
1 

 

Master of Teaching (MTeach) 

 

Institute of Education, University of London 

 

Dissertation  

 

Recreating a Third Space in the RE 

Classroom: Using Dialogue to Understand 

Faith   

 

Arzina ZAVER 

 

September 2010 

 

Word count: 20 767 

 

This dissertation may be made available to the general public for 

borrowing, photocopying or consultation without the prior consent 

of the author. 



2 

 

Abstract 

This qualitative study focuses on recreating a third space in a religious education 

classroom (RE) in Vancouver, Canada. The researcher‟s understanding of third 

space largely draws from Homi Bhabha‟s writings but has been re-defined within 

the context of this study to refer to a space of dialogue for Ismaili adolescents. The 

impetus driving the research largely stems from the researcher‟s own experiences 

as well as both previous observations and the challenges faced by minority youth 

as a result of globalization and the spread of religious ideas through mass media. 

Dialogue is seen to have great value in the classroom as it responds to the 

intellectual and emotional needs of the adolescent to ask, reflect and understand. 

There has also been a movement in education for a student- centered approach 

that values students as active participants in the learning process. Furthermore 

discussions and a space to „ask‟ in this research has shown to increase students‟ 

understanding of faith related matters such as practise and tradition. By „creating‟ 

such spaces in the RE classroom, students are given the tools to re-conceptualize 

culture in a way that responds to their social contexts. Moreover, this research calls 

attention to the necessity for students to learn from peers and engage in a dialogue 

that enables them to understand faith with intimacy and clarity. In order for 

students to truly engage in faith, the space for deeper engagement with the 

practises and traditions of faith must be given value.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

  As an immigrant to Canada, I had to learn to adapt my practices to the 

wider milieu, and how to understand these practises in a way that I could 

confidently explain to others around me the importance of such practices of faith. 

For instance, when I was in high school, one of my teachers phoned home to 

discuss a potential eating disorder with my parents. What my teacher did not 

understand was that it was the month of Ramadan, and I was fasting in a way 

consistent to the practises of my faith. Over time, I stopped fasting completely to 

avoid questions or misunderstandings from my classmates. I did not know how to 

explain the concept of fasting to my non- Muslim friends, and to avoid such 

questions I simply stopped the practise of fasting. What I came to realize was that I 

did not have to stop my practices, I needed to understand how fasting related to 

my faith so that I could in turn, explain this to others around me when such 

situations arose. It began to be clear to me that I needed to define what I believed 

for myself, as I grew older, explanations from others no longer sufficed. The 

journey to explore and find out what the youth need to truly find „faith‟ began as a 

self reflective process, beginning with my own experiences.  

Apart from my own experiences, this area is particularly interesting for me 

as I feel that youth are searching for questions beyond what is being taught in the 

curriculum. In an RE class in Essen, Germany, Ismaili female students told me that 

their non-Muslim friends had asked them questions about their faith such as their 

lack of the hijab as part of their outfit which is highly publicized in the media as part 

of Muslim garb. These females suggested that such questions had also crossed 
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their minds but they were still searching for an answer. This leads me to believe 

that a space for Ismaili adolescents to ask questions is much needed. This in turn, I 

feel, allows students to better understand their faith.  

 The context of this study is in a Religious Education (RE) class in 

Vancouver, Canada for the Ismaili community. During the 6 weeks I was there, I 

had the opportunity to engage in dialogue with the students with questions they 

had about the Ismaili faith, practices and traditions. The questions came directly 

from the students themselves, and a safe space was created within the classroom. 

This paper will focus on the need for dialogue in helping students gain a greater 

understanding of their faith as Ismaili adolescents. In discussing this idea I will use 

Homi Bhabha‟s theoretical framework of a third space and  apply it to the RE 

context in order to provide a dialogical space for students living in a globalized 

world. As RE is the only time the Ismaili youth are gathered alone in one place for 

a specific amount of time, this is where a potential third space can flourish. As RE 

is not available to students in their secular schools, it is especially imperative that 

such spaces are given importance in the time and space that Ismaili students are 

gathered together. Furthermore, Robin Alexander (2006) suggests dialogue shows 

a degree of reciprocity and a respect for student ideas.  The idea of „third space‟ 

has been elaborated and examined through other scholars who will be discussed 

in the literature chapter.  

 

Dialogue was a valued component in the classroom and was a way to 

„empower‟ the students by valuing their questions and concerns. Of importance 
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were the connections between discussions surrounding faith and practise and the 

increase in comfortability on the part of the students to understand culture for 

themselves in a way that they felt confident in asking questions.  It is hoped that 

through a space for dialogue, students not only have the opportunity to ask 

questions that are pertinent to their social and cultural contexts, but also negotiate 

a way to understand faith in a way that is unique to each individual.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Religious Education in Canada: A Brief Overview 

Though Religious Education (RE) is not available as a subject in the secular 

public schools, private religious schools operate in Canada. In a Special Report 

conducted for the Canadian federal government by Lois Sweet in 1996, Sweet 

found 1200 independent religious schools in Canada operating outside the public 

system. Though these schools are legally sanctioned by both Provincial and 

Federal Governments, they receive little funding. Interestingly enough, the 

Constitution allows funding to Catholic schools but not other denominational 

independent religious schools. This issue of funding is a particularly salient issue in 

Ontario since the 1999 United Nations ruling that held the government of Ontario in 

violation of human rights for funding only Catholic schools thereby excluding other 

denominational private schools.  

 

 One particularly successful Islamic school is the ISNA- Islamic School in 

Mississauga, Toronto which boasts a waitlist of over 5000 potential students. Of 

interest here is what goes on inside the school. When interviewing a graduate from 

the ISNA- Islamic School, Sweet spoke to ISNA graduate Walied Soliman who 

said, “the ISNA- Islamic School gave me the three most important things you need 

to be a successful person in life, that‟s direction, belief and disciple. The religion 

told me I had to lead a very structured life and that whole ideology was drilled into 

my head everyday (found in Sweet 1996, 4). In touring and viewing some of these 

schools Sweet remarks, “the structure he‟s [Walied Soliman] referring to struck me 

every time I visited a religious school- regardless of creed. Every second of the 
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children‟s time is carefully accounted for – there is no fooling around” (Sweet 1996, 

4). 

 

 Though Sweet makes mention of both the views of the independent schools 

and parents and their views on why such a school is important, the voices of the 

students are missing. Sweet herself recognizes this when she claims “But what 

about the children? They, after all, are at the centre of this debate yet their voices 

are barely audible. The problem, of course, is that they‟re captive to the desires 

and wishes of their parents and school authorities” (Sweet 1996, 20). This problem 

seems to extend into the classroom when Sweet notes that in one Grade 9 Islamic 

classroom the girls sit in the back and refuse to answer any questions. However, 

looking closer at Islamic Schools in Canada, Jasmin Zine, author of „Canadian 

Islamic Schools’, provides an alternative insight. In addressing why parents send 

their children to private religious schools, Zine found that parents wanted their 

children to be „spiritually centered‟ as their own spiritual teachings were often seen 

to be at odds with the strongly Eurocentric perspective in the Canadian school 

system. In her research, Zine found that contrary to Sweets‟ observation of rigidity, 

Muslim schools were attempting to instil traditional values in the children through 

activities such as hiking, craftwork and carpentry which teaches the children valued 

traits such as patience, care and endurance.  

 

 Where Zine adds stories from the students as to why they chose the Islamic 

schools (e.g to avoid questions regarding dress and appearance) the idea of 

whether the students were able to ask questions about their faith and practices, or 
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whether students in fact even engaged in dialogue about traditions alongside 

performing them [students at the Canadian Muslim School in Montreal required all 

students to attend morning prayer and all females to wear the hijab] does not come 

up. Interestingly enough, Zine, concludes with one of seven principles that argues 

for a faith- based epistemology, which states „religious and spiritual identities 

represent sites of oppression...‟ In explaining this principle, Zine mentions very 

relevant assumptions of Islam leading to Islamophobia. In responding to this, 

Islamic schools seem to be the answer. However this completely negates the 

Muslim students‟ questions and concerns about their own faith. One must 

remember, it is not just those living outside the religion that require understanding. 

However, it could be that the students sampled in Zine‟s ethnographic research did 

not have any questions about their faith and rather only sought inclusion. Yet, 

many students echoed the sentiment of being questioned  by non-Muslims about 

cultural and religious practices including holidays such as Eid and their type of 

dress, and most students felt going to a Muslim school would eliminate 

questioning. Ironically, being surrounded by all Muslims, one wonders if these 

children ever get a chance to begin to understand how to articulate their culture to 

those who want to understand it better.  

 

The debate on whether private religious schools enables “ghettoizing” of 

students or simply reinforce religious values is ongoing.  This research hopes to 

not only see the Religious Education system within the Ismaili faith as a space that 

provides students with a sense of belonging and comfort, but also seeks to 

understand the questions students may have about their own faith so that they can 
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better understand it for themselves and in the future, have the ability to articulate 

their faith to others with confidence.  

 

The Need for Dialogue 

 What seemed to be potentially lacking in the RE private schools in Canada 

was dialogue. Both Soliman, a graduate from ISNA, as well as Sweet, observed 

the lack of student participation in the classroom. The danger in this is the 

transmission of knowledge from teacher to student.  

 

Dialogue must be encouraged in the classroom to move past the teacher as 

the sole authority. Listening to different perspectives enables students to 

understand there is not a „right‟ way to believe or understand, rather religious 

understanding is unique. A disregard for dialogue in a RE classroom shows 

students that religion is dogmatic and simplistic, which it is not. In his 2006 book 

„Education as Dialogue’, author Robin Alexander says that lack of dialogue 

disempowers the students; furthermore dialogue shows a degree of reciprocity and 

a respect for student ideas. Alexander also suggests that dialogue garners a 

genuine sense of interest in what the other is saying and is a „dialogue of minds‟ 

not just a dialogue of „voices‟ (ibid). This is a very important concept as it values 

open mindedness in teachers and encourages students to also respect different 

opinions. In the RE classroom especially, open mindedness is a key element in 

understanding faith.  

Dialogue and RE are inextricably linked when it comes to understanding 

faith. Much information has been written as to why religious education is important 
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and should be included into the secular curriculum; to this effect, Ronald Goldman 

(1965), author of several books on religion and the adolescent, speaks to the 

decline in morals, and lack of knowledge of basic religious principles (see Goldman 

Readiness for Religion) but of primary concern is how adolescents understand 

their own faith. He asks: What does RE mean for the children? What are their 

concerns and how do they see their faith or faith related issues? 

 

 As such this research will concentrate specifically on youth and their 

perception of faith. As Goldman (1965) himself states, implicit in the representation 

of syllabus is the general idea that if only Bible stories or narrative are encountered 

often enough and attractively taught throughout a child‟s schooling, some meaning 

will rub off and stick….at this level religious education is reduced to conditioning” 

(Goldman 1965, 7). Lost is the student in this process of conditioning and 

transmission. 

 

In speaking about the pedagogy of RE in England and Wales, Michael 

Grimmitt (2000) promotes interaction between the pupils and the curriculum. 

Specifically speaking about students and RE, Grimmitt states this is the process 

“where pupils assimilate and accommodate the content as understood by their faith 

but then re-contextualize it within their own self- understanding” (2000,18). Thus 

RE, seen in this light, is an active process where students are engaged in the 

curriculum and issues pertaining specifically to them. 
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Dialogue as a Response to the Needs of the Adolescent 

 Dialogue provides more than just a means for the student to become an 

active agent in the RE classroom, in addition, dialogue as seen by various 

scholars, responds to the specific needs of the adolescent. One particular 

individual who wrote extensively on cognitive development was Piaget. Piaget‟s 

thoughts are useful here, as his research shows the ability of students to 

comprehend abstract concepts, a process quite relevant to learning in an RE 

classroom. Though his work has been criticized by scholars since then, including 

research done by Fodor (1972), Keil (1986) and Rozin (1976), the work of Piaget 

has relevance to this research as it highlights the link between comprehension and 

a need to understand that goes beyond transmission to understanding through 

questioning. Additionally, this section will examine further research that links 

Piaget‟s stages to development to adolescent religious thinking, which has 

implications on the research undertaken by myself. 

 

Piaget‟s work outlines four major stages of development: sensori-motor, 

preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational with sub stages 

occurring within them (Piaget tr. by Sara Meadows 1988). To briefly summarize the 

activity within these stages; the sensori- motor stage occurs in the child‟s first two 

years of life and therefore is not included as part of the schooling years,  the 

preoperational stage occurs when children begin to use language and imagery but 

lack operational thought, which is the ability to conserve and classify information. 

However concrete operational children are able to use operational thought and are 

beginning to think in a more systematic and logical way. In the formal operational 
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stage, adolescents are able to grasp abstract meanings, are less tied to content 

and are capable of dealing with hypothetical material (ibid). 

 

 In order to test the three stages of development as devised by Piaget and its 

subsequent relation to adolescent intellectual and religious thinking, Ronald 

Goldman (1964) conducted research around operational thinking and religious 

stories. His research methods include asking students from various ages who fit 

into the Piagetian model of developmental stages, five of the exact same questions 

from Bible stories. What he found was the children‟s answers aligned quite closely 

with the traits Piaget associated to each level. In the pre-operational thinking stage 

the children‟s answers had a strong egocentric approach and one dimensional 

view. For example, in response to the question „Why was Moses afraid to look at 

God? One child responded, “Because God had a funny face‟ (Goldman 1964, 52). 

