get the kids to challenge 

them because it’s very much about critical thinking and writing.” Luke had 

adopted an attitude and an approach to countering misperceptions about 

Islam and terrorism which he explained as starting with questions: “Why is 

that? Let’s get into ‘Where does it come from?’ Is that right? So, let’s do 

some research, find out, what is it [Islam] actually saying?” 

What often emerged in teacher dispositions and attitudes could be 

understood through a hermeneutic of human fraternity. Just as 

participants’ constructs of knowledge had been influenced by experiences 

which they regarded as authentic encounters with Islam, several 

participants’ attitudes had been influenced by their interpretations of the 
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experiences of the Muslims which they had met in both everyday life 

experiences of life as well as in their professional learning. 

Many of the teachers implicitly agreed with the value of “seeing each of 

the world’s religions, as a ‘work of art’, worthy of a public showing in the 

best light” (Dickson, 2004, pp. 6-7). At times, evidence showed that when 

teachers tended to stress commonalities as a way of encouraging respect 

and a generalised tolerance toward religions other than the home Christian 

tradition their representations at times appeared to be somewhat 

superficial and did not always “allow religions to have their differences” 

(Dickson, 2004, p. 7) or encourage robust but sensitive discussion of those 

differences (Lovat, 2009). What was not always apparent was evidence of  

critical literacy in participant understanding (Goldberg, 2007b; Boys, 2008; 

Wright, 2009).  

Angela offered a fine example of bold and robust dispositions reflected in 

her pedagogy. She selected her sources with her students in mind, “feeding 

them as much unbiased information as I can,” from documentaries, 

articles, websites, texts, and school-based resources to counter 

misconceptions and misunderstanding so that they could wrestle with the 

question “What do you understand Islam to be, what’s a Muslim to you?” 

just as she had done. Angela had previously worked with well-educated 

Muslims from Muslim-majority countries and had formed strong 

relationships, recounting several intersubjective communicative 

experiences with her colleagues about their constructs of Muslim identity 

and practice. Acknowledging her own positionality, Angela herself stated 

“I’ll be honest and say that in some ways, I am a bit biased. I am a bit ‘pro-

Islam’ if you like because I feel that I have to be.” Reminiscent of Parker 

Palmer’s argument about identity and integrity in teaching, Angela 

demonstrated that “we teach who we are” (Palmer, 1997, p. 15) through 

her advocacy of a well-informed, empathetic disposition toward education 

about Islam. 

3.5 Knowing the knower: expressions of a personal faith perspective 
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The data showed evidence of coming to “knowing the knower” through the 

intersection of the school context and ethos and an individual educator’s 

“position in the ontological landscape” (Douglas, J., 2019), sometimes, but 

not always, reflecting a personal faith perspective. In the following 

comment, Luke acknowledges his ontological positioning and his faith-

based sense of the need to start from a position of our common humanity. 

He then expresses his desire for further experiences of engagement and 

enrichment in learning more about Islam through personal relationships, 

all of which clearly will influence his pedagogical strategies. 

The more I’ve taught RE [Religious Education] and the more that 
I’ve studied it,  the more I realise that really, we have to extend that 
hand to say, well I really have to see God in everybody; so it’s 
regardless of their cultural backgrounds, or their religious 
backgrounds. So, for me, the influence has been, when I’ve had the 
opportunity to talk to people, it’s like, well, I want to talk and find 
out. And essentially building those personal relationships is then 
how I can incorporate this into my teaching. 
 

No specific questions about teachers’ personal faiths or religious 

background and/or practice were explicitly asked. Where a teacher stood 

in the ontological landscape was often evident from comments which some 

participants chose to offer about their religious affiliation and/or practice.  

The data revealed significant differences in the personal religious or 

spiritual lens through which teachers constructed their knowledge and 

presented their understanding of Islam in their teaching practice. Angela 

clearly indicated that her starting point was not from the perspective of a 

particular faith adherent: 

And the way that I deliver this course in that sense is going to be 
different from my some of my colleagues who have a much more 
religious background than I, who are practising Catholics or of a 
different faith, because I don’t have a specific allegiance to a 
specific faith.                                
 

In articulating his own ontology within the landscape, James emphasised 

the importance of self-reflection and self-knowledge in trying “to be fair to 

religions other than the one you practise if you are yourself religious.” 
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James emphasised “I think that’s the biggest challenge for religious 

educators.” 

James described his approach to the study and teaching of Islam and his 

“approach to teaching religion in general” by “starting off from a 

phenomenological basis,” arguing that “it’s the only way to get close to a 

fair treatment of religious beliefs that we don’t necessarily hold ourselves.” 

James highlighted the nature of the challenge as a ‘tightrope’, saying:  

at least looking at faiths in a fair way, and then trying to encourage 
spirituality without necessarily proselytizing your own religious 
beliefs—I think that’s a very difficult tightrope to walk for a religious 
educator.  
 

James expressed a clear perspective that his intent in learning and teaching 

about religions was “to move away from what I experienced when I was 

younger—which is, here are the cute, interesting things about these other 

people—these strange people who aren’t Christians,” insisting that “we 

have to start off from a phenomenological basis.”  

The data did show that for at least some of the teachers, first-hand 

experiences of encounter with Muslims were something of a novelty and at 

times shaped perspectives of genuine ‘eye-opening’ in their ways of 

knowing.  

Just over half of the teachers either self-identified as Catholic or reported 

teaching Religious Education in (Roman) Catholic schools. Most of these 

participants had undertaken approved postgraduate study programs with 

an emphasis on Religious Education in the Roman Catholic tradition. 

Comments from teachers who were teaching or had taught in Catholic 

schools tended to reflect/embody a “Catholic hermeneutic” (Sharkey, 

2019, pp. 123-124), which assumes a shared understanding of a Catholic 

faith perspective in relation to the school’s ethos and which was assumed 

in this perspective, whether or not the participant actively practised. 

Luke recalled the influence of his Catholic education and Catholic tertiary 

teacher training on his own spirituality and his approach to teaching about 

religions other than the Catholic faith. He also referenced his school’s 
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culture as a “spirituality of the heart and openness, and that attitude that 

God loves you, full stop.”  

He described the influence of a tertiary educator, a Catholic Religious 

Sister: “her big thing was when we were looking at teaching religion that in 

Catholic schools, there would be [N]one of this ‘we’re better because…” 

and I sort of take that idea and apply it elsewhere,” in relation to his 

perspective and his approach to teaching about world religions. Although 

he did not cite official Roman Catholic Church teaching by name, Luke 

referred to “the idea that I think Vatican II said, there is truth in all 

religions” (Pope Paul VI, 1965) as strongly influencing his worldview.27   

Four teachers self-identified as Anglicans. Comments such as the following 

reflected a common perspective observed among those who were teaching 

or who had taught in Anglican schools, regardless of their own practice:  

There is absolutely no expectation that I lead students towards 
being Anglicans, particularly at the cost of any other faith. There is a 
lot more encouragement of spirituality in general than there is of 
encouragement or leading towards a specifically Anglican Christian 
view of what it means to be a spiritual person. [James] 
 

Angela used an analogy with Anglican religious practice to emphasise the 

importance of understanding diversity within a religious tradition as well as 

across religious traditions.   

Well, we’re all at an Anglican school. How many of us are actually 
Anglicans? And if we are Anglicans, how many of us do the same 
thing? Do we all practise the same way? 
 

Angela used this analogy to emphasise a perspective of the importance of 

understanding and presenting Islam in its diversity, saying “You cannot 

paint all Muslims in the same light. Because they’re absolutely not” 

(participant emphasis). Her own insights about diversity within Islam were 

reported as a conclusion which she had drawn from first-hand experiences 

 
27 Nostra Aetate, the Declaration on the Relation of the Church with Non-
Christian Religions of the Second Vatican Council, Proclaimed By His 
Holiness Pope Paul VI On October 28, 1965. 
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with Muslim colleagues and friends. Unlike Angela, many teachers referred 

to Islam in generalities, and some appeared to present a somewhat 

monolithic view of Islam without reference to its inner diversity.  

Attitudes toward the internet: 

Many teachers had sourced material online. Angela offered: “I guess the 

internet from the perspective of a lot of people is the best source for 

information–both good and bad. James echoes this, with the caveat “the 

difficulty with that, as with everything else on the internet, is to vet which 

ones you want to use.” James was careful to point out concerns about 

“[e]xplicitly religious websites [which are] of any religion, not just Islam, 

which are explicitly about conversion and persuading people as to why 

they should become a Muslim or whatever.”  

James felt that he could “very quickly pick up if that’s what a website is 

about, and I’ll just switch to a different website” but had concerns about 

those who might not be able to recognise this bias.  

3.6 Attitudes toward information about Islam in textbooks 

Teachers regularly used texts which presented information about Islam and 

other religions using a phenomenological or typological approach based on 

Ninian Smart’s dimensions of religion (Smart, 1969; Moore & Habel, 1982), 

although very few of the teachers used this term or referred to Smart or 

indeed any of the scholars of religion or authors or their methodologies. 

They found this an accessible and straightforward way to ‘cover the basics’ 

about the religions studied.  

Some teachers expressed some criticism of textbooks and discouraged the 

of use texts in junior classes for a variety of pedagogical reasons, including 

John’s view that “students these days are very against textbooks—they’re 

wanting a straight reference that we use as a basic source, but they’ll use a 

variety of other things.” 

3.7 Attitudes toward “the issue of women” in Islam (Lovat, 2009, pp. 80-81) 

A few teachers expressed perspectives on the ‘issue of women’ in Islam. 
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Luke reflected “oh, straight up, it depends on the country, depends on the 

woman. I tend to find that women in Islam in say, some Middle Eastern 

countries come across as quite oppressed. When I was in Indonesia, yes, it 

was culturally different, but I wouldn’t say there was any oppression 

there,” although Luke did refer to note the influence of differing 

perspectives in different parts of Indonesia on issues concerning women.  

Julia shared her perspective by describing “a wonderful cartoon” which 

illustrated the importance of looking at an issue from different angles and 

applying some critical thinking about differing cultural practices in relation 

to women’s dress: 

It’s two women standing side-by-side, one of them fully covered, 
except for her  eyes and the other, a Western woman, blonde—you 
can’t see her eyes, she’s got dark glasses on—and otherwise she’s 
wearing a very scant bikini…and the one thinks, “Look at that poor, 
oppressed woman—everything covered but her eyes.” And the 
other one, looking at this sex object over here in a bikini, thinks, 
“Look at that poor woman—nothing covered but her eyes.”  

 
Julia commented “so that excited some quite interesting discussion” with 

her Senior students. 

Angela noted that “one of the really big influences in my understanding of 

Islam…was the perspective first of all of a Saudi woman” whom she had 

met in a professional work context. Teacher Angela’s perspective came to 

be shaped in relation to this “very forward-thinking, very moderate sort of 

Saudi” who “also had some interesting attitudes” in relation to topics of 

discussion such as driving and wearing hijab. The Saudi woman was 

required to wear hijab in Saudi Arabia and “didn’t necessarily have to” 

when she left Saudi Arabia, but “actually said she liked wearing it, it was 

part of her identity.” Angela had reflected on her own assumption that 

woman want to be able to drive and should be allowed to drive. Angela 

interrogated that assumption upon learning through their conversations 

that the Saudi woman “really was quite adamant at the time that [driving] 

was something that did not interest her” and that for a variety of reasons, 

she easily accepted the situation where she would be driven by someone 

else. Angela admitted “I obviously look at those things from my perspective 
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of being a woman who can drive, who has the right to choose to or not to.” 

However, her perspective was expanded and modified by this experience 

of encounter which she summed up as “[T]o have her saying to me, ‘No, I 

am actually okay wearing his hijab’ and saying ‘No, I don’t want to drive’ 

was really, really interesting.” Angela’s perspective showed the influence of 

intersubjective communication and purposeful listening on her part which 

resulted in a transformed perspective on the issue and in turn influenced a 

pedagogical objective and strategy, which she described as follows:  

That’s really helped me to be able to say to the students, 
“Individuals have different attitudes and different beliefs and 
different understandings of these things that I might see as 
restricting or limiting or whatever, but she [the Muslim woman] 
didn’t see it that way at all.  
 

3.8 Attitudes toward representations of Islam and Muslims in mainstream 

media28 

In response to the question “What are your thoughts about the way Islam 

is presented in the mainstream media?” teachers evidenced varying 

degrees of concern, including annoyance, frustration, dismay and a clear 

desire to counter negative images presented in the media as unhealthy, 

unrealistic stereotypes.  

Teacher epistemologies of practice at that time were heavily influenced by 

global concern about Islamist ideologies and by negative and unbalanced 

portrayals of Islam and Muslims in the media and in social discourse. While 

most teachers expressed concern about certain portrayals and 

presentations of Islam in the media, there were significant variations in the 

way this was expressed in their dispositions and perceptions.  

Teachers repeatedly used words like ‘biased’, ‘stereotype’, and ‘prejudice’, 

reflecting their view of how Islam is presented in the media, particularly 

what John called ‘general’ media such as The Daily Telegraph.  

 
28 The term “mainstream media” was intended to refer to a range of news 
reporting sources (print and online) as well as television and radio, to 
identify sources which were not social media sources. Teachers interpreted 
the term very broadly.   
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Angela said that she was “disillusioned by the way Islam and Muslims are 

portrayed and treated by the government and the media,” articulating a 

view that the [federal] government “is so complicit in the negativity and 

ignorance surrounding Muslims in this country.” She added, “I am also 

frustrated by the lack of understanding shown by my colleagues, but also 

the Australian public in general.” 

The issue of Muslims in relation to refugee issues was raised in some of the 

interviews. Angela expressed considerable concern about “the treatment 

of refugees in general, many of whom are Muslim” and felt that this “does 

nothing to help educate Australians about what Islam is and what Muslims 

do as part of their faith.” Monique had a similar perspective, arising from 

her voluntary parish work in the past to assist Muslim refugees resettle and 

connect with the local Australian community. The experience had affected 

her deeply, and her perceptions in relation to media coverage and public 

discourse around complex issues around refugees who happened to be 

Muslims was expressed quite pointedly: 

[As] if somehow or another we could pretend that they’re not there 
and we just forgot about them and left them there. And often the 
people who are saying this are the ones who in the next breath 
come out as either a strong Catholic, or a Christian. 
 

Monique perceived Muslims and especially Muslim refugees to be 

vulnerable, arising from experiences of encounter with a limited number of 

Muslims, most of whom were refuges or migrants. Monique recounted the 

experience of a lengthy conversation with a taxi driver about the reality of 

his life as an immigrant Muslim now living out his faith in Australia.  

Angela perceived the need to advocate for Muslims to counter 

perspectives which do “nothing to help educate Australians about what 

Islam is and what Muslims do as part of their faith.” At least three teachers 

mentioned similar perspectives, reflecting efforts to acknowledge shared 

humanity, the connection between themselves and the Muslims whom 

they met, however fleeting or limited the exchange within the encounter. 

The dispositions of these teachers were grounded in a strong social justice 

ethic, which some teachers linked directly to their religious beliefs and 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 97 

practice, while others displaying this ethic made no connection with a 

personal religious faith. These perspectives and dispositions can be viewed 

through a hermeneutic of human fraternity seeking connectedness through 

a common humanity and a disposition to advocate for Muslims as 

vulnerable fellow humans. 

3.9 Attitudes toward diversity within Islam and the media  

Only a few teachers mentioned specific examples of concern about 

diversity within Islam not being represented in the media. Two teachers 

expressed strong concern in that mainstream media fail to portray and 

represent the significance of diversity within Islam itself. They argued the 

point from a critical literacy perspective. John stated bluntly “The general 

media does not know the difference between Sunni and Shi’a…they use the 

terms, but they are really not on top of what the differences are and the 

processes that led to those divergences coming through.” The Muslim 

students whom he has met “vary enormously as well.”  

Based on his experience of visiting several Muslim-majority countries, 

James observed that [the media] “buy into a very stereotypical idea of 

what an Islamic country is like” and “assume that…all Islamic countries are 

alike, which they very definitely are not.” James added “mainstream media 

coverage of Islam and Islamic countries [is] rarely about religion.”    

Angela noted that most of her junior secondary students are “very heavily 

influenced by the mainstream media. So, I try really hard to find things that 

counter that view” [participant’s emphasis]. Angela shared how her own 

perspective had been influenced by “a great documentary that I try to 

show each year to my class,” a BBC documentary about the history of 

Islam. Her own perspective echoed that of a promotional blurb, namely, 

“one inevitably wonders how Islam, a beautiful religion, could have 

become synonymous with fear and hatred, even after 9/11.”  

3.10  Attitudes of teachers in relation to the media and issues of terrorism 

and conflict 
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Participants’ attitudes toward education about Islam to address and 

counter issues of terrorism varied in concern and in the degree of 

subjectivity as well as emotion about this topic. In discussing his view of 

misconceptions perpetrated by the media by conflating Islam with Islamist 

terrorism reports about ISIS/IS/DAESH, Paul argued for age-appropriate 

teaching about Islam so as to counter students’ Islamophobia and 

misrepresentations of Muslims as terrorists:  

I mean, I think society has this bogey monster fear of Islam, and just 
to have it taught at school…and they [the students] know a little bit 
about…the word hajj…fasting during Ramadan, they know what Eid 
is, I think that at least helps. And so, if they ever were to meet a 
Muslim, they would actually be able to have an intelligent 
conversation about it, rather than asking a stupid question like “Are 
you going to blow me up?” 
 

3.10.1  Teacher pedagogy and use of mainstream media 

While several teachers pointedly noted their use of mainstream media, 

some teachers barely used the media at all. James noted “I wouldn’t 

normally use a day-to-day news broadcast because they tend to be a little 

bit more sensationalist than is necessary—and of course jump to 

conclusions, which a more considered documentary has time to re-

consider if they’re not appropriate.” 

In speaking about rationale, content and pedagogy for teaching about 

Islam to junior secondary students, Paul focussed on the need to teach 

certain basic information about the religious phenomena within Islam but 

did not emphasise how or what he would address the need for critical 

religious literacy in students of this age, although his own perspective was 

indeed bold and robust.   

In relation to perceptions of the religion of Islam, Matthew explicitly 

referred to the events of September 11, 2001, in the United States, saying 

“I always talk about 9/11,” and referenced John Dickson’s discussion of 

‘Getting beyond 9/11’ (2004, pp. 179-180). He explained his perspective 

about the need to address what he saw as an elephant in the room, that is, 

the tendency to conflate Islam and terrorism in much of the public 
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discourse and especially in the media consumed by students. Some 

teachers did not use the word ‘terrorist’ or ‘terrorism’ at all, and one 

teacher explicitly used the word ‘conflict’ rather than ‘terrorism’ or ‘war.’ 

3.11 Terrorist stereotype, conflict and critical literacy in educating about 

Islam within programs of religion 

James offered a keen insight into an omission in course content in relation 

to the issue of conflict which was not articulated by any of the other 

teachers. “I understand for senior students the [need for] balance: you 

don’t want to focus on that aspect—the way Islam and the rest of the 

world have interacted for the last 150 years…[but] “I think the course does 

an awful lot to avoid talking about it [conflict] at all.” James specifically 

critiqued the tendency of textbooks to “shy away from both the origins and 

the contemporary accounts of the conflicts in the world,” noting that 

“[T]hey almost tend to be written as though they didn’t exist.” Even where 

a textbook might have “a few references to” the origins of Islamism, James 

argued that “they tend to downplay that as an aspect of the way that Islam 

and other religions have interacted over the last hundred years or so.” 

James gave the following example: 

The content that’s mandated in the Syllabus for the ‘Religion and 
Peace’ unit is much more about ‘in theory, how does Islam talk 
about religion and peace?’ rather than the practical import of 
what’s actually happened over the last one hundred years or so 
(participant’s emphasis). 
 

James showed a strong grasp of Islamic history and his keen reflective 

insights into the relationship between the course expectations, the text 

resources available to support the course and pedagogical initiatives 

appropriate to the delivery of the course. This depth of knowledge and 

insight into the intersection of the three was unique among the fifteen 

participants. The appearance of a choice not to look too closely at religious 

differences was apparent in the perspectives of teachers whose comments 

indicated that they avoided controversial issues and did not take a critical 

literacy approach, perhaps “motivated by a desire to get along and to 

connect to each other as fellow members of the human family” (Dickson, 
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2004, p. 14). It is useful to consider this perspective in the light of Dickson’s 

argument that “[a]t a great distance, most people look pretty much the 

same. Close up, however, it’s a different story” (p. 14). 

About half of the participants displayed perspectives which reflected a 

critical literacy approach to these issues and serious engagement or 

attempts to engage with the religion of Islam through a critical lens or 

hermeneutic tool. Slightly less than half of the participants appeared to be 

uncertain of whether or how to approach certain aspects of Islam which 

they found perplexing, troubling, or confounding. 

In discussing his disposition toward misconceptions about Islam in the 

context of Islamist terrorism reports so prominent in the media at the time 

of the interviews, Paul argued  

I think that any educated person, regardless of what adherence 
they follow, can actually identify the lies and say ‘No. That’s not 
God’s will. If you’re submitting to God’s will, that is NOT God’s will 
[speaker emphasis]. They might call themselves Muslims, but 
they’re not Muslims.’  
 

With Senior secondary students, Paul reported using a clip from an ABC 

Q&A program featuring Yassmin Abdel-Magied in a discussion of sharia 

law. In explaining her argument “that part of adhering to sharia law is 

following the laws of the land,” Paul took a robust approach to counter the 

views of certain Australian politicians about Muslims “overrunning us, and 

[saying] they’re going to enforce sharia law where, you know, thieves will 

have their hands cut off.” Arguing that “[N]one of this is based in any kind 

of reality,” his goal was to engage his older students in ways that would 

help them to “see what’s happening in the news” so that they would “kind 

of think, this does apply to me, this does apply to the real world, it’s not 

just an abstract concept, it’s about life, and I think that’s what we try to 

do” [in religion classes]. Paul reflected at some length on his perspective 

about the importance of connecting religious education or religious studies 

to students’ experience and his disposition toward using resources that 

would facilitate this objective. His perspective was that students often 

failed to see the relevance of what they studied in religion classes. 
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Other teachers echoed the perspective of the relevance of studying religion 

as a worldview and the implications of this in different contexts. Paul’s 

view of rationale, pedagogy and content in the religion program can be 

seen in what he reported saying to his students: “[W]e give you the skills to 

ask questions, to think things through and to be more reflective and more 

responsive and to be a better person.” Paul’s perspective was to teach so 

that students would learn from religion as well as about religion. 

Carol said that she often struggled to get her students to understand the 

value of religion or the value of learning about religion let alone the value 

of learning about Islam and Muslims to understand worldviews and 

develop empathy. She also reported seeking out resources and bringing in 

examples from the media which she thought would spur student interest 

and help to develop empathy (she did not use this term explicitly, but by 

implication).  

Some teachers did not mention controversial topics, except when they 

came up, and then appeared to deflect them. Monique had an academic 

background in history and observed that she was very careful in relation to 

a ‘sensitive’ topic such as the Crusades, if it came up with younger 

students. 

Anne did not introduce perspectives on Islamophobia or negative 

stereotypes but addressed them carefully if they did arise by countering 

these with an alternate narrative, namely, the significant contributions of 

Muslims and of Islam in areas of learning and culture. She created her own 

resources for junior secondary classes, with students “looking at artwork,” 

after which students “created something that represented the Islamic 

culture.” Anne did not mention whether she related this to contemporary 

art by Australian Muslim artists exploring their faith and spirituality.   

