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Abstract 
The voice of the Religion Education teacher can either entrench religious 

discrimination or embrace religious diversity and promote intra- and inter-

religious dialogue. Set against the background of political and curriculum 

change in South Africa, this article traces the trajectory that I have pursued as 

a teacher of Religion Education at secondary schools, at a former college of 

education and in my current position as a teacher educator at a university in 

South Africa. This personal history self-study provides an account of the 

paradigm shifts I have undergone from what I call religious identity paralysis, 

to religious identity paradox, to religious identity flexibility, and finally to my 

current position of ongoing religious identity transformation. In doing so, I 

mirror something of my journey from a mono-religious approach to teaching 

Religion Education to that of a multi-religious approach, and more recently, 

to the emergence of an empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach. I use the 

lens of the dialogical self and religious identity capital to interpret my story. 

The possibility exists that my understanding of how and why I made changes 

to my approach to Religion Education can inform my practice as I encourage 

my pre-service teachers to engage with their own religious identity paradigms. 

This has the potential to be empowering and transformative in religiously 

diverse classroom contexts and indeed, for the wider society. 

 

Keywords: personal history self-study, religious identity paralysis, religious 

identity paradox, religious identity flexibility, religious identity transfor-

mation, self-dialogue, self-narrative  
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Introduction 
My purpose in this personal history self-study (Samaras, Hicks & Garvey 

Berger 2007) is to visit and reflect upon my engagement with Religion 

Education during various periods in my life, with the intention of improving 

my current practice as a teacher educator. As I endeavour to trace the 

formative, contextualised experiences that have influenced my practice, I hope 

to produce insights that could be of use to the pre-service teachers with whom 

I engage, many of whom struggle at the intersection of their own religious 

identities and the religious diversity they encounter in the classroom and in the 

wider society.  

Currently, many of my pre-service teachers, notwithstanding a 

curriculum that promotes religious diversity, nevertheless continue to prepare 

lessons with a mono-religious focus. An example is the recent task that I set 

both undergraduate and post-graduate pre-service teachers. They were required 

to design a series of Religion Education lessons for Grade 5 learners focusing 

on religious festivals. Several of their lessons focused on Christian festivals 

only and this, from a particular Christian perspective. The stated values/ 

attitudes underpinning these lessons included respect for religious diversity 

and yet, the lessons presented as mono-religious.  

In telling and interpreting my personal history, I hope to unpack the 

tensions that I experienced and to reflect upon how I made the shift from a 

mono-religious approach to teaching Religion Education, moving to a multi-

religious approach, and then adopting more recently, an empathetic-reflective-

dialogical approach (Jarvis 2018). Furthermore, I hope to inform my practice 

with the aim of helping my pre-service teachers to do the same. 

 
I hope to address the following questions:  

 
• How and why has my approach to teaching Religion Education 

changed over time? 
 

• How can I assist pre-service teachers to adopt an inclusive approach 

to religious diversity? 

 

In tracing my trajectory, I articulate my personal history against the 

historical backdrop of the national curriculum policy in South Africa. My 
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personal history self-study focuses on the following three periods of my life: 

as a secondary school teacher (1983 -1993); as a senior teacher educator at a 

former college of education (1994 – 1999); and as a teacher educator at a South 

African university (2000 – the present). 

 
 

Methodology 
During the 1980s scholars began to use biographical forms of inquiry, inclu-

ding personal histories and experiences, so as to gain a better understanding of 

their practice (Gough 2015; Bullough & Pinnegar 2001). While such 

methodologies were initially questioned as lacking in academic substance, 

there has been considerable growth in the degree to which they are now 

accepted as making academically worthwhile contributions to the generation 

of knowledge (Mitchell 2004; Samaras, Hicks & Garvey Berger 2007; Hayler 

& Moriarty 2017). These methodologies aim to use personal experience as a 

resource and to problematize this in an endeavour to reframe and better 

understand individual beliefs, understandings and practices so as to improve 

upon them (La Boskey 2004; Hayler & Moriarty 2017). According to Samaras, 

Hicks and Garvey Berger (2007:905) personal history self-study is increasing-

ly becoming an essential methodology towards teacher educator’s personal 

and professional growth and especially to improving their teaching practice 

and impacting their students’ learning. Personal history self-study is improve-

ment-oriented and it seeks reframed thinking and transformed practice, 

involving as it does, intentional and systematic inquiry into one’s own practice 

(Dinkelman 2003:8). Using this particular methodology, I become both 

participant and researcher stepping in and out of the story (Reed-Danahay 

1997: 6). Demonstrating both refection and reflexivity I ask how and why I 

have engaged in teaching-learning (Jacobs, Vakalisa & Gawe 2011) in the way 

that I have. Hayler and Moriarty (2017) posit that this is a key element of being 

a teacher. The analytic process takes place within the planning and construction 

of my personal narrative (Richardson 2000). 