Interestingly enough in the intermediate concrete- abstract phase of religious 

thinking, and the focus group of this research, Goldman shows that the students 

answer the five questions by referring to events outside the narrative such as 

personal stories or outside experiences. Goldman states that, “this is an indication 

of their unwillingness to be contained by the concrete elements or by the narrative 

itself” (1964, 58).  This research points to questions of how religious instruction can 

meet the needs of students in various stages. 

 

 Further research conducted by Chad Nye (1981) attempts to align children 

from the ages of 5 to 16 and their progression of the development of their concept 

of God to the Piagetian stages.  In interviewing over 120  from those age ranges 
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and asking them questions about God and religion, such as “where does God 

live?” and “what are some things God cannot do?” Nye found a clear pattern of 

response corresponding to age. He then classified stages of thought in relation to 

age and found them to be similar to Piaget‟s stages of development. From his 

research and through an examination of responses, Nye concluded that with 

development, students can think in more abstract terms, furthermore, with tuition, 

students can increase their understandings and conceptual knowledge of God. 

These findings were corroborated by E.A Peel (1960) who similarly indicated that 

higher mental capacities, such as the ability to reason, exist from the ages of 

twelve onwards.  

 

 These research findings show that students not only have a higher level of 

abstract thinking, but also, in order to keep students interested, involved and 

motivated, creating a space for adolescents to ask and reflect is crucial to their 

learning needs. Moreover, using dialogue as a method to respond to these needs 

is a way to encourage and develop such intellectual thinking in adolescents who 

have the ability and willingness to engage in critical thinking.    

 

 It is apparent from the above discussions that dialogue responds to the 

adolescents‟ need to understanding through questioning. This has shown to have 

relevance to Religious Education as this is a subject where students are confronted 

with intangible ideas where further clarity is required. From the research conducted 

above, it becomes clear that discourse on topics relating to religion is pertinent. 

Yet, dialogue as a strategy has continuously held relevance to educational 
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philosophies, continuing on the present day. The next section will explore the 

relevance of Piaget‟s work in contemporary educational philosophies.  

 

Dialogue and Current Pedagogy  

To summarize then, Piaget‟s work has importance for this research in terms 

of thinking about students‟ ability to comprehend higher abstract concepts. This 

has bearing as RE is a subject that relies heavily on going beyond the literal 

meaning to comprehending far more intangible concepts. Piaget recognized that 

students are not only highly capable of understanding such concepts, but also, 

have a need to understand such concepts through questioning.  Though Piaget‟s 

work is not without criticism, his ideas as well as subsequent research that builds 

on developmental thinking and its links to Religious Education uses dialogue as the 

cornerstone of comprehension. Building on this concept of collaboration and 

student learning, Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896‐1934), believed that in 

order to learn, students must have a space to talk with others in a social setting. At 

the heart of the learning was social speech. To view these perspectives as having 

relevance today and for the purposes of this research this section discusses how 

the perspectives of Piaget and Vygotsky have informed current educational 

philosophies.  

 

To this effect, Morra et al (2008), claim, “there is increasing awareness that 

Piaget‟s and Vygotsky‟s views were not so opposite as they have for a long time 

been portrayed. Both share a dialectical view of the developing child endowed with 
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internal cognitive structures and actively interacting with the environment” (36). 

Using both theorists‟ ideas of cognition and social development in tandem then, 

new educational theories have emerged. One theory that relates strongly to this 

area of research and stems directly from the works of Vygotsky is the 

Constructivist approach, which places an emphasis on replacing teacher talk with 

opportunities for students to actively participate. This is only one such example of 

an educational philosophy that values student dialogue, of importance is the 

necessity for such dialogue to occur in the classroom.  

 

 As written in the earlier section, a shift from transmission of knowledge has 

to be established. Meeting the needs of the adolescent in RE requires a far more 

active process. As we have seen, especially when it comes to teaching RE, 

students must feel as though they are part of the learning process and not merely a 

product of it. This has been the impetus behind the Constructivist Theory, one that 

critiques „teacher- talk‟ and instead promotes the active involvement to the student 

in the classroom. In „Why We Share’, authors John Tassoni and Gail Tayko (1997), 

speak about pedagogical strategies that create and sustain dialogues. They 

observe a move needs to be made from a teacher thinking, “What should I say?” to 

the question “What am I hearing?” a practise they refer to as “dialogic pedagogy.”  

They believe students need to have power over their learning so that they are able 

to contribute their thoughts as well as become exposed to a diversity of 

perspectives. RE, for the most part, is unique as there are rarely „right‟ or „wrong‟ 

answers, but rather a wide array of thoughts on a subject. In accordance to this 

perspective, the constructivist approach to learning highlights the ability for the 
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student to become an active learner.  This theory advocates a radically different 

approach to instruction. In her account entitled „A Psychological Theory of 

Learning’, Catherine Twomey Fosnot (1996) suggests that educational practices 

must take into account the learners need to engender thinking through dialogue. 

She suggests the classroom needs to be “seen as a community of discourse 

engaged in activity, reflection and conversation” (Fosnot 1996, 30) 

 

 To this note, both past theorists and present educational philosophies have 

valued the process of student thinking and comprehension. Not only does 

understanding of abstract concepts have precedence for such theorists, but also, 

value is placed on the process of questioning and reflecting in order to reach 

understanding. To this effect, this research will focus on dialogue in the classroom 

as a way to promote active involvement. The literature has briefly touched on the 

links between dialogue and Religious Education. Dialogue in the RE class is 

especially significant as teachers and students are faced with a unique opportunity 

to engage in discussions that would not occur in other classrooms. How do these 

needs translate into practical methods in the classroom? How can RE meet the 

needs outlined above? The next section will explore how RE can meet the needs 

of the adolescent through dialectic practice.  

 

Religious Education and Dialogue 

 One scholar who has written extensively on both religious education and 

dialogue is Ronald Goldman. Goldman‟s work, despite the timeframe, has 

relevancy here as he adds to the ideas of the student‟s need to engage in 
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discussion specifically in Religious Education due to the nature of the content.  In 

regards to readiness for diverse types of religious instruction, Goldman (1964) 

speaks of a student‟s „readiness for religion‟. Just as the stages of development 

lend itself to specific teaching practises, Goldman asserts that religious learning 

can be facilitated with the right measures. Referring to the work of Piaget, Goldman 

asserts that in accordance to a child‟s movement or development in thinking, 

instruction should similarity reflect the child‟s capacity to adapt to religious ideas of 

increasing complexity. Instead of a focus on quantity in curriculum and instruction, 

quality in instruction is highlighted. As such if teachers do not value interaction in 

the Religious Education classroom, there may be adverse reactions. Goldman 

exclaims that this stage of emotional readiness shows that their “quest for 

meaning, their search for answers to their problems and a spiritual hunger still 

continues…there are unmistakable indications that both the content and the 

teaching methods may aggravate if not actually cause, this tragic situation” (1965, 

50). 

 

 Goldman himself concludes after conducting research on the understanding 

of religion on adolescents from the early stages to adolescent, that religious 

education for adolescents ( a group he deems at ages12-13 and onwards) must 

take into account the challenge of students viewing scripture (in Goldman‟s case, 

specifically the Bible) as a problem of literalism and authoritarians. He claims 

adolescents are now more fully introduced to scientific and rational concepts in 

Secondary school and are also entering the development phase where logical 

thinking is paramount, which leads to students seeing narrative and scripture as 
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literally true.  As a result a more critical view of scripture and narrative is needed 

which Goldman suggests can be introduced through “some systematic 

examination, exploration and discussion of questions. Some examples of questions 

include, „What is the Bible?‟, „Can we trust the Bible?‟ and so forth” (1964, 242). 

This child centered approach is encouraged so that students can be given the 

freedom to explore concepts without strict adherence to the scripture as the only 

means of instruction. Hilliard (1963) writes that children in the junior school years 

and upwards are questioning ideas about religion that they have assimilated. 

Hilliard asserts that the responsibility for the teacher when teaching this age group 

then, is not just to expect but “encourage the beginnings of intelligent discussion of 

traditional religious ideas and attitudes the child has encountered” (55).  

 

Furthermore, including students in the process of creating and 

understanding religion infuses a sense of empowerment in students. Often, 

students are regarded as passive bodies that simply absorb knowledge without 

actually being asked to take part in creating it. In religious education, especially, 

the viewpoints of students are pertinent to understanding. Tricia Seifert (2007) 

speaks extensively on this idea and what she calls „holistic student learning‟. 

Incorporating the spirit of the student in a holistic sense enables them to learn 

more about themselves their peers and what they believe is true.  

 

Robert Jackson (2004), author of several books on Religious Education, 

introduces a perspective that challenges students of RE to become co-planners of 

the curriculum. Jackson understands that children relate all experiences of their life 
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to learning about religion. RE then, responds to the child‟s social, personal 

experience and their understanding of past and future. Thus, Jackson views 

children‟s dialogue in the RE class as a key element in developing what he calls 

„metacultural‟ competence (Jackson 2004). In relaying an approach to dialogue 

initiated by Wolfram Weisse, Jackson tells readers through this example, that 

dialogue in the RE classroom also works to build tolerance and encourages 

listening to the perspectives of others. Additionally Weisse‟s approach to RE and 

dialogue claims, “ religious education should make dialogue in the classroom 

possible by allowing participants to refer to their different religious 

backgrounds...Dialogue in the classroom fosters respect...can confirm pupils‟ views 

or help them to make their own commitments” (Weisse 2003, found in Jackson 

2004, 116).  

 

Moreover, a research project undertaken by Julia Ipgrave (2004) on 

dialogue in a Community primary school in Leicester around the time of the Muslim 

holiday Id il Fitr showed that a dialogical approach to understanding religions not 

only raised children‟s self-esteem and allowed critical skills to develop, but also 

after viewing the children talking openly about religious practices, Ipgrave notes, 

“the fact that children worked out solutions to problems themselves rather than 

accepting answers on others‟ authority was empowering” (Ipgrave 199, found in 

Jackson 2004, 121). Finally, in his chapter on „Identify the Educators’, Richard 

Wilkins (1992) proposes dialogue in RE as a way to eliminate indoctrination. 

However, where Wilkins correctly asserts that dialogue is an effective way to 
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promote independent thought amongst pupils, he also feels dialogue is necessary 

because,  

The fact that in a truly pluralist society the individual can freely choose amongst 
religious and non-religious life-stances; therefore faiths are in competition. The 
pupil should know how to evaluate the truth-claims of a faith” (1992, 78). 

 
Though there is some truth in the fact that the pupil should be familiar with the 

beliefs of a faith to say religions are in „competition‟ not only pits them against each 

other, but also can be seen as saying some religions are better than others, and it 

is up to the individual to pick the „best‟ one. This attitude is not only dangerous, but 

careless. To put forth religions in this manner does not engage in dialogue that is 

open and honest, it perpetuates misunderstandings. This research is proposing a 

new way forth for dialogue in the form of a third space. Third space for dialogue 

has a respect for all questions regarding „truth‟ in faith, but seeks to use dialectic 

practise to find understanding and respect.  

 .  

Third Space: The New Way Forward in Religious Instruction 

Theorizing Third Space 

What I am proposing here, as a solution to reconcile these needs of the 

adolescent through a focus on dialogue, is creating a „third space‟ in the classroom 

that enables students to ask, reflect and understand matters of religion that are 

relevant in their own lives. Third space then for the purposes of this research, is a 

created space within a space (that of the RE classroom) where students will have 

the opportunity to take ownership of their learning by engaging in crucial 

discussions. Before delving more deeply into the practicalities of third space, let me 

provide a conceptual framework for the reader.  
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 Third space was coined by Homi Bhabha to refer to a place where re-

articulation of culture can occur.  Bhabha believes that cultures cannot be original, 

as when culture is translated, hybridity emerges (interview with Jonathan 

Rutherford, 1990). This requires a new platform, which he deems as the third 

space. In speaking about the context surrounding the idea of the third space, 

Bhabha discusses different identities that are constantly looking to remake 

boundaries within the conception that there is no „One‟ or the „Other‟ but an “in- 

between, a place where both past and future can work together to create a new 

outlook” (Bhabha 1994, 219). This future, “emerges in-between the claims of the 

past and the needs of the present” [italics authors own] (ibid) and conceptually 

sees a third space as a space where thinking and writing are acts of translation. 

This „in between‟ is precisely what students are searching for, a way in which they 

can define their culture on their own terms based on the cultural practises inherent 

in their daily life, and the ones they wish to re-define in accordance with their 

present and future needs. By allowing a third space to take place we are allowing 

students to understand and internalize their identity through a process of self- 

awareness.  

 

Margaret Cook (2005), in using third space theory to understand curriculum 

continuity in both the classroom and at home, identifies three aspects discussed by 

Moje et al. to define third space. Moje et al identify these aspects vis-à-vis current 

educational trends and concepts. This is their conception of third space, 
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as bridge building between marginalised and conventional knowledges and 
discourses; as „navigational‟ spaces enabling students to bring „funds of 
knowledge‟ from home to bear on school learning; and as a place where the 
integration of knowledge and discourses from home and school will produce new 
forms of learning. (Moje et al., 1992, 89) 

 
In Cook‟s research, third space was an area of development fostered through 

scaffolding. Thus third space can take on many forms in the classroom: 

conceptual, theoretical, practical, tangible etc. Dialogue as third space therefore 

closely aligns with Cook‟s research and her use of the term third space. Bhabha 

himself mentions dialogue alongside third space several times, stating, “that site of 

in-betweenness becomes the ground of discussion, dispute, confession, apology 

and negotiation” (Bhabha 2009, x) and when speaking of a third space in relation 

to an incident concerning a priest and his view on the Holy Ghost, Bhabha states, 

“what struck me with some force was the emergence of a dialogical site- a moment 

of enunciation, identification, negotiation” (ibid).  

