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Description

Using a range of approaches 
to exploring, describing and 
writing about education, this 
study looks at an Ismaili Muslim 
RE teacher in India, and 
describes how the teacher has 
worked to re-contextualise the 
constructivist, distributed model 
of learning taught on the Master 
of Teaching degree at the 
Institute of Education, London 
(IOE) The study creates a record 
of ‘re-contextualisation’ as it 
happens, using a range of new 
recording media to find new 
ways of capturing professional 
narratives of work-based learning, 
and exploit the affordances 
offered for wider dissemination.

The IOE has recently been working 
closely with the Institute of Ismaili 
studies (IIS) in offering an innovative 
joint course: the Secondary 
Teacher Education Programme 
(STEP). STEP takes a cohort of forty 
teachers and sends them through 
an intensive two-year double-
award master’s programme, 
with the intention of transforming 
the quality and experience of 
teaching and learning in Ismaili 
supplementary RE—something 
hitherto undertaken by volunteers, 

and now—at the behest of the 
Aga Khan and his foundations—
beginning to be professionalised.  

This project needs to be 
understood in the context  
of the events of September  
2001 and the Aga Khan’s  
explicit interventions on the 
subject. For the leader of Ismaili 
Islam, it is essential that people 
of good will tackle together the 
question of ‘how we build a 
common humanity’: in keeping 
with the long-standing traditions  
of his community, education  
is a key way of creating this  
understanding. 

This is a remarkable experience 
for both the students and those 
teaching them. But the real 
impact will occur when these 
relatively inexperienced teachers 
return to their local contexts and 
attempt to make sense of what 
they have been studying. 

How will the essentially constructivist 
model of the Master of Teaching, 
with its highly distributed models of 
leadership and power, ‘transfer’  
to the Ismaili context? 

And to which context, exactly? 
The teachers in the programme 
will have to negotiate the 
intersectionality of an extraordinary 
number of competing discourses, 
some of them explicitly discourses 
of power. How will they negotiate 
local power structures to create 
change? Will change occur? 
What will change? Will the model 
of education bend to the local 
political and cultural forces,  

or vice versa, or what forms  
of ‘encounter’ will develop? 

We hypothesise that a key idea 
(one that connects with a central 
strand of the WLE Centre’s work) is 
that of ‘re-contextualisation’. The 
teachers who have completed 
the STEP programme will have to 
negotiate the complexities of their 
contexts, and re-contextualise 
their London experiences. In so 
doing, they will create meaning 
in the process of translating 
what was work-based learning 
in London into work-based 
teaching in Tajikistan, Canada, 
India, Pakistan and the USA. 

Capturing this process will be 
about recording a series of 
dialogues between a particular 
idea of Islam and a particular 
construction of western liberalism: 
these are important ideas at 
this time. At the risk of sounding 
pompous or self-important it is 
difficult to underestimate how 
important this dialogue is.  

This is an important opportunity 
to work with one teacher from 
the first cohort of the STEP 
programme as they return 
to their Religious Education 
Centre, and attempt to put into 
practice the professional learning 
constructed in London, changing 



what has been described as a 
thousand years of practice. 
What will be produced needs to 
be done in a spirit of partnership 
between the researcher in the 
UK and the teacher in the field. 
Traditional models of ethnography 
are therefore inappropriate not 
least because of questions of 
resourcing, but also because 
of the power relationships that 
are implied. It is proposed, 
therefore, that rather than the 
central researcher assuming that 
‘one model of description fits 
all’, the teacher will co-author 
ways of recording in which they 
are at the centre. The teacher 
will be a partner in the design 
process, deciding what precise 
methods will be adopted. 

Methodology

The approach will be broadly 
phenomenological in 
methodology. This will allow a 
range of approaches to be 
adopted, each responding 
to the temperament of the 
co-researcher, the teacher 
at the centre of the study. 

There are three principal theories 
which underpin the enterprise: the 
WLE theme of re-contextualisation 
(and the constructivist, post-
colonial approaches implied by it); 
the narrative approaches of Jerry 
Rosiek et al to teacher learning 
(as developed by C Daly in the 
MTeach); and WLE concerns about 
capturing, and making formal, 
informal work-based learning. 

In the autumn term, the lead 
researcher will have a number 
of design discussions with the 
teacher in the study, and draw up 
a set of research plans. These will 
address what evidence is to be 
gathered, with what form, when 
it is to be gathered, and arrange 
deadlines for drafts and field visit. 

The author will maintain email 

and telephone contact with 
the teacher throughout the 
year and will continue contact 
through a range of new-
technologies (VTCs, Skype etc). 

Between the autumn term and 
the spring term, a number of 
field visits will be organised, 
to ‘ground test’ the emerging 
theories, and begin to adjust 
evidence gathering approaches, 
and sketch out the shape of 
the mini-reports/ artefacts. 

By the new year, it is hoped that 
a contrasting range of forms 
of recording and exploring the 
questions of re-contextualisation 
will have been planned, and 
will be gathering evidence. 

Outcomes and deliverables

Traditional reports and summaries 
will be produced, but we would 
hope to produce a range of 
artefacts. These could include 
edited, critically framed video 
diary, CD-ROMS, narratives 
along the Rosiek line or even 
more dramatic forms. 