3.11 Summary of findings: Perceptions, attitudes, dispositions: empathy, 

edification, enhancement  

Teacher perceptions were strongly influenced by their sources of learning 

and their ways of knowing about Islam. Their attitudes were often shaped 
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by personal experiences of learning from Muslims and by the depth and 

breadth of the constructs which they formed from what they learnt in their 

personal and professional experiences of encounter. Teacher attitudes of 

empathy and concern were observed in expressions of concern about 

Islamophobia and misrepresentations of Islam in the media and in the 

public discourse. These dispositions can be understood through a 

hermeneutic of human fraternity which seeks to develop and present a 

counter-narrative, whether that narrative was supported by a critical 

literacy approach to learning and teaching about Islam.  

4.0 Part Four:  pedagogical practice: empathy, engagement and 

encouragement 

4.1 Theme three:  constructs of pedagogical relevance within broader 

constructs of education for social justice, social cohesion and advocacy: a 

hermeneutic of authentic representation and advocacy 

The researcher identifies pedagogy as the design and application of 

curriculum content, including the rationale for making certain choices in 

both what is taught (content) and how it is taught (approach/es) in a 

particular teaching context.  

The results of this small-scale study demonstrate a range of participant 

pedagogical initiatives and strategies. Teacher ways of knowing about Islam 

and the perceptions and dispositions which flowed from their ways of 

knowing strongly influenced pedagogical initiatives in relation to a school’s 

religion program goals and curriculum, including both the explicit and 

implicit curricula. 

Among the aims evident in the various approaches represented by 

participants in this study were: 

• giving students the opportunity to learn about ‘the basics’ of a 

‘world religion’ that is seen as growing in significance, including a 

focus on Australian Muslims 
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• introducing students to religious traditions and worldviews which 

might differ from their own or from the religious ‘home tradition’ of 

the school 

• presenting so-called ‘world religions’, often especially Islam, “in the 

best light” (Dickson, 2004, p. 7) 

• confronting and challenging negative views, especially those which 

are seen to misrepresent Islam, particularly in the media 

• sourcing and presenting information about Islam in ways that 

emphasise commonalities within the Abrahamic religions as well as 

our common humanity and human fraternity  

• tapping into the ways of knowing of Muslim students in class if they 

self-identified as Muslim 

• sourcing factual and information and at times exploring critical 

perspectives from knowledgeable Muslims to support both student 

and educator learning, especially in Syllabus-based courses and 

assessment with exams 

• helping students to develop religious literacy through presentation 

of carefully curated content from trusted sources (such as the BBC) 

• helping students to develop skills to evaluate material which they 

encountered about Islam in the media content which they 

consumed 

• supporting inquiry-focused methods to enable students to research 

what was of interest to them 

• helping students to understand the distinction between religious 

belief and often idiosyncratic cultural practices 

• emphasising culturally contextualised learning about Islam (Moore, 

J., 2006b, 2009). 

There was consistent evidence of the links between teacher experience 

and dispositions towards Islam as they were manifest when applied to 

practice.  

Mary reported sharing observations with her students about her visit to a 

Muslim-majority country: 
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Even at the hotel, when the call to prayer goes on, the TV switches, 
like the TV program pauses, and the call to prayer is on the 
television, and you can hear it throughout the hotel, regardless of 
the time of day or the clientele that’s there.  
 

Mary didn’t offer further insights into how she interpreted the significance 

of the practice of daily prayer for Muslims breaking into other aspects of 

life in a Muslim-majority country. She did offer another observation that 

“you have to adhere to Islamic rules when you are there, so you can’t have 

dogs; I had to hide my cross; I noticed there was a person at my hotel who 

had like a Rosary tattoo, and he had to make sure that that was fully 

covered.” Mary reflected, “So, I talked to them [students] a lot about that. I 

guess that was my own knowledge, but the students find that interesting, 

when you see those different things,” indicating that she was aware of her 

own experience as worthy to be shared but did not indicate whether she 

interpreted this as cultural practice based on foundational ideas in the 

religion of Islam or otherwise. Mary noted that in sharing her experience of 

visiting a Muslim-majority country where daily life was considerably 

different from images of (so-called) Islamic State or other negative media 

portrayals of life in Muslim-majority countries, Mary displayed a specific 

interpretive intent, saying “also, it’s good to kind of advocate for the fact 

that there are Islamic states that are peaceful.”  

4.2 Starting where the students are 

Many of the teachers noted that they introduced the topic of Islam with a 

familiar strategy of introducing a new topic by exploring student prior 

learning and thinking about the topic. For example, Angela observed “I do 

start the class with ‘I’m thinking Islam: what are you thinking’”? to get a 

sense of their thinking, especially as it had likely been influenced by the 

mainstream media. She referred to the reality of her adolescent students 

being “very heavily influenced by the mainstream media” and noted her 

dismay: “My frustration: I stood here in the first lesson and said “Islam: tell 

me some words.” Almost instantly and almost unanimously, ‘terrorism.’ 

Okay. ‘Jihad.’ ‘Arab.’ Angela acknowledged the need to address this in her 
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pedagogy, saying “I try really hard to find things that counter that view.” In 

fact, she stated her rationale as follows: 

I work very hard and say to them “At the end of this [unit on Islam], 
I want you to understand, first of all, that terrorists are a miniscule 
percentage of Muslims in the world…like almost every other 
religion, Islam is about peace, loving your neighbour, doing the right 
thing, being the best Muslim that you can be, and that’s what it’s 
about. 

 
Carol reported being dismayed by similar responses from her students, but 

decided to address them, saying “You’ve got to start somewhere!” 

Jordan also found such responses unsettling, but took the situation as a 

challenge, and pointed out that by the end of the unit on Islam, students 

had a much better grasp of the religion of Islam as well as insights into the 

profiles of contemporary Australian Muslims in the public eye, such as 

Walid Ali. 

4.3 Teaching Methods  

Some teachers such as James showed a clear understanding of a 

phenomenological approach to the study of Islam in the delivery of his 

program. Most of the teachers did not show awareness of the theoretical 

differences between various pedagogical approaches as they might affect 

their program and subject delivery. Several teachers referred to resources 

and strategies which incorporated Ninian Smart’s dimensions of religion 

(1969). Popular resources such as the Understanding Faith, used in a 

Catholic school context, reflected the practical educational elements of 

Moore and Habel’s (1982) typological approach, starting with the home 

tradition and comparing and contrasting ‘types’ based on Smart’s 

dimensions. These comments from John illustrate this approach “that 

begins unapologetically with the home tradition of the student” (Lovat, 

2009, p. 49), assuming the perspective of the home tradition of the school 

and that of the teachers of Religious Education, if not necessarily that of 

the students: 

The general process, in terms of finding a way to the faith and 
finding out some of the differences and the similarities—that’s at a 
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very general level, because that’s targeted to Year 8, but that at 
least ties in with the Australian curriculum, so they’re [the students] 
seeing other faiths within the Australian community and seeing 
how we [Roman Catholics] currently relate to it. 
 

4.4 Text resources used in teaching about Islam 

4.4.1 Student texts 

Participants offered various responses here, but a common theme was the 

importance of material with which students could engage and which suited 

the approach and level of the course. Depending on the school program 

context and the curriculum scope and expectations, all teachers had some 

degree of autonomy in sourcing information and resources for their 

practice. Teachers used textbooks, library books, documentaries, television 

programs, TED talks, and material which they had sourced from the media 

and from websites. 

Some teachers favoured the use of “very good” textbooks “designed to be 

engaging,” using terms like “pictorial,” “with maps,” “comparative tables” 

and engaging material on “basic teachings, The Prophet [pbuh] or leader, 

sacred writings, centres of worship” and which also then “looks at how 

they [adherents] live their lives and how they celebrate their religion with 

festivals and practices [such as] Ramadan for Muslims” and “how they 

demonstrate their relationship with God.” The cognitive interest was in 

technical control of facts and an “empirical/analytic type of knowing” 

(Lovat, 2009, p. 20). 

James, however, says explicitly, “I don’t use textbooks” with his junior 

secondary classes because, in his words, “frankly, I’ve found most 

textbooks as a course guide to be unsatisfactory.” In James’ view, “[T]hey 

tend to be either too basic or too complex and there’s very little in 

between.” James prepared school-based resource material for himself and 

others to use in junior classes. For use with Senior Syllabus-based classes, 

two teachers mentioned “the Oxford one and the Cambridge one and 

various others” which one teacher judged to be “very good and quite 

comprehensive,” noting “I find them all to be useful for different things.” 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 107 

James appreciated and used texts which were “explicitly aimed at the 

course that I’m teaching” and named his “most recent favourite” as the last 

two editions (up until 2017) of the Living Religion29 text. He noted 

approvingly that this text included “an interesting form of presentation so 

that it engages the students.”  

Julia, who had taught about Islam for several years in both junior and 

senior secondary programs of religion acknowledged the value of student 

texts which had been designed for “pretty prescriptive” Syllabus-based 

courses, saying “[A]nd to be perfectly honest, what I learned from those 

textbooks—I learnt such a lot at the time I was teaching those Year 11 

students.” Julia went on to say “[h]aving said that, I didn’t come in cold,” 

noting that she had taught about Islam at another school and “also in my 

youth had spent a couple of months in [two named Muslim-majority 

countries]…I had visited lots of mosques…so I’d already come in with some 

background, some exposure, and I was interested to flesh out some of the 

details.” Julia acknowledged “So I was able to learn as a teacher, first at 

that school and then here, find out at a bit more depth.”  

4.4.2 Academic texts 

Two teachers enthusiastically affirmed the value of text material from their 

Charles Sturt University postgraduate coursework in their own ways of 

knowing about Islam with one teacher saying that it was “the thing that 

most helped and most informed me” and “[c]ertainly, a significant 

foundation for what I know about Islam came from that course, even 

though I’ve added to it.”  

4.4.3 Muslim sacred texts 

Some of the teachers made brief reference to the Qur’an and a small 

number noted use of passages in their teaching. James apologetically 

offered, “I don’t speak Arabic, unfortunately—so whenever I’m doing 

anything to do with the Qur’an, which I very definitely have to do for the 

 
29 Living Religion (2016) by Janet Morrissey / Adam Taylor / Greg 
Bailey / Peter Mudge / Paul Rule / Helen Clarke.  
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Years 11 and 12 courses, I have to use a translated Qur’an, so I apologise to 

any Muslims for that. I’ve never learned Arabic so I can’t read the Qur’an 

properly.” Paul showed a nuanced understanding, saying “I have had a 

copy of the Qur’an on my desk…ummm, well, it’s not really the Qur’an, as 

it’s in English.” No participant indicated awareness or use of Hadith in 

learning or teaching about Islam. None cited specific passages in relation to 

their own learning or use with students. 

4.5 Visual text as a classroom resource 

Many participants reported using visual text. James noted that with a 

“fairly straightforward” concept such as the Five Pillars of Islam, he does 

use a lot of videos [participant emphasis]. His rationale was that 

“particularly when we are talking about the practices of any faith, not just 

Islam, actually having the students able to see what we’re talking about, 

rather than just reading or talking about it is really useful [participant 

emphasis].”   

John noted that “students these days are very against textbooks,” but 

acknowledged that teachers want “a straight reference that we use as a 

basic source, but they’ll use a variety of other things [resources].” John 

referred to “the generic one [text] we use,” John Dickson’s A spectator’s 

guide to world religions: An introduction to the big five. Teachers wished to 

use resources which would introduce students to “the things that really 

make Muslims tick,” Dickson (2004, p. 4) and “the very obvious ‘personal’ 

dimensions of religious faith.” Data from participant interviews suggests 

that this was a key driver behind the choice of resources and pedagogical 

strategies which portrayed the “lived religion” aspects of Islam 

(Ammerman, 2021).  

James emphasised the importance of authenticity in the materials which 

he sourced, articulating two key findings in teacher concerns about 

sources: he made the effort to use mostly those which “are from the 

perspective of Muslims” and he carefully vetted his sources, using material 

“from anywhere, once I’ve vetted them to make sure.” His visual text 

sources included videos about The Hajj, featuring “Hajjis from different 
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parts of the world, travelling for The Hajj—how they are viewed and how 

they view the pilgrimage.” Teachers mentioned “whole or excerpts from 

documentaries,” “some really good BBC shows,” some from Al Jazeera, and 

“a fair few good ones” from the ABC (Australian Broadcasting Corporation).  

4.6 Humans as text  

Anne commented “textbooks have their role, the websites have their role, 

but nothing’s quite the same as engaging in conversation with someone 

speaking about their faith and the Muslim tradition.”  

Three of the teachers commented on the value of interacting with Muslims 

who were in the audience at the public lecture organised by Bluestar 

Intercultural Centre, with one of them saying “it was really good to interact 

with them [Muslim members of the audience], and that’s sort of building a 

bridge with religious traditions…to deepen our understanding or broaden 

our understanding” [participant emphasis]. 

Paul acknowledged “we had textbooks and the textbooks do their 

best…they’re okay…As far as encouraging engagement, I think they did 

their best.” He then reported enthusiastically that “we had some Muslim 

guys come to speak to our Year 8 students” and said “Oh, they were 

awesome! They were fantastic!” Paul appreciated what he saw as the 

authenticity of this encounter, saying “[T]hey spoke about their own story, 

their own adherence, the way they practise, what they do, their strategies 

for coping with Ramadan (laughs).” This experience of authentic encounter 

for both teachers and students took place as an activity at the end of the 

semester, post-assessment and was not included within the formal 

curriculum coursework. 

Luke helped to organise the visit of these young Muslim men. At first, he 

had difficulty finding knowledgeable Muslims who might visit his school 

and speak to students about Islam in an accessible way.  He had contacted 

a local mosque but found that he “wasn’t getting much response” or 

“much traction.” He articulated wariness in choosing sources, saying that 

“you can go to some organisations, and you don’t know who they are.” 
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Luke then contacted Charles Sturt University (CSU), explaining “I thought, 

well, okay, there’s a bit of credibility there,” adding that as a source, “I was 

just trusting CSU and the link that they already have [with ISRA, that is, the 

Islamic Sciences and Research Academy of Australia]. In explaining how he 

sourced these guest speakers, the teacher described his approach to ISRA 

saying “look, this is where we’re at, this is what we’re sort of thinking, and 

they went ‘yep, no problems at all. Just put in a booking form.’” Luke’s 

approach reflects key concerns about authenticity in sourcing appropriate 

guest speakers as well as issues of organisational logistics. In a nod to 

practical concerns about resource cost, he added “I think it’s one of the 

cheapest things ever.” It was also very easy to organise—important for 

time-poor teachers. 

In a discussion of the value of different resources, Luke said “If I give them 

a straight text to read, then I automatically lose half the class.” Luke 

emphasised the importance of the Muslim perspective in saying “I could 

say the same things [that an authentic representative of the faith tradition] 

would say and [the students] they’ll say ‘Oh, that’s fantastic! Where’d you 

find that?’” He went on to say “So it’s involving guest speakers and then I 

think having conversations” with Muslims.. You know what I mean? [to the 

interviewer].”  

The use of the word ‘normal’ occurred in comments from participants, with 

little or no evidence of critical insight into the assumptions which this word 

reveals and the hermeneutic idealism which may have informed such 

perspectives. There was little evidence of a critical literacy approach to 

reading of human texts.  

4.7 Television programs and documentaries  

James emphasised “I’m very careful to make sure that if we’re talking 

about an Islamic topic, then I’m getting an Islamic point of view, and not 

external criticism,” adding “that’s not always easy.” His assessment was 

that “the BBC does a reasonably good job of that; the ABC does an okay job 

of that occasionally,” specifically noting that ABC Compass programs “do a 

reasonable job of a balanced presentation [participant emphasis].” James 
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insisted upon “a balanced presentation” in his choice of resources, using 

those which in his opinion, offer “a significant representation of an Islamic 

voice—Muslims themselves speaking, rather than being spoken about.” 

Several teachers mentioned using resources from the ABC television 

program Compass, echoing or implying the same view as reported by 

James. 

The ABC-TV Compass program entitled Who’s Husna about a “young 

Islamic woman, an Australian woman” was reported as having been an 

effective resource for students. Reasons offered included “they engaged 

with it,” “saw a personal story,” “bringing it back home to a young 

Australian, too, a young Australian woman.” In terms of confronting 

stereotypes about Islam, this program was praised for “removing all those 

barriers and that detachment of thinking that Muslims are only from the 

Middle East, or that they’re only extremists.” Carol observed: 

So, it was very clear from the outset that they saw a personal story 
and she’s Australian, too. She spoke about her personal struggles, 
and I got them [the students] to reflect, [asking] “What can you 
relate to about her story?” [The intent was] just beginning to show 
how they have a connection to people of that faith, too. 
 

For Carol, the approach and outcome meant that the students were “just 

beginning to show how they have a connection to people of that faith, too” 

(participant emphasis). She asked the students what they had learnt about 

Islam from this program, including the question “what surprised you in it 

and why do you think this might be a helpful thing to show other people?” 

Carol reported responses such as “oh, I didn’t know that there are varying 

degrees of how people follow Islam” or, “Islamic people can be normal” or 

“she was really nice.” 

These remarks capture important findings about teacher perspectives and 

dispositions which can be interpreted through a hermeneutic of authentic 

encounter operating in concert with a hermeneutic of human fraternity. A 

significant finding was that many teachers were keen to source the Muslim 

perspective from a credible and appropriate source, and that this was 

often not easy because they simply did not know Muslims to invite to their 
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classes. Their search for authentic ‘witnesses’ to Islam as a lived religion led 

them to accessible digital resources providing ‘virtual’ encounters. One 

teacher sums it up this way: 

In terms of speakers, I would have liked to have someone come in, 
if I had known  someone who was appropriate. Definitely. I mean, to 
have had someone come into the classroom and really break down 
the stereotypes, that would definitely have been the most powerful 
option. Husna was the next one. 
 

Carol said that she had been “focusing a significant amount of time on 

Islam and the Muslim community, partly because of the context in 

Australia and what’s been happening.” She said her goal was to challenge 

“all they see on the news—they just think people who are Muslims are 

terrorists and they don’t think beyond that.” Her approach was like that of 

other teachers who asked students to write down what they knew about 

Islam and found that “they knew very little. They knew a little bit about 

what the women wear, the hijabs; they wrote ‘terrorist’ there…then when 

it got to the stereotypes, they did, they put ‘ISIS.’”  

When asked about her rationale and goal(s) for teaching about Islam, Carol 

observed:  

I feel pretty strongly about making sure that that’s not what they 
take away with them [the stereotypes]. So, I thought, how am I 
going to do that? I didn’t just want to educate them about the 
theory of Islam, of how many times a day they pray; I wanted it to 
be real. 
 

Carol emphasised the importance of teaching about Islam “fairly” and 

asserted her belief that other religious educators were also trying to “teach 

fairly.” Reflecting on her rationale and goals in relation to student 

outcomes, she said, “I think I might have helped them to break down those 

stereotypes a bit, in terms of what I saw in their writing,” adding an 

important self-reflection which is not uncommon among educators and 

very common in religious educators, saying “You never know how that’s 

lived out. So, I do the best I can as a teacher in the classroom on that front 

and just hope that they take that with them.” 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 113 

Jordan favoured a particular video about two Muslims boys in the U.K. 

whose age and school experience was like that of his students. “Part of the 

reason why I love the video” was the response of his students. Jordan 

summarised that response as “Hey, wait a second, these guys are serious 

about their faith, but they’re also normal boys who play soccer and go to a 

school like ours. You know what I mean? [to the interviewer].” Again, the 

participant used the word ‘normal’ to describe student response and the 

formation of a new construct of knowledge about Muslims as well as a 

construct of knowledge concerning the importance of their faith to these 

‘normal’ young people. This was seen as a clear example of pedagogy with 

the aims of learning from as well as learning about religion. 

Jordan had also found an edifying resource on an episode about Islam in 

the ABC-TV program You Can’t Ask That, describing it as “a kind of ‘ask-me-

anything’ show on Muslims.” Jordan observed that it was good for several 

reasons, including “it was quite funny, and there was quite a diverse group 

of Muslims in the film,” including “some Anglo-Australian Muslims in 

there.” Jordan valued what he saw as the authenticity of the featured 

Muslims and “because it asked some of the awkward questions that some 

of the [students] are carrying…addressed in a straightforward and kind of 

funny way” and thereby prompting “quite a lot of helpful discussion.”  

Not all teachers had used videos or video clips from documentaries. One 

teacher commented “I haven’t [used them] but it’s not because I choose 

not to. It really hasn’t been a relevant teaching tool in the sorts of units 

that we’ve been doing in school.” Explaining that she would explore using 

them “if there was an opportunity to use some sort of drama,” she 

commented that “really, there hasn’t been a need to—or the course goals 

haven’t given us that freedom at the moment, or it hasn’t been an option.” 

It is important to note this teacher’s understanding and interpretation of 

“the course goals” in the context of her pedagogical decisions.  

4.8 Movies 

Although several teachers mentioned using TV documentaries, with almost 

no exception, the teachers indicated that they had not used commercial 
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movies as classroom resources. Some teachers commented that there 

were no suitable commercial movies which presented a balanced view of 

Islam; others chose not to use the limited time available to show a full 

movie. One teacher, however, noted that he “did it differently to other 

teachers,” and reported showing the movie Zero Dark Thirty (2012), about 

the hunt for Osama bin Laden. He centred his pedagogy around current 

issues, saying that “Islam is the most topical issue at the moment” touching 

on issues related to immigration and conflict, among others. He used this 

as deliberately provocative stimulus material to engage Senior students 

and to focus their attention on highly topical issues. He presented it to 

them against the background of source material such as John Dickson’s 

view of the “two conversations in the West about Islam, pre- and post-

9/11.” His choice of this resource can be understood within a particular 

interpretive hermeneutic of advocacy and justice, as he wished to 

“generate discussion…well, is that about Islam, or is it about something 

else?” This teacher often tuned into world events where Islam or Muslims 

were presented in situations of conflict so that he could challenge his 

students to understand what was political and what was being 

manipulated by the media. He did not offer evidence of his own or 

students’ prior learning and understanding about Islam or Islamism which 

would influence or inform their discussion. 

4.9 Co-learning in activities with students 

By far the most important sources and resources for the participants 

tended to be those which supported assessment goals and were engaging 

in content and approach. Some of these resources offered the possibility 

for critical thinking, depending upon how they were presented and what 

students were expected to do with them.   

Teachers placed great value on co-learning with students, especially when 

the learning involved what has been identified as a hermeneutic of 

authentic encounter. Teachers provided many examples of co-learning 

with students, such as guest speakers, visits to a mosque with appropriate 

guided tours, and visits to the local Islamic centre or library. Some were 
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especially enthusiastic about possible opportunities for school visit 

exchanges to Muslim schools. Peter described a proposed activity for junior 

secondary students where they could “spend half a day at the Islamic 

school. They get to experience the classes, they get to share a lunch, they 

get to go to the mosque next door.” Peter explicitly advanced a view 

shared by most of the teachers favouring such an activity because of the 

opportunity it would offer students to make “wonderful inroads into their 

understanding of what it’s like to be a Muslim in Australia.” This approach 

reflects the pedagogical intent to emphasise the lived experience of 

Australian Muslims as a key goal and the need to locate resources to 

support this learning outcome.  

Peter’s response to the interviewer’s prompt about whether he regarded 

such an activity as professional learning for himself was “Oh, yeah—isn’t 

that how it works?!” Some reasons for this were pedagogical; others were 

simply practical necessities, often dependent upon teachers’ limited time 

for further learning about Islam in context. This data reveals an important 

perspective about the type and context for professional learning which 

teachers regarded as valuable or useful for their pedagogy.  