 

 Third space then takes into account the need to create a type of hybridized 

culture - one that takes into both the past and future needs of the individuals who 

practise it. By including such a space to flourish in the classroom it allows students 

a sense of empowerment as they are agents of change. In this space students can 

clarify and understand practice and faith in way that is relevant to their lives. This 

space also responds to the above needs of the adolescent as students will have to 

actively engage with their religion and have a place to engage in discourse with 

other students. In recreating this third space however, a new way of examining 

how third space is conceptualized will be examined.  
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Recreating and Reconstructing Third Space in the Classroom 

I will divert from Bhabha‟s thoughts in two fundamental ways for the 

purposes of this research. The first is by replacing the postcolonial structure of 

Bhabha‟s third space with a framework of globalization. The second is by viewing 

the third space as a platform to begin a dialogue in the classroom on culture and 

practises. Youth not only face questions from outsiders but may battle with internal 

questions, as is evidenced by the different thinking stages as discussed above. In 

viewing a cultural shift in thought in the wake of globalization Suarez- Orazco 

(2004) claims, “many more individuals are involved in the task of negotiating a new 

identity that synthesizes elements of the culture of origin with those of the receiving 

culture” (174). Adolescents are involved in a constant process of negotiating the 

basis of culture within their individual belief system, and understanding of the 

changing world. Ikas and Wagner (2009) the editors of „Communicating in the Third 

Space’ speak to the connections between Bhabha‟s framework of colonialism and 

the current framework of globalization when they state,  

globalization has transformed the earth...today millions of migrants challenge the 
existing power structures and expose the available self-images as 
ideologies...Bhabha conceives the encounter of two social groups with different 
cultural traditions and potentials of power as a special kind of negotiation or 
translation that takes place in the Third Space of enunciation (2).  

 
From this one can begin to make connections between the relevance of third space 

both in past contexts and current context. The aim of third space after all is to bring 

about “a common identity, one that is new in its hybridity; it is thus neither the one 

nor the other” (Ikas and Wagner 2009, 2). Ikas and Wagner emphasize that the 

third space is neither physical nor spiritual but rather “something else that 

manifests itself as a plurality of realities that must be endured in a world 
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increasingly marked by cultural multiplicity, hybridity and cross border traffic” 

(2009, 123). These are all factors that make up a globalized world.  

 

 Finally, in this globalized world where religious practices are becoming 

publicized, a need for a space to voice concerns emerges. Cox (1966) cites an 

example of how students need more than scripture and curriculum to understand 

faith based issues. He states that,  

They [students] have a strong feeling, however, that religious education is at 
present of little help in their search… the other reason for their suspicion of 
religious instruction is the respectable conviction that, since each person‟s belief 
can be genuine only if based on his own experience and no one else‟s, they must 
work out a faith for themselves (47). 

 
Indeed, students need to construct meaning for themselves, thus religious 

education must provide spaces for students to personalize information through a 

process of critical questioning. Kincaid (1991) notes that knowledge is personal 

and evolves through a process of discussion and debate between individuals, and 

Grimmitt (1987) offers a view that adolescents need to become „self- aware‟ to gain 

'self- knowledge‟. It is through this sort of discussion and encouragement of critical 

thinking that adolescents can become self-aware. In addition, learning about 

values and beliefs in religion contributes to an adolescent‟s self-awareness 

(Grimmitt 1987). This self- awareness allows students to understand their faith in a 

way that allows them to reconcile externally held misconceptions of their faith with 

their own beliefs. 

 

 Religion is a mystery and speaks to matters and experiences which are not 

easily communicable. Some religious experiences are so profound, personal and 
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mysterious that it is doubtful if they are communicable at all- except through the 

emotional language of the arts (Goldman 1964). An open dialogue about religion 

with students recognizes and affirms their intellectual ability to think, speak and 

respond critically to matters that are not easily explainable or controversial. 

Connecting back to the use of dialogue to foster the intellectual and emotional 

needs of the adolescent, Goldman states “religious truth must be compelling 

intellectually, not only emotionally, and to hide any emotional appeals and to avoid 

answering or even raising intellectual problems about religion, is both dishonest 

and ultimately destructive of religion” (1964, 3). 

 

 Research done by Wells and Arauz (2006) indicates that a dialogic mode of 

interaction in the classroom promotes a more conducive environment for learning 

to take place. Dialogue is the starting point because as Wells and Arauz note, 

“most transactions in school take place through linguistic interaction” (2006, 380). 

The current system of education wherein teachers ask a question and students 

respond does not allow for active participation on the part of students. The 

rationale behind Wells and Arauz‟s research was the consistent finding that 

children cease to ask real questions in school and teachers also rarely fail to ask 

students to express their beliefs or explain their viewpoints. Additionally, they find 

children do not always understand what they are told and need a dialogue to clarify 

miscomprehensions. Wells and Azauz also discover that students  

have alternative perspectives on a topic that need to be brought into the arena of 
communication and explored in more symmetric dialogue in which there is 
reciprocity in the roles of speaker and listener, and equally, an attempt by each to 
understand the perspective of the other (ibid). 
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Wells and Azauz‟s research asked twelve teachers over seven years to promote 

an inquiry based approach to curriculum leading to a more dialogic style of 

interaction. Though the research contained inconsistencies in the long term 

participation of teachers, types of questions and discussion styles they used as 

well as number of teacher contributions, Wells and Azuaz concluded that although 

the teacher remained at the center of discussion the inquiry approach did promote 

more dialogue in the classroom (2006, 414). An interesting point brought forth in 

the evaluation of data showed “the single most important action a teacher can take 

to shift the interaction from monologic to dialogic is to ask questions to which there 

are multiple possible answers” (ibid). The final point Wells and Azuaz make is, 

The question is not whether dialogue has a place in the enactment of curriculum 
but rather in what ways this can be made possible and how it can be ensured that 
such dialogue is progressive” (2006, 417) 
 

 
 

 Third Space and Religious Education  

Thus the third space in the RE classroom will take on a dialogical approach 

for all the reasons discussed above .In understanding matters of faith and practice, 

especially at the critical stage the adolescents are at with their own needs, a space 

for dialogue is the most powerful way to learn more about one‟s self and culture 

and then readapt that knowledge to suit the changing context.  Jose Irizarry (2007) 

articulates it best when he claims,  

I am convinced that the vitality of religious communities, in the face of the 
globalizing tendencies of our times, will depend on the appropriations and 
reinterpretations of traditions in constant dialogue with increasingly diverse cultural 
groups. (146) 
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In order to engage in this process though, communities must realize that religion is 

not a static embodiment that remains consistent, but rather a process that is ever-

changing and renegotiated through dialogue and are understanding of how 

traditions fit in new contexts. Irizarry, recognizes this need for a revisiting of culture 

when he claims,  

 
Religious communities that want to respond to the challenge of cultural pluralism 
cannot hold to the idea of religion as something a-historical, culturally 
transcendent, or ethnically neutral, which will remain unchangeable by the creative 
force of human diversity. Instead, a more constructive approach will render religion 
as a culturally shaped phenomenon whose dynamism depends on the deliberate 
efforts to “re-ligare” every human group to a shared source of belief and faith (151) 

 
This passage explicitly demonstrates the notion that religious communities must 

engage in a process of speaking about their religious values. In this way, values 

not only retain their sense of sacredness, but also, are kept alive through 

recognition and acceptance. In addition a dialectical approach to religion ensures 

that values are shared and mutually agreed upon and understood.  

 

 Through this path of enquiry and questioning, a third space is created to 

publically make known the inner and private ideas. In speaking about dialogue and 

the religious education classroom, Irizarry comments that in this sense a third 

space is created where, “where matters that are public and experiences that are 

private can conversely shape the religious identity of the person of faith” (127). It is 

on the basis of this platform that this research study will unfold.  
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CHAPTER 3: THESIS 

This study focuses on the concept of third space, as envisioned by post-colonial 

scholar Homi Bhabha and discussed in the literature chapter.  By using third space 

primarily as a space for dialogue in the classroom, this research hopes to 

encourage students to ask questions to understand matters pertaining to faith and 

practice so that they are able to not only use this understanding to inform their own 

concept of faith but also, to be able to confront misconceptions about Islam from 

others. The research question framing this report then is, „Can a third space be 

recreated in the RE classroom as a space for dialogue and one which informs 

student understanding of faith?‟ 

As such several points of consideration will be examined: 
 

 How can Third Space be incorporated in the RE classroom? 

 What are the benefits of dialogue in the classroom?  

 Is there value for Third Space from the perspective of the students? 

 How does the climate and nature of globalization influence or direct such 
spaces to occur? 

 What are the challenges and limitations of Third Space as it pertains to this 
context? 

 What does Third Space „look‟ like in the classroom? 
 

 
It is also my aim that through the introduction of dialogue in the RE classroom, 

Ismaili adolescents will have a safe space that they can ask questions pertaining to 

their faith in order to help them understand why such values and practises have an 

important place in our community and also that they can begin to see their faith in a 

way that gives them confidence and empowerment.  
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this research is to discover whether discussion and dialogue 

about faith and practice leads to a greater understanding of the concepts on the 

part of the students. It is inevitable then, that such research involves the active 

participation of the researcher deeming this research study as an action research 

project. Action research is classified as research that requires a level of 

involvement on the part of the researcher (Robson 1993) and is a reflective 

process (Herr and Anderson 2005). It is used here due to the active involvement of 

participants (Fraenkel and Wallen 2006) and its focus on changing matters 

(Denscombe 1993). As this is a small scale research project, action research is 

most appropriate.  As such by the virtue of being a teacher- researcher, I have 

been involved in the classroom in a way that automatically places me as a 

participant in the process. I recognize that I will enter this research process from a 

unique experience and perspective, but I will strive to maintain a position of critical 

reflexivity when articulating the findings.  

 

The methodology used is qualitative due to its natural setting, in this case, 

the classroom. John Creswell (2003) posits that the benefits of qualitative research 

is the level of detail surrounding the place and allows the researcher “to be highly 

involved in the actual experiences of the participants” (181). The methodology had 

a degree of flexibility for two reasons: first variability in student attendance and 

agreement to participate (consent) are reliant on parental agreement, and second, 

as qualitative data is reliant on lived experience, the question was open to change 

or adaptation based on the „flow‟ of the six- week  research period. Creswell notes 
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that “the data collection process might change as doors open and close for data 

collection” (ibid). Additionally I make no attempt to generalize these findings, as 

they are specific to the context of my research, yet general themes arising from the 

research will be discussed with the hopes that it can connect to other contexts and 

areas of literature.  

 

 The limitation of qualitative data is the personal biases of the researcher. As 

the methodology is reliant on researcher interpretations, the harm of applying a 

personal bias is one limitation. Yet this also allows the researcher to undergo a 

process of self- reflexivity which will show that bias is acknowledged; Creswell 

states that, “the researcher filters data through a personal lens that is situated in a 

specific socio-political and historical moment. One cannot escape the personal 

interpretations brought to qualitative data” (ibid). I understand that while I have a 

deep personal interest in this area of research I have a professional obligation to 

undertake research that is not leading, or biased. Some steps that I took to avoid 

this was having my co-teacher walk the students through the questionnaire in the 

classroom as an attempt to personally remove myself from student response and 

reporting biases and shortcomings where applicable in my research.  

 

Sample  

 Due to nature of the research, I became a teacher- researcher. My sample 

size therefore consisted of the class that I was working with during a six week 

practicum undertaken in Vancouver, Canada. Students were all enrolled in the 
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STEP Programme1, a unique religious education class offered in five countries 

across the globe. Students were in Grade 9 and 10, and were aged 13-14. Though 

12 students were enrolled in this particular class, attendance varied week to week 

and an average of 6-8 students attended regularly. Most students were consistent, 

though inconsistencies affected some data collection methods such as the 

questionnaires. Of course the challenge of this is reliable and consistent data, and 

the researcher has made every effort to report findings that are reliable. Where 

inconsistencies appear, the teacher- researcher has made note of it so the 

audience is aware.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 STEP refers to the Secondary Teacher Education Programme which results in the awarding of two Masters 

Degrees from the Institute of Education and the Institute of Ismaili Studies. STEP graduates are placed in 

their home country to teach BUI secondary students a curriculum designed by the Institute of Ismaili 

Studies. 
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CHAPTER 5: DATA COLLECTION METHODS 

Data collection will use multiple strategies of inquiry involving three 

approaches: discussion, video recording and pre and post questionnaires. Using a 

multiple array of sources is termed as triangulation and is seen to enhance the 

rigour of the research (Robson 1993). Also, data triangulation works as a check 

against the other approaches and attempts to also validate them (Fraenkel and 

Wallen 2006) thus these three equally weighted forms of collection will be used to 

triangulate the findings. Additionally triangulation works to remove researcher bias. 

As previously stated, personal interpretation is difficult to neutralize or eliminate so 

in order to produce well rounded, reliable findings, triangulation is also used to 

ensure honesty and candidness in reporting and relaying findings to the audience.  

Open ended questions in all strategies were used to elicit the most information 

possible within the time-frame available. 