In this article, I reflect upon the attitudes, beliefs and actions that have 

had a bearing on my teaching of Religion Education. I trace my personal expe-

rience of teaching Religion Education and identify the positions that I have 

adopted along the way. I pay particular attention to how my position has 

changed over time. Personal and political struggles are an integral part of the 

journey and these are discussed against a backdrop of national policy. As the 
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source of data representation in this study, I draw on what Clandinin and 

Connelly (1994) refer to as the power of my personal history to awaken and 

educate others and myself. 

In contextualising my personal history self-study, I will present the 

narrative of my religious identity using to the following sub-headings: 

 

• Religious Identity paralysis: a mono-religious approach to teaching 

Religion Education 
 

• Religious Identity paradox: a mono-religious approach to teaching 

Religion Education 
 

• Religious identity flexibility: a multi-religious approach to teaching 

Religion Education 
 

• Religious identity transformation: an empathetic-reflective-dialogical 

approach to teaching Religion Education 

 

I then interpret the narrative of my personal history through the lens of 

Hermans’ (2011) dialogical self theory and that of religious identity capital, 

drawing on the work of Côté (2005). 

 

 

Personal History Self-study 
My personal history has to be considered against the socio-political, historical, 

cultural and familial context in which I was raised. In this way the 

autobiographical begins to merge with the autoethnographical (Reed-Danahay 

1997). My childhood home was not particularly religious, although my parents 

did follow aspects of the Christian faith in a very nominal way. I became a 

committed, practising Christian in 1974 when I was 13 years old. My personal 

exposure to Christianity has been especially broad and has included exposure 

to both Catholicism and Protestantism. I attended a Catholic convent school 

from Grades 1 – 12. During my school years, I attended the neighbourhood 

Anglican Church until my parents decided that the church was too political and 

insisted that I leave. Thereafter, on Friday nights I attended a youth group run 

by the local Methodist Church while, on Sundays, I accompanied my mother 

when she started attending the local Presbyterian Church. In 1978, when I 

started my tertiary studies at a university in Pietermaritzburg, I attended the 

file:///C:/Users/jarvisj/Documents/Janet%20PhD%20September%202013/Janet%20Final%20PhD%20Manuscript%2019%20August%202013.docx%23_ENREF_86
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local Presbyterian Church but also visited Pentecostal churches in the area. 

During this time, I was also involved in both the Anglican Students’ Associa-

tion and the non-denominational Students’ Christian Association on campus. 

In respect of my religious identity, while I began to engage in intra-re-

ligious dialogue, moving as I did from one Christian denomination to another, 

I experienced something of a paralysis in respect of inter-religious dialogue. 

The mono-religious environments that I experienced and the mono-religious 

approach, to which I was exposed at school, caused me to want to engage with 

my Christianity only and to be unwilling to enter spaces that were religiously 

diverse. Since Christianity is exclusive in nature, I was exhorted to disregard 

any religion other than my own and I readily accepted this position. 

Significantly, it meant that I was ill equipped and unprepared as a student at 

university to engage with any religious worldview other than my own. I felt 

uncomfortable in the multi-religious environment in which I found myself, and 

this discomfort entrenched a religious identity paralysis. I dealt with this by 

immersing myself in the activities of the Christian student societies mentioned 

previously. I seldom engaged with students who believed differently. 

In South Africa at the time, the ruling nationalist party professed a Chris-

tian faith and purported to govern according to strongly Calvinist ‘Christian’ 

principles. Writing in 1999 (p. 3), Prozesky and De Gruchy indicated that, 

  

politics and history have so far ensured that there has been, and still is, 

no real equality of faiths in this country. Certain kinds of Christians, 

particularly among whites have greatly dominated the religious and 

political stage. A religion with daily or weekly access to public funded 

television or to the nation’s classrooms can make its voice heard and its 

presence felt much more effectively than religions to which these things 

have been denied. 

 

This Calvinist Christianity found expression in classrooms as Christian 

National Education (CNE) and it was this ideological framework that taught 

children that apartheid could be justified on Christian grounds. 