Of note is the situation where teachers had Muslim students in their 

classes and if so, how they called upon students who self-identified as 

Muslims and were willing and able to share their experiences. Teachers 

evidenced different perspectives and different approaches vis-à-vis using 

Muslim students in their classes as sources of information. For example, 

teachers invited their students of all ages to speak about making the Hajj 

pilgrimage to Mecca in Saudi Arabia with their families, or their experience 

of Ramadan fasting in Australia and elsewhere. One teacher commented “I 

have a fairly significant amount of training in Islam, so I can sort of make 

judgements for myself” and commented: 

whenever [our Muslim students] are happy and willing, I tap into 
that resource both in class and out of class…. I find that open and 
honest, happy and willing students are amongst the best things to 
use [in a junior secondary unit on Islam]. 
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Another teacher had certain reservations, saying “I don’t want students to 

feel that they have to somehow represent Islam.” Referring to his efforts to 

talk about the differences between Sunni and Shi’a and having students in 

the class from both sects of Islam, this teacher offered a significant insight 

in saying “[i]t’s tricky to do that sort of balance of respecting and 

acknowledging the experience of the student in class, especially when I’m 

not an expert.” As the teacher in this situation, he reported feeling the 

need to ask the students “Am I getting this right?” Noting that their 

response had been “Yeah, yeah, that’s right,” he added the caveat: “I’m 

also trying not to give them the responsibility for being an ambassador for 

their faith, which they might not be seeking!” Importantly, this teacher 

noted his own effort to inform himself by reading scholarly material and 

did not simply rely on or attempt to generalise from students as a “single 

story” religious insiders (Patel, 2022). 

A third teacher was even more explicitly wary about using Muslim students 

as sources, noting “I’m very sensitive to that, because students may not 

feel comfortable speaking about their family’s religious tradition.” She 

acknowledged that “some students are quite comfortable, and I think 

that’s great” and said that she approached the matter with an “open-

ended question, [asking] if anybody would like to contribute.” She did not 

mention any such contributions but offered the observation that students 

who had “travelled to a Muslim-majority country… sometimes have 

insights that they can share.” This teacher made explicit comments 

indicating the vital importance of not generalising about Muslims from the 

experience of a particular Muslim, saying “I’m very aware—and I do explain 

this to students—that when we speak generically, not all Muslims do the 

same thing, in the same way that not all Christians do the same thing.” 

A teacher who had no students who had self-identified as Muslims had 

drawn upon the experience of a non-Muslim student who had recently 

lived in the United Arab Emirates, of whom the teacher said “…his take on 

Islam was fascinating.” The student had been encouraged by his classmates 
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to join them in fasting during the period of Ramadan, and according to the 

teacher  

He actually thought it was valuable to actually join them, so he did 
Ramadan with Muslims…he actually spoke quite well of the value of 
it and what it did to people and how, so it was fascinating to have 
that in the classroom from a student who had lived it. 
 

In teaching primary school children, Amber had sourced and developed 

resources to support learning in the religion component of curriculum 

Units of Inquiry. She reported sourcing and developing resources to engage 

students in learning how “people of different faiths express their beliefs 

through the creative arts in different ways.” Amber involved students in 

the arts of calligraphy and mosaics, saying “I just try to impress upon them 

the beauty of it, the Arabic writing. And then we do tessellations and then 

we build our own with just maths shapes. And then we see the infinite 

nature of Allah.” Her approach reflects an age-appropriate way to assist 

students to construct knowledge about Islam through creative art and to 

explore the ways in which Muslims have made meaning and expressed the 

idea of being Islamic artistically. The following comment from Amber 

illustrates a certain humility in her own ontological positioning, and an 

intuitive wisdom in teaching about Islam in ways that do not essentialise 

the religious experience of Muslims. 

I’m always aware—I make it very clear to the students that I don’t 
know everything about this religion. I know what I’ve researched, 
and I’ve talked to people; I try and find out as much as I can 
whenever I can. [I say] But I am not telling you something that you 
can apply to every single Muslim that you meet. I’m telling you 
some of the basics that a lot of Muslims adhere to…I know 
something—but I don’t know everything. And in that context, the 
Islamic kids in the classes love to get up and tell us. And I’ve 
corrected a lot of what I’ve got there [in the resources she 
prepared] on the basis of what they’ve told me.” 
 

4.10  Distinguishing between religious belief and culture 

A teacher who had a strong background in philosophy noted that his 

“approach to studying religion has been a philosophical approach,” as was 

his approach to teaching about religion. He was one of the few participants 
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who made a point of describing how he addressed the distinction between 

religious belief and cultural practices with both Junior secondary and 

Senior secondary students. He described taking a balanced approach to 

teaching about Islam to older Junior Secondary students, saying “I do try to 

keep units topical,” but that his approach was to “steer clear with the 

[Junior Secondary class] of talking about the conflicts in the world 

until…the last week or so of the course,” because in his professional 

judgement: “I don’t like to encourage them to talk about it unless they are 

informed. And it takes most of the course for them to really jump into 

whatever you can call informed for [a student at this level] talking about 

complex issues.” This same teacher said that he was “much less reticent” 

with students in senior secondary classes. In a salient comment, he says 

At the beginning of the course, they tend to want to talk about that 
[religious conflict], but they don’t want to actually talk about it in an 
informed way, so I discourage that, and I say, “We will talk about 
that towards the end of the course, but you need to know what 
you’re talking about before you can really begin.” They don’t always 
like that, but they don’t have a choice (participant emphasis). 
 

Angela tackled the issue of terrorism up front because “most of them are 

very heavily influenced by the mainstream media. So, I try really hard to 

find things that counter that view.” To this end, Angela offered a very 

positive critique of a BBC documentary about the history of Islam, saying 

that “I find it does—it talks the students through the history of Islam; and it 

deals with terrorism; it doesn’t shy away from it. It was made quite a long 

time ago: it is pre-911.” In saying that this resource “helps them to 

understand the depth of the history and the contribution that Islam has 

made,” Angela indicated that her pedagogical approach was to 

acknowledge students’ perspectives and offer them solid factual 

knowledge to extend their horizons and expand their worldviews. She used 

other resources featuring examples of Muslim architecture and calligraphy 

to support her approach. 

Mary wanted to present portrayals of Islam and Muslim to counter “the 

instant alerts on their [the students’] phones and just general conversation 

on social media or with their peers or at home.” Seen through a 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 119 

hermeneutic of human fraternity, she wanted the students to start to 

appreciate the kinds of connectivity that you can have between religions 

and also races.” She also observed: “I’ve noticed that students are quite 

informed, because they do get quite passionate. They’re very quick to tell 

you that the Islamic faith is actually a peaceful faith.” There was no 

evidence of discussion about the assumptions in this well-intentioned but 

potentially essentialist comment. 

4.11 Curriculum  

Limitations or constraints within a given curriculum were seen to influence 

both the amount of time and attention which teachers were able to devote 

to teaching about Islam, which in turn sometimes disincentivised their own 

learning about Islam, for example, when teachers said “Truth is, Islam is a 

very small component of what we teach. I’ve never studied it at any level 

until now.” 

Senior secondary courses: A key finding was the marked difference in the 

comments of teachers who had taught about Islam in Syllabus-based 

religion studies courses rather than school-based religion studies courses 

on ‘World Religions.’ A teacher who had taught in both programs said that 

she preferred the Syllabus-based course “because it afforded more time 

and set expectations that students would study religion and religions in 

greater depth and breadth.” She made the comment that with Semester 

units, teachers were “trying to jam in” too much material and learning 

about religion, noting emphatically that the semester piecemeal approach 

meant that study of any single religion was “not done in anywhere near the 

same depth.”  

Junior secondary courses: some of the teachers had taught or were 

teaching in programs with formal assessment of learning. In these cases, 

teachers tended prioritise content knowledge which could be easily 

assessed for “learning about” religion and religions (Grimmitt, 2000).  

Summary 
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The data show that teacher pedagogy and pedagogical strategies in all 

participants reflected complex interactions between their ways of knowing 

about Islam, the perspectives which developed and the influence of these 

perspectives and dispositions on their pedagogical practices in the context 

of specific school religion programs. Some teachers were constantly 

refining both their knowledge constructs and their pedagogical strategies 

through professional learning in pedagogical content knowledge. Other 

educators reported less involvement in formal professional learning or 

informal personal learning, usually due to time or curriculum constraints or 

priorities. In programs where curriculum goals and pedagogical strategies 

encouraged and provided for study in greater breadth and depth, and 

teachers undertook more professional learning, there was evidence of 

greater self-efficacy and reflective practice about their program rationale 

and methods.  

The data showed that all teachers were quite open to learning more about 

Islam and displayed positive perspectives and dispositions toward the 

importance, urgency and value of teaching about Islam as well as a 

fraternal interest in intersubjective learning experiences with Muslim 

neighbours, colleagues and students. Many participants reported a desire 

for more intersubjective learning opportunities with local Muslims. Some 

teachers in fact argued strongly from a position of advocacy for the urgent 

need to educate about Islam and some teachers extended this advocacy to 

challenge ‘mass media Islam’ and advocate for empathy toward Muslims 

whom they saw as vulnerable.   

Participants expressed a range of experiences of encounter but shared a 

common concern to represent Islam authentically in teaching about the 

religion of Islam and its adherents. Most teachers were enthusiastic and 

wanted more learning experiences with Muslims for themselves and their 

students. Some teachers reported organising first-hand encounters with 

knowledgeable ‘insiders’ such as Muslims guides at mosques, while other 

teachers reported fewer opportunities or uncertainty about how to 

organise such encounters, or lack of time within their program for visits.    
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In a spirit of what they saw as fraternal concern, some participants 

appeared less likely or inclined to support critical literacy in relation to 

Islam and chose to emphasise commonalities between Islam and 

Christianity. A small number of participants appeared to focus mainly on 

the ‘cognitive interest’ in technical control of factual information about 

Islam, especially if curriculum goals and constraints necessitated a more 

superficial or generalised approach to learning about Islam. Several 

participants reported perspectives and dispositions suggesting 

considerable interest in the interpretive/communicative cognitive interest. 

The data repeatedly demonstrated the significance of intersubjective 

encounters for non-Muslim teachers and Muslims who were 

knowledgeable, effective and willing communicators about their faith as a 

lived and living religion with a rich history and traditions. A small number of 

teachers clearly articulated an emancipatory critical, self-reflective interest 

toward their own assumptions and perspectives as well as a desire and 

evidence of a commitment to emancipatory practice in their own learning 

and in their teaching. 

These findings are analysed in detail in Chapter 4 according to three 

themes which have emerged in relation to religious educators’ ways of 

knowing and teaching about Islam:  

• teacher participant epistemology (ways of knowing about Islam) 

• teacher participant ontology (ways of understanding oneself and 

one’s role as a religious educator teaching about Islam) 

• teacher pedagogy (ways of teaching about Islam) 

Three hermeneutic tools will be used as lenses to analyse these themes: 

• a hermeneutic of authentic encounter  

• a hermeneutic of human fraternity  

• a hermeneutic of transformative advocacy  

These tools are explained at the start of Chapter 4.  
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Chapter 4 Analysis and discussion of findings 

Research question: How have non-Muslim religious educators’ ways of 

knowing about Islam through personal and professional experience 

influenced their perspectives, dispositions and pedagogical approaches in 

teaching about Islam in school programs of religion (PoRs)?  

 

1.0 Part One Introduction  

Analysis of the results of the writer’s 2017 study discusses three themes in 

relation to religious educators’ ways of knowing and teaching about Islam 

(epistemology of practice) within programs of religion (PoRs) in local 

Independent Schools.  

• teacher participant epistemology (ways of knowing about Islam) 

• teacher participant ontology (ways of understanding oneself and 

one’s role as a religious educator teaching about Islam) 

• teacher pedagogy (ways of teaching about Islam) 

1.1 Hermeneutic tools of analysis 

Moore, D. L. (2016, p. 5) argues that “all forms of inquiry are 

interpretations filtered through particular lenses.” For this study, three 

hermeneutic tools act as lenses in analysing and interpreting participant 

ways of knowing about Islam in individual epistemologies of practice: 

4. a hermeneutic of authentic encounter helps to elucidate the 

importance which teachers place on learning through professional 

and personal experiences of encounter with Muslims as ‘insiders’ 

who witness authentically to their lived faith. The focus is on Islam 

as a the ‘lived religion’ of Muslim ‘insiders’ and is dynamic and 

creative (Ammerman, 2021, p. 9). 

5. a hermeneutic of human fraternity30 offers a way to understand 

what appears to be a significant influence on participants’ 

 
30  This wording has been inspired by the language of the Document on 
Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together issued following the 
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perspectives and attitudes toward education about Islam and 

Muslims, looking through a lens of empathy and an “open and 

neighbourly spirit” of hospitality and shared human dignity 

(Dialogue and Proclamation, 1991)31  

6. a hermeneutic of transformative advocacy sheds light on educator 

perspectives of injustice and an intent to challenge negative views 

of Islam and Muslims and misconceptions such as those which 

conflate the ideology of Islamism with the actual religion of Islam. It 

takes a position of solidarity with Muslims when they are seen as 

marginalised and vulnerable.  

 
2019 interfaith meeting of Pope Francis of the Catholic Church and Sheikh 
Ahmed el-Tayeb, Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, to advance a “culture of mutual 
respect.” 
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/travels/2019/outside/docu
ments/papa-francesco_20190204_documento-fratellanza-umana.html 
The interviews preceded the issuing of this document, but the author of 
this thesis has chosen to use the words ‘human fraternity’ to capture the 
spirit of interviewee dispositions of fellowship, respect and empathy. 
31 “Four Ways of Interfaith Dialogue” (1991). Section 3.42 in Dialogue and 

proclamation: Reflections and orientations on interreligious 
dialogue and proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ by the 
[Roman Catholic] Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue 
[PCID] (May, 1991). 
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/interelg/d
ocuments/rc_pc_interelg_doc_19051991_dialogue-and-
proclamatio_en.html 

a) The dialogue of life, where people strive to live in an open and 
neighbourly spirit, sharing their joys and sorrows, their human 
problems and preoccupations 

 b) The dialogue of action, in which Christians and others collaborate for 
the integral development and liberation of people 

c) The dialogue of theological exchange, where specialists seek to deepen 
their understanding of their respective religious heritages, and to 
appreciate each other's spiritual values.  

d) The dialogue of religious experience, where persons, rooted in their own 
religious traditions, share their spiritual riches, for instance with regard to 
prayer and contemplation, faith and ways of searching for God or the 
Absolute. 
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1.2 These lenses or tools have been used to interpret patterns in 

participant perceptions, attitudes and dispositions toward education about 

Islam by looking at participants’ 

• epistemology, including sources of information about Islam and 

Muslims and constructs of knowledge formed by professional and 

personal experiences of encounter with written and human texts 

• ontology, ways of being and understanding themselves as religious 

educators teaching in particular contexts  

• pedagogy, including both theory and practice in teaching about 

Islam. 

2.0 Part 2: Teacher Participant Epistemology of Practice: knowing the 

knower as a learner and teacher  

“We teach who we are” (Palmer, 1997, p. 14). This study has focussed on 

‘knowing the knower’ in relation to teacher epistemology of practice and 

the intersection or interplay of educator epistemology, ontology, and 

pedagogy. The discussion is framed around the key idea of “renewed ways 

of ‘knowing’ Islam32 in religious education” in relation to learning about self 

(Lovat, 2005). This offers a way into thinking about participant 

epistemology and ontology (positionality)—how one understands oneself 

as a religious educator--as key drivers of educator practice in learning and 

teaching about Islam. While no attempt is made to generalise from the 

findings of this localised study to the broader religious educator 

 
32 In an article titled EDUCATING ABOUT ISLAM AND LEARNING ABOUT 
SELF: AN APPROACH FOR OUR TIMES Terence Lovat uses the phrase 
“application to renewed ways of ‘knowing’ Islam that have potential to 
inform Westerners about current world politics around Islam” (Lovat, 2005, 
p. 38). Here, the word “knowing” in inverted commas, minus the word 
about, is used in connection with the Ways of Knowing thesis of Jürgen 
Habermas, in the sense of the “profoundly critical and self-reflective 
knowing that necessitates that any claim on the part of an individual to 
‘know’ is accompanied by practical action [or what Habermas (1973) 
describes as praxis] [emphasis added]” (Lovat, 2005, p. 38). This thesis has 
used the expression ‘knowing about Islam’ in describing and analysing the 
participants’ epistemology of practice except when the discussion 
deliberately emphasises critical, self-reflective ‘knowing’ Islam in the 
Habermasian sense).  
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population, analysis of participant interview data points strongly to the 

value of ‘knowing the knower’ to understand their epistemology of practice 

in teaching about Islam. 

Practitioner data about experiences of learning show strong associations 

between practitioner perceptions and dispositions and the knowledge 

which has been constructed and deemed to be significant in their own 

understanding of Islam and in what they prioritise or privilege in their 

teaching. 

2.1 Educator epistemology: what knowledge is seen as important and 

valued in learning and teaching about Islam?  What kind of knowledge 

matters? Whose voice is heard? 

It is useful to draw upon the knowledge theory of Habermas (1971) to 

analyse evidence of how individual participants come to “know” or “know 

about” Islam (Lovat, 2013, p. 71). The researcher looked for evidence of 

“renewed ways of ‘knowing’ Islam, especially in relation to practical action, 

or praxis” (Habermas, 1971). Some teachers reported anecdotal 

experiences of significant intersubjective encounters with Muslims which 

had prompted a degree of critical self-reflective knowing, that is, a more 

profound way of knowing a subject and knowing oneself, accompanied by 

practical action and in some cases, an intent to undertake further action. 

For example, one teacher’s reported that the experience of dialogue with a 

Saudi woman colleague and friend had prompted considerable self-

reflection in relation to her perceptions and dispositions toward the issue 

of women in Islam.  

2.1.1 Constructs of knowledge about Islam derived from various sources 

individual experiences of encounter with the religion of Islam and with 

Muslims and learning goals  

Teachers’ perceptions and dispositions toward education about Islam were 

formed largely by their experiences of encounter with Muslims as human 

text (Goldburg, 2007), even if they used textbooks to acquire 

empirical/technical control of basic facts about Islam. Teachers who taught 
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about Islam in Syllabus-based depth studies had pursued 

historical/hermeneutic interests arising from a variety of textual material, 

written and ‘human’ text and offered numerous comments reflecting their 

experience of communicative/interpretive ways of learning and knowing 

about Islam. Some participants referred to formal presentations which had 

offered new insights and ways of thinking about art in Islam, for example. 

Most participants conveyed a sense of familiarity with basic information, 

often supplementing textbook information with visual material to illustrate 

Muslim architecture or calligraphy or to illustrate Muslims at prayer or on 

pilgrimage. Some teachers displayed a level of interpretive/communicative 

ways of knowing about Islam from their own reading or by engaging with 

educational material such as documentaries or visits to mosques/Islamic 

centres. Most teachers had at least some notion that learning about Islam 

could add to student understanding and appreciation of the religion and its 

adherents. A small number demonstrated evidence of engagement in 

inquiry through dialogue which had led to them interrogate their own 

assumptions or prior learning and ways of thinking about Islam in ways 

which could be considered “emancipatory learning” in a Habermasian 

sense (Habermas, 1971; Lovat, 2009, pp. 201-21). Some teachers were 

seen to be teaching in this way as well, inviting and supporting their 

students to interrogate their own assumptions.   

The interview prompt question “if you have met and talked with Muslims 

about their beliefs and practices, has that influenced your pedagogy and if 

so, in what way(s)?” showed clearly that teachers attached considerable 

value to Muslim perspectives as authentic religious ‘insiders’ (Chryssides, 

2014). Perceptions of Muslims whom participants had met appeared to 

greatly influence favourable dispositions toward Islam as well as toward 

the Muslims whom they had met. 

Participant stories of meeting Muslims and getting to know one another in 

the “dialogue of life” (Dialogue and Proclamation, PCID, 1991) often 

emphasised perspectives of “connection” and “connectedness” with 

Muslims as neighbours, fellow Australians and often expressed interest in 
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meeting and establishing ongoing relationships with Muslims in their 

communities.  

2.2 Educator epistemology, ontology and self-efficacy: Muslim voices, 

authenticity and critical thinking 

Analysis of educator epistemology shows considerable focus on whose 

information and knowledge is called into service. To a lesser extent, most 

teachers were less concerned with how that knowledge is interpreted or 

interrogated and where in the ‘big picture’ of Islam. Participants who 

reported having considered these things themselves tended to be more 

aware of the latter two aspects of their pedagogical practice.  

Seen through a hermeneutic of authenticity, there appeared to be many 

reasons why teachers were interested in learning about Islam from 

Muslims. These include: 

• interest and curiosity about individual Muslims’ religious experience 

and practice 

• constructs of deference, shifting ‘insider’ authority and authenticity 

to Muslims (students often reinforced the view that they were 

more interested in hearing about Islam from Muslims rather than 

the ‘old white guy’) 

• awareness by some that they have had insufficient opportunity to 

interrogate their own understanding about Islam with willing and 

knowledgeable dialogue partners.  

James sought out resources featuring Muslim voices, namely, “educated 

and knowledgeable Muslims who are willing to engage in open and frank 

conversations” in preference to learning about Islam from a non-Muslim. 

His comment that “the only way to understand what I’m doing is for me to 

experience [Islam] to the degree that I can, without being a Muslim” can be 

interpreted as a certain epistemological humility. Most participants 

repeatedly expressed the need to learn from Muslims but there were 

significant differences among participants in what they said and implied 

about how they would interact or dialogue with Muslims, which can be 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 128 

seen as differences in cognitive interests in learning from as well as 

learning about a religion (Grimmitt, 2000).  

Some teachers appeared hesitant to ask ‘sensitive’ or ‘hard’ questions with 

conversation partners, (although reports suggested that their students 

were not at all hesitant in asking Muslim visitors sensitive questions). 

Teachers were appreciative (and by implication, relieved) when Muslims 

speakers answered ‘sensitive’ questions gracefully and candidly. When 

Luke reported the satisfying experience of “sitting down and talking [with 

Muslim guest presenters], finding out what their backgrounds were and so 

on,” he did not indicate what “and so on” meant in terms of the nature of 

the intersubjective encounter. What was important was that he saw this 

visit as a starting point for “building those relationships” and aimed to do 

“something more formal where you can actually get more involved” with a 

local interfaith community.  

Amber’s inquiry interest was in locating “a safe space where you can ask 

those hard questions that kids ask, and you can get an honest, non-

defensive answer.” In response to a prompt about the type of professional 

learning about Islam which she would value, she wanted opportunities for 

dialogue with Muslims, “being able to have a forum where you would be 

free to ask those tough questions that kids come up with, and the answer 

would be something that I could know that if I answered in that way, it 

would honour their [Muslim] beliefs.” Amber sought a Muslim perspective 

in response to as student’s question “Aren’t all Muslims ISIS?” by phrasing 

her inquiry to a Muslim insider as “How would I most faithfully answer for 

you? (participant’s emphasis). Amber was willing to wrestle with an 

important question but wanted a knowledgeable insider’s perspective. She 

reported dissatisfaction with her own answer, which was “No, no, no. 

Every religion has extremists who interpret things differently and do things 

differently, but that’s a very small number.” Her modest self-reflection was 

“That’s how I answer if, but I don’t think it’s adequate.” (Emphasis added). 

The urgency of epistemological support for this teacher’s ontological 

commitment cannot be overstated and is supported by the practical 
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theology scholarship of McInerney arguing that “teachers must seek and 

find comparative peers from [Islam] who can represent it adequately and 

authentically” (McInerney, 2009, p. 29).  

However, teachers sometimes found it difficult to know where and how to 

meet Muslims. Luke expressed some relief and gratitude for being able to 

organise the visit of young Muslim men after Luke reached out to Charles 

Sturt University’s Centre for Islamic Studies and Civilisation ISSRA33 when 

he had received no response from the local imam and wasn’t sure where or 

how to find an appropriate guest presenter. 