 

Discussions 

 Discussion and student questions were the backbone of this research. In 

fact, I would like to view discussion not only as a process of data collection but as a 

method in and of itself. As this research revolves around dialogue as the third 

space in the classroom, discussion time in the classroom was the most crucial 

element of the data collection process. 

 

Discussion became a twofold concept. Prior to commencing the research, 

my comprehension of „discussion‟ was a Chat Time I would initiate and monitor for 

the research. However as the research progressed, it became apparent that 
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„discussion‟ referred not only to the select time I had set aside, but also, classroom 

discussions became relevant to my research in addition to Chat Time.   

 

Chat Time: 

Each class, students were invited to drop questions into a „Question Box‟. 

Anonymity and privacy was ensured as students questions were written on post its 

and students were told they did not have to write their names down.  At the end of 

class a „Chat Time‟ was established to ensure time to answer questions. Examples 

of student questions (in verbatim) include: 

“Do Ismailis believe in reincarnation as „hell‟?” 

“What do we believe is hell?” 

“Why can‟t we eat pork?” 

“What is Halal meat?” 

“Why do men and women sit on different sides in khane2 ?” 

 

This time set aside to discuss these questions was the third space that 

students could explore, discover, analyze and reflect on ideas, thoughts, feelings 

and explanations.  A space (literal and figurative) was created to facilitate the „Chat 

Time‟ which occurred in the last 20-30 minutes of each class. Chat Time occurred 

in the back of the classroom, where students could have space to sit on the floor 

on cushions. I created this space as one that was meant to be welcoming and 

inclusive, so that it would add to the student‟s level of comfort. Furthermore, a shift 

                                                           
2
 Khane, is a common slang for Jamatkhana, meaning the place of worship for the Ismaili community (lit. 

House of the Community) 
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from the traditional desks to cushions showed students that Chat Time was not 

meant to be constraining; it was hoped that such a space would enable students to 

feel relaxed in order to engage them in a discussion that felt natural and organic.  

 

Class Discussions 

  Interestingly enough dialogue and discussion in the form of a created third 

space stepped out the boundaries of the created space to envelope the entire 

classroom so that third space and „Chat Time‟ essentially became the entire RE 

classroom. The dynamics of this phenomenon will be discussed in a later chapter.  

 

Video Recording 

 Video recording was used each class to record data from discussions and 

later reviewed for reflection and analysis. This allowed capturing of in action 

moments and also allowed for multiple viewings.  One challenge that was 

considered was its obtrusive nature such as students feeling intimidated or less 

willing to share personal thoughts if they are being videotaped. To increase student 

familiarity with the video recorder in the classroom, the recorder was in use 

throughout the class and the researcher discussed the method of videotaping with 

the students. Consent forms were sent home and parents gave consent to have 

their child participate in discussion and video recording. A tripod was used and 

deemed as the best method so as to avoid a third person in the classroom who 

may intimidate the students.  
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 Though it was not my intention to assess body language, I used video 

recording simply to have the option available to me. I felt that the students‟ body 

language may indicate their comfort level with the discussion or question, however 

once Chat Time began, due to the fact that students began to take the lead in 

asking and responding to questions, I decided including body language was no 

longer necessary.  Furthermore, using video footage allowed me to keep track of 

lessons and the context of the classroom. Due to the lack of two consent forms 

received I wanted to be able to visually track these students so that a mistake in 

including them in the transcription would not occur. Audio recording may have 

been more difficult for me when distinguishing voices, thus video recording worked 

best. In addition as mentioned above, video recording allowed me to capture the 

context, when viewing the video recording the “setting”, as Anton Franks (2003) 

describes in his use of video recording in her research, was significant. When 

reviewing the video I was able to differentiate between the lessons as well as view 

the class in its entirety to situate the discussions. What occurred prior to Chat 

Time? Was this an instance where discussion became a part of the class or was it 

when we were seated in our created space? Thus video recording was a suitable 

method for me.  

 

Open Ended Questionnaire 

 Opinion questionnaires were used with the same typical sample group 

discussed above.  Questionnaires are a relatively straightforward and simple 

approach.  Questionnaire is deemed appropriate in this research as “there is a 

need for standardized data from identical questions- without requiring personal 
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face to face interaction” (Denscombe 1998,154). However, questionnaires had a 

degree of interaction as they were given out during the end of class. Though I was 

present in the classroom, it was the co-teacher who went over the questions and 

tried to explain where necessary. This was done to remove any biases or leading 

answers from myself. I tried to distance myself from the questionnaire while it was 

conducted so that students did not feel any form of intimidation or pressure.   

 

Pre-Questionnaire (see Appendix A) 

Content analysis was used and determined beforehand in order to guide the 

questionnaires. Categories include: student understanding of faith, need for 

discussion, value of discussion before term, value of discussion after term, 

connection between discussion and student understanding of faith, further tools to 

be used to strengthen student understanding of faith, tools already in use to help 

student understanding of faith. This will also enable me to explain and interpret the 

data from the questionnaires after they have been conducted. Pre and post 

questionnaires followed the model and examples found in Colin Robson‟s, „Real 

World Research’ (1993). 

 

 The pre questionnaire was given to students at the start of the practicum 

with the purpose that the researcher could see the student‟s level of understanding 

on matters related to faith and where and how the student‟s level of understanding 

could be increased. The pre- questionnaire was also used as a tool to discern the 

level of comfort student‟s had in answering questions related to their religion and 
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practise from non- Muslims and if discussion was something students were 

interested in and felt had value.  

 

Post- Questionnaire (see Appendix B) 

Post Questionnaire was given as a follow up at the end of the six weeks. 

The goal of the post- questionnaire was to track the progress of the student level of 

understanding on faith based practise after having had the opportunity to engage in 

discussions pertaining to such matters. Questions asked students to use specific 

examples from classroom discussion and Chat Time to explain how they 

understood the concept of faith, as well as asking students if they enjoyed 

discussions and if they would suggest having discussions in future classes.  

 

Limitations and Challenges of Questionnaires 

 After conducting the research and using the questionnaires I realized two 

limitations of the questionnaires that may have affected results. The first is the use 

of the word „faith‟. While I used it to refer to the concept of religion and practise as 

a whole (including notions of spirituality such as the internal conception of 

„religion‟), students had difficulty understanding this concept. As well it is also a 

difficult concept to articulate into words and thus many students had trouble 

describing what faith means simply because it was an abstract concept.  

 

 The second limitation was the wordiness of the questions. Some questions 

asked students to do two things (e.g. „What would you require in order to 

understand the word faith and what it means better? Where did you learn about 
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faith and how do you think you can understand what it means?‟). Students 

therefore answered either only one part of the question, or replied to both parts in 

brief. Based on this experience stemming from the pre- questionnaire, I tried to use 

less wording and separate two point questions into separate questions for the post-

questionnaire.  

 

One discrepancy in the questionnaires to note is while seven students 

completed the pre- questionnaire; only five completed the post questionnaire due 

to absences and inconsistencies in attendance. This is a clear challenge of using 

questionnaires. Other challenges of questionnaires may include data affected by 

characteristics of the respondents, or an aversion to writing. Indeed some students 

were not enthusiastic about writing their responses. Therefore length and time of 

completion were deterring factors for some students.  

 

However questionnaires did provide written insight that was used to expand 

on certain themes emerging from the research. Another advantage of using 

questionnaires is its transparency (Robson 1993). This method allows for 

accountability as it is visible and accessible to professional colleagues, research 

supervisors and the public audience if requested. As the other methods include 

discussion and analysis of discussion which may be open to interpretation, 

questionnaires in this case provide for a well rounded methodology.  
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Ethical Considerations: 

 Ethical considerations were considered prior to the research practicum and 

steps were put in place in order to ensure appropriate measures were taken. 

Measures included obtaining consent from participants (in this case parental 

consent was obtained in accordance with Canadian law and the age of the 

students) and maintaining participant confidentiality. Out of the sample size two 

consent forms were not returned to the researcher, and where these students have 

appeared in video, the researcher has not included their voices in the research.  

 

Confidentiality has been maintained through the use of pseudonyms when 

reporting data and by changing contextual details that may have revealed the 

identity of participants. All participants and parents were provided with information 

detailing the aims of the research and the research process. A consent form was 

sent home to parents (see Appendix C); this ensured that parents and students 

were fully informed of the study, the researcher‟s area of research and the type of 

data collection methods involved before the commencement of the research.  

Parents and students have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the 

study, and informed that they may withdraw from the study at any time with the 

understanding that no overt or covert penalties for non-participation would occur.  

 

 Ethical dilemmas have also been considered before undertaking the 

research. As this research is closely tied to discussion and dialogue one such 

ethical dilemma may include peer disagreements. Students may feel that their 

ideas are being attacked and may leave feeling hurt or defensive. Emphatic 
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neutrality (as defined by Fraenkel and Wallen 2006, 432) is necessary in this type 

of research from both students and myself. Neutrality is needed so as to not give 

students indications of „right‟ and „wrong‟ answers which may leave them feeling 

disenfranchised and unwilling to participate in discussion. Prior to classroom 

discussions teachers went over discussion etiquette with the students such as 

responding to others, using “I” phrases and being respectful to all opinions and 

thoughts. In discussing the questions, teachers made a concerted effort to draw 

upon multiple sources such as books, primary sources, the Quran, personal 

examples and student ideas. As the reader will find in the findings and discussion 

chapter, students were always encouraged to respond to peers in a respectful 

manner, and peer to peer interaction was supported so that the teacher- 

researcher could show students that a multitude of perspectives was valued.  
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

Stemming from my research, several points of consideration have emerged. An 

attempt here will be made to engage in a discussion using both the literature 

reviewed as well as new insights that have been gained as a result of this action 

research project. Thus this section will be organized thematically. After reflecting 

and reviewing the data collected, I saw four major themes emerging. These 

themes include:  

 From theory to practice: what third space really looked like in the classroom 

 Student construction of knowledge and links to educational theory 

 Dialogue as response to adolescent needs  

 BUI3 as a place for identity formation. 

 

Third Space: From Theory to Classroom 

Much of this research has centered on the theory of third space, and how it 

has been re-defined to apply to the classroom. Some questions that emerged after 

the research process include: What did the third space look like in the classroom? 

Does it have to be created or is it organic and fluid? Is third space a necessity in 

the RE classroom and how can it be re-defined across various contexts? 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 BUI, an acronym for Bait-ul-ilm (lit. House of Knowedge), what is referred to as Religious Education class for 

the Ismaili Community (Primary to Secondary including the STEP classes). This paper will use RE to refer to 

Religious Education as a subject and  BUI to speak specifically to the RE classes within the Ismaili community 
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Findings: 

In response to the above questions of what third space „looked like‟ in a real 

and practical setting the pictures below shows the visual nature of third space in 

my classroom.  

 

 

 

Third Space in a BUI classroom in Vancouver, B.C. 
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As mentioned in the methodology of this research, this picture shows how a 

space was „created‟ in the classroom. The classroom, being quite large, was set in 

a way that desks were formed in a circular position on one end of the classroom, 

and on the other cushions were set on the floor so that discussions during Chat 

Time could take place. In this way a third space was created yet still within a larger 

space of learning. In the last twenty minutes of class, the students and the teacher 

would move to the cushions and have an open discussion stemming from the 

questions in the box. What inevitably happened was one question would lead to 

many more, and at times only one or two questions were discussed during this 

time and space. 

 

 As shown throughout the report and with reference to the literature 

reviewed, third space in the scope of this research was viewed as a space where 

dialogue was valued so that students were able to ask questions related to faith 

with confidence and security. Third space was the place where students could 

essentially learn more about their faith so that they could internalize it and be able 

to answer questions from others confidently and articulately. Third space has 

received much attention from scholars, but I primarily used Homi Bhabha‟s concept 

of third space to ground my research. His assertion of third space is a place where 

hybridity is paramount in order to eliminate binaries, especially concerning „us‟ and 

„them‟. Speaking from a post- colonial framework, third space as visualized by 

Bhabha as a concept to include an „in- between‟ space where past and future are 

re-materialized (Bhabha, 1994). It was my vision to have students use this moment 
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of „in between‟ to gain clarity on the way they understand past (or present) 

traditions and how these traditions fit into their future.  

 

However what I began to notice is that there began to be a struggle to place 

„questions on faith‟ in a specific timeframe and within the created space. Because 

the classroom was a center for Ismaili adolescents to come together learn, discuss 

and ask, inevitably the BUI classroom in itself can rightly be considered a third 

space. It began to be quite difficult to „save‟ questions for the last twenty minutes of 

class as the students and I felt that as questions came up it became important to 

address them as part of the flow of the lesson and class. Here is one such example 

from one class when conducting a classroom discussion4  and written reflection on 

why BUI is important in a student‟s life (this was also a form of formative 

assessment for the Co-teacher) 

 

Teacher- researcher (T-R): So why are you here? 

Co-teacher: So the question is why are you here? 

T-R: Yeah so the question is why you are here and why is BUI something you 

need? 

 

[students writing their response] 

 

T-R: Alright, so shall we talk about why religious education is or isn’t something 

you need? So what are some reasons that you feel it is important?  

Mehj: To learn about not only learn about our religion, but why we do certain things 

in our religion... so to not only do it but to know why? 

                                                           
4
 As noted in the Data Collection Methods Chapter, all names have been changed in order to ensure the 

privacy of the student 
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T-R: So do you find that when you come here with a question you can find an 

answer? What are some kinds of questions you had about why you do things and 

then you found out why? Any examples? 