 
 

Religious Identity Paralysis: A Mono-religious Approach to 

Teaching Religion Education 
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My teaching trajectory commenced in the early 1980s during which time CNE 

continued to be the official education policy of the National Party. The dubious 

amalgam of religion and nation was expected to extend to all classroom 

teaching and to support Youth Preparedness and Veld School programmes 

(Rose & Tunmer 1975). Religion Education, which was known by various 

names, including Religious Instruction, Bible Education or simply Scripture, 

was a compulsory school subject and its teaching required a specific technicist 

approach. The rigid form of Calvinism that constituted the Christian element 

in CNE (Jarvis & Moodie 2009) directly influenced teaching methodologies. 

Learners were presented with Biblical truths, as they were understood within 

the same. They were required to accept these with little or no questioning and 

because of the association with the State, their obedience and conformity drew 

strong parallels with loyalty to the ruling party. Having been raised in a white 

middle class home by politically conservative parents, and not having 

developed a critical religious stance at university, this component of CNE was 

not entirely unfamiliar to me and, certainly for a while initially, I was not 

entirely uncomfortable with it, bounded as I was by my own religious identity. 

Increasingly, however, a point of tension did emerge as I became more aware 

of the diversity of religious beliefs represented in my classroom, to a lesser 

extent, but definitely in the wider society. A mono-religious approach certainly 

did not accommodate this diversity. 

 
 

Religious Identity Paradox: A Mono-religious Approach to 

Teaching Religion Education 
In 1988, having taught for five years in former white-only schools in what was 

then the province of Natal, my discomfort at ignoring religions other than 

Christianity, as well as Christian denominations which were different from the 

Calvinism promoted by the state, continued to grow. I began to experience 

something of a religious identity paradox and a measure of uneasiness at the 

marginalisation of religions other than my own. I still struggled, however, to 

adopt a progressive, multi-religious approach in the classroom as I felt that this 

would be tantamount to a betrayal of my religious position and the CNE 

approach, and so the paradigm shift was a difficult and slow one to make. 

As I now reflect on those years I draw on Giddens (2002) and Bendle 

(2002) who speak of multiple identities in respect of substantial (personal) and 

situational (professional) identities. In my case, my personal religious identity 
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and the professional identity required of me by CNE were in many ways 

synonymous. However, my growing discomfort in marginalising religions 

other than the state religion increased and, as I started to question the required 

mono-religious approach to teaching Religious Education, I experienced what 

Jansen (2001) describes as an identity conflict.  

During my allotted Religious Education periods, I encouraged my 

learners to develop religious literacies that were reflective of the diversity of 

religions represented in South Africa. I adopted a comparative approach in 

which I would look at certain topics and do so from the perspective of the major 

religions represented in the country, and in particular, Christianity, Judaism, 

Hinduism and Islam. Topics for inclusion would typically include places of 

worship, holy writings, signs/symbols, religious heroes, festivals, diet and 

rituals. I did not include Traditional African Religion and the African Indepen-

dent Churches, since at the time I did not consider them to have significance. 

This was a reflection of my limited worldview at the time. As such I engaged 

in teaching superficially about the different religions. At no point did I create 

the space to reflect empathetically, or engage dialogically with each religion. 

While I now know that my approach was very inadequate, I think that I 

nevertheless did afford my learners some opportunity to begin to think about 

religious diversity and to develop some form of religious literacy. School 

management members frowned upon my approach and strongly advised me to 

pursue the mono-religious approach required by CNE. 

In 1992, I was promoted to the position of Head of Department at a 

different school in the greater Durban area. At the same time, I was asked to 

serve on a provincial Religious Education subject committee. It was in this 

forum, that I was exposed to information and debate that clearly indicated that 

the political climate in the country was beginning to change. I felt compelled 

to reflect critically upon my own trajectory in order to engage with the way 

forward in embracing religious diversity. I questioned my religious identity 

and the influence that I exercised in the classroom. I reflected on my possible 

contribution to educational transformation. I began to research possible 

teaching-learning approaches that I could employ to promote inclusivity in a 

religiously diverse classroom. My perceptions and attitudes towards Religious 

Education were changing and developing.  

During this period of embryonic change in my professional practice, 

discussions had already commenced at a national level leading up to the release 

of Nelson Mandela and the 1994 elections. It was in the same year that I was 
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appointed as a senior teacher educator to a Biblical Studies position at a former 

college of education. 
 