Matthew had been able to organise an excursion to a local mosque but 

expressed some frustration about being unable to engage meaningfully 

with the imam’s presentation of abstract theological concepts. However, 

he narrated an experience of meeting and speaking with a Muslim man at 

the mosque which had led him to think about Muslims in a different way 

than he had viewed them and their religion before this experience of 

encounter.  

Matthew’s mosque visit contrasted sharply with the experience of James, 

Julia, Alice and Mary, who reported significant learning from an imam and 

from knowledgeable guides who were easily able to connect with non-

Muslim students and teachers. This might be attributable to the presenters 

but may also have been the result of how the teachers and their non-

Muslim students had prepared for the mosque visit. 

Carol was adamant that she needed to address a range of student 

misconceptions and stereotypes expressed in an introductory lesson on 

 
33 The Centre for Islamic Studies and Civilisation is “a collaboration 
between Charles Sturt University and the Islamic Studies and Research 
Academy of Australia [ISRA].” It was established in 2009 and is “a product 
of the inter-faith dialogue movement in Australia” and a “platform for 
cooperation between Australian Muslims and educational institutions 
around Australia” which “also focuses on community building and 
cooperation in religious, social, environmental and many other major areas 
for Australia and the global society” (2022). 
https://arts-ed.csu.edu.au/centres/cisac/home 
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Islam, saying, “I feel pretty strongly about making sure that that’s not what 

they take away with them!” Asking herself, “how am I going to do that?” 

she insisted, “I didn’t just want to educate them about the theory of Islam, 

of how many times a day they pray; I wanted it to be real” (participant’s 

emphasis).  

Unable to secure a Muslim guest speaker or presenter, Carol located a 

resource with a “Muslim perspective” introducing students to the lived 

experience of a contemporary Australian Muslim in the ABC-TV Compass 

program “Who’s Husna?”34 Like other participants, Carol’s interest was in 

“just removing all those barriers and that detachment of thinking that 

Muslims are only from the Middle East, or that they’re only extremists.” In 

noting that in the story, Husna “spoke about her personal struggles,” Carol 

indicated a disposition of fraternal solidarity in her intent to help students 

understand “how they have a connection to people of that faith [Islam], 

too” (participant emphasis in italics). 

When teachers reported drawing upon ways of knowing which came from 

idiosyncratic or novel experiences of encounter with Muslims, they tended 

to use this information for different reasons, including what appeared to 

be simply “good-natured exchange of information about curiosities” 

(Dickson, 2004) and sharing aspects of Islam which they saw as 

“interesting.” Some teachers appeared to present the information without 

further critical inquiry and with a kind of metaphorical ‘shrug’ and the 

implication, “well, that’s just what they [Muslims] do.”35 

In relying on personal narratives and experiences of encounter to present 

aspects of Islam which teachers could present as “familiar” to counter 

perceptions of Islam as threatening or alien or to counter stereotypes of 

Islam as backward, intolerant, oppressive or violent, teachers may have 

 
34 Australian businesswoman and media personality Husna Pasha in “Who’s 
Husna?” (Compass, Australian Broadcasting Corporation [ABC] 2017, 
season 31, episode 31). 
35 Recall the example from the small story in the Prelude about non-Muslim 
teachers’ concern about gender segregation during the visit of Islamic 
students to their school.  
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encouraged a kind of essentialist understanding (Panjwani & Revell, 2018) 

and in fact substituted negative stereotypes with positive stereotypes, such 

as “lovely” Muslims or “normal Australians” or “peaceful people.”  

An overemphasis on description and presentation of religious phenomena 

from personal experience risked the possibility that students might 

generalise from a “single story” (Patel, 2022) without critical interrogation 

and reflection on concepts such as diversity in Islam or the influence of 

context, including culture, on religious practice.  

Some of these cautions arise in relation to educator intent and practice in 

themes which arose from the data.  

2.2.3 Knowing the knower as educator: an historical/hermeneutic 

approach to learning and teaching about Islam  

One teacher’s comments reflected her unease about negative student 

perspectives and dispositions and demonstrated a pedagogical approach 

which did not appear to directly address the issue when “some of the 

students associate some of the terrorist elements with their [the 

terrorists’] Muslim faith.” Her approach was to “correct this in a non-

confrontational way with the students to try and balance their perception 

with the reality that the Muslim community is a community that makes a 

great contribution to Australian life—and around the world as well.” This 

can be seen as a legitimate learning goal which reflects an 

historical/hermeneutic (interpretive or communicative) type of learning 

and a way of knowing about Islam.  

The question, however, is whether the information which the teacher 

provided and the ways in which students were helped to engage with this 

information would make a practical difference to their prior thinking. How 

they engaged with this new information in relation to their prior 

knowledge was likely to influence any new knowledge and understanding 

about Islam which they might construct as a result.  

This teacher made a strategic decision to “not engage with that sort of 

conversation” so as “not to blanket everybody for specific incidents” with 
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the intent to avoid confrontation and “to get onto very positive aspects of 

the Islamic tradition.” Her approach, seen through an interpretive lens of 

authentic encounter, was a genuine attempt to represent Islam as it would 

be recognised by any Muslim by calling upon technical/factual information 

from authoritative sources, presumably texts, as she acknowledged that 

she had not talked to Muslims about their faith practices or beliefs. 

Her decision “not to engage with that sort of conversation” suggests that 

she may not have acknowledged the reality of student thinking (disordered 

or otherwise) or encouraged them explicitly to interrogate their prior 

learning and assumptions about Islam and Muslims with new information. 

Her epistemological focus was on the value of historical information to 

prompt a different way of thinking about the religion of Islam, but her 

pedagogical focus may not have supported students to think in 

transformative ways about Islam (in the Habermasian critical sense of 

emancipatory learning). The question might be asked as to whether the 

students were able to synthesise a new way of thinking about their 

previous ideas simply by hearing or being told new information, however 

accurate that information might be. Without this part of the process of 

constructivist learning, the new information might simply come to sit 

separately in their knowledge base, to exist “in parallel” in their cognitive 

repertoire (Rymarz, 2007).  

Much of this participant’s teaching experience had been in (Roman) 

Catholic schools, where “finding a way to the faith” would be via the 

viewing platform of the home tradition of the school, as one teacher from 

the Catholic tradition explained it. As a Christian, she acknowledged her 

positionality as an ‘outsider’ “looking for connections [between Islam and 

her own Christian tradition] while still respecting the autonomy of that 

tradition.” She explained her professional learning experience as “looking 

interreligiously…looking at ‘Why do people do the things that they do?’” 

which clearly reflects her own epistemological interest as a 

historical/hermeneutic way of knowing about the religion of Islam and its 

adherents. Aware of her own Christian viewing platform, this teacher 
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offered the reflection that each of us would see the world through our own 

religious lens (although she did not mention a non-religious lens). 

Understood through a hermeneutic of human fraternity, this teacher’s 

approach illustrates interpretive interests and goals of “understanding and 

appreciation of the religions in their communities” and a disposition of 

“constructive empathy” (Engebretson, 2009, 2012a and 2012b) but not in 

the emancipatory interest of critical interrogation. She may well have felt 

concerned by the students’ negative comments and decided for legitimate 

practical as well as ontological reasons that it would be inappropriate for 

her to confront these perceptions from a critical perspective. She was not 

alone among the participants in her focus on learning about Islam for 

interpretive interests in the cause of “constructive empathy” but not in the 

emancipatory interest of learning about Islam for a fuller understanding of 

oneself (Lovat, 2005, 2009). The question here would be asked about the 

learning outcomes expected in the students. What kind of self-knowledge 

(if any) would they be expected to demonstrate from what they 

investigated about Islam? 

2.3 Educator epistemology: what is foundational, what is culture? 

Often, teachers did not appear to differentiate between foundational 

beliefs (“Islamic tenets” in the words of one teacher) and cultural practices. 

For example, one teacher who had visited “an Islamic state” (a small 

Muslim-majority country) referred to the need to “adhere to Islamic rules” 

about not displaying religious symbols such as a cross or a rosary tattoo. 

This suggests a potential view of Islam as intolerant toward members of 

other religions without reference to historical contexts such as Convivencia 

and a perspective of dhimmitude as a “ground-breaking social attitude and 

practice, relative to its times” (Crotty & Lovat, 2016, p. 91; Lovat & Crotty, 

2015; Lovat, 2009, pp. 78-79). There is a serious issue here for the 

practitioner whose ‘window’ on Islam is from the limited viewing platform 

of what she has witnessed and not had the resources to interrogate. 

Teachers who had taught Senior Secondary depth studies in religious 

studies courses reported the value of dialogue with knowledgeable guides 
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in their own transformative experience of learning. James saw this 

difference as a problem for both religious insider and outsider, noting 

insights from a young imam who had admitted struggling at times to 

communicate effectively with his worshipping community “which parts of 

their common, but everyday practice of Islam actually come from the days 

of the Prophet [pbuh], and how much comes from the intersection of 

Islamic faith with Lebanese culture.” James emphasised the need to “really 

dig down to the religious ideas behind what we do” if one is to “understand 

very significantly the difference between a cultural belief and a really 

solidly-grounded religious belief which is a fundamental part of the faith” 

under study.  

James described considerable efforts to critically engage with “the 

enormous variation of the degree to which the covering up of both the 

male and the female form occurs” in different countries as a matter of 

cultural variation which “has very little to do with religion.”  

Alice reflected thoughtfully on a significant insight which arose during a 

respectful dialogue between her students and a knowledgeable mosque 

guide who had critically reflected on diverse views within his own family 

about wearing hijab, showing how this practice involved individual choice 

and context in cultural responses to the important tenet of modesty in 

dress in Islam. Here, critical reflection issued in praxis that signals the 

“sharp end” of education, where “something happens, when a barrier is 

broken down…because of new insights, or ‘lights going on’ in people’s 

minds” (Lovat, 2009, p. 22). Alice’s expression and the emphasis in her 

voice were non-verbal expressions of her satisfaction that “the lights had 

gone on” for her students and for herself in this scenario in helping to 

distinguish cultural practices from foundational religious beliefs.   

2.4 Educator epistemology: allowing religions to “have their differences” 

(Dickson, 2004) 

Mary highlighted one of her goals in teaching about Islam was for her 

students to realise that “through the Abrahamic faiths, Christianity, Islam 

and the Jewish tradition, we actually are really connected.” Using a 
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hermeneutic of human fraternity as a lens, it appears that this may explain 

why some teachers emphasised commonalities between Islam and 

Christianity rather taking Islam on its “own terms and in [its] own 

categories.” This approach could be seen as lack of depth knowledge or as 

wilful “ignorance of the blissful kind” about beliefs and practices which 

distinguish Christians from their Muslim neighbours. However, Mary’s 

strategy is seen as an attempt to present the religion of Islam as something 

familiar and not alien to Australian teenagers (Dickson, 2004, pp. 11-15). 

Teachers who reported dialoguing with knowledgeable Muslim 

spokespeople demonstrated that they had the knowledge and skills to 

“allow religions to have their differences” as well as making these 

connections and interpreting both similarities and differences in accessible 

ways for their students. For example, one participant with theological 

training in Christianity and some theological background in Islam 

undertook to explain to students how and why the Person of Jesus was 

understood quite differently in Islam and Christianity. No other participants 

mentioned drawing on theology for this valuable aspect of learner enquiry. 

2.5 Teacher participant epistemology: theological knowledge  

Jordan offered the observation that “there are different takes” on whether 

Jews, Christians and Muslims “worship the same God.” This is seen as an 

important knowledge construct in teaching about the Abrahamic religions.  

At times, it appears that some teachers took an overly simplistic or 

reductionist approach, as evidenced in data from one participant who 

reported saying to students “you know a Catholic person understands that 

they have the same God as a Jewish person, who is also the same, you 

know, God as how the Muslims perceive Allah.” Analysis with the help of a 

hermeneutic of human fraternity explains why the teacher emphasised 

constructs of mutuality and “connectivity” or “synergy” among the 

Abrahamic religions. The teacher’s approach may be interpreted as a 

fraternal initiative to engage her students and shift their thinking away 

from seeing Islam as alien to the home tradition. These intentions would 

likely have been better served by sensitive theological reflection to support 
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allowing religions to “have their differences.” Again, this suggests the value 

of dialogue to bring forward the Muslim perspective. It also reinforces the 

need for accessible resources to support teachers in developing and 

applying appropriate and relevant theological thinking in a praxis 

pedagogical model involving critical self-reflection. Most participants 

showed little depth of theological understanding or insight.  

Jordan was an exception. He also considered the importance of adolescent 

sensitivity to difference but deployed a theological praxis approach to 

“allow religions to have their differences in presenting “different takes” in 

response to student questions about whether Jews, Christians and Muslims 

worship the same God.” To interpret Jordan’s efforts through a 

hermeneutic of human fraternity, we see his strategy of first introducing his 

students to commonalities at the human level, teaching that Islam and 

Muslims are “not alien” and then undertaking to teach authentically and 

critically about the distinctives, saying “it respects a religious tradition to 

say, ‘this is why Islam exists.’”  

Jordan could teach this way because he could draw on his theological 

background to address theological differences even with younger students, 

explaining the language which he used: [Muslims] don’t believe that Jesus 

was God, because the Muslim idea of God, it doesn’t fit, God wouldn’t do 

that, God is too other, too transcendent to do that.”  

2.5.1 Implications for theological praxis 

For classroom teachers not trained in theology, theological praxis is no 

small task. McInerney’s argument (2009) about the epistemological “high 

road” and “low road” represented by theologians and religious educators, 

respectively, suggests that teachers’ epistemological horizons might in 

some ways be limited by curriculum goals for the study of Islam reflecting 

limited learning outcomes and thus limited expectations about educator 

pedagogical content knowledge in religions of the world (Ryan, 2013).  

2.5.2 Cognitive interests and teacher self-efficacy: questions of conflict and 

violence in Islam 
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In response to interviewer prompts about violence in Islam, James noted 

that “they don’t actually deal with the idea of conflict.” This analysis is 

supported by the work of Douglass & Dunn, (2003) who reviewed world 

history textbooks and asserted “that Islam is generally not interpreted as 

its adherents understand it but as the editors believe will be acceptable to 

textbook adoption committees” (p. 59). Evidence in this study appears to 

support Douglass & Dunn’s argument for a clear distinction to be made 

between “the tenets of religions and the acts of their adherents” (p. 66). 

This distinction appeared consistently as an issue for most teachers in this 

study through lack of awareness or opportunity to engage in critical 

reflection.  

Some of the teachers reported that they had read in translation parts of 

the Qur’an which deal with violence and had some background in historical 

contexts and were therefore more cautious and nuanced in their 

perspectives on how to deal with Islam and violence. Perhaps more than 

any other issue, this appeared to challenge teacher epistemologies of 

practice and their ontological positionality about how to engage with 

theological, historical perspectives about conflict and violence. Educators 

may have lacked epistemic self-efficacy in their knowledge base of Islam 

and therefore did not address the issue. In some cases, even with a degree 

of historical knowledge, teachers appeared to prioritise an 

empirical/analytic type of knowing about Islam for themselves and their 

students, standing “on the outside of the subject” (Habermas, 1971; Lovat, 

2009, p. 20). Those teachers whose cognitive interests were on the “inner 

workings of the discipline” showed evidence of an historical/hermeneutic 

type of knowing, such as John’s insights into “a whole range of factors” 

besides the role of religion in a secular state such as Turkey. John’s 

cognitive interest reflected how he had developed an emancipatory 

interest in understanding the implications of differences in the various 

forms of Islam and the political implications of this but noted that even for 

Senior students, “that takes a while to get to the point.” John did not 

specify how he would scaffold students’ learning to “get to the point.” 
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In short, educators face challenges in relation to problematic issues and 

controversial questions in Islam. Teachers are expected to teach about 

Islam in the interest of appreciation, understanding and constructive 

empathy to advance social cohesion in the face of widespread 

misunderstanding and prejudice against Muslims and their religion. 

Without adequate background in the language or knowledge of historical 

context so important to an understanding of Islam today, and without the 

tools for critical inquiry and reflection, teachers must learn while on the job 

or else limit what they are able to do to support transformative learning.   

2.6 Educator ontology: allowing religions to “have their differences” 

(Dickson, 2004) 

Several teachers noted that their goal was to present the religion of Islam 

and its adherents in ways which “broke down barriers” and allowed 

students to “make connections” between the religion of Islam and 

Christianity or between young Muslims and young non-Muslims. 

To this end, several teachers showed enthusiasm for resources which 

featured Muslim students in ‘Western’ countries engaging in activities that 

“resonated” with students’ own experiences because the featured Muslims 

were “basically doing the same things that they [the non-Muslim students] 

did.”  

It was apparent that some teachers used this approach as a starting point 

and then interrogated a potentially superficial understanding to advance a 

new synthesis of knowledge. In other cases, there was no evidence of 

further critical thinking in the reported pedagogical approaches.  

Teachers did not appear to engage with Dickson’s argument about the 

‘defenders’ of Islam who whose ways of knowing involved a “weird 

‘Westernization’ of Islam” and his concern that many of his “fellow 

‘defenders’ of Islam know as little about the religion as those who criticize 

it—though their motives are certainly kinder” (2004, p. 179). There was no 

evidence that any of the participants had reflected upon this observation 

that “few of us stopped to wonder if Islam might be ‘good’ without being 
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anything like us.” Instead, there was evidence of perspectives which overly 

focus on commonalities between Christianity and Islam without a critical 

perspective on the differences and a tendency to ‘normalise’ Australian 

Muslims and essentialise them as ‘ordinary’ Australians (implying Western 

Civilisation as the assumed system paradigm). There was evidence in this 

study of ‘defenders’ who “insist that Muslims are peace-loving, ‘just like 

us’, emphasising the ‘good’ aspects of Islam and shying away from 

problematic issues such as jihad, for example.  

2.6  Educator ontology: deflecting or avoiding “sensitive” inquiry issues 

Comments from teachers whose explicit or implicit rationale was to limit, 

deflect or postpone critical discussion can be interpreted using different 

lenses to shed light on possible reasons for this. Two teachers insisted that 

a critical approach, for example, to an issue such as the Crusades, was 

inappropriate for the level of students. While reluctance to tackle hard 

questions in more than superficial ways might be explained as an issue of 

educator self-efficacy, this reluctance might be attributable to positionality: 

choosing to view a religion “at a distance” rather than “up close” (Dickson, 

2004), which would imply a degree of knowledge and self-reflective work 

in learning about a religion other than one’s own. Looking at the 

phenomenon of teacher hesitancy through an ontological or positional 

lens, one might conclude that teachers were concerned that critical 

discussion might be construed as criticism reflecting intolerance or 

negative bias and might compromise their own position as fair-minded 

educators whose role was to promote open-mindedness, appreciation and 

empathy by ‘getting on with the positives.’ 

Some teachers appeared content to present individual examples of “how 

people of faith interpret their own practices and beliefs” (Douglass & Dunn, 

2003, p. 58) and frame learning objectives broadly as “understanding and 

appreciation of the religions in their communities” (Engebretson, 2009, 

2012a) by teaching about religious practices, social structures and historical 

developments which may have influenced these practices. This is seen as 

teaching to learn about religion, even if the intention was to learn from 
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religion (in the sense of “constructive empathy”). It can be argued that 

learning about religion supports empirical/technical cognitive interests and 

may support interpretive/communicative interests, whereas learning from 

religion (Grimmitt, 2000) implies critical literacy and at least a degree of 

self-reflection. In Habermasian thinking, “emancipatory” learning and “bold 

and robust” education about Islam demands critical interrogation of one’s 

own assumptions and inquiry which potentially leads one to challenge prior 

knowledge and assumptions of stereotypes and misconceptions, rather 

than simply providing new information about Islam which in itself is 

expected to overturn those assumptions. Investigations which shed light on 

issues of violence, for example, or male-female relationships in Islam might 

be disorienting or disrupt one’s own positionality, especially in the case of 

unacknowledged hermeneutic idealism about the unquestioned rightness 

of one’s own worldview (Smart, S., 2007). James championed the 

phenomenological approach to educating about religions of the world 

because of the value of epoché in keeping students from voicing their own 

views about Islam, including sensitive issues, until they had achieved a 

certain level of knowledge and understanding about the religion of Islam.  

Educators without the language or knowledge of historical context so 

important to an understanding of Islam today are clearly being expected to 

teach about an urgently important subject while learning on the job or else 

limiting their practice by relying only on student textual material and their 

own personal ways of knowing about Islam. This limits the potential for 

critical engagement in the teacher’s own thinking and limits the potential 

for transformative praxis that makes a difference for the individual and for 

Australian society (Lovat, 2009).  

2.7 Teacher epistemology and further professional learning  

In response to the question “Have you been able to attend any 

professional learning sessions on Islam?” teachers offered compelling 

insights about demands across the board on their teaching preparation and 

professional learning. Comments such as “Islam is one unit among quite a 

few” indicated that teachers had to balance competing demands and 
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commitments with decisions to attend professional learning. One 

educator’s perspective seemed to encapsulate the ideas of many 

participants in responding to whether he would make the necessary 

sacrifices to attend professional learning, saying, “I think if it was a top-

notch Islam educator, you know, if it was someone worth listening to then 

absolutely.” His response was modest in relation to his own self-efficacy, 

saying, “I know I need to grow,” but in a practical and pragmatic sense, “it 

would just depend upon accessibility and the kind of usefulness of it.” Like 

many teachers, he acknowledged a need and was open and willing to 

spend the time if what was offered was the kind of knowledge and 

practical teaching support he saw as potentially efficacious and relevant. 

3.0  Part 3:  Knowing the knower: The intersection of educator 

epistemology, positionality and pedagogy 

The importance of understanding a religious educator’s epistemology of 

practice by exploring the dynamics between an educator’s ways of knowing 

about Islam (epistemology), ways of understanding oneself as a religious 

educator (ontological positionality) and ways of teaching about Islam 

(pedagogy) has been observed consistently in the data. 

3.1. Examples of the intersection of educator epistemology, 

ontology/positionality and pedagogy:  

3.1.1 Amber’s experience 

An example of the significance of the intersection of these three aspects of 

a religious educator can be seen in Amber’s approach to introducing 

younger pupils to the religion of Islam. Her epistemology of practice was 

strongly influenced by her own ontology, including a Christian perspective 

on love of one’s neighbour as a key construct of how we relate to people of 

different faiths. Amber saw herself as a Christian who embraces and 

witnesses to the Christian ethos of her school and the school’s religion 

program by “meeting people as Jesus would,” that is, in their differences 

and uniqueness. Her pedagogical approach and rationale aligned with 

McInerney’s emphasis on the Golden Rule in teaching about religions other 
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than one’s own (McInerney, 2009). Amber made considerable efforts to 

learn about Islam from an ‘outsider’ perspective and called upon ‘insiders’ 

to witness to their ways of living out the Muslim faith to enhance her own 

understanding and that of her multi-faith pupils. Her pedagogical rationale 

with young children was to help them understand that “we can think 

different things about God and still be friends,” allowing religions to have 

their differences while she, personally, witnessed to the Christian faith 

through her own inclusive ethos as well as that of the school.  

Amber was self-taught and prepared her own age-appropriate resource 

material to introduce the children to the phenomena of the different 

traditions and then supported them to construct new knowledge through 

guided inquiry. Some of that inquiry involved dialoguing with children in 

the class who were members of different faiths who shared their personal 

experience. Her comments suggested that Muslim children willing to share 

their experiences of lived religion have greatly helped non-Muslims to 

understand abstract notions of faith and belief by recounting their own 

lived experience of the Five Pillars of Islam, for example, in their narratives 

of making the Hajj with parents or of fasting during Ramadan. Significantly, 

Amber noted that she guided the children in their inquiry learning process 

“so they wouldn’t think wacky things”—a primary school teacher’s 

approach to critical interrogation of both new information and one’s own 

way of thinking about it. 