Aaqil: Eating pork...why don’t we eat pork 

T-R: So can anyone answer that question- why don’t we eat pork? Does anyone 

know or is it something we put into the question box? 

Aaqil: I dunno somebody said it’s really dirty, and oh yeah because it has no neck 

so then you know Halal, you can’t do that... 

T-R: Yeah does anyone know that reason...about the neck? 

[Aaqil is referring to the inhumane practise of killing animals of a specific body 

structure and  about the way the pig is severed and its connection to the ethics of 

Islam, this was also discussed in the previous Chat Time and I now provide a 

summary of what we talked about last class] 

Rahila: But I have a question, Ismailis don’t generally eat Halal meat do they? Like, 

I don’t know... I don’t really, so? 

Co- teacher: So what’s your question about Halal? 

Rahila:  Well Muslims eat it but Ismailis don’t really, like I don’t hear many Ismailis 

that do. 

T-R: So we can add it in the Box too, why don’t you write it down 

Co- Teacher: So your question is why don’t we eat Halal? 

Aaqil: It’s kinda hard, like for all Muslims, because we live in Canada, like unless 

you don’t go to any fast food restaurants... 

Inara: yeah it would be hard 

Co- Teacher: So I think we need to think about one thing, when we say Halal meat 

we’re assuming we all know what that is, do we all know what Halal meat is? 

Rahila: Umm so I thought it was just the meat that was killed nicely 

Inara: humanely 

Co-teacher: So maybe that’s a question we need to put first- what is Halal meat? 

Does that make sense? Because if we figure out what it is then maybe we can ask 

about why. So Arzina is that something we want to put in the Box? 
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T-R: Yeah, yeah we can put that in the Box, and we can go over it for sure 

[Silence] 

T-R: ok so, do you want to answer that now or...? 

Co-teacher: the Halal meat question? 

T-R: Or should we answer it later...what do you guys want to do...should we 

answer it now or later with the other questions that you have? 

[Pause] 

Aaqil: yeah sure 

[Laughter] 

[Class Discussion, 16 May 2010] 

 

Analysis: 

As we can see, a discussion and reflection about RE inevitably grew into a 

discussion around questions about practice and faith and a discussion within a 

discussion emerged. When specific questions first arose regarding faith and 

practise, I initially asked students to put them into the Question Box. However a 

discussion about pork emerged and students who had the opportunity to attend the 

previous class where this question was discussed during the Chat Time, were able 

to contribute their thoughts and I was able to summarize what we had discussed 

last class. When this led to Rahila‟s question about Halal meat, it was clear 

students had insightful inputs such as Aaqil‟s suggestion that Canadian Muslims 

would find it difficult, yet I tried to save the question for a set aside discussion. It 

was clear from the silence when I asked if we could save the question that the 

students preferred to discuss it in the present time. The laughter after I announced 

we would answer the question later shows the absurdity both I and my students 
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recognized in locking the question away in a „box‟ when an active discussion was 

emerging in the present moment. 

 

 This leads me to believe that a „created space‟ may not be necessary for the 

theory of third space to occur. As Robert Young (2009) writes in Communicating in 

the Third Space, 

It‟s not just another, off- Broadway kind of alternative space either. You will never 
find yourself walking by mistake into the third space, even though at times you may 
find that you are already there, stumbling and stuttering right in the thick of it 
without knowing (82).  

 
Young‟s observation was speaking directly to what occurred that day; we began 

with a reflection and wound up in the thick of a discussion about faith and practice. 

What I‟ve realized is that my understanding of third space has evolved from what I 

believed it to be. Initially I believed a space had to be created so that students 

could have time to go over questions, what I‟ve come to realize is that because BUI 

is the only place that Ismaili students are gathered together for a period of time, 

that space has already been established. As we saw in the above example, simply 

being in an RE environment provides the opportunity for discussion to take place. 

As the students themselves mentioned, they come to BUI for answers about faith. 

What we can do as teachers then, is to recognize this as an important element of 

why students attend and allow the classroom in its entirety to be a safe and 

comfortable space for students to question, disagree, and discuss.   

 

Furthermore, the goals of the STEP curriculum are in line with the ideas 

surrounding the concept of third space. Goals such as the active engagement with 
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the curriculum that engenders thought and reflection, and a sound knowledge and 

understanding of faith, culture and history are goals of the curriculum that place 

teachers in a position to truly understand the social contexts of the youth. In fact 

one of the aims included in the Philosophical Framework of the Secondary 

Curriculum states,  

Ismaili youths look to religious education teachers to equip them with the skills of 
navigating through the complexities of modern existence, and to reveal to them 
ways in which faith, tradition and culture can speak anew to them. (Ethical 
Pathways to Human Development Teachers Guide, 2005, 9) 

 
The philosophical framework also asserts,  

The teaching profile calls upon teachers to be acquainted with the social contexts 
in which Ismaili youths live. It requires being aware of factors in the social and local 
environments that are influencing the perceptions of youths, and how these can 
best be addressed in the class through discussion and reflection (Ethical Pathways 
to Human Development Teachers Guide, 2005, 14) 

 
 In speaking to parents and community members it appears that we as STEP/ BUI 

teachers are seen as individuals who inspire and navigate students through the 

complexities of living in the modern world as minorities, and especially as Muslims. 

In order to make the classroom a place where third space can occur organically, as 

I have seen it occur by virtue of the space of BUI itself encouraging such a space 

to thrive, teachers must be open to having discussions such as the ones I describe 

above. Looking at BUI then, as a place of third space, it is clear that this idea can 

be introduced across various contexts. I initially wondered if third space was a 

concept that had to be created, and if it did, how it could be „recreated‟ across 

contexts. Yet seeing that the elements of what third space entails are already 

present as part of the goals, expectations, and the kind of setting BUI is, third 

space can be redefined and applied across borders. As long as teachers are open 
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to having discussions and encouraging students to ask when and if they do not 

understand, third space can appear in BUI classrooms in any setting.  

 

Ideas such as a Question Box or taking time away from the lesson to 

discuss a question asked by students is one avenue that third space as a place to 

renegotiate and re articulate faith can occur. This occurs when students 

themselves are put in a position to accept or question issues and negotiate among 

themselves what it is they are willing to accept. Moll (1992) in examining third 

space as a way to understand how curriculum can continue to „live‟ beyond the 

classroom, found that discourse that connected their home life to the classroom 

and vice versa, will produce new forms of learning.  This leads to my second 

observation: the importance of students constructing their own knowledge.  

 

Student Construction of Knowledge 

 Homi Bhabha‟s (1994) original conception of third space was a place where 

both past and future can work together to create a new outlook but, as Bhabha 

recognizes it can be a “dark and desperate place” (1994, 1). In order to make the 

place more welcoming, students can work together to create this new outlook. 

 

Findings: 

The research came to show that students want to know from each other 

how to answer such questions.  In the pre-questionnaire, question 4 asks: “Who or 

where do you go if you have questions about your faith? And why did you pick that 

person or place? “The majority of the students (6 out of 8) included asking their 
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Ismaili friends or going to BUI (or both) for answers. One student responded, 

“BUI/STEP, it feels more comfortable and I know other people have 

questions too” (Anon. Pre- Questionnaire May 2 2010). In the post 

questionnaire students were asked, “How can Ismaili students learn more about 

their faith? Out of 5 responses, 3 students said coming to BUI or talking about it in 

BUI. This shows that students not only value BUI as a space to ask questions as 

discussed in the above section as well, but also BUI provides an opportunity for 

students to all learn from each other as well. 

 

Moreover, students themselves are eager to learn from their peers. Further 

evidence from the questionnaires is posed in the post- questionnaire asking 

students: “Did you enjoy discussion this term? Why or why not?”  Here are some 

responses: 

“I enjoyed it because I believe that it was easier to understand things when I 

could hear everyone’s opinions, because it allowed me to ask questions and 

voice what I think” (Anon. Post Questionnaire June 6 2010) 

“I really enjoyed it because we discussed things that related and are 

important to us in our daily lives. The questions were all made up by us, 

which made the discussions interesting and informative. Also, we all had a 

chance to input information we came to an answer that was a combination of 

all our ideas” (Anon. Post Questionnaire June 6 2010) 

Other responses include: 

“informative, knowledgeable, important” (Anon. Post Questionnaire June 6 

2010) 

“fun” (Anon. Post Questionnaire June 6 2010) 

“easier to understand a bit more” (Anon. Post Questionnaire June 6 2010) 
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 To show this in more detail, an example from Chat Time in the last class of 

the research is discussed. Here one can note that rather than teachers being the 

sole authority in answering or discussing questions, students are learning from 

each other.  

 

 [Teacher picks question from the box] 

Co-teacher: Why can’t we eat pork? [pause] So does the person who asked it want 

to give some background why? 

Mehj: Just wondering why 

[laughter] 

Co-Teacher: Oh you know what Mehj wasn’t there when we discussed this last 

time 

Inara: I wasn’t there either 

T-R: Ok so what are some explanations you’ve heard and are you satisfied with 

them or is that why you’re asking because you’re not sure? 

Mehj: My mom says because they’re dirty 

Inara: Mine too. My mom just keeps telling me that they’re dirty and whatever they 

eat passes through them and is kinda what you eat too and its kinda gross ...and I 

dunno... 

Mehj: Like Hindus? 

Aaqil Cows 

Mehj: Yeah cause they like worship cows 

Aaqil: Yeah so they don’t eat them 

Mehj: Yeah because they worship them right so then they don’t eat cows 

T-R: Has anyone heard any other reasons, other than because they’re dirty? 

[laughter] 
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Co-teacher: Rahila you were there when we discussed it right? What do you 

remember? 

Rahila: Was it like the vessel in their neck? 

Aaqil: They have no neck or something 

Inara: What? 

Mehj: huh? 

Co- teacher: Do you remember why the neck was significant? 

Aaqil: Yeah, because if you cut it the blood clots or something, it’s inhumane 

Inara: What? [giggles] 

T-R: [to Rahila] Do you want to expand? 

Rahila: Just like, they’re in a lot of pain, the way they’re killed and their neck is 

severed 

Mehj: Ohhh 

[Chat Time, 16 June 2010] 

 

Analysis: 

Here we can see that the teachers role in responding to the students is 

limited, rather students are encouraged to respond to the questions their peers 

have asked. It is also clear that many of the students had heard the standard 

explanation “pigs are dirty” and the fact that they giggle when speaking about that 

explanation and by asking the question again, they are not satisfied with the 

answer they have been provided with. This emphasis on students constructing 

knowledge together in unity is at the core of the constructivist theory of education 

as well which was discussed in the Literature Chapter. To make this connection 
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between what occurred in this class and the theory of constructivism even more 

explicit, Jere Brophy (2002) says this about social constructivism,  

social constructivism is primarily a theory of learning rather than a theory of 
teaching...however these approaches tend to share the key assumption that, ideally, 
learning involves negotiating understandings through dialogue or discourse shared by two 
or more members of a community (2002, ix). 
 

 Bere concludes that this form of learning is important but must be balanced with a 

variety of teaching approaches.  

 

He also synthesizes four commonly expressed views on constructivism 

which include: (1) learners construct their own learning; (2) new learning depends 

on students‟ existing understandings; (3) social interaction/ dialogue plays a critical 

role; and (4) authentic learning tasks are needed to ensure meaningful learning 

(derived from Bere 2002, xi). Though Bere reports difficulty in implementing this 

theory in a classroom due to the large number of students, the uniqueness of the 

BUI system is that class sizes are small enough5 to facilitate small scale 

discussion. Bere‟s point that learning depends on pre existing knowledge is 

demonstrated in the above snapshot of classroom discussion as students who had 

been exposed to a previous discussion on the same topic were the ones who were 

able to contribute to the other students understandings. The teachers kept in mind 

the students‟ zone of proximal development and the discussion ended with 

teachers discussing viewpoints from a variety of authors and scholars on the same 

topic as well. 

                                                           
5
 The class size is based on the experience of the classes in Vancouver, Canada. BUI class sizes may vary in 

other countries and may be larger 
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As we can see, the questions the students are asking are not important but 

the kinds of questions are of utmost importance. Most questions that students ask 

are simple: 

“Why don‟t we eat pork?” 

“Why do men and women sit on different sides of khane?” 

“What does Halal mean?” 

If we think about these questions, we can understand that by the age of 14 and 15 

(the age level of the class) these questions would have inevitably come up before. 

What I found was that students were not asking because they had never heard the 

answer, they were asking because they were not satisfied with the answers they 

had received and were searching to find answers that fit into an understanding of 

the contemporary society. This has been shown through the student‟s constant 

need to learn WHY as well as the class discussion on May 16th when Mehj stated 

in response to why they come to BUI, “To learn about not only learn about our 

religion, but why we do certain things in our religion... so to not only do it but 

to know why?” (Class Discussion May 16 2010). Lastly the students state 

clearly they had received answers already but by the act of asking again, they had 

not accepted the answers previously given. In the above Chat Time the exchange 

between Inara, Mehj and myself highlight their need to find another answer. This 

portion of the discussion shows this: 

T-R: Ok so what are some explanations you’ve heard and are you satisfied with 

them or is that why you’re asking because you’re not sure? 

Mehj: My mom says because they’re dirty 
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Inara: Mine too. My mom just keeps telling me that they’re dirty and whatever they 

eat passes through them and is kinda what you eat too and its kinda gross ...and I 

dunno... 