Religious Identity Flexibility: A Multi-religious Approach to 

Teaching Religion Education 
The foundational principles of the new Constitution of the Republic of South 

Africa (Republic of South Africa 1996) are enshrined in the cross-curricular 

outcomes to which all South African education, in all forms and at all levels 

are directed. In state schools, Christianity, not least CNE, was rejected as the 

sole bearer of the beliefs and values, realities and challenges, of the diverse 

peoples of South Africa (Roux 2012b). Following the democratic elections in 

1994 pre-service teachers have been prepared for an inclusive approach to the 

provision of schooling. The introduction of Curriculum 2005 signalled a 

decisive new beginning, when under the leadership of Education Minister 

Kader Asmal, Outcomes Based Education (OBE) was introduced. OBE sought 

to eradicate the indoctrination of the CNE period by focusing on integrated and 

learner-centred learning guided by generic and specific outcomes, and 

positioned to take account of the religious diversity of the country. 

The aims of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Republic 

of South Africa 1996) are presented in the introduction to the National 

Curriculum Statement (Department of Education 2003a), and again in the 

Statements for each of the learning areas of the curriculum, including Life 

Orientation (LO) (Department of Education 2003b). LO was introduced with 

the intention of developing the self-in-society. As such, this learning area 

focused on the personal, social and physical development of learners. Religious 

Education, formerly a stand-alone subject, was included as an aspect of the 

learner’s social development within LO, and was renamed Religion Education. 

In 2003, the National Policy on Religion and Education (Department of 

Education 2003c) was introduced providing a framework for teaching within a 

context of religious diversity. This document promotes the importance of 

religion in society and outlines professional approaches for teaching and 

learning as well as teacher training. The National Policy on Religion Education 

(Department of Education 2003c) clearly explains the difference between 

Religious Instruction (a hallmark of CNE) and Religion Education, and 

encapsulated in the phrases unity but not uniformity and diversity not 

divisiveness (Department of Education 2003c: 24), is the co-operative, 

inclusive approach which is adopted. 
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 Against this backdrop, as a teacher educator at a former college of 

education, I assisted pre-service teachers to function as citizens and teachers in 

a diverse society and to this end, I developed modules aimed at enabling them 

to engage with a multi-religious approach to Religion Education. I aimed to 

facilitate the intellectual development of these pre-service teachers in respect 

of preparing them to engage meaningfully with the new realities of society and 

to teach their learners accordingly. 

I observed that many of the pre-service teachers struggled with this, 

for in many ways I was requiring them to unlearn what they had learned over 

many years at school and in their home environments. Paradigms and mind-

sets had to be deconstructed and critically engaged with, yet the Department of 

Education assumed that both pre-service and in-service teachers would be able 

to make this transition with ease and within a relatively short period of time.  

During this period of change former colleges of education were, in 

2002, incorporated, into Institutions of Higher Education and college staff were 

required to apply for jobs at the universities. I was successful in my application 

and found myself in the position of teacher educator in a newly formed Faculty 

of Education in a local university. These institutional changes were accom-

panied by an influx of pre-service teachers of diverse religious backgrounds, 

people with whom I had had limited contact. 

In 2005, I was invited to be a researcher in an international project 

funded by the Netherlands, which focused on understanding human rights 

through different belief systems (Roux, Smith, Ferguson, Small, Du Preez & 

Jarvis 2006). Aware of the difficulties in-service teachers were experiencing 

facilitating Religion Education in multi-religious contexts, and as part of the 

broader project, I embarked on a Master’s research project (Jarvis 2008) in 

which I interviewed LO teachers in selected primary schools. These schools 

were populated with learners from a diversity of religions. The findings 

showed that the assumption made by the Department of Education was 

misguided in that while the in-service teachers had an understanding of 

religious freedom as a human right, they experienced great difficulty 

maintaining their own religious identity while teaching about religions other 

than their own.  
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Tensions between personal religious identity and professional identity 

became apparent. Participants like Bona1 and Emily maintained a mono-

religious approach saying:  

 

I think that Christianity is the right way and only that should be 

practised. Once you involve in practising other religion, automatically 

it affects your own religious beliefs. (Bona) 

 

You are determined in what you believe and don’t alter on those 

beliefs... so right now we have got to promote that. (Emily)  

 

Other participants highlighted the lack of inclusion of religious diversity. 

 

I do believe the learners at this school have to compromise their beliefs. 

There is no religious freedom … we don’t ever really pay specific 

attention to any other religions other than Christianity…We are not 

allowed to discuss things openly