3.1.2. Two examples of self-reflective “constructive empathy” 

(Engebretson, 2009, 2012a)  

Angela’s personal reflections on the practical implications of the fact that 

students who were fasting during Ramadan but received no special 

consideration for sport or exams led her take practical action in solidarity 

with them. She made efforts to raise awareness in her colleagues of 

possible adjustments to their daily program and efforts to promote a 

deeper understanding of the significance of this religious practice and 

practical action to live out the school’s ethos of inclusivity.  
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Monique’s personal reflections led to new insights about attitudes and 

behaviour which marginalised or targeted Muslims because of their dress. 

Her experience on the receiving end of offensive commentary about her 

own modest dress suggested that she had either been mistaken for a 

Muslim, or that she represented an object of critique. This experience 

sparked reflections about how a Muslim woman wearing hijab might be 

targeted harassed and made to feel vulnerable, as she had been made to 

feel vulnerable. Monique came to think about her own interactions with 

Muslims she met in passing and decided to put into practice her reflections 

on the significance of personal gestures such as a smile, a nod, a friendly 

word. Considering her past experience helping to resettle refugees who 

were Muslims, her sentiments about Muslim vulnerability found a new 

personal way to respond. To understand her reflections and actions 

through a hermeneutic of human fraternity is to see the importance which 

this long-time religious educator attached to an ethos of extending 

hospitality and acknowledgement of the inherent dignity of all.  

Monique’s reflections illustrated a certain “passion” to go beyond “head 

knowledge” that is, knowledge which is “overly cognitive and bare of 

passion” in her ways of knowing Muslims, if not “knowing Islam” (Lovat, 

2003a; 2005).  She indicated a basic familiarity with the Five Pillars of Islam 

but her interest in further learning about Islam’s focus was centred on 

what she might learn about Islam as a “lived religion” by connecting with 

Muslim Australians as neighbours through practical action and 

participation in the “dialogue of life.”36 She recounted how a conversation 

with a Muslim taxi driver had affected her own dispositions and a new 

awareness and concern for Muslims who might have been misunderstood, 

unjustly maligned or marginalised simply because they were Muslims. 

However, she did not indicate how these dispositions might affect what 

she said or did in her teaching. If her teaching was based on a 

 
36 See Footnote 2, Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID) (May,  
1991). Dialogue and proclamation. Section 3.42. 
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phenomenological pedagogy, her reported comments suggest that her 

approach only went as far as the descriptive phase. The researcher did not 

pursue further inquiry about her pedagogy, although this teacher did 

express a certain reservation about dealing with sensitive issues such as 

the Crusades in a junior secondary class. It appeared that she relied on the 

textbook for basic information and followed its approach. This participant 

did not bring her own perspectives and dispositions reflecting personal 

transformative experience into the classroom. In this, her approach was 

not typical of what was reported by many others in this study.  

3.1.3 John’s experience: the spectator’s perspective 

John referred to the ontological positionality expressed in Dickson’s 

“student-friendly” 2004 book and emphasised the importance of 

approaching religion from the perspective of a spectator, “an outsider 

looking in” at themes, because “for this Islamic thing, there’s not a clear 

demarcation between what are basic Islamic tenets and what are just 

issues of a political nature.” His pedagogical approach was to ask students 

studying the role of religion in the media about “where the information is, 

does it link to the Islamic faith or not?” John noted the importance of 

“going to the Islamic responses, say the Australian Islamic 

responses…Islamic media commentators and how issues are being 

interpreted by the Australian religious media. Not the Australian media, 

the Australian religious media.” John insisted on a pedagogical approach 

which went to historical and cultural background sources other than “what 

the general media are saying, because the general media are always 

wanting it in very quick, definable forms, with quick answers.” John 

highlighted his concern about media superficiality and failure to recognise 

basic diversity in Islam, arguing a perspective that “the general media 

cannot tell the difference between Shi’a and Sunni Islam.” 

3.2. Participant integrity and sense of one’s role: how to teach about Islam 

so that the religion and its adherents are represented “fairly” 

The comment that a teacher’s job was to present Islam ‘fairly’ sometimes 

appeared explicitly in discussions of the need to challenge negative student 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 145 

perspectives about Islam and misconceptions of Islam as a religion which 

was socially backward, violent, oppressive toward women. It appeared that 

many teachers did not attempt to interrogate contemporary concepts of 

Islam and challenge them with historical knowledge. Few of the teachers 

appeared to draw on material about Islamic history to address issues about 

women in Islam, including polygamy, “often misunderstood to be an 

inherently chauvinistic device” or a “license for men’s waywardness” 

(Lovat, 2009, p. 80). Teachers may well have benefited from engagement 

with the kind of material in Lovat’s presentation. It is important to point 

out, however, that some teachers reported changed perspectives and 

dispositions which they had not acquired from the black and white text on 

the page, but by dialoguing with Muslim women peers and female students 

to interrogate their own views with the views of educated Muslim women 

and to synthesise new ways of thinking about Islam as a result. Lovat 

acknowledges that “for the average Westerner, especially women, Islam’s 

attitude to women would likely be regarded as one of its lower points,” 

and provides historical evidence which refutes Islam as oppressive or 

backward in relation to women and in relation to this issue to encourage a 

legitimate view of Islam as “the religion of ‘fair go’ (2009, pp. 80-81), if one 

understands Islam in terms of the original way of addressing a practical 

situation in a way that “seemed at the time to conform with the spirit of 

the Ummah” (Lovat, 2009, p. 80). However, to be fair, teachers today have 

to deal with their own thinking as 21st Century Australians and with the 

thinking of their post-millennial students on issues such as gender. Scholars 

are wrestling with these issues, and it is a considerable task for classroom 

educators to reconcile what they and their students see in the world today 

with Seventh-Century thinking. The need for an informed Muslim 

perspective and collaboration between scholars and classroom educators 

at the meeting of the interstices of professional interests cannot be 

overstated.  

3.3 The intersection of participant epistemology: alignment of ways of 

knowing about Islam and curriculum planning 
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The significance and influence of the teaching and learning context not 

only on student learning but on teacher ways of knowing about Islam is 

highly significant. Although many teachers had taught in a variety of 

schools, their profiles fell into two broad teaching contexts. Teachers who 

had taught in schools where the study of Islam was part of an externally 

assessed depth course displayed a broader, deeper understanding of Islam 

and displayed enhanced empirical/analytic ways of knowing as well as 

enriched historical/hermeneutic types of knowing (Lovat, 2009, p. 20). 

Alice was a good example of this. She felt that she had learned a great deal 

from teaching about Islam in a State Syllabus-based course which included 

learning about Islam in a depth study. She noted examples of her own 

constructs of knowledge which had come from textual study and first-hand 

information from informed Muslim guides on excursions to mosques. Alice 

had taught about Islam in both State-based one-or two-year Syllabus 

courses, including depth studies, and in school-based semester-unit 

courses where Islam might have been included as a topic. Alice critiqued 

curriculum which did not allow sufficient time for inquiry into more than 

the basics of the religion of Islam (and religions other than the home 

tradition). Alice noted her dissatisfaction with this curriculum approach, 

contending that “too much had to be jammed in” to allow for sufficient 

engagement with Islam in a single-semester unit.  

Alice’s critique is especially relevant in relation to Matthew’s experience. 

Matthew noted that in a senior course in a school-based, non-syllabus 

program, he spent “about two weeks” (maximum 8 lessons) teaching about 

Islam and noted that he probably spent more time on the topic than other 

teachers because of his personal interest in Islam. Matthew reported that 

he “chose to teach it differently from other teachers” and to “focus on 

Islam whenever [he] can” in the religion curriculum, adding, “I probably 

touch on it more than anyone else.” There was clear evidence of his keen 

intent to tackle the issue of terrorism with senior Religious Studies 

students. Inspired by his engagement with Dickson’s “two conversations 

about Islam” since the events of September 11, 2001 (Dickson, 2004, p. 

179) and the need to “get beyond September 11.” Matthew saw his role as 
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a religious educator to introduce critical thinking about Islam in relation to 

the “most topical issues at the moment,” because Islam “deals with so 

many issues, including immigration, conflict.” Given the intent to 

encourage Senior students in critical thinking about perceptions of Islam as 

a violent religion, Matthew showed the movie Zero Dark Thirty (2012), 

which dramatized the capture of Osama bin Laden. His rationale was to 

capture and hold student attention to engage their thinking concerning 

whether “this was actually about Islam, or about something else.” His 

approach was both brave and problematic: brave because he really 

attempted to engage students in critical reflection about their attitudes; 

problematic because of the limited time for student enquiry learning to 

acquire enough background on Islam before engaging in critical discussion. 

It was not clear how Matthew addressed this aspect of the study in the 

limited time which was available within the constrained curriculum. 

4.0 Part 4 Analysis Study: two teachers’ pedagogical approaches to 

‘sensitive’ topics based on differing cognitive interests and different 

learning goals 

Teachers sourced and used information from a variety of sources to 

achieve their goals and learning outcomes in educating about Islam. Two 

examples from this study are analysed in some detail here to illustrate 

differing classroom strategies in response to sensitive or controversial 

issues reported by teachers. While both teachers presented similar 

information about Islam to their students, their reported strategies 

suggested differing pedagogical rationale and goals, likely to have been 

influenced by differing cognitive interests driving different “types of human 

learning” (Habermas, 1971; Lovat, 2009, p. 20).  

These examples also illustrate differing interplay and intersection of 

educator epistemology, ontological positionality and pedagogy in the 

reported responses of these two teachers to student negative comments 

about Islam and Muslims, especially in relation to the subject of terrorism. 

4.1 Knowing the knower as educator: an historical/hermeneutic approach 

to learning and teaching about Islam  
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One teacher’s comments reflected her unease about negative student 

perspectives and dispositions and demonstrated a pedagogical approach 

which did not appear to directly address the issue when “some of the 

students associate some of the terrorist elements with their [the 

terrorists’] Muslim faith.” Her approach was to “correct this in a non-

confrontational way with the students to try and balance their perception 

with the reality that the Muslim community is a community that makes a 

great contribution to Australian life—and around the world as well.” This 

can be seen as a legitimate learning goal which reflects an 

historical/hermeneutic (interpretive or communicative) type of learning 

and a way of knowing about Islam. It was not clear, however, whether this 

was the extent of the learning outcome.  

The question, however, is whether the information which the teacher 

provided and the ways in which students were helped to engage with this 

information would make a practical difference to their prior thinking. How 

they engaged with this new information in relation to their prior 

knowledge was likely to influence any new knowledge and understanding 

about Islam which they might construct as a result.  

This teacher made a strategic decision to “not engage with that sort of 

conversation” so as “not to blanket everybody for specific incidents” with 

the intent to avoid confrontation and “to get onto very positive aspects of 

the Islamic tradition.” Her approach, seen through an interpretive lens of 

authentic encounter, was a genuine attempt to represent Islam as it would 

be recognised by any Muslim by calling upon technical/factual information 

from authoritative sources, presumably texts, as she acknowledged that 

she had not talked to Muslims about their faith practices or beliefs in 

response to the interview prompt question. 

Her decision “not to engage with that sort of conversation” suggests that 

she may not have acknowledged the reality of student thinking (disordered 

or otherwise) or encouraged them explicitly to interrogate their prior 

learning and assumptions about Islam and Muslims with new information. 

Her epistemological focus was on the value of historical information to 
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prompt a different way of thinking about the religion of Islam, but her 

pedagogical focus may not have supported students to think in 

transformative ways about Islam (in the Habermasian critical sense of 

emancipatory learning). The question might be asked as to whether the 

students were able to synthesise a new way of thinking about their 

previous ideas simply by hearing or being told new information, however 

valuable that information might be. Without this part of the process of 

constructivist learning, the new information might simply come to sit 

separately in their knowledge base, to exist “in parallel” in their cognitive 

repertoire (Rymarz, 2007).  

Much of this participant’s teaching experience had been in (Roman) 

Catholic schools, where “finding a way to the faith” would be via the 

viewing platform of the home tradition of the school, as one teacher from 

the Catholic tradition explained it. As a Christian, she acknowledged her 

positionality as an ‘outsider’ “looking for connections [between Islam and 

her own Christian tradition] while still respecting the autonomy of that 

tradition.” She explained her professional learning experience as “looking 

interreligiously…looking at ‘Why do people do the things that they do?’” 

which clearly reflects her own epistemological interest as a 

historical/hermeneutic way of knowing about the religion of Islam and its 

adherents. Aware of her own Christian viewing platform, this teacher 

offered the reflection that each of us would see the world through our own 

religious lens (although she did not mention a non-religious lens). 

Understood through a hermeneutic of human fraternity, this teacher’s 

approach illustrates interpretive interests and goals of “understanding and 

appreciation of the religions in their communities” and a disposition of 

“constructive empathy” (Engebretson, 2009, 2012a, 2012b) but not in the 

emancipatory interest of critical interrogation. She may well have felt 

somewhat disoriented by the students’ negative comments and decided 

for legitimate practical as well as ontological reasons that it would be 

inappropriate for her to confront these perceptions from a critical 

perspective. She was not alone among the participants in her focus on 

learning about Islam for interpretive interests in the cause of “constructive 
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empathy” but not in the emancipatory interest of learning about Islam for 

a fuller understanding of oneself (Lovat, 2005, 2009). The question here 

would be asked about the learning outcomes expected in the students. 

What kind of self-knowledge (if any) would they be expected to 

demonstrate from what they investigated about Islam? 

4.2. Knowing the knower as educator: a praxis approach to learning about 

Islam and learning about self  

A second teacher reported using a pedagogical approach designed to 

promote the kind of “emancipatory learning” implied by the third cognitive 

interest in Habermasian theory. Her approach is seen as an exemplary 

application of inquiry learning through a constructivist pedagogy, and has 

been analysed here as a praxis approach, intended to promote 

transformative learning issuing in new ways of understanding Islam from 

sources other than “mass media Islam.”   

The educator’s frustration came in her introductory lesson on the topic, 

when she invited students to share their prior knowledge about Islam and 

they obliged by stating “almost instantly and almost unanimously, 

‘terrorism’. ‘Jihad.’ ‘Arab.’” The teacher commented, “there are just so 

many things that, sadly, are instantly identified with Islam that are such 

minute and yet very powerful elements of the religion and the culture.” 

She reveals her own positionality, saying “I’m not backwards in blaming the 

mainstream media. It’s [students’] main source of information. You know, a 

lot of them don’t go much deeper than MSN,” adding her perspective that 

“almost the only times that Muslims are mentioned on those sorts of 

media sites is when something bad has happened.” This religious 

educator’s positionality (in the sense of how she saw her role) shaped her 

pedagogical rationale: “And that for me, I guess that’s where I really try 

hard to change those understandings that they have.” She identified the 

learning outcome from this approach, saying “usually what ends up 

happening is that by the end of [the topic study] they have this very deep 

respect for the religion and a very deep appreciation of the way that Islam 

has contributed to our society and across the world.”  
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Students were not interviewed or observed to ascertain whether this 

approach could effect a transformation of student understanding in a 

Habermasian sense. In constructivist pedagogy with the goal of critical 

literacy, teacher and students would be expected “to engage with that sort 

of conversation” and to interrogate their prior learning and assumptions 

about Islam about what they had heard and read in the media. Put another 

way, in a Habermasian emancipatory way of knowing, one might 

investigate whether this approach would ‘liberate’ the learner from prior 

assumptions about Muslims, Islam and terrorism in relation to the 

evidence which had shaped students’ prior learning and their dispositions 

toward Islam as they see Islam today. What knowledge and skills would an 

educator need to come to terms by critically interrogating views of Islam as 

a socially backward, intolerant, or oppressive religion through a “re-

visioning the original Islam” (Lovat, 2009, pp. 81-83) and to facilitate this 

sort of emancipatory learning, 

In terms of a constructive pedagogical process, she first acknowledged the 

reality of learner assumptions, saying “I don’t blame the kids, and I say that 

to them, ‘I know why you have this misconception about this religion. You 

know, you’re being fed a certain amount of information.’” She then 

critically interrogated the assumptions noted above, saying, “It’s not un-

true that these terrorists claim to be of Islamic faith, that they are Muslims 

by definition—that’s how they define themselves.” She then interrogated 

this assumption, saying, “But that doesn’t mean that’s what everyone is 

like.” She offered them an alternative perspective and new information 

from a variety of documentary and academic sources about Islam’s 

contributions to algebra, architecture, medicine, philosophy, etc. and then 

self-reflected:  

So that’s really what I do. I try very, very hard to break that down. 
The more information  I give them, the more I show them, the more 
I give them the history and the culture and the language and all 
those sorts of things—the more they go Oh! Okay! That’s not what 
it [the religion of Islam] is. 
 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 152 

The teacher’s conclusion was that this had been very successful. The 

interviewer then prompted the educator to share more information about 

her pedagogical strategies, which, as reported, illustrate a constructivist 

approach with a clear application of theory to practice. She replied that “a 

lot of this course is me asking them questions, getting them to explore 

their thoughts and their feelings: why do they think that way, where does it 

come from?” After supporting students to interrogate their own prior 

learning and assumptions, she facilitated inquiry, saying “I ask them to read 

things. I ask them to watch [a] documentary. We talk and we read. We look 

at websites. We’ll read articles.” To explain the next part of the process, 

the participant said, “we really do discuss a lot of their understandings, and 

I try to feed them as unbiased information as I can,” including “stuff on the 

ABC [Australian Broadcasting Corporation] which is quite good and again, a 

different sort of ‘take’ on things.” 

Importantly, she acknowledged her own positionality and her sense of her 

role as a religious educator, saying, “I’ll be honest and say that in some 

ways, I am a bit biased. I am a bit pro-Islam, if you like, because I feel that I 

have to be.” She self-identified as “non-religious” and did not approach 

teaching about Islam from a sense of religious interfaith motivation as a 

Christian or Roman Catholic Christian but rather in a broad sense of 

spiritual human fraternity. This educator had done her own inquiry work to 

interrogate her own prior knowledge and dispositions toward the religion 

of Islam in her professional work when she “had a lot to do with Muslims” 

and “learnt a lot” about Islam and Islamic culture and Arabic language and 

so on.” She admitted that “from my own perspective I started to realise 

that there was a lot of misinformation and non-information in the broader 

community about their religion,” so she “read books about Islam” and has 

“really taken a deep interest in understanding it as a religion.”  

This detailed analysis illustrates a real-life example of the notion of praxis, 

that is, the ‘combining of theory and practice with a view to change’ in one 

religious educator’s epistemology of practice. This educator moved from 

theory to practice, using a social constructivist process summarised as:  
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• Acknowledging the significance of student prior learning and 

assumptions in their ways of thinking about Islam 

• Supporting students to interrogate their own understanding and 

assumptions about the religion and its adherents 

• Guiding students in their inquiries about Islam by offering new 

information and, importantly, new sources of information to extend 

their epistemological horizons from reputable and reliable sources 

• Scaffolding students to integrate new information into their 

developing concepts and ways of constructing new meaning for 

themselves in relation to their ways of knowing and understanding 

the religion of Islam and its adherents. 

4.2.1  A praxis approach to educating about Islam: a summary 

Analysis of this educator’s epistemology of practice also sheds light on the 

intersection of teacher epistemology, ontological positionality and 

pedagogy, summarised as follows: 

• She extended her own epistemological horizon by learning as much 

as she could from a variety of human and written texts, and serious 

self-reflection and interrogation of her own assumptions.  

• She acknowledged and reflected on her own positionality as non-

religious, and her self-understanding as a religious educator with no 

formal background or training in the discipline but a passion to 

educate for authentic, coherent and transformative ways of 

understanding the religion of Islam. 

• She deployed a pedagogical process based on social constructivism 

and inquiry learning and supported students to interrogate their 

prior assumptions and learning in the light of new information to 

build new knowledge and new ways of knowing about Islam.  

In short, there was considerable evidence to support the conclusion that 

this participant’s experience and self-reflection on her knowledge and her 

pedagogy, as well as her own professional learning initiatives, had helped 

her refine and enrich her own ways of knowing about Islam to support 
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students to refine and enrich their own ways of knowing about Islam. 

Unlike the rigorous phenomenological approach and its use of epoché, she 

began by acknowledging and addressing students’ ways of knowing. While 

she did not concur with or accept their perspective, she communicated 

that she understood and respected their position but would take them 

through a process of inquiry to investigate and ultimately challenge certain 

misconceptions. 

This example and analysis may offer a useful model for scholars and 

educational leaders to look more closely at the significance of “knowing 

the knower” (the classroom teacher) in scholarship and in practice when 

considering how to improve programs and professional learning support 

for educators teaching about Islam in programs of religion. 

4.2.2  Aligning a praxis approach with learning outcomes  

The praxis approach in inquiry learning about Islam described in the second 

analysis, above, was aligned with the religion program’s assessment tasks 

described as “reflective in nature.” These were explained in the following 

terms: the learning interest is “in the students engaging with whatever 

we’re learning and assessing for themselves how it impacts on them.” The 

learning task was described as a written piece on “what they’ve thought 

about the content we’ve covered” and the students were asked to write 

about whether the study has “changed their thinking about what it is that 

we’ve been studying.” The unit on Islam assessment involves “a little bit of 

a specific questioning to make sure that they’ve understood the Five Pillars 

or the Six Fundamental beliefs” (in terms of content knowledge). However, 

“the much more important second part” of the assessment for junior 

secondary students was self-reflective. One educator explained how this 

was presented to the students: 

You started at the beginning of this unit with some preconceived 
ideas about Islam; how has learning in this unit impacted upon your 
preconceptions? Has it confirmed them? Has it caused you to throw 
them out completely or is it somewhere in between? And what do 
you think, what do you now think about Islam in comparison to 
what you thought at the beginning of the unit?  
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The curriculum leader in this program observed that even in Senior 

secondary units of study, “I’d still encourage students to be reflective” 

because in addition to the goal of achieving “an assessable exit credential” 

in their upper secondary studies, “they’re also here to learn about religion; 

and I don’t think you can learn properly about religion unless you’re 

reflective about it.”  

Summary of Chapter 4 

This chapter has analysed the findings of fifteen religious educators’ ways 

of knowing and teaching about Islam in programs of religion in church-

affiliated Independent Schools. A hermeneutic of authentic encounter 

offered a way to frame and understand the importance which educators 

attached to learning from Muslims about Islam as a “lived religion” 

(Ammerman, 2021) and the reported influence of individual experiences of 

encounter with Muslim perspectives on their self-understanding as well as 

their understanding of Islam. Analysis of participant perspectives and 

dispositions validates the urgency for sound education about Islam and the 

value of getting to know Muslims to understand Islam from perspectives 

other than media misrepresentation, misconceptions and stereotypes of 

Muslims and their religion. 

A hermeneutic of human fraternity has helped to interpret teacher 

dispositions by exploring their fraternal interest in and appreciation of 

Islam as a religion in our diverse community and Muslims as fellow 

Australians, as well as the teachers’ sense of responsibility to represent 

‘authentic’ Islam with integrity and to promote positive perceptions of 

Islam and Muslims.  

Educator cognitive interests shaped their ways of knowing about Islam and 

tended to drive pedagogical rationale and practice. Empirical/technical 

interests in Islam led teachers to focus more heavily on facts about the Five 

Pillars of Islam and the fact of fasting during Ramadan, for example. 