Both Mehj and Inara had heard the same answer, “because they‟re dirty” but 

Inara‟s “I dunno” signifies the denial of the previous answer and she instead looks 

to the class to offer other perspectives.  

 

 As noted in the literature review, third space was redefined in this research 

to show that it was a necessity not only in the post- colonial period, but also in the 

midst of globalization. This framework of globalization was used for the purposes of 

this research to show that with the spread of mass media and exposure of religions 

to a wider audience; inevitably some forms of misunderstanding were produced. 

After 9/11, several questions began to emerge about the specifics of the practices 

and traditions of the faith. These misunderstandings continue to the present day. In 

fact in a particular class I observed for another research project, I watched a 

female storm into class. After the teacher asked her what the matter was, she told 

us that some of non- Muslims friends were talking about Osama Bin Laden in 

school when one of the girls turned to her and said, “wait, but don‟t you worship 

him or something?” From this example it is explicit that students still face situations 

and questions that require patience and understanding.  

 

The third space that I am advocating, after viewing the value students 

placed on learning from their peers, reveals that in order to create a „new outlook‟ 

students need to discuss what they are and are not willing to accept as 
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explanations. Clearly “pigs are dirty” was no longer an answer students were 

satisfied with and needed to go beyond what may have been acceptable a 

generation ago to finding what would be included as satisfactory in their outlook. 

To do this, the students themselves must go through a process of negotiation, 

rejection and acceptance which can only be done in a space where their voices are 

given precedence.  Gorden Wells (2002), a proponent of the social constructivist 

theory (or what he prefers to be called CHAT- cultural historical activity theoretical 

approach), adequately sums this up when he states, “no-one has the answer 

sought or a solution to the problem involved but that, by working together, an 

outcome can be achieved that is superior to what any individual participant could 

have achieved alone” (2002, 4), a belief supported by J. Brooks and M. Brooks 

who view dialogue and peer to peer interaction as empowerment (1993), an idea 

corroborated by Robin Alexander (2006). What‟s more, this type of pedagogy, 

which „sees the children‟ (Manen 1986) evokes a powerful shift in education, one 

that Paulo Freire (found in hooks 1994) sees as a practise of freedom and one in 

which bell hooks (1994)  deems as “engaged pedagogy” which transforms the 

classroom into a learning community.  

 

 In addition, it is through discourse that the space to see culture anew can 

occur, in this light Graham Nuthall (2002) writing about the learning‟s involved in 

social constructivist teaching, posits, “as the teacher and students talk together, 

new knowledge is created through the interplay of their individual contributions. 

Ideas are clarified, elaborated, and differences resolved” (54). Allowing students to 

construct knowledge allows them to think about thinking. What do they already 
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think about in regards to a particular topic? In what ways could that topic be seen 

in a different light?  The example of pork again highlights this philosophy on 

thinking. Students clearly rejected one explanation, and together were able to 

expand on the topic together. Jerome Bruner (1996) states curriculum is most 

effective when it is “participatory, proactive, communal, collaborative and given 

over to constructing meanings rather than receiving them” (21,1996).  

 

Additionally Joseph Hester (1994) reminds us that for the Greeks, dia-logos 

meant a “free flowing of meaning through a group, allowing the group to discover 

insights not attainable individually” (5). In this sense, third space does not 

necessarily have to be a „dark and desperate place‟ as Bhabha suggested but 

instead a place of support, collaboration and inclusiveness. Dialogue also does 

more than simply drawing from the constructivist angle of building on knowledge 

collectively and collaboratively, it also responds to the intellectual and emotional 

needs of the adolescent as well. The next section will discuss this in greater detail. 

 

Dialogue as a Response to Adolescent Needs 

How does BUI fulfill the intellectual ‘gap’? 

 I would like to begin this section with Article 13 of the UN Convention of the 

Rights of the Child which says: „The child shall have the right to freedom of 

expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information 

and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers‟. To this effect, Joanna Hayes (2002), 

in writing about making room for student participation asks, “Is there space for 

children to discuss their own ideas within today‟s schooling, with the increasingly 
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formalized education? Can teachers justify sharing the authority of knowing what 

should be talked about? What do children want to talk about, anyway?” (14). In the 

literature chapter, research pointed to dialogue responding the cognitive and social 

needs of the adolescent, a theme that emerged here as well. Dialogue then, not 

only encourages students to construct meaning and removes the danger of the 

teacher as being the sole authority, but also, dialogue responds to the intellectual 

and emotional needs of the Ismaili adolescent.  

 

Findings: 

 Over the six week research practicum in Vancouver it became clear to me 

that BUI was much more than a place for Ismailis to congregate; BUI held a greater 

significance in the lives of the students. In a collective discussion on why students 

chose to come to BUI, students discussed their thoughts on a chart as well as 

writing individual reflections. This class was also being video recorded, so student 

responses were also captured. In order to discuss the intellectual and emotional 

needs BUI responds to, the chart has been reproduced below and discussion will 

center around the chart, student written reflection and a transcription of portions of 

discussion. 
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Relates to things we talk 
about in school and vice 
versa   
   
   
    

to understand different meanings of our religion 
 Wider view of our religion 

To learn about 
our faith and 
religious past 

guidance, faith 
Morals, values experience 
 
 
 

Friends ask us 
questions and we 
don’t know how 
to answer 

People in school don’t always 
 understand us 
 
 
 

At BUI it’s 
relevant because 
it’s about our 
heritage, our 
background (our 
perspective, 
choices,      
morals) 

School is about European history 
 but it’s not relevant 

Stories about the 
Prophet 

Questions about WHY we  
do certain things 
 
 
 

As an intellectual need, BUI is seen to be a place where students were able 

to acquire skills, increase their knowledge on certain subjects and topics and 

provide a perspective that catered to their beliefs. Through conversation and 

  

 

    WHY BUI? 
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discussion students learned more about their religion and topics that they would 

not have otherwise covered in their secular school system. Learning and talking 

about Islam in particular, gave students a greater insight as well as helping them 

intellectually grow as Muslims. To emphasize the intellectual aspect of dialogue 

and BUI here are some individual responses from student reflections: 

“[BUI] talks/ teaches specifically about our faith” (Anon. Student Reflection 

May 16 2010) 

“Helps us learn who we are as Ismaili Muslims” (Anon. Student Reflection 

May 16 2010) 

“All the information is relevant [in BUI], and is able to be applied to our daily 

lives” (Anon. Student Reflection May 16 2010) 

“[Public School] may not be related/ relevant to your life” (Anon. Student 

Reflection May 16 2010) 

“[Public School] never applies to me since they only talk about European 

history...no values are really taught and everyone’s are different” (Anon. 

Student Reflection May 16 2010) 

“We can also learn things more of our culture and not just “white” things. It’s 

important to know about ourselves and where we come from.” (Anon. 

Student Reflection May 16 2010) 

“So I learn stories about the Prophet and understand what he means and 

what he thought about life...to know what’s going on in khane that I don’t 

understand” (Anon. Student Reflection May 16 2010) 

 

In comparing the students‟ intellectual understanding of religion and faith 

before and after the six week research time frame the answers from the pre and 

post – questionnaire are juxtaposed. I asked students in the pre- questionnaire at 

the start of research: “If a classmate in school asked you about the Ismaili religion 

such as who your leader is, why you follow him, why you practise certain traditions, 
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how would you best explain these ideas to them? Do you feel comfortable and 

confident in your response? Why or why not? Out of 8 responses, 1 did not feel 

comfortable at all, 3 felt pretty comfortable and the majority which amounts to half 

the class, 4 out of 8, felt slightly comfortable. Here are some responses to further 

expand on these findings. 

From the ones that felt slightly comfortable to some degree they responded: 

“I’d probably just vaguely explain it. I wouldn’t feel very confident because I 

don’t or wouldn’t really know how to explain it.” (Anon. Pre-Questionnaire 

May 2 2010) 

“ Ummm...I feel kind of comfortable but not really, depends on who I’m 

talking too and what they ask for. Usually I wouldn’t really know what to 

say.” (Anon. Pre-Questionnaire May 2 2010) 

“Sort of, because I don’t feel comfortable talking about our religion to my 

friends or classmates, cause they don’t know anything about it. So that’s 

why I don’t talk about it.” (Anon. Pre-Questionnaire May 2 2010) 

“I believe that I would feel comfortable and confident to an extent. I wouldn’t 

want to go too in depth but I feel that I would be able to give a proper 

description. I wouldn’t want to go to in depth because I feel some things are 

sacred to our religion and I wouldn’t feel comfortable sharing with a non-

Ismaili” (Anon. Pre-Questionnaire May 2 2010) 

 

However after the six week research, the follow up post- questionnaire 

asked, “Think about ideas, concepts, thoughts that have come up in class 

discussion. Which of these have helped you understand the idea of faith and what 

it means to you? Provide specific examples.” Out of 5 responses6, 4 students 

identified that they understood faith, or concepts related to faith a lot better. All 4 

                                                           
6
 See Methodology and Data collection Chapter for explanation in discrepancy in student responses for pre 

and post- questionnaires 
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students pointed to discussion and topics about religion that they would not have 

been taught at school, as examples of this increased understanding. They 

responded: 

“I understand our values and rituals a lot better after having discussions in 
class... some things that we discussed that really helped include 
-Ethics 
- Why we don’t eat pork 
-Importance of Literature” (Anon. Post Questionnaire June 6 2010) 
 

“Ideas have helped understand faith more because it is easier to learn about 
it through class discussions and stories” (Anon. Post Questionnaire June 6 
2010) 
  

“All of these ideas have helped me in their own ways because they all relate 
to faith. That is probably why we discussed them” (Anon. Post Questionnaire 
June 6 2010) 
 

 

Analysis: 

Through these responses and the „Why BUI‟ chart we can discern that 

students are searching to learn more about their faith so that it is applicable to their 

lives and they can live in a way that is intellectually and morally true to their faith. 

Two points of discussion, relating to the web above, are pertinent. Firstly, students 

learn about things at BUI that they do not learn in their secular school which they 

deem has a Eurocentric approach; and secondly, the room to ask critical questions 

(WHY) contribute to their intellectual understanding of practice and tradition of the 

Ismaili faith. Asking questions and the necessity and manner in which 

understanding begins, has been discussed extensively in the section above and 

the need for students to construct knowledge through peer dialogue has been 
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explained. Piaget, as well as other researchers, such as Goldman (1964, 1965) 

and Nye (1981), who have found connections to Piaget‟s theories and their 

research, stress that students in their adolescent years or approaching 

adolescence are at the stage in their lives where critical thinking leads to critical 

questioning. They come to find answers, a point which is exemplified in the student 

response states “our friends ask us questions and we don‟t know the answer”. The 

web also shows that apart from their friends asking questions, they have questions 

of their own. Thus, with an emphasis on dialogue in the class and the ability for 

students to ask questions specifically related to the religion and traditions of Islam, 

caters to their intellectual growth.  

 

 In addition, students simply want to learn about a part of their life that is not 

taught in the secular curriculum. Stories about the Prophet, Muslim History and the 

Ismaili faith enable students to learn about the past, which is based on traditions of 

enquiry, intellect and knowledge. Because schools often bypass teaching about 

Islam, or other religions in general (refer to literature review regarding religious 

education in the public schools in Canada) students come to BUI to learn about 

topics that are relevant and pertinent to them.  Exposure to STEP curriculum such 

as studying poets such as Rumi in addition to learning about Quranic verses 

pertaining to guidance and ethical values, students can form intellectual and 

informed responses as well as expanding on their own knowledge base. This 

learning is twofold, not only does learning about such topics allow students to 

answer questions based on knowledge and understanding, but also, students 
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understand „why‟ through intellectual debate. In an interview with Spiegel 

International in 2006, the Aga Khan7 said 

You would think that an educated person in the twenty first century should know 
something about Islam; but you look at education in the Western world and you see 
Islamic civilizations have been absent. What is taught about Islam? As far as I 
know- nothing. What was known about Shiism before the Iranian revolution? What 
was known about the radical Sunni Wahhabism before the rise of the Taliban? We 
need a big educational effort to overcome this.  

 
This quote points to the intellectual gap students are seeking to fulfill. Thus due to 

the lack of information taught about Islam in the Western World, and the exemption 

of RE as a subject in Canada, it is clear that BUI is an important place for students 

to gain knowledge. From the reflections of the students, the web and a snapshot of 

classroom discussion, one can easily discern how BUI can be viewed as a space 

for intellectual growth. 

 

To decrease the gap in knowledge and understanding as identified by the 

Aga Khan above, I saw that our discussion in the classroom helped students 

become more confident in answering questions from their friends which were 

clearly identified in the difference in answers from the pre and post questionnaire 

asking students how confident they were in answering questions. After six weeks 

of discussion and talking about questions that their friends may ask them, such as 

the ones placed in the Question Box, in class helped prepare students in 

answering these questions again which was exemplified by a more confident 

response in the post- questionnaire. This shows that discussion and learning about 

                                                           
7
 The Aga Khan (known also as His Highness Prince Karim Aga Khan) is the spiritual leader (Imam) of the 

Ismaili community.  
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topics that look at factual information about religion as well as discussing big 

questions about religion and practise, help students internalize understandings of 

faith.  

 

The Emotional Development of the Ismaili Adolescent: Developing a Moral 

Character and Belongingness 

In addition, such discussions and learning‟s also foster another side of the 

adolescents need for discussion. BUI is also seen as a place for moral 

development and a place where students feel they can relate to each other. Thus 

not only do discussions play a role in developing the „intellectual‟ adolescent, but 

discussion also helps students feel connected to each other, develop a moral 

character and feel a sense of belonging.  

 

Findings: 

The factors summarized above help contribute to the aspects of moral 

development that add to the „emotional‟ adolescent. Here is an excerpt from a 

class discussion8 to further explain this idea. 

 

Co-Teacher: Ok Aaqil what do you think? 

Aaqil: You know like in high school you do tests and stuff, here you can make 

choices, like on your faith and stuff. Should I do this or not?  It’s spiritual 

enlightenment 

                                                           
8
 This discussion was about how RE is different from the secular system. This discussion came about after 

the teacher asked how learning can be assessed at BUI without summative assessments taking place 
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Co-teacher: Ok and do you feel like it has been applying? I guess I’m just curious 

because it’s similar to secular school, but here you don’t get grades. What do you 

think, would you like to get a grade? Why not? 

Inara: Mmm no, because here you’re free you can be yourself, at school you kinda 

have to watch yourself what you talk about what you say. But here, you can just 

sort of let everything out, so you’re not really being judged for anything so you 

shouldn’t be tested 

Co-Teacher: So you feel like it’s an open space? 

Inara: Yup 

T-R: What kinds of things can you let out here that you wouldn’t be able to in 

secular school? Like say, in your English class? 

Mehj: If we have any concerns or anything we can just let that out  

Inara: So like for our school, right, when it comes to teachers you don’t really ask 

them for advice or guidance or anything you just sort of go there, if you have a 

question about your work you ask but then here you can ask for more, like you’ve 

told us before. I feel like I can do that here, but I can’t really do that at school 

T-R: So you can have more dialogue? 

[Students nodding] 

T-R: So do you feel like you can have more dialogue, by dialogue I mean your 

opinions, your views, your questions, is it more comfortable to talk about them 

here? 

Aqil: We’re like in the same place, we’re studying the same stuff, our faith, we’re 

studying in khane in school you don’t really wanna talk about that 

T-R: Why not? 

Aqil: I dunno people are different religions, here we have the same questions 

[Class Discussion, 2 May 2010] 

 

Furthermore, in their individual written reflections some student responses about 

„Why BUI‟ include: 
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“to be a better Ismaili and to utilize my faith properly” (Anon. Student 

Reflection May 16 2010) 

“Everyone is open, it feels like a family in the class” (Anon. Student 

Reflection May 16 2010) 

“Everyone’s values are the same” (Anon. Student Reflection May 16 2010) 

“Makes you feel more connected in a way” (Anon. Student Reflection May 16 

2010) 

 

Analysis: 

 Connection to others with the same beliefs, values and questions is 

paramount. Learning about non „white‟ things as stated by one student, shows how 

BUI is seen as a place where students can find comfort and security in being who 

they are. BUI is a place where intellectually students can learn material about their 

own traditions and history as school has been identified as a system that favours a 

Eurocentric view. In BUI, morally as well, students are learning how to grow and 

behave in accordance with their faith. Having the opportunity to ask questions and 

clarify practices means students are not passive in this process; they are free to 

accept and believe what feels right to them.  

 

In the literature review, Lois Sweet felt that Muslim private schools were 

disciplined and rigid without room for flexibility. If we remember the graduate from 

the ISNA- Islamic School in Toronto, he remembers the school based on structure, 

discipline and a strict ideology. Indeed research done by Goldman (1965), and 

Haskell and Roebben (1965) clearly showed students at this particular age level 

able to comprehend abstract meanings and were at a stage where critical 
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questioning was important; they stressed that if students were not given the 

freedom to ask questions about religion they would in turn view religion with 

rejection. As the students in my class emphasized, an open and comfortable space 

is the reason they come to class. The emotional connection they form with others 

who share values and morals in common with them is also a valued component as 

shown through Aaqil and Inara‟s insights. To this effect Nel Noddings (2002) writes 

extensively on educating moral people and the connection between care and 

dialogue. In his model of care, and one that promotes students to become moral 

individuals, Noddings stressed dialogue as the most fundamental component. With 

dialogue, safe spaces are created and the question, “What are you going through?” 

is implicit. Noddings also claims dialogue, “permits disclosure in a safe 

setting...induces further thought and reflection ... and is an invitation to ever 

deepening self understanding” (2002, 17).  As the students themselves stated, BUI 

was like a “home” and a place where students felt they could ask questions or 

search for guidance or spiritual enlightenment.  After reflecting on these findings, I 

feel that through the third space of dialogue, students could develop into caring 

and moral members of society. 

 

I am cognizant as well, that fostering intellectual and moral growth leads to 

identity formation. Initially I saw the third space as a necessity for students 

searching to reconcile the way they view their own faith, with the way their faith is 

viewed in the public realm. I argued for third space on the basis that misinformation 

or exposure of Islam led to self- questioning and that because youth were gathered 

together in one space, a third space had the most potential in the BUI setting. In 
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recognizing that need, I also found through my research how students really did 

struggle with straddling two cultures. This „in betweenness‟ meant RE became a 

place where identify was brought up. 

 

RE as a ‘space’ for Identity Formation 

After discussing the intellectual and emotional growth of the adolescent, it 

occurred to me this was a process of identity formation. And though it was an 

unforeseen result, I will attempt to explain how this process unfolded in the 

classroom, with the understanding that due to the short timeframe of the research 

period, there is much more to be done in relation to this theme. 

 

 Speaking about this topic seems to be a „return to‟ rather than a „new 

insight‟ on third space, culture and identity. I began this research as a way to 

understand how Ismaili students could better understand their faith by creating a 

third space, one that is responsive to their needs and questions;  “a third space 

that is not a fixed place of origin but rather a non-rooted place where reconfigured 

identities can continually emerge” (Bhabha 1994, 42). 

 

Simply by using the idea of „third space‟, a term that emerges from 

postcolonial theory, I could not help but engage in identity politics. And while 

identity politics is not the focus of this research, inevitably we have come to a 

discussion on identity, and the ways I, as well as my students, have understood 

identity. Identity here is spoken about in two ways. Firstly, what it means to be an 

Ismaili adolescent and then, in the wider scope of things, what it means to be an 
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Ismail adolescent in a Canadian society. To understand their faith and practise 

better through an engagement with multiple ideas and perspectives, and by simply 

rejecting and re- asking, the students have began to formulate their sense of self, 

their identify as Ismaili- Canadians. Where do these questions come from? They 

come from a place of self- discovery, a quest to learn, critique and understand a 

process, as discussed above, not unlike other adolescents their age. But they also 

come from a place of responding to friends, and others who seek to understand, 

gain clarity or even, to ridicule. So how can this paper then, not touch on the 

process of identity formation? 

 

Another reason identity and BUI is so inextricably tied together, is simply 

because students also attend BUI to gain a better comprehension of what faith is. 

What does it mean? Does it have the same definitions for all students? How does 

faith relate to identity? We saw above how faith continuously remains to be a 

concept understood differently by every individual, yet the students feel that 

coming to BUI will help them learn about their faith. 

 

Findings: 

. Faith and identity are connected as to know more about your faith is to 

know more about yourself. As we saw in the needs of the adolescent to have 

useful dialogue in the classroom is pertinent in developing and maturing as 

individuals. Yet in discussing matters of faith it is significant to learn about what 

faith is, if it is a concept that is so closely connected with one‟s being.  Before 

beginning the research, the pre- questionnaire was given to students. One of the 
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questions asked students “what does the word „faith‟ mean to you and how do you 

understand it in your own life?” Students not only had a difficult time putting the 

concept into words, but also, had different ideas of what faith meant9. Some also 

directly saw a connection between „faith‟ and their identity as Ismailis. Some 

responses include: 

“In my life, I understand it as being an Ismaili and praying and coming to 

khane regularly” (Anon. Pre-Questionnaire May 2 2010) 

“I don’t know how to explain it” (Anon. Pre-Questionnaire May 2 2010) 

“Faith to me means my religion and what I believe in.” (Anon. Pre-

Questionnaire May 2 2010) 

“Faith mean show much you believe and practise the religion you follow” 

(Anon. Pre-Questionnaire May 2 2010) 

“What you believe in ...praying and communicating with Allah” (Anon. Pre-

Questionnaire May 2 2010) 

“To me it means believing and understand something you have hope for” 

(Anon. Pre-Questionnaire May 2 2010) 

 

To expand on the idea of identities, here is a glimpse of the students‟ lives 

as found through a discussion10 in class that began with students discussing the 

gatpaat11 that they wear and how they explain what jamatkhana is to their friends 

                                                           
9
 See the limitations of this type of questioning in the Data Collection Chapter 

10
 Portions of this discussion have had to be omitted as two students did not have parental consent to be 

included in this research, thus the transcription will exclude some opinions and may seem disjointed 

11
 Gatpaat is made of a red and green thread woven together that Ismailis sometimes wear on their wrist or 

around their neck. It has similar meaning and importance as the Kara for Sikhs. It is not mandatory but 

simply worn as a symbol of faith, a token of remembrance 
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and why they cannot go to a party or event when it‟s held during the time of 

jamatkhana.  

 

Rahila: I have one too [gatpaat] and when I look at it, when I’m at school I forget 

about it but then I’ll see it and it’s almost like having another life that they don’t 

know about and it’s so much comfort just by knowing you have that there   

Co-teacher: Another life, interesting. What do you mean by that? 

Rahila: I dunno, that’s what I think about. My school life doesn’t really know about 

my Ismaili life and stuff and it’s there and it’s like my family and it’s so hard to 

explain it 

Co-teacher: Yeah, and they’ll ask you why you can’t go come out on a Friday night 

Rahila: I just say mosque but they don’t understand 

T-R: Especially if you aren’t learning a lot about Islam at school 

*** 

Inara: Well some of my friends , they ask me why can’t I come out on Fridays or 

Saturdays or something, and then I say cause I go to my mosque and then they 

say oh that’s kind of boring but I was like not really cause I get to hang out with 

friends and then we go out after 

Rahila: yeah they’re always like oh that sucks and I`m like not really 

Inara: I actually like going 

[Class Discussion, 16 May 2010] 

 

Analysis: 

One of the cornerstones of introducing dialogue was also to convey to 

students the diversity and plurality in perspectives regarding certain topics. Why do 

we eat pork, for example can be explained through a multitude of avenues using 

historical, contemporary and cultural norms and ideas. As we can see, faith is also 
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a concept that can have a diversity of definitions. Yet it is clear how learning more 

about faith in BUI can add to a student‟s understanding of themselves as Ismailis. 

However students are not only Ismaili in their identity, they carry with them many 

identities. How can BUI be a place where students can foster their identity 

holistically? Stuart Hall (2000) says,  

Precisely because identities are constructed within, not outside, discourse, we 
need to understand them as produced in specific historical and institutional sites 
within specific discursive formations and practices, by specific enunciative 
strategies (4). 

 
Yet, as my research began to unfold, I noticed that students seemed to have a 

conflict bridging the gap between being „Ismaili‟ and being „Canadian‟ or are 

experiencing what  Edward Said (1990) calls , a „discontinuous state of being‟. 

 

In this above discussion on the gatpaat, one can see how students most 

certainly have a „Canadian‟ identity and an „Ismaili‟ identity. Rizwana Jiwa (2003), 

in her unpublished Masters Degree looked at the identity formation of Ismaili girls 

and women in Canada, specifically in Vancouver, B.C. She found Ismaili women 

straddling two identities, particularly in their schooling years and concluded that 

these women, in adapting to Canadian culture and lifestyle had created multi-

layered and multi-textured identities for themselves. These students however, are 

in the process of creating an identity that transcends binaries. By the simple act of 

recognizing these two lives, and participating in a democratic community that has 

shown to be a supportive and welcoming one, the students have slowly become 

the authors, rather than the objects, of the narratives that constitute their lives 

(Chambers 1994). 
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Erick Erikson writes that in the life cycle of identity the adolescent stage is a 

time where youth are eager to be affirmed by peers and make friendships based 

on commonalties, seeking to fit in with others  and need to be „recognized‟(Erikson 

1968). Erickson also notes the strong role the community plays in adding to the 

identity of the adolescent, and that the final identity then, is fixed at the end of 

adolescence, a view I do not entirely share if we are to believe that experiences 

form or shape identity and that so many experiences occur after adolescence.  

 

 The experience of being Muslim in Canada and the impact this has on one‟s 

identity is conjured up in Anar Ali‟s narrative on „A Case of Mistaken Identity’. Just 

like the students who could not explain to their peers the real „me‟ a „me‟ so blatant 

to those like them, Anar Ali faced the problem of being mistaken as „black‟ growing 

up because of her nationality as a Kenyan. Not only do we grapple with one 

identity, but multiple identities as well! Ali writes, “Ismailis, given their long history 

of dislocation, often straddle multiple worlds- in my case India-Tanzania- Kenya- 

Ismaili- Muslim-Canada- Alberta” (2008 103). Though the majority of students are 

second generation Canadians the idea of multiple worlds or, „another life‟ clearly is 

one that is felt by them.  

 

 The climate that Ismaili students are living in and being shaped by demands 

a space where an understanding of their religion and who they are within the 

religion as Ismailis is crucial. In recent years, mass media has placed Islam in the 

midst of attention and by doing so, misinformation and misunderstandings have 

been rampant. Students, especially, in their formative years of questioning and 
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understanding faith, or reaching the maturation of identity formation as Erickson 

believes, are precariously affected. Several articles have since emerged on the 

potential harm this misinformation has on students and their perception of their 

religious identity. Nelly van Doorn-Harder (2007), for instance, asserts undue 

publicity about Muslims has widened the gap between Muslims and non-Muslims. 