Hermeneutic/communicative interests encouraged teachers to explore 

more about Islam as a “lived religion” and explore why Muslims fast and 

what this religious practice means to them. In a few cases, emancipatory 
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interests inspired teachers to interrogate their own prior assumptions and 

misconceptions about Islam and Muslims and they reported transformed 

perspectives and dispositions. This prompted them to advocate for 

students to interrogate their own perspectives and dispositions and engage 

in inquiry to gain a fuller and deeper understanding of Islamic history, 

beliefs and practice, and of themselves as well. In some cases, curriculum 

goals and learning outcomes supported transformative goals explicitly, 

suggested a program of enriched learning. In other comments, it appeared 

that the learning outcomes were somewhat vague and expressed in 

affective terms of “appreciation,” “understanding,” “constructive 

empathy” or “openness” to Islam. 
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Chapter 5 Critique and recommendations 

 

1.0 Part One: Overview of this chapter  

The findings of this study and the critique and recommendations which 

flow from them are based entirely on what teachers reported about their 

experience of learning and ways of knowing and teaching about Islam. 

Neither student interviews nor classroom observations were undertaken 

for this study, as the intent was to investigate educator perspectives and 

dispositions in relation to their interests, concerns, challenges and needs in 

their reported experience of teaching about Islam. This thesis argues for 

the value and significance of research using first-person narratives to shed 

light on educator ways of knowing and teaching about Islam in different 

contexts with different programs and programs and recommends further 

such research in wider contexts. 

The findings support the need for research-informed practice in the 

development of relevant and appropriate curriculum for the teaching of 

Islam and the provision of appropriate and targeted professional learning 

for classroom teachers. Recommendations are offered for collaboration 

between scholars of Islam, religious education and religious studies 

academics, curriculum specialists and classroom teachers. A model for 

educator professional learning is proposed.  

Summary  

The findings of this study offer much that is encouraging but indicate the 

need to address certain issues in relation to four broad areas of educator 

practice in learning and teaching about Islam: 

• educator epistemology, including knowledge about the religion of 

Islam, pedagogical content knowledge, and the importance of 

professional learning for teachers  
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• educator positionality and the importance of understanding oneself 

and one’s responsibilities as a non-Muslim religious educator 

teaching about Islam 

• curriculum design and implementation, including alignment of 

rationale, learning objectives and outcomes for programs of religion 

in specific school contexts 

• pedagogical methods and approaches to teaching about Islam. 

Research to investigate the epistemologies of practice of a wider sample of 

teacher practitioners is strongly encouraged. Recommendations are 

offered to support appropriate, targeted and accessible professional 

learning for teachers. As well, recommendations are offered for further 

research and collaboration between religious education and religious 

studies academics and classroom practitioners. Limitations of this study are 

also discussed.  

2.0 Part Two: Educator epistemology: points of critique arising from the 

findings 

• Teachers were largely self-taught and had acquired information about 

Islam from a somewhat random collection of sources. Some teachers 

had a knowledge base which lacked overall coherence. 

• Teachers often learnt on the job while they were teaching about 

religion and perhaps four or more religions of the world, including 

Islam.  

• Teachers were concerned about misinformation in the media and 

whether/how to address student misconceptions and stereotyped 

views of Muslims, especially those which merged issues of Islamist 

ideology and practices and the religion of Islam. 

• Teachers wanted to understand and teach about Islam as a lived 

religion (Ammerman, 2021), especially in the experience and practices 

of Australian Muslims. They were interested in learning about what 

Muslims actually do, as well as what textbooks say they do (Douglass & 

Dunn, 2003).  
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• In the interest of authenticity, teachers used anecdotes from personal 

experience, at times generalising from individual experiences of 

encounter without reference to the bigger picture of Islam and 

Muslims. 

• Teachers sometimes presented knowledge about Islam using a limited 

approach to Smart’s 1969 dimensions of religious experience 

framework or Moore and Habel’s 1982 typology with little reference to 

nuances in the way that phenomena were categorised. 

• All teachers recognised the importance of learning from and presenting 

Muslim perspectives; however, some appeared to rely on Muslim 

presenters and their perspectives without evidence of critical insight 

into those perspectives. 

• There were a few examples of the use of provocative or polemic 

portrayals of Islam in both mainstream and commercial media to 

encourage student interest and discussion. The implication was that 

these were not always used as a springboard for solid historical or 

theological insights intended to “set the record straight” (Lovat, 2009, 

p. 76).  

• Teachers often lacked a nuanced understanding of the influence of 

culture on religious practice and did not always distinguish culturally 

based practices from foundational tenets of Islam. One educator 

shared the insight that Muslims themselves in different contexts do not 

always recognise cultural influences on their practice.     
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2.1 Knowing the knower: What do educators value, and why in building 

their knowledge of Islam? 

Most teachers offered evidence that their interest in knowing about Islam 

went beyond the level of technical cognitive interests and factual 

knowledge (Habermas, 1971; Lovat, 2009, p. 20). Many teachers showed 

obvious interest in knowing about Islam through the lives and practice of 

Muslims and if possible, meeting and talking with Muslims and learning 

directly from them. Context influenced teacher ways of knowing as well as 

their interest in ways of knowing about Islam in at least three significant 

ways: 

• In some contexts, teachers had self-identified Muslim students in their 

classes and learnt from them as ‘insiders’ or ‘witnesses.’ In this case, 

both teacher and non-Muslim students had access to an ‘insider’ 

perspective in class.  

• In contexts without Muslim students (or at least none who self-

identified as Muslims), teachers and students had fewer opportunities 

to access a Muslim’s perspective, which meant that they were engaging 

with the religion at a certain distance while in class. 

• Some programs of religion featured Islam as a significant topic within 

the curriculum in both junior and senior secondary units; in other 

programs, Islam appeared to have a marginal or incidental focus. 

Pedagogical goals as reported by teachers were different in the contexts 

represented. In some curricula, learning objectives and outcomes and 

pedagogical approaches explicitly emphasised both learning from and 

learning about Islam, implying critical literacy in some educators who 

reported trying to encourage this in their students. In other curriculum 

contexts, learning outcomes appeared to focus mainly on learning about 

Islam (Grimmitt, 2000) and what teachers reported about their pedagogy 

did not appear to reflect a critical literacy approach. Some teachers had 

designed assessment tasks asking students explicitly to reflect on their own 

learning and knowledge of self because of inquiry and investigation of 

other religions and spiritual traditions. In the case of Islam, teachers 
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reported how they explicitly scaffolded students to reflect on their new 

learning and whether it had changed their thinking and assumptions (for 

example, in the way Muslims and the religion of Islam can be stereotyped 

in the media). The overall goal was to help students develop knowledge 

and skills to interrogate issues and assumptions to support their own 

spiritual growth by learning from Islam as well as learning about Islam. By 

implication, teachers were also inclined to reflect on their own self-

understanding in relation to their knowledge about and of Islam in these 

diverse contexts where critical literacy was the goal. 

2.2 Learning from Muslims 

Teachers were keen to learn from Muslims. A small number of teachers 

wanted to hear about Islam from Muslims, as they were somewhat 

sceptical of non-Muslim presenters, regardless of the academic credentials 

of those presenters. One teacher had a synthetic approach, reading the 

work of a Christian who was also a scholar or Islam and integrating (and 

interrogating) this with what he learnt from Muslims on a given topic. 
 

Teachers reported judicious use of the knowledge and insights of self-

identified Muslims in their classes who were willing to share their 

experience and practice of Islam. The data show that teachers made 

conscious efforts to develop their own knowledge about Islam out of both 

personal and professional interest. Educators in diverse contexts implied or 

stated explicitly that they wanted to ‘get it right’ in teaching about Islam,37 

and the diversity in their school context may have incentivised them 

further, although no one explicitly stated this. Teachers in schools with less 

diverse student populations often reported that they had little contact with 

Muslims and little or no opportunities to learn from them but were 

appreciative of opportunities to do so. Several teachers stated or implied 

that they were uncertain how to go about meeting and talking to Muslims.  

 
37 Teachers indicated that they had the same disposition toward teaching 
about other religions and worldviews. 
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The implication is that teachers need to develop epistemological tools to 

reflect on new information, reflect on it, and use that information to 

synthesise new learning for themselves and to help their students do the 

same. This can be hard to do when teachers are co-learning at the same 

time as their students without sufficient time to reflect.  

Educators emphasised the significance of Muslim presenters to whom they 

and their students ‘could relate.’ One educator observed a particularly 

edifying experience of visiting the local Islamic Centre and receiving a 

presentation from an imam whom the students found to be welcoming and 

whose language and explanations “confirmed what they had learnt in 

class,” illustrating a satisfying example of moving from theory to practice. 

2.3 Knowing the knower: What teachers want to know about Islam 

Teachers offered evidence that they wanted (and needed) to move beyond 

basic factual knowledge of Islam limited to the techne level of cognitive 

interest (Habermas, 1971; Lovat, 2009, p. 20), but had not undertaken to 

do this for a variety of practical reasons. One reason is related to 

curriculum expectation. At least one teacher explicitly said that he only 

taught about Islam during a few lessons each year and thus had not 

prioritised professional learning investigated or followed up opportunities 

for further learning about Islam. This was not the case with other teachers, 

who went to considerable length to research and develop suitable 

resources, even if Islam was only taught for a few lessons.  

Teachers with limited hermeneutic or communicative interests kept the 

focus of learning on description in the student text. There is little evidence 

to indicate whether teachers had explored or engaged with the influence 

and importance of historical background on contemporary practices in 

Islam, for example, in relation to issues concerning women in Islam. 

2.4 Educator epistemology: the need for self-knowledge by interrogating 

one’s own assumptions and prior learning 

Educator ways of knowing about Islam which serve 

hermeneutic/communicative interests call for opportunities for non-
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Muslim educators to be able to engage with ‘insider’ informants who can 

dialogue about their practice and share perspectives of their own faith 

practice and their ways of understanding themselves and others. Educator 

ways of knowing which serve emancipatory interests will challenge 

teachers epistemologically and ontologically to critically interrogate their 

own perspectives and assumptions, especially in relation to the 

particularity of their own religious positionality or lifeworld.  

The experience of most of the study participants was that they were 

motivated to think about “how education can address misunderstandings 

of Islam in Australian society” (Smith, 2011, p. 6) but needed opportunities 

to develop content knowledge and pedagogical skills and tools to do this 

more effectively and to be able to “fully encounter the history and the 

wealth of knowledge that Islam has given to the world” (Smith 2011, p. 3). 
 

3.0 Part Three: Educator positionality and dispositions: critique and 

recommendations  

Educatory ontology/positionality: key points. 

• Educators displayed a spirit of openness to learning about the 

religion of Islam and dispositions embracing fraternal goodwill and 

constructive empathy toward Muslims.  

• Some educators displayed a disposition which can be understood as 

advocacy to counter misconceptions and misrepresentation of 

Islam and Muslims in the wider discourse and in the mass media 

which their students regularly consume.  

• Educators in different contexts showed a sense of responsibility to 

present information about Muslims ‘fairly’ and to represent the 

religion of Islam authentically, but they brought different 

knowledge interests and capacity to the endeavour. As well, 

educators positioned themselves differently in relation to these 

knowledge interests in their own learning and in their teaching. 

Often this appeared to depend on educational context, including 

the ethos of the religion program and the expectations of the 
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curriculum, revealing the intersection of educator epistemology, 

ontology/positionality and pedagogy. 

3.1 Educator dispositions: fraternal good will and the limitations of the 

lifeworld.  

Ontological considerations are significant in terms of educator positionality 

in the lifeworld. Dispositions of educator interest and openness toward 

learning and teaching about Islam seen in this study are encouraging, as 

they reflect a more positive approach to education about Islam than seen 

in the ‘small stories’ in the Prelude to this thesis. They reflect genuine 

interest in learning things about religions other than the home tradition of 

the school or of the individual educator. It was also encouraging to see 

educator openness and interest in reaching out to Muslim members of the 

community and organising visits to mosques and Islamic Centres. There 

was strong evidence to support the value of these visits in terms of critical 

dialogue between the teacher, the students and the Muslim guides. There 

was also evidence in the data in at least one case of a visit to a mosque 

which was not a sound interactive learning experience for either teacher or 

students. This evidence confirms the value of having some guidance or 

recommendation for sourcing an appropriate guided visit and the 

importance of students well for the experience.  

Educator dispositions are linked to educator epistemology and ways of 

knowing and teaching about Islam. Some of the teachers in the study 

simply had not had the opportunity to meet and talk to Muslims or to 

develop knowledge and perspectives based on first-hand experiences of 

encounter and dialogue.  

In addition, educator understanding and self-reflection of their own 

religious (or non-religious) positionality was sometimes limited. (Roman) 

Catholic teachers in this study were aware of the significance of the Second 

Vatican Council’s important interfaith document Nostra Aetate but did not 

show evidence of critical insights into official Church teaching about the 

relation of the Catholic Church to non-Christian religions. There was little 

evidence that teachers had engaged in or had the capacity to engage in 
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theological thinking about interfaith relations, although some teachers 

were reflecting on their growing sense of being able to look beyond their 

own lifeworld.  

Some teachers were anxious about being seen to criticise aspects of the 

religion or religious practice or to ask questions which might be seen as 

unfriendly. There was evidence of a disposition of polite inquiry rather than 

critical engagement. If educators lack an adequate knowledge base and 

have not had experience in dialogue with Muslims, they are hesitant to 

appear intolerant, ignorant, or impolite. The evidence shows that some 

teachers lacked the knowledge base to interrogate truth claims or 

theological positions and were at a different level in their own ways of 

knowing.  

The data showed that teachers preferred to engage with information at an 

empirical/technical level of control and developed learning around 

observable religious practices such as prayer and visible aspects of Islam 

such as the architecture of mosques. The evidence repeatedly showed that 

educators were interested in Muslims as fellow Australians but not 

necessarily interested in or able to engage with a critical understanding of 

Muslim theology.   

3.2 Educator positionality in relation to curriculum 

Although this study did not specifically investigate the role of curriculum in 

educator epistemology, evidence was offered which confirmed that a 

limited focus on Islam in the curriculum in some cases acted as a 

disincentive to teachers to undertake further professional learning, 

especially if there were competing priorities. When teachers took up the 

option to include Islam as a topic in senior studies semester units dealing 

with religion in the media or with social justice issues, they were interested 

in aspects of Islam which related directly to that topic and reported 

sourcing information and resources to support such a specific curriculum 

focus. Thus, they did not present Islam as a coherent faith tradition, and 

teaching about Islam in these units could be seen as incidental or 
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piecemeal, which suggested that educator ways of knowing about Islam 

may have developed along these lines as well. 

For ‘World Religions’ units in either junior secondary Religious Education 

programs or senior secondary Religious Studies programs, when Islam 

featured as one topic in the study of religions of the world, teachers 

reported drawing on their own knowledge and anecdotal information to 

supplement facts from the text to make the learning more interesting. 

Educator interpretive interests and knowledge may be in other areas of 

learning, for example, history, sociology, political science and may 

influence their focus on contemporary images of Islam, such as the role of 

women, the influence of history and politics in secular countries such as 

Turkey, or the understanding of Jesus in Christianity and in Islam.   

If educator pedagogical content knowledge is limited, it is likely to be 

because teachers may not have had training, professional learning or in-

school discussions about different pedagogical approaches in the academic 

study of religion. Those who had taught Religious Education in Catholic 

schools were familiar with pedagogical theory and approaches in teaching 

the home tradition of the school, and sometimes appeared to not 

differentiate between theory of teaching Religious Education and theory in 

the academic study of religions. In fact, some teachers used the term 

Religious Education to refer to coursework in senior studies of religion 

courses. In the Catholic context, the “Catholic hermeneutic” (Sharkey, 

2019) was either implied or explicit in the way teachers generally 

approached learning and teaching about Islam. The interest was in finding 

out some of the differences and similarities in the Muslim and Catholic 

Christian faith perspectives. The learning objective here is simply 

appreciation of difference with no evidence that teacher or students 

engaged or were meant to engage in an age-appropriate critical 

understanding of differences and similarities. The implication was that it 

was very important from a pedagogical perspective for the teacher to help 

the students to “find a way to the [Islamic] faith” through comparison and 

contrast with the Catholic faith of the home religious tradition. The home 
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tradition of the school was both the starting point and the interpretive 

tool.  

3.3  Educator Epistemology: teacher empowerment 

If education about religions other than the home tradition is marginalised 

by curriculum or timetable constraints, professional learning for teachers 

can easily be de-prioritised. The implication is that either learning about 

Islam is not important or necessary or that an individual educator need not 

have special preparation, which this research refutes, given the evidence 

that educators must face the challenge of confronting ‘mass media Islam’ 

(Rane, n.d.). The implication is that the conscientious individual educator 

must shoulder responsibility for self-learning, and the evidence shows that 

this can be problematic. It is argued here that curriculum leaders and 

planners have a responsibility to carefully consider the urgency for 

education about Islam and the need for well-developed and well-

supported curriculum goals and learning outcomes. If education about 

Islam is to be bold and robust, the implication is that teachers will be 

expected to have the knowledge and skills to meet curriculum goals and 

expectations. Epistemological considerations thus go beyond teachers 

simply being given more information about Islam in the limited interest of 

analytical or technical control of the phenomena.  

3.4  “What is it that you want to achieve, overall, when you are teaching 

about Islam?”  

In a contrasting response to this interview question prompt, one teacher 

with a background in Anglican theology and ministry took a critical literacy 

approach with junior secondary students and introduced them to a key 

theological construct. This teacher reported telling the students that, as an 

Abrahamic faith, “Islam in many ways…is a kind of a different ‘take’ on the 

same story that Christianity and Judaism…[although] we come to very 

different conclusions.” The teacher continued “so that’s one side, 

understanding commonalities and kind of a shared humanity, and that it’s 

not alien…I think also understanding the distinctives, because I think it 

actually does, it respects a religious tradition to say, this is why Islam 
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exists.” This teacher was able to bring quite a bit of practical theological 

thinking to this class, because both the context and the curriculum goals 

created the incentive to pursue learning about Islam to learn more about 

self. What can be inferred here is a sense of the responsibility to work out 

one’s own thinking about religious meaning and truth to help students to 

do the same. 

4.0 Part Four: Educator pedagogy: critique and recommendations 

4.1 Pedagogy Critique: openness by superficial approach 

A few educators displayed a clear understanding and practical application 

of pedagogical rationale in explicitly identifying a particular approach as 

phenomenological or teaching for interreligious understanding. One 

teacher emphasised the necessity of a phenomenological approach in the 

interest of giving students solid technical control of basic information 

about Islam before they offered their own perspectives and attitudes in 

relation to media portrayals of Islam and Muslims, which at that point 

would presumably involve some self-reflection and teacher scaffolding to 

the next level of interest and understanding beyond mere technical 

description.  

Some teachers did not appear to understand the rationale behind the 

phenomenological approach and appeared to limit their teaching to 

technical, descriptive ways of teaching about Islam, even if their comments 

implied personal interpretive/communicative interests in Islam (or in 

Muslims and their religious faith and practice). An over-emphasis on 

technical control of information about religious phenomena to the 

exclusion of other cognitive interests is likely to do a disservice to both 

educators and students. However, teachers need the tools and the 

confidence to be able to do this. To avoid awkward incidents or 

confrontation, some participants preferred to focus the learning activities 

on objective information about the phenomena of Islam. Teachers realised 

that this could be dry but presumably felt that it was reliable, possibly safe. 

Some teachers had little experience in meeting Muslims and one teacher 

acknowledged having friends but had never spoken to them personally 
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about their faith and practices, regarding this as possibly insensitive 

intrusion.  

The findings indicate the significance of educator ways of learning and 

understanding pedagogical approaches and strategies for dealing with 

awkward questions and observations. In other cases, by bringing in 

anecdotal experience from their own experience of meeting Muslims to 

enliven or concretise the experience of religion, teachers tended to 

unwittingly encourage students to generalise from the particularity of one 

‘insider encounter’ without identifying it as just that—a particular 

encounter, a snapshot within the album, so to speak, that in fact could be 

potentially problematic for student understanding. One teacher reported a 

clear pedagogical challenge when a Hindu student observed that he was 

unable to recognise the religion he practised in the textbook information. 

The teacher astutely finessed the issue by validating the student’s personal 

experience as his own experience and drew attention to the influences of 

culture and individual practice while bringing students back to the textual 

presentation. Texts often present abstract ideas and terms while students 

tend to be concrete thinkers and easily focus on their own experience and 

that of their peers (Moore, G., 2020). Classroom teachers often need to 

bridge abstract and concrete ways of understanding the world, but it is 

especially complicated when they must do this in teaching about a religion 

which is not their own and with which they have little familiarity. 

5.0 Part Five: Critique: professional learning for teachers 

Teachers who are self-educated deserve affirmation for their initiatives to 

further their own learning journey in learning and teaching about Islam. 

However, the evidence from this study points to the significance of 

professional learning which is useful, or relevant, especially those which 

offer practical classroom resources. Three such past opportunities praised 

by study participants are no longer available. 

• The Dialogue Australian Network website information has not been 

updated since 2020 and its journal have not been updated since then. 
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Subscriptions are no longer being taken and no educator conferences 

and workshops are currently advertised. 

• The Charles Sturt University Master of Religious Education course, with 

its significant component on pedagogical theory in learning about and 

learning from religion and religions of the world has been discontinued.  

• Workshops supporting effective use of the resource Learning from One 

Another: Bringing Muslim Perspectives into Australian Schools (2010)38 

have ceased. The workshops39 and the resource offered information 

and practical strategies to address issues of stereotypes and 

misconceptions such as ‘Women are inferior to men in Islam’ or 

‘Muslims are potential terrorists and a threat to national security’ or 

‘Muslims want to be different and dress differently’, in other words, 

exactly the sorts of issues reported by many participants in this study.  

• Unfortunately, despite affirmation reported by participants in this 

research project and official evaluation from ACSA representatives, 

Learning from One Another: Bringing Muslim Perspectives into 

Australian Schools met with significant criticism and controversy.40 This 

 
38 This resource and the workshop were the result of collaboration 
between an Islamic and diversity education expert from the University of 
Melbourne’s Centre for Excellence in Islamic Studies and an experienced 
curriculum developer with the Australian Curriculum Studies Association 
[ACSA]. Over 500 educators participated in workshops which were 
conducted by the authors, supported by funding from the Myer 
Foundation and supported by most (not all) state departments of 
educations. https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/national-centre-for-
contemporary-islamic-studies/community-engagement/learning-from-one-
another. 
39 The slides from the workshop are still available in open source.  
40 Unsupportive comments in the press criticised this resource and its 
implementation, mistakenly assuming that “every Australian school 
student” would be taught that “Australia was a racist country” (The Courier 
Mail, July 11, 2010), 
40https://www.couriermail.com.au/news/national/think-tank-proposes-
australian-students-be-taught-positives-about-islam-and-muslims/news-
story/e663a96e141bd064876646a268758112 
A Petition to the House of Representatives to raise “significant community 
concerns over the overt and explicit Islamisation of Australian school-age 
children through the agency of the text-book Learning From One Another: 
Bringing Muslim Perspectives into Australian Schools,” claimed that it was 
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resource is still available via open source online and in hard copy from 

ACSA but has not been updated since its 2010 publication. Workshops 

for teachers are no longer conducted by ACSA as funding from the 

Myer Foundation has expired. The problem here is not attributable to 

the class teacher, the school or the education authority, but is a result 

of misperceptions, assumptions and misrepresentation of Muslims and 

the religion of Islam in the wider societal discourse. University 

academics and scholars must be advocates for how to share and put 

forth new knowledge for engagement in the wider public context.   

 

5.1 Educator knowledge, the Muslim ‘witness’ and The Golden Rule 

What knowledge is important? Whose knowledge?  