The lack of understanding from non-Muslims is only furthered by the media 

portrayal of Islam. Edward Said (1981) mentions that the media in the West often 

pits Islam against modernity, and more often than not, negative portrayals of what 

Islam is shown to the public thus increasing the divide between „us‟ and „them‟. He 

makes clear that the media has the power and influence propagate a particular 

image of Islam. Thus how can a Muslim individual not feel they do not fit into the 

larger society? 

 

 In the wake of feeling a lack of belonging in the mainstream culture, or the 

inability to fully explain aspects of culture to peers, BUI becomes a „home‟ as one 

student remarked. Perhaps their confusion over having „two lives‟ indicates their 

lack of place; where can they root themselves? This concept is not unique to the 

Ismaili adolescent. Suárez-Orozco and Qin-Hilliard (2004) write extensively on 

identity and second generation youth. Unlike first generation youth immigrants who 

battle linguistic difference and cultural shock, the second generation youth is more 

concerned with their place of belonging. Some questions they ask themselves 

include: Do they feel comfortable in their homeland? Do they feel accepted by the 

„native born‟ of the host country? What relationship do they have with their parents‟ 

country of origin? Is their sense of identity rooted „here‟, „there‟ everywhere or 
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nowhere? (Suarez-Orozco and Qin-Hilliard 2004, 176). The feeling of dissonance 

from their non-Ismail friends is clear in the conversation above in the sentiment 

„they don‟t understand‟.   

 

  Yet what we can recognize is that these students are actively engaging in 

the process of constructing their identities. They are not blank slates, a tabulae 

rasae, so to speak, but are committed to the process of examining who they are. 

Avtar Brah (1999), a lecturer of Sociology at Cornell University, suggests that we 

shift our perspective of the narrative of identity construction from „product‟ to 

„process‟ which thus sees minority groups as “actively involved in the making and 

remaking of cultural identities” (4). What usually marks identity politics is a power 

struggle, one enforced by the dominant culture. I truly believe that dialogue in this 

classroom has helped students emotionally and intellectually develop into confident 

individuals, and by having the opportunity to simply engage with their peers with 

questions that surround their culture and life, that these students are proactive 

practitioners in developing an identity that is not regulated and thrust onto them. Of 

course, even for these students it is a process that is just beginning and one 

marked with uncertainty, doubt and confusion, yet it is a start. I end with several 

questions that my research and my own narrative experiences have brought me to. 

How do we reconcile these two lives? Does third space increase the divide? How 

can third space be applied outside of this context? 
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I will meet you 
there.” 

Jalal ad- Din Rumi 
 
 

 In speaking about identify and identity construction, I raised the question, 

Does third space increase the divide? In looking at the lack of willingness on the 

part of the federal and provincial governments to talk about religion or offer RE in 

the public secular schools, BUI plays an important role in the life of the Ismaili 

student. When speaking about the reasons Muslims in particular chose to go 

outside the secular system to private [religious] schools, parents and children felt it 

was a an easier way to integrate among others with the same values and beliefs. I 

maintained in the literature chapter, as I maintain now, that this does not provide 

for a viable option when living in a multicultural, multi faceted society such as 

Canada. Secluding yourself from others does not help in interacting with a diverse 

group of people or learning how to respond to questions from others. BUI was seen 

a safe space, a place where students could be around others who shared the 

same faith and religion but also a place to ask questions. Yet having BUI alongside 

public school as an alternative space, a third space meant that students could find 

balance. The Aga Khan stresses on multiple occasions the importance of finding 

an equilibrium between din (spiritual life) and duniya (material life); he claims in 

one speech, “This balance between din and duniya entails not only the fulfilment of 

the individual's spiritual obligation but also of the obligation to acquire knowledge” 

(Speech given in Syria, November 9 2001 http://www.akdn.org/Content/467). After 

viewing how BUI can help in both aspects of life; spiritual and material, it is my 

http://www.akdn.org/Content/467
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belief that BUI does not in fact increase the divide, but rather, is a way to find 

equilibrium.  

 

And while Jasmine Zine‟s (2005) report [see Literature Chapter] found 

Islamic schools to be a viable option to public schooling, noting that Islamic schools 

offered a sense of „belonging‟ to students, others see private denominational 

schools as „ghettoizing‟ students. BUI offers the best alternative to reconcile these 

debates. As we have seen BUI offers the same sense of belonging to students. 

Regardless of their choice in schooling, integration into the mainstream society is 

inevitable in some form. Amin Malak (2008) eloquently claims that the diverse, 

pluralistic and open landscape of Canada allows us feel connected to everyone 

rather than finding differences. To keep to moving past incidents like 9/11 and 

media misportrayal of Islam what is needed is a didactic stance that is 

sophisticated and confident to “espouse continual refinement and rethinking in light 

of altered realities in an ever-evolving world” (Malak 2008, 82).  

 

After conducting this research I was surprised to find the process of identity 

formation so inherent in the students‟ lives. I maintain that third space and critical 

questioning help produce a new type of identity, a hybridized identity that 

incorporates all aspects of one‟s self.  Hybridization12 allows for multiplicity where 

no single narrative can claim to represent the truth. On third space and hybridity 

Bhabha (1990) states, “the importance of hybridity is not to be able to trace two 

                                                           
12

 In this context, hybridization is a term derived from post- colonial studies to refer to diverse cultures that 

are juxtaposed and interact, as a result forming ‘new’ cultures or identities 
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original moments from which the third emerges, rather hybridity to me is the „third 

space‟ which enables other positions to emerge” (211). Suarez- Orozco recognizes 

this idea as well when she mentions, “many more individuals are involved in the 

task of negotiating a new identity that synthesizes elements of the culture of origin 

with those of the receiving culture” (2004, p.174). My surprise was then replaced by 

a mark of understanding both as a researcher who was able to make a connection 

to this emerging date, but also as an individual who also faced the same  

uncertainties.  

 

In looking at identity construction occurring in BUI, I recognize that we must 

begin to create identities that are not dominated by binaries. Rather than viewing 

ourselves as Ismaili or Canadian, I would offer a suggestion that we speak to 

promoting adolescents to exist and function within a third space where culture is 

merely a component. There is much work to be done here, and this research is far 

from complete. We must remember that identity is an ongoing, never- ending 

activity. Because of the short timeframe of this research, it would be pretentious to 

claim to have fully explored this notion with the rigor it deserves. And while 

Erickson (1968) seems to believe that identity formation reaches maturation at the 

adolescent stage I tend to follow more in line with Suárez-Orozco and  Qin-Hilliard 

(2004) who view identity formation in light of the trends of globalization, and see 

identity formation as an ongoing process that is fluid and contextually- driven. A 

humorous example of this continual identify process is found in Alice in 

Wonderland.  When Alice is asked by the Caterpillar, “Who are you?” Alice replies, 

"I--I hardly know, sir, just at present-- at least I know who I WAS when I got up this 
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morning, but I think I must have been changed several times since then." 

Therefore, identity formation and third space is only an entry point for this research 

leaving a “fuzzy generalization” as coined by Bassey (found in Swann and Pratt, 

2003), and could be a pervious and worthwhile research project for others to 

partake in.  

 

 Additionally, this research is rooted to a specific context. One of the 

questions that inevitably emerges then, is, how can third space be incorporated 

across contexts? One way forward in creating a third space applicable to all 

contexts is ensuring „teacher talk‟ does not dominate the classroom. If at the heart 

of third space is a space for students to discuss their ideas about faith and learn 

from each other, teachers must value this process of peer interaction. The dangers 

of teacher talk have been evidenced through this research as simply a view that 

doesn‟t promote diverse perspectives or value student ideas. One such theory 

teachers can adapt is from the constructivist theorist who incorporates ideas of 

thinking and learning that require student involvement. Paulo Friere (found in 

hooks, 1994), writing about a philosophy of liberation pedagogy attacks the 

traditional method of “teacher talk” as it leads to transmission and requires 

students to be passive bodies in the process of knowledge. He calls this method of 

teacher talk- student listening as “banking” where information from the teacher is 

stored in a student‟s mental bank. This shows the marginalized position of the 

student and the inequalities that exist in the classroom. To do away with this 

method, Friere encourages dialogue which is “owned by its participants and not 

imposed as the transmission of officially mandated knowledge...critical dialogue 



82 

 

makes it possible... for the community of learners to construct its own self-

knowledge that is based on a genuine consciousness for social reality” (found in 

hooks 1994, 361). 

 

To conclude then, I return to the Introduction and the aims originated within. 

I maintain that a third space, however it may be conceptualised by the reader after 

having been taken on a journey of one such space in one such classroom, has 

relevancy in the RE classroom. We must provide a platform for students to ask 

questions that may not have a right or wrong answer, but just need to be voiced 

and seen „anew‟. What is culture if it does not have the power to continuously 

transform and provoke thought and reflection?  And what is pedagogy without 

teacher and students engaging in a discourse that is raw in honesty and free from 

judgment but speaks from a place of understanding and empathy, a reciprocal 

relationship where every individual feels a sense of freedom?  Curriculum cannot 

exist without lived experience, and I humbly conclude by suggesting such spaces 

should have a place in the RE classroom. To return to the words of Sufi poet Jalal 

ad- Din Rumi: „there is a field. I will meet you there‟. 
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Appendix A: Pre Questionnaire 

Dear Valued Participant, 

Thank you for taking the time to fill in this questionnaire for Ms. Arzina Zaver, an 

Encounters STEP Teacher. Your responses will help in planning future classes. 

Once you are done please place it in the envelope provided.  

1) What does the word „faith‟ mean to you and how do you understand it in 

your own life? 

 

 

 

 

2) If a classmate in school asked you about the Ismaili religion such as who 

your leader is, why you follow him, why you practise certain traditions, how 

would you best explain these ideas to them? Do you feel comfortable and 

confident in your response? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

 

3) What would you require in order to understand the word faith and what it 

means better? Where did you learn about faith and how do you think you can 

understand what it means? 

 

 

 

 

 

4) Who or where do you go if you have questions about your faith? And why 

did you pick that person or place? 

 

 

 

 

 

5) Do you feel that you are free to discuss questions or feelings about faith with 

other members of community? Please provide examples 
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6) Do you feel discussion about faith is valuable? Why or why not?  

 

 

 

 

7) Would discussions be something you would feel would help you better 

understand your ideas on faith and the Ismaili faith in general? Why or why 

not? 

 

 

 

Thank you for your time! 
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Appendix B: Post Questionnaire 

Dear Valued Participant, 

Thank you for taking the time to fill in this questionnaire for Ms .Arzina Zaver, an 

Encounters STEP Teacher. Your responses will help in planning future classes. Once you 

are done please place it in the envelope provided.  

1) After engaging in more discussion about faith and religion with your 

teachers and classmates in Encounters this term (such as Discussion Time 

and the Question Box), how do you understand faith and what it means to 

you? 

 

 

 

 

 

2) Is your faith something easy to define and describe? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

3)  Think about the ideas, concepts, thoughts have come up in class 

discussion. Which of these have helped you understand the idea of faith and 

what it means to you? Provide specific examples. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4) How can Ismaili students learn more about their faith? Please describe some 

ways 
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5) Did you enjoy classroom discussion this term? Why or why not (name three 

thing 

 

 

 

 

6) Would you suggest having discussion in future Encounters classes? Why or why 

not? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7) What part of discussion did you least enjoy? Please describe your answer and 

how it could have been improved 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for your time! 
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Appendix C: Consent Form 

CONSENT FORM:  Master of Arts, Education (Muslim Societies and Civilizations)                        
& Master of Teaching (MTeach) 

I have read the parent information letter concerning the practicum research project. I am aware 
that my child’s classroom research will be on the following topics:  Recreating a Third Space in the 
RE classroom: Importance of Dialogue and Global Education and the Development Module. This 
research will involve discerning whether dialogue in the classroom allows students to better 
understand their faith and whether the Development Module contains traits of Global Education 
Theory that engages students to view the global world with awareness and interest. This research 
will use questionnaires, video recording and student responses in written and verbal form to 
understand the above mentioned topics. These studies will be conducted by Arzina Zaver of the 
Department of Graduate Studies at the Institute of Ismaili Studies and of the Institute of 
Education, University of London. 

I have had the opportunity to ask any questions and receive any additional details I wanted about 
the project.  

I acknowledge that all information gathered on this project including photographs, video 
materials, and/or interview recordings will be used for research purposes only and for developing 
the final MA/ MTeach Report and/or Dissertation. The information will be considered confidential. 
I am aware that permission may be withdrawn at any time without penalty by advising the STEP 
teacher researchers. 

I realize that this project has been reviewed by, and has received ethics clearance through the 
Department of Graduate Studies (STEP Program) at the Institute of Ismaili Studies and the Institute 
of Education, University of London and that I may contact these offices, or the STEP teacher 
researchers if I have any comments or concerns about my son's or daughter's involvement in this 
study. 

Child's Name: _____________________________________ 

Child's BUI Centre and Grade _________________________ 

Permission Decision:  

____ Yes - I would like my child to participate in the STEP MA/ MTeach practicum 
research project                              

____ No - I would not like my child to participate in the STEP MA/ MTeach practicum research 
project, but understand that they will continue to participate in the BUI Encounters classes. 

Signature of Parent or Guardian: __________________________________ 

Date: __________________________   Contact Number: ________________ 