These two questions are important epistemological questions and can be 

addressed, if not answered, in the argument that The Golden Rule in 

teaching about religion is to “present [a] religion in ways that are 

identifiable by the adherents of that religion, so that they can hear, see 

recognize and identify themselves in our presentation” (McInerney, 2009).  

These two questions also pose ontological and pedagogical challenges for 

teachers beyond the abstract question of who can represent a religious 

tradition. It is a question of responsibility, and how they see their 

responsibility as religious educators. Some participants tried to build their 

knowledge base in Islam through their own reading. They would benefit 

from opportunities to meet Muslims and explore interfaith initiatives 

within the local community and initiatives of their own faith communities. 

It is encouraging to know that teachers sought reliable sources of 

information and pursued their approaches even when first efforts did not 

yield results. Local organisations can recommend Muslim speakers and 

 
“in breach of the Australian Constitution Preamble” as well as being 
“academically inaccurate” and “intellectually dishonest.” 
file:///C:/Users/Helen/Downloads/http___www.aphref.aph.gov.au_house
_committee_petitions_petitions_43_terms_2012-02-13_terms602.pdf 
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guest presenters as well. Scholars of religion, theologians and faith leaders 

must be of help to teachers in this.  

Teachers must develop both their own knowledge base and the capacity to 

bring a critical perspective to presentations by Muslim witnesses in relation 

to what the students have already learnt and what the teachers has learnt 

from other sources, but the evidence does not show that teachers were 

always able to do this. In a sense, the teacher must have enough critical 

insight to moderate the discussion. Teachers with a limited knowledge 

base and limited self-efficacy are not inclined to critique what the Muslim 

witness has said. The data show that some teachers did not venture into 

critique and contained their teaching to the facts and information in the 

text, often supplementing written material with visual material sourced 

online or from educational material. This approach to learning about Islam 

does not extend students’ or teachers’ epistemic horizons. The evidence 

repeatedly points to the fact that teachers ‘mediate’ the information which 

their students acquired from a variety of uninformed sources. To do this 

effectively, teachers need targeted professional learning in both knowledge 

and skill development.  

6.0 Part Six Recommendations arising from this study 

6.1 Recommendations for educator professional learning include 

opportunities for: 

• Learning more about Islam as “lived religion” (Ammerman, 2021), 

especially in contemporary practice in Australia, and especially in 

response to educator queries 

• Targeted learning in pedagogical methods (including pedagogical 

content knowledge) for teachers who are expected to teach about 

religions of the world, including Islam 

• workshopping and evaluating targeted and relevant resources and 

curriculum materials for students.  

6.2 Recommendations for further collaboration with Muslim scholars, 

religious education academics  
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• Encouragement for dialogical engagement with scholars or academics 

in the disciplines of theology and religious studies and knowledgeable 

Muslims who witness to their faith as insiders  

• Need for two-way dialogue between classroom practitioners and 

scholars. Academics who understand the need in working with 

practitioners to start from where they are – start by knowing the 

knower and knowing the knower as educator, acknowledging the need 

to hear teachers’ voices and appreciate their challenges and needs.  

6.3 Recommendations for building relationships with Muslims in the 

community 

• Teachers are concerned with the human element and want to meet 

and talk with Muslims to pursue their inquiry interests with a view to 

practical classroom application. They need guidance in contacting 

knowledgeable Muslims who can be helpful.  

• Teachers would like to build ongoing relationships with local 

community organisations and to encourage interaction with students in 

the school context and beyond. Scholars, religious leaders and 

academics can help by introducing teachers and representatives of 

these organisations who are known to academics. Dialogue needs to 

happen at all levels. Academics can facilitate appropriate dialogue. 

6.4 A practical goal: Planning an interactive workshop for teachers 

Given that significant sources of teacher professional learning in recent 

years are no longer available, a key recommendation from this study is the 

need to plan and deliver an interactive workshop (or workshops) for 

educators across grade levels and school contexts.  
 

It would seem wise to bring classroom practitioners and their input into the 

planning of the sessions. If organisers have insights into some of these 

issues, positive outcomes for teacher epistemology in relation to practice 

might be expected. Based on what teachers have reported in this study, it 

is recommended that the following be considered in the planning: 
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• Presentation sessions by Muslims who have a degree of expertise 

and experience in topics of relevance to teachers. Two examples 

might include Islam and the arts as one topic, or the history and 

experience of the Muslim presence in Australia as another. For 

example, the Centre for Islamic Studies and Civilisation, a 

collaboration between Charles Sturt University and the Islamic 

Sciences and Research Academy of Australia (ISRA) was cited by one 

of the participants in this study as arranging for young Muslim men 

who came to his school and facilitated a valuable interactive 

learning activity for his students.  

• A presentation by the author of a young readers’ book from the 

perspective of a young Australian Muslim such as Does my head 

look big in this?41 as a potential resource would offer teachers a 

valuable opportunity to engage with a teenager’s perspectives. 

• A brief presentation by a representative or representatives of local 

Muslim community groups offers opportunities for further 

interaction and collaboration between teachers and the 

organisations.  

• A specific session on Islam and the Australian media should be 

featured. Many Australian Muslims are writing on the topic, and 

their views could be explored in the session. The opportunity to 

interrogate perspectives from a respected journalist will be 

valuable. 

• Q & A sessions should follow the presentations giving teachers the 

opportunity to ask questions in a safe space. Some questions could 

be given to presenters with notice, while other questions will likely 

arise spontaneously from the presentation sessions. 

• Presenters could be asked to provide resources which teachers 

could workshop in a later session.  

 
41 Does My Head Look Big In This? Is a novel by author Randa Abdel-Fattah 
which won the Australian Book Industry Award and Australian Book of The 
Year Award for older children in 2005. 
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• A later session will see teachers break into groups with a focus on 

developing classroom resources for specific cohorts, based on the 

material presented by the expert.  

• One session should involve teachers coming prepared with 

resources or evaluations of resources which they have used and 

found helpful and effective in their programs. 

• One session should include an interactive session for teachers to 

work with a curriculum specialist to look at longer term 

development and sharing of resources. 

• A practical hands-on session in which teachers work with each 

other is highly recommended to facilitate collaboration between 

educators to share successful classroom experience and 

appropriate, useful and relevant pedagogical content knowledge.  

• The presence of a knowledgeable Muslim or a facilitator who has 

herself had the opportunity to dialogue with (a) knowledgeable 

Muslim(s) and reflect upon her own learning is encouraged, so that  

teachers feel confident about asking difficult or awkward questions 

and receiving candid, thoughtful answers. 

• Sessions must be resource-focussed, with suggestions about 

appropriate resources such as the many detailed by educators who 

were interviewed for this study. 

6.5 Summary: a final critique 

The evidence from this study demonstrates that what seems to matter are 

the cognitive interests at play in educators’ ways of knowing and teaching 

about the religion of Islam and Muslims, including the sources of educator 

information and the ways that educators can interpret and reflect on new 

information in light of their own epistemological background, ontological 

positioning, and pedagogical knowledge and skills.  

In a Habermasian perspective, “critical education leads to liberation and 

change” (Lovat, 2009, p. 21), and critical education about Islam implies that 

educators gain knowledge and insights which they can then use in practical 

ways to break down barriers, challenge stereotypes and make a difference 
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in the ways that we understand each other. If teachers are to educate 

authentically about Islam in ways that are “truly ethical” (McInerney, 2009, 

p. 27; Lovat, 2009, p. 21), they need support and collaboration with 

scholars. All have a responsibility to work together in the interest of self-

reflective, critical ways of knowing about. 

Finally, the need for programs to have a clear rationale and curriculum for 

teaching about Islam cannot be overstated. As with any other subject area 

in the curriculum, there should be alignment of pedagogical rationale, 

learning sequence, learning outcomes, inquiry methods and content, and 

assessment tasks. An investigation of school ethos and curriculum was 

beyond the scope of this study, but the findings have demonstrated the 

influence of the curriculum on teacher epistemology, positionality and 

pedagogy and have suggested an important question for school and 

curriculum leaders to consider:  

What value does the school place on learning about Islam, learning about 

religion, learning about religions of the world?  

This question deserves honest consideration and reflection. The findings of 

this study show that in some teachers’ experience, the study of Islam has 

been marginalised within the religion program, if not explicitly, then 

implicitly. This reality has had important influence on religious educators’ 

capacity and incentive to develop critical literacy in their ways of knowing 

as well as pedagogical capacity to teach responsibly and to represent Islam 

authentically and fairly. In addition to professional learning about Islam, 

teachers also need to be able to interrogate their own assumptions and 

prior learning as they gain new knowledge. Education about Islam might 

then issue in a praxis of putting knowledge at the service of justice and 

equity. 

7.0 Limitations of this study 

This study was not intended to investigate student learning outcomes or 

attempt to evaluate the success of educator approaches and programs in 

educating about Islam, as such research would have been well beyond the 



Helen M. Crain-Welsby     DMin thesis     September 2022 177 

scope of this study and possibly compromised the value of what teachers 

were reporting about their own limitations and concerns. This study hopes 

to contribute to our understanding of teaching about Islam in schools in 

programs of religion in Independent Schools, a topic about which the 

literature says very little. Independent Schools have a degree of freedom in 

designing their programs which appears to give them more latitude in what 

they do in educating about Islam. The findings of this small, localised 

qualitative study may well be significant for planning curriculum and 

professional learning to support teachers in this context and possibly 

beyond that. 

7.1 Researcher methods and further research  

The findings from these fifteen interviews offer many insights into the ways 

that educator epistemology and positionality interact with pedagogical 

rationale and approaches in teaching about Islam, that is, what an educator 

is trying to achieve in teaching about Islam and how they are going about 

doing it in terms of pedagogical approaches and strategies. This was not 

necessarily a representative sample in terms of population, because the 

focus was on looking closely at the educators in these specific contexts. 

The findings from this study cannot be generalised beyond the local 

context of Independent, church-affiliated schools.  

The researcher developed the research instrument (Appendix 4, Appendix 

5) that is, the prompt questions, to elicit narratives from the participants, 

putting them at ease and allowing them to speak as they wished. Re-

reading the interview transcripts, the researcher has concluded that one or 

two more targeted questions would have likely elicited additional useful 

information in relation to the curriculum, for example, or educator ability 

to interrogate one’s own assumptions. Two sample questions are proposed 

for inclusion in a similar study: 

What do you see as the purpose of teaching about Islam in your religion 

program?  
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What do you hope your students learn from their study of Islam in terms of 

both cognitive and affective learning outcomes? 

7.2 Researcher/interviewer approach and technique and participant candor  

It could be argued that participants saw this as an opportunity to ‘put their 

best professional foot forward’ and so told the researcher what they 

thought would reflect dispositions of openness and interest and a kind of 

‘good news’ perspective in educating about Islam. However, in most cases, 

the teachers were relatively candid in what they said, and there was ample 

evidence to paint a balanced picture of each participant in the researcher’s 

view.  

The evidence from this small study suggests strongly that educator 

disposition toward his or her own learning about Islam and educator self-

reflection are isignificant factors in an educator’s epistemology of practice. 

8.0 Implications for further research 

It was well beyond the scope of this project to investigate the specifics of 

school curricula, both implicit and explicit, in relation to educator 

understanding of rationale and learning outcomes, but this is 

recommended as an area for further research and investigation. Teacher 

understanding of different pedagogical approaches and how they support 

learning (or don’t) would also be a valuable subject of study. Importantly, 

the literature consulted for this thesis reflect a gap in research to 

investigate student outcomes (cognitive and affective) in relation to 

teacher attitudes and dispositions, as well as teacher pedagogical content 

knowledge.  

Questions to be asked for both research educator practice might include:  

What is the religious educator’s role in educating about Islam within the 

school culture? What role is there for educators to advocate for a bigger 

role for education about Islam within the religion/social studies program? 

What responsibility should teachers have for developing and delivering 

content which is engaging, relatable, and realistic? This needs to be looked 
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at within the wider context of the importance which the school does or 

does not attach to learning about religions within our Australian 

community, and what kind of professional learning support should and can 

be provided within an Independent School.  

Finally, what was most encouraging for the researcher and writer of this 

thesis was the fact that all teachers offered ample evidence reflecting their 

own fraternal attitudes and dispositions toward Islam and Muslims and 

revealed much about how they persevered to advance and cultivate these 

same dispositions through their personal witness and in their efforts to 

represent Islam authentically. The study did not investigate whether 

teachers have actually made a difference to their students’ understanding 

and levels of tolerance, although the ardent intent often observed in 

teacher gestures, emphasis in tone and volume reveals their genuine 

commitment to the task of “setting the record straight” (Lovat, 2009) in 

their roles as educators, and more specifically, religious educators who also 

witness to the Golden Rule. It is hoped that this thesis will make a small 

contribution by raising the voices of teachers (Liddy, 1992) so that teachers 

can be better supported in teaching about religion and religions other than 

their own or the home tradition of the school in programs of religion.  
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

This study has addressed a gap in research concerning religious educators’ 

ways of knowing and teaching about Islam. The findings of this small-scale 

local study shed light on the significance of educator experience, including 

ways of knowing and sources of learning about Islam, and the influence 

which an individual’s experiences of encounter with Muslims has had on 

his or her perceptions, dispositions and pedagogy. The following have 

emerged as three key aspects of educator practice in teaching about Islam:  

• educator epistemology (ways of knowing about Islam),  

• educator ontology (ways of understanding oneself and one’s 

positionality as a non-Muslim educator)   

• educator pedagogy 

Educator pedagogy here refers to how a teacher understands rationale, 

aims and intent in teaching about Islam as well as the use of specific 

classroom strategies and learning activities.  

This research has raised the voices of fifteen religious educators in local 

Independent (non-systemic) Church-affiliated schools who shared their 

experiences of learning and teaching about Islam. The results provide 

insights into how educator perceptions and dispositions were influenced 

and shaped by those experiences. The study has raised some issues which 

lend themselves to further investigation, including the role of curriculum 

design and implementation as well as educator professional learning in 

teaching about Islam.  

The findings of even this small-scale study highlight the significance of 

educator perspectives and dispositions about what a teacher comes to 

know and understand about Islam and how they apply this knowledge and 

understanding in teaching. Teachers open or close doors to learning which 

students find meaningful. This thesis has argued that educators have a 

responsibility to interrogate their own perspectives and prior knowledge 

and to extend their horizons of understanding by engaging in ongoing 

learning and dialogue with Muslims and scholars about Islam. The findings 
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draw attention to the need for ongoing and open conversations between 

stakeholders, including classroom practitioners, educational and 

curriculum leaders, scholars and academics. 

Religious educators “possess power as teachers, selectors and framers of 

knowledge” (Goldburg, 2007, p. 28) which allows them to make 

judgements about what and whose knowledge they see as important and 

to decide how students are to engage with new knowledge. 

Some participants in this study approached education about Islam from a 

critical literacy perspective, while others did not. A critical literacy 

approach to education about Islam may well challenge teachers’ 

background knowledge about the subject. Several participants spoke about 

how they had enhanced their background knowledge, and a few offered 

evidence of a self-critical or self-reflective approach to their ways of 

knowing about Islam and how that may have influenced their teaching.  

1.0 Educator goals:  Purpose, positionality and positive perspectives 

The results suggest that educator ontological positionality plays a role in 

their pedagogical approach--how they understand the purpose of 

educating about Islam and how they approach that ethically and 

responsibly, because “we teach who we are” (Palmer, 1997). Put 

differently, what teachers thought that they should be teaching, and their 

teaching strategies appeared to be influenced by a sense of positionality as 

religious educators, whether they realised this or not. Some teachers 

acknowledged that they were looking at the religion of Islam through 

subjective lenses, such as the teacher who openly acknowledged her ‘pro-

Islam’ bias, or the teachers who acknowledged an approach to Islam from 

the (Roman) Catholic perspective of the home tradition. Other teachers did 

not acknowledge the hermeneutic boundary markers of their thinking and 

dispositions and displayed evidence of unacknowledged limitations of their 

perspectives.  Some teachers engaged with hermeneutic/communicative 

ways of knowing in ways that were leading to transformative learning, with 

the influencing factor usually being their direct dialogue with Muslims. 
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1.1 Purpose: the influence of cognitive interests on pedagogical 

approaches  

An important finding is that educator practice was influenced by a 

teacher’s interpretation of the purpose of education about Islam according 

to the particular cognitive interests which drove their own ways of 

knowing. Cognitive interests were seen to ‘impel’ not only different ways 

of knowing about Islam but also different ways of deciding what knowledge 

and whose knowledge was important to bring into their programs 

(Douglas, B., 2014; Habermas, 1971; Lovat, 2009, p. 20;). Learning goals or 

objectives were likely specified in curriculum documents, but cognitive 

interests driving different ways of knowing were not necessarily explicitly 

expressed or even implicitly recognised. Cognitive interests may be 

different from the learning outcomes of the program because the actual 

words of a specified learning outcome may not fully reflect what teachers 

understand about what students are expected to know and be able to do 

because of their learning.42  

The goal of teaching about Islam for understanding and appreciation is very 

broad, and teachers working in the same school program may have 

different views on what understanding and appreciation of Islam actually 

means in terms of what a learner is expected to know and do. One teacher 

might view understanding and appreciation only in terms of the first 

cognitive interest of technical/empirical control of facts about Islamic 

beliefs and practices and keep learning at a polite distance by deflecting 

negative perspectives with information about Muslims’ contributions to 

the Arts and the Sciences. This approach may bring in or add new 

information which might then “exist in parallel” with the learner’s prior 

ways of understanding rather than being synthesised into new knowledge 

(Rymarz, 2007, p. 73). 

 
42 The general capabilities of the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2022) 
identify what students should know and be able to do with their learning, 
which then should prompt thinking about what teachers should teach and 
how they should teach students about Islam to support their learning and 
critical insights as “active citizens.”   
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In the small story in the Prelude about the interfaith visit and playground 

encounter of the upper primary school children, appreciation of Islam 

might have hit an epistemic roadblock because the non-Muslim teachers 

were confronted by ideas which challenged their own assumptions about 

gender and school ethos. Some Staff onlookers were clearly disoriented 

and troubled by an approach which challenged their own sense of justice, 

and the shrugged explanation “that’s just what they [Muslims] do” did not 

address the epistemic and ontological issues at play. Wrestling with this 

issue likely challenged the ‘Western’ women’s lifeworld perspectives, but 

informed and sensitive approaches and dialogue with knowledgeable 

Muslim women could have been enlightening for them.  

1.2 The educator’s religious (or non-religious) lifeworld 

This is an important consideration for discussion in contexts where 

teachers might have little experience of religions beyond the home 

tradition or outside of one’s own lifeworld. McInerney observed that some 

his students were meeting a Muslim for the first time when he introduced 

Muslim guest lecturers in teaching about Islam at the Catholic Institute of 

Sydney because before that time “they had only seen Muslims on the 

television, in sensationalised news reports about criminal acts here and 

overseas and in films and documentaries on Islam and Islamic countries” 

(McInerney, 2009, p. 27). This sums up the experience of a few teachers in 

this study and is presumably the experience of other educators and 

students.  

The data showed that most educators acknowledged and recognised that 

their backgrounds and their religious or non-religious positionality 

influenced their perspectives. However, evidence was limited in relation to 

whether they had come to be aware of their own bias and the limitations, 

including potential hermeneutic idealism, of their lifeworld and in the 

Catholic tradition, their years of religious formation. Teachers need to 

understand the limitations of their own ways of knowing if they are to 

move beyond them. This is a recommended area for educator professional 

learning.   
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Some examples in this study show that teachers encouraged students and 

colleagues to wrestle with new ways of knowing about Islam with a view to 

‘act on that knowing’, perhaps to confront others’ misconceptions in ways 

that would make a difference to their school community and perhaps the 

wider community. For these teachers, understanding and appreciation 

meant really “taking other people’s religions seriously” (Douglas, B., 2014, 

p. 96; Williams, 2008) and went beyond technical/empirical cognitive 

interests to include “relational, reflective and emotional factors” (Lovat, 

2009, p. 21).  

2.0 Purpose and pedagogy:  Educator challenges   

This thesis has argued that religious educators are faced with particular 

challenges in teaching about Islam, given that both the religion and its 

adherents are often misunderstood and misrepresented in “mass media 

Islam” (Rane, n.d.) and that there exists a certain “cloud of confusion” in 

attempts to “make sense of Islam as a global religion and Muslims as a 

worldwide community of people” (Ozalp, 2012, p. xiii). The evidence in this 

small, localised study of fifteen non-Muslim religious educators shows 

clearly that they have been confronted by distorted views of Islam and 

student perspectives. One teacher echoed the sentiments of several others 

in describing these perspectives as “quite negative, [arising] from what 

they’ve seen in the media or things that are happening in the world.” 

Teachers might have had an emancipatory learning goal in mind about 

“setting the record straight” (Lovat, 2009, p. 76) but did not necessarily 

take a critical literacy approach in addressing this issue. 

Teachers reported addressing student misconceptions and 

misunderstanding about Islam by attributing blame to sensationalised 

portrayals in the media and “uninformed [newspaper] commentary about 

Muslims and the Islamic faith” (Lovat, 2015), especially in media coverage 

of the rise of ISIS/Islamic State. The data offer distinct evidence that 

teachers did not engage with complex issues, such as the media’s tendency 

to ‘collapse’ terminology and ideas about race, religion and ethnicity (Aly, 

2007; Akbarzadeh & Smith, 2005).  
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Understandably, teachers tried to dismiss negative views by countering 

them with positive images, sometimes from their own experience, and in 

doing so may have presented “essentialised” views of Islam as ‘a peaceful 

religion’ or of Muslims as ‘peaceful people’ (Panjwani & Revell, 2018) 

without introducing critical elements to promote deeper understanding of 

complex questions and to lead students into emancipatory ways of 

understanding Islam. Given that many participants had done little or no 

formal study of the religion of Islam, their learning was sometimes 

piecemeal, and their background knowledge of Islam did not necessarily 

reflect a coherent underlying understanding of the religion. Here, some 

basic but targeted theological understanding is needed and could help 

teachers to understand what is behind the theological thinking of those 

committed to Islamic State (Lovat, 2015). 

Teachers displayed a sound pedagogical rationale when they endeavoured 

to ‘balance’ negative student perceptions of Islam and Muslims with 

information about the contributions of Muslims to the world and the past 

and in today’s world. But in doing this without addressing issues and 

challenges “that cannot be readily explained or conveniently overlooked” 

(Ozalp, 2012, p. xiii), teachers may not be doing justice to the inquiry by 

wrestling with complicated issues themselves and encouraging students to 

do the same. Again, teachers could only do this if they had adequate 

background knowledge and the skills to apply this knowledge in a critical 

approach to both written and human text.   

2.1 Personal perspectives  

An important issue which arose in this study concerns the use of single 

stories from teacher experience in attempts to challenge negative 

stereotypes about Islam by presenting images and reflections illustrating 

“ordinary” Muslims, in the words of some teachers. While this encourages 

thinking about Muslims and Islam in terms of human and fraternal 

connections, religions must be “allowed to have their differences” 

(Dickson, 2004). As well, such dispositions may in fact “essentialise” ways 
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of knowing Islam (Panjwani & Revell, 2018) by privileging Western 

constructs of what is ‘good’ or ‘normal.’ 

The findings repeatedly demonstrated the significance to religious 

educators of the human element in their ways of learning and knowing 

about Islam as a lived religion. Most participants reported their personal 

experiences of encounter with Muslims as significant sources of learning 

about Islam beyond what they might have learnt from written texts or 

formal educational materials. An important implication of this research is 

the need for educators to be able to liaise with local Muslims who are 

interested in dialogue and perhaps developing a professional relationship 

with educators and school programs.  

2.3. Education about Islam and the religion program curriculum 

Ongoing interest in learning about Islam often appeared to be linked to the 

expectations of the curriculum, if not directly dictated by these 

expectations. Educators who had taught about Islam in some depth in 

prescriptive State-based Syllabus courses of one or two years reported 

learning a considerable amount of content within a coherent structure and 

understanding of the religion. Their cognitive interests were in 

hermeneutic/interpretive ways of knowing and understanding Islam. 

Pedagogical approaches with an interpretive rationale encouraged self-

reflective efforts on the part of teachers who reported coming to question 

their own prior knowledge and understanding of Islam (or aspects of 

Islam). Some teachers displayed enthusiasm, even passion, for moving 

beyond their own lifeworlds and offered evidence of how their own 

perspectives had been changed by what they learnt in conversations and 

professional learning activities or through co-learning with students from 

knowledgeable Muslims and targeted reading, for example.  

Semester-based units of study where schools and individual teachers and 

had a degree of choice in what to teach about Islam (if anything) within 

broad guidelines and learning outcomes seemed to encourage what could 

be interpreted as a dilettante approach to education about Islam. Learning 

sometimes focused on a single topic or topics about Islam reflecting 
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educator discipline interests and knowledge, such as history, political 

science, or sociology, with educators not necessarily having developed a 

coherent overall understanding of Islam. When teachers reported that they 

might not teach about Islam from semester to semester or longer, and that 

they might teach about specific aspects of Islam in a particular unit context 

such as Islam and the media, they might not have developed a coherent 

approach to educating about the religion of Islam. 

Assessment tasks in junior secondary programs implied distinctive ways of 

knowing about Islam as well. Some programs focused on learning about 

Islam and evaluative tasks assessed empirical/analytic ways of knowing. In 

other programs, students were expected to demonstrate self-reflective 

learning in relation to learning from Islam as well as learning about Islam 

and were expected to demonstrate whether what they had learnt had 

changed their own ways of thinking about the religion. Some programs had 

no formal assessment component, but educators reported setting tasks 

which gave students an opportunity to demonstrate that their perspectives 

on Islam had at least been extended by new ways of learning and knowing 

about Australian Muslims. 

Importantly, most teachers had not been trained to teach about Islam and 

had to find their own way to get from theory to practice. Some displayed 

an intuitive sense of their own positionality and how their own learning 

about Islam had developed and changed as they engaged more deeply with 

critical thinking and interrogation of their own assumptions and prior 

understanding and experience in relation to Islam. There was evidence of a 

‘cloud of confusion’ about Muslims and the religion of Islam in at least one 

participant’s ways of understanding the Muslim perspective in relation to 

issues which “cannot be readily explained or conveniently overlooked” 

(Ozalp, 2012, p. xiii). 

2.4 Pedagogy and Possibilities  

Teachers need opportunities to interact with witnesses to interrogate their 

own perspectives concerning topics such as women in Islam, for example, 

given the amount of discussion in the media about this issue of dress. One 
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teacher was concerned that she was not responding adequately when 

students made comments conflating Islam and Muslims with Islamism and 

expressed a desire for informed dialogue to engage critically in “a safe 

space” with these questions. Those teachers who noted their limited 

backgrounds in methods of teaching about religions other than their own 

also expressed an interest in opportunities for professional learning in this 

area as well.  

The findings of this study show that educators are likely be well-disposed 

to engage with the construct of “Islam as the religion of ‘Fair Go’” (Lovat, 

2009) although none of them referred to this understanding or gave 

evidence of having engaged with this way of knowing about Islam. It is 

recommended that teachers have the opportunity to engage with this idea 

through a practical workshop with Muslims to develop curriculum and 

classroom resources using both historical material and contemporary 

material. Lovat’s discussion of the critical issue of women in the context of 

Islam as the religion of ‘fair go’ is a good example of valuable educator 

resource material (2009, pp. 80-81). However, teachers should not simply 

be pointed in the direction of important scholarly insights but helped to 

workshop them to make them accessible as resources for students. 

Teachers are likely to derive more benefit from interactive presentations 

with scholars and knowledgeable Muslims who can sensitively help 

teachers interpret and critique new information as well as their own 

assumptions from previous experience and learning. Teachers must have 

the opportunity to demonstrate to academics the way that knowledge can 

issue in educational praxis about Islam.   

Importantly, understanding Islam’s relationship to the religions of Judaism 

and Christianity is important for educator self-understanding and 

positionality in relation to the Abrahamic tradition. Scholarly knowledge to 

help non-Muslim teachers understand the spirit of the Ummah (the 

Community) provides a sound platform to grow in knowledge about this 

relationship and can take learners much further than the simple idea that 

there are ‘commonalities’ between the Abrahamic traditions. It is 
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important for teachers to deal “sensitively with the commonalities but 

robustly with the differences (Lovat, 2009). A small number of teachers 

engaged well with this critical idea. Teachers will benefit from self-

reflective practice in relation to ‘robust’ engagement, as this has the 

potential to challenge teachers’ sense of responsibility to emphasise 

harmony rather than creating friction or confrontation.  

2.4 Professional educators and and professional learning: the need for 

thoughtful, targeted support 

This thesis has taken the perspective that “education should help people to 

achieve basic critical understanding of Islam’s varied histories in different 

countries, theological divisions, core values, distortions and practices” 

(Moore, J., 2009, p. 135). In the first instance, teachers must be supported 

to develop adequate critical literacy in Islam. Religious education ‘matters’ 

because both the content and goals of religious education are exemplified 

and captured in the issues around educating about Islam. Learning to 

develop ‘constructive empathy’ and ‘appreciation’ is important, but the 

findings from this study show that the development of critical literacy for 

teachers is even more important if learning and teaching about Islam are to 

serve the ‘emancipatory’ interest.    

The matter of professional learning for educators is urgent, but not easy to 

address. In practical terms, the teachers in this study were reluctant to take 

time from their teaching responsibilities and often did not have time of 

their own to undertake further professional learning. There are deeper 

questions in relation to teachers’ sense of self-efficacy and self-knowledge. 

Teachers represent differences in prior learning and professional interests 

and needs, so a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to educator in-service is not 

recommended. Every teacher is an individual with a particular positionality 

in the religious and cultural landscape as well as the religion program 

landscape. Still, this thesis unequivocally argues that teachers need (and 

often want) to learn more in the interests of responding with integrity and 

authenticity to thorny student inquiries in ways that are not ‘inadequate’ in 

the mind of the educator. 
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Teachers have much to teach scholars and academics about these 

challenges in the classroom. There is a need for what the author of this 

thesis names an ‘epistemic bridge’ between scholars of Islam and 

educators who are building self-efficacy as non-Muslims with relatively 

limited background knowledge of the religion of Islam. This goes in the 

other direction as well: scholars of Islam are likely to benefit from knowing 

that their own research and knowledge interests may issue in genuine 

praxis at the interface of knowledge for the next generation of citizen 

learners. Humility and good will is needed for all those whose interest is in 

justice and equity.  

Issues about contemporary Islam are not going away anytime soon. 

Understanding the things that students, teachers (and journalists!) want to 

talk about, such as polygamy, alleged oppression and forced gender roles, 

as well as the place of women in Taliban Afghanistan will continue to be 

splashed across the media. Teachers must always deal with the practical 

reality of student experience and perceptions based on that experience, 

and sometimes that experience is limited to what the algorithms force into 

the news feeds on their devices. Teachers who teach about Islam have 

demonstrated repeatedly how they try to provide alternative narratives 

and offer different perspectives to students. What is so encouraging from 

this study is the effort and dedication which teachers in this study have 

shown and what they report they have already been able to achieve. The 

writer of this thesis puts the question of what more teachers might be able 

to do in the interests of justice and equity if they are able to refine and 

extend their own critical ways of knowing Islam, understood here as much 

more than just knowing about Islam.    

3.0 Praxis and Pedagogy for Transformative Learning 

Education does not end with knowing, as knowing has consequences. 

Teaching about Islam, like teaching in its best sense, is a journey to 

advance in knowledge of a subject and in self-knowledge. In this study, 

participants shared considerable information about their own journeys of 

learning and teaching about Islam. The findings show the need for 
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collaboration between tertiary educators and scholars in the disciplines of 

religious studies, theology and religious education so that classroom 

practitioners might be effectively supported in their own learning journeys 

as well as in their pedagogy. It is hoped that this study will contribute to an 

emerging understanding of the importance of engaging teachers and 

curriculum leaders in discussions to promote best practice in education 

about Islam. 

The findings of this thesis show the need to start from where teachers are 

– start by listening to their challenges and needs as well as their 

enthusiasm and passion for their subject. Teachers are busy, practical 

people who are always aware of the experience of the young people in 

front of them and the need to help their students make sense of the 

subject matter in the light of that experience. In a sense, teachers mediate 

their interpretation of the world to these young people, and in relation to 

this research project, the study of Islam.  

How do we understand and adapt to the current context in education and 

in Australia? Approaches on a grand scale are perhaps not the answer. 

What this thesis argues is the necessity of giving careful attention to the 

goals and learning outcomes of education about Islam within the programs 

of religion and the significance of supporting teachers in their own 

reflective learning journeys about the religion of Islam.  

The conversations must continue. It is hoped that the findings of this study 

will make a small contribution to those conversations.    
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Appendix 1 Letter to Teachers Soliciting Participation in this Study 

Dear Teachers of Religious Education/RaVE/RAP/Studies of Religion, 

My name is Helen Crain-Welsby and I am a former secondary teacher of 
religious education, now a sessional lecturer at Charles Sturt University 
undertaking research in education about Islam as part of my doctoral 
studies. If you are currently teaching or have taught religious education or 
religious studies units with content about Islam within the last five years, I 
would like to interview you for my research. I am very interested in your 
attitudes, perceptions and observations in your experience of teaching 
about Islam. I wish to stress that your participation in this study is entirely 
voluntary. 

Scholarly literature identifies the need for education about Islam and 
Muslims which can promote greater religious literacy in a 21st Century, 
post-9/11 world that is becoming ever more connected and globalised. 
Emeritus Professor Terence Lovat of the University of Newcastle, a well-
known Australian curriculum and values education expert, urges a role for 
a ‘bold and robust’ form of religious education about Islam to combat 
stereotypes and promote transformative learning. Lovat has argued that a 
relevant and realistic understanding of Islam allows us to speak with 
legitimacy about Islam as “the religion of ‘Fair Go’.” 43 

Academic literature tends to reflect the views of scholars about Islam but 
not the voices of religious education teachers. It is your voices which need 
to be heard by university academics so that we can better understand and 
support teacher practitioners to promote transformative learning.  

If this piques your interest, I am inviting you to participate in my study. 
Your commitment will consist of a one-hour interview, one-on-one with me 
at your school at a time you choose. You will be invited to respond to open-
ended questions about your perceptions, attitudes and experience in 
teaching about Islam. The interview will be recorded and later transcribed 
and will remain confidential. You will be able to review the interview 
transcript and you may amend or withdraw any material in the transcript 
before the results are written up. You and your school will be de-identified 
in the results. 

Your participation is entirely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time 
by notifying myself, the sole researcher. This study is entirely my project, 
independent of your school, for which I have obtained approval from both 
the Australian Government’s National Health and Medical Research Council 
and permission from your school Executive Leadership to invite your 
participation.  

 
43 Terence J. Lovat (2009.). What is this Thing called Religious Education, 
(3rd ed., pp. 76-77) 
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I am fully aware of the demands on your time, but I am appealing to your 
professional interest in supporting research which addresses a discerned 
gap in our understanding of teachers’ voices. 

If you have taught about Islam in any way, however limited, and if you are 
interested in my study, please reply to this email, giving your preferred 
email address. I will send you a Participant Information Sheet and a 
Consent Form so that you will know exactly what is involved.  

I hope that we will have the opportunity to work together. Please do not 
hesitate to contact me at any time.  

Mrs Helen Crain-Welsby 
St Mark’s National Theological Centre 
15 Blackall Street, Barton, A.C.T.   2600 
Phone: 02 6295 9009 or 0411 703 904 and email: 
hcrainwelsby@csu.edu.au 
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Appendix 2 Participant Information Sheet  
 

Title of project: An investigation of religious educators’ attitudes, 
perceptions and experience in relation to teaching about Islam 

Researcher: Helen Crain-Welsby, doctoral student (Doctor of Ministry)                                                      
School of Theology, Faculty of Arts/Education                                                                                                              
Charles Sturt University                                                                                                                         
Supervisor: The Rev’d Dr Brian Douglas                                                                                                                     
St Mark’s National Theological Centre 15 Blackall Street, Barton, A.C.T. 
2600                                                                                                                     
Phone  02 6295 9009 and email: brian.douglas@mac.com 

Invitation 

If you are currently teaching or have recently44 taught religious education 
or religious studies units with content about Islam, you are invited to 
participate in a research study on religious educators’ attitudes, 
perceptions and experience in relation to teaching about Islam.  

The study is being conducted by Helen Crain-Welsby, a former secondary 
religious educator, now a doctoral student and lecturer in Religious and 
Values Education within the School of Theology/Faculty of Arts/Education 
at Charles Sturt University. 

Before you decide whether or not you wish to participate in this study, it is 
important for you to understand why the research is being done and what 
it will involve. Please take the time to read the following information 
carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 

1. What is the purpose of this study? 

Current scholarly literature suggests that there is a need for education to 
combat stereotypes and promote transformative learning in our 
understanding of Muslims and the religion of Islam. Emeritus Professor 
Terence Lovat of the University of Newcastle is a well-known Australian 
curriculum and values expert who has argued there is an "urgent need for 
education about Islam." (Lovat, 2009, Chapter 11, in What is this thing 
called religious education). Lovat sees a role for a ‘bold and robust’ and 
sensitive form of religious education about Islam (Lovat, 2002, Religious 
education: robust and bold for a multifaith era. Journal of Religious 
Education 51:3-9). He argues that a relevant and realistic understanding of 
Islam allows us to speak with legitimacy about Islam as the religion of 'Fair 
Go' (Lovat, 2009, p. 77). Other Australian scholars call for education about 
Islam to promote greater religious literacy and sensitivity in our 21st 
Century post-9/11 world that is becoming ever more connected and 
globalised. 

 
44 In this study, ‘recently’ is accepted as within the last 5 years. 
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2. Why have I been invited to participate in this study? 

If you are currently teaching or have recently taught religious education or 
religious studies units with content about Islam, your responses in relation 
to your own experience and perceptions of education about Islam are of 
interest for this study. The relevant academic literature in this field tends 
to reflect the views of university academics and scholars about Islam rather 
than the voices of the teachers. From the data which teachers will provide, 
the researcher seeks to further the understanding of pedagogical 
approaches to the teaching of Islam within the relevant educational 
curricula.  

3. What does this study involve? 

If you agree to participate, your commitment will involve a one-on-one 
interview with the sole researcher of approximately one hour at a time to 
be negotiated. The interview will include open-ended questions about your 
perceptions, attitudes and experience in teaching about Islam in relation to 
teaching religious education/religious and values education/religion and 
philosophy. The interview will be recorded (audio only) and later 
transcribed and will remain confidential. You will have the option to review 
and clarify any material in the transcript before findings are written. All 
participants will be de-identified prior to writing up the findings of the 
research. 

4. Are there risks and benefits to me in taking part in this study? 

There are no risks to you taking part in the study. Your Principal/School 
Headmaster has granted permission for the researcher to invite your 
participation. None of the data collected will be used or reported in a way 
that could identify you or your school. In terms of benefits, it is expected 
that the data obtained from teachers themselves will be of value to tertiary 
educators who design university courses and to those who develop 
professional learning opportunities for practising teachers as well as for 
teachers-in-training. Your input can contribute to the development of 
relevant resources to support teachers. You may find this to be an 
opportunity to expand your own ‘religious literacy’ about Islam and 
Muslims and to contribute to the values of respect and tolerance which can 
counter the anxiety and fear (especially as it emerges through both 
traditional and social media). This may lead to opportunities for ongoing 
discourse at the school and other levels of academic and pastoral curricula 
in relation to values education. 

5. What if I don’t want to take part in this study? 

Participation in this research is entirely your choice. Only those teachers 
who give their informed consent will be included in the project. Whether 
or not you decide to participate is your decision and will not disadvantage 
you.                                                                                                                                      
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If you do decide to participate, you may withdraw from the project at any 
time without giving a reason and have the option of withdrawing any data 
which identifies you. 

6. What if I participate and want to withdraw later? 

You may withdraw from the study at any time and your data can be 
withdrawn until the return of transcripts from participant checking. 

7. How will my confidentiality be protected? 

Research data will be securely stored and seen by only the researcher and 
her research supervisor. All interviews will be conducted individually. 
Recordings will be destroyed after transcripts have been made. Transcripts 
will be stored electronically on the researcher’s own personal computer 
(with confidential electronic back-up), which is password protected and not 
shared. Participants will be identified by a number, not by name, and will 
be de-identified in the writing up of results. Transcripts and all de-
identified data will be destroyed five (5) years after publication of the 
thesis. 

8. What will happen to the information that I give you? 

The information will be used in the writing of the student researcher’s 
doctoral thesis. You will have an opportunity to see a transcript of the 
interview and to verify/clarify/amend any information or data which you 
choose to provide. You and all data which you provide will be de-identified 
in the writing up of results. Feedback will be available through the thesis. 
Both the thesis and any academic papers written on the subject will use 
information in a way that does not identify you or the school.   

9. What should I do if I want to discuss this study further before I decide? 

If you would like further information, please contact the researcher: 

Mrs Helen Crain-Welsby 
St Mark’s National Theological Centre 
15 Blackall Street 
Barton, A.C.T.   2600 
 
Phone: 02 6295 9009 or 0411 703 904 and email: 
hcrainwelsby@csu.edu.au 
 

10. Whom should I contact if I have concerns about the conduct of this 
study? 

NOTE: The Faculty of Arts and Education Human Research Ethics 
Committee has approved this project. If you have any complaints or 
reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the 
Committee through the Executive Officer: 
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Lisa McLean, Executive Officer 
Faculty of Arts & Education Human Ethics Committee 
Charles Sturt University 
FOAE-FHEC@csu.edu.au 
02 6338 4966 

Thank you for considering this invitation. This information sheet is 
for you to keep. 
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Appendix 3 Participant Consent Form                                                                                                                                                              

Title of research: An investigation of religious educators’ attitudes, 
perceptions and experience in relation to teaching about Islam   

Researcher:                                                                                                                                                                      
Helen Crain-Welsby (Master of Religious Education [UNDA]; Grad. Dip. RE 
[ACU]; M.Sc. Applied Linguistics, B.Sc. Languages [Georgetown U, USA]; 
Doctor of Ministry student, CSU) 

I agree to participate in the above research project and give my consent 
freely.    

I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and that the project 
will be conducted as described in the Participant Information Sheet, a copy 
of which I have retained.  

I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time and my data 
can be withdrawn until the return of transcripts from participant checking. 

I consent to:  

• provide limited personal information, including teaching 
background/experience      

• respond to open-ended questions about my experience, attitudes 
and perceptions about teaching RE/RS/SOR/RAP/RaVE units with 
content about Islam  

• allow my interview with the researcher to be recorded (audio only) 
and transcribed   

• review the transcript of my interview with the researcher to 
verify/clarify/amend the information which I have provided 
                                

• allow the information which I provide to be used by the researcher 
in her doctoral thesis; I understand that I will be de-identified in the 
publication of the thesis   

• allow the information which I provide to be used by the researcher 
in future academic writing; I understand that I will be de-identified 
in such writing 

• I would be pleased to provide further information via email, phone, 
or in person if you wish to know more about the project.  I thank 
you for your consideration and I look forward to hearing from you 
in response to my request to approach [name of school] teachers 
and invite their participation. 

 
I propose to conduct these one-hour interviews at a time and place 
nominated by the teachers--at [name of school], if this is acceptable. I 
should advise that in my former teaching roles, I have participated in 
professional learning experiences with some of your teachers. 
I would be pleased to provide further information via email, phone, or in 
person if you wish to know more about the project.  I thank you for your 
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consideration and I look forward to hearing from you in response to my 
request to approach [name of school] teachers and invite their 
participation. 
 
Kind regards, 
 
Helen Crain-Welsby 
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Appendix 4 Research Instrument  

Dear Teachers of RaVE/RAP/RE/RS/SOR 

Thanks for your interest in participating in this study and for signing and 
returning the Participant Consent Form. 

The questions are of two kinds: 

First, closed questions about your teaching experience, especially in 
relation to teaching about Islam: 

• How long have you been teaching RE/RS in the A.C.T. or other 
States/Territories/Overseas? 

• What RE/RS units are you currently teaching or have you taught in 
the last 5 years in both upper and junior secondary? 

• In which of these units have you taught content about Islam? 
• Where do you source your information about Islam and Muslims? 
• What specific resources do you use in teaching about Islam?  
• What professional learning have you undertaken in relation to 

education about Islam? 

Second, open-ended questions which are intended as prompts for you to 
help me build up a picture of religious educators’ experience, attitudes and 
perceptions in teaching about Islam. Sample prompt questions include the 
following, but others may arise as we proceed.  

• What are your thoughts about how Islam is presented in the 
mainstream media/social media? How do you use 
mainstream/social media material in your teaching? 

• What is your thinking about the value/usefulness/relevance of the 
resources available to you (including written/visual text(s) in 
teaching about Islam?  

• If you have met and talked with Muslims about their beliefs and 
practices, has that influenced your pedagogy and if so, in what 
way(s)? 

• If you have had professional learning experiences in this area, to 
what degree did you find they have helped you to engage with 
learning and teaching about Islam? What kinds of professional 
learning about Islam would you like to undertake, time/resources 
permitting? 

I am very much looking forward to meeting with you and I await your 
advice about time and place.  

Good wishes, 

Helen Crain-Welsby 

Adjunct lecturer, Charles Sturt University 
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0411 703 904 

hcrain-welsby@csu.edu.au 
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Today is _________________and this is School _____, Participant ____. 

Hi and thanks very much for making time today to meet with me and to 
answer some questions to help me learn about your attitudes, perceptions 
and experience as a religious educator in teaching about Islam. 

Thanks for signing and returning the consent sheet and for allowing this 
interview to be recorded. Just to remind you that there will be a transcript 
made which you will be able to read for accuracy.  

So, we might start with the questions about your RE teaching experience, 
especially in relation to teaching about Islam: 

• How long have you been teaching RE/RS in the A.C.T. or other 
States/Territories/Overseas? 

• What RE/RS units are you currently teaching or have you taught in 
the last 5 years in both upper and junior secondary? 

• In which of these units have you taught content about Islam? 
• Where do you source your information about Islam and Muslims? 
• What specific resources do you use in teaching about Islam?  
• What professional learning have you undertaken in relation to 

education about Islam? 

So, thanks for that information. We’ll move on now to the open-ended 
questions. Since they are intended as prompts for you to help me build up 
a picture of your experience, attitudes and perceptions in teaching about 
Islam, please feel free to add anything at any time that you think would 
help me in building up this picture. 

• What are your thoughts about how Islam is presented in the 
mainstream media/social media? How do you use 
mainstream/social media material in your teaching? 

• What is your thinking about the value/usefulness/relevance of the 
resources available to you (including written/visual text(s) in 
teaching about Islam?  

• If you have met and talked with Muslims about their beliefs and 
practices, has that influenced your pedagogy and if so, in what 
way(s)? 

• If you have had professional learning experiences in this area, to 
what degree did you find they have helped you to engage with 
learning and teaching about Islam? What kinds of professional 
learning about Islam would you like to undertake, time/resources 
permitting? 

Is there anything else that you’d like to add in relation to your experience 
and your thoughts about the topic (your attitudes perceptions and 
experience in teaching about Islam?) 
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Thanks again so much for your time and I’ll be in touch again about the 
transcript.  
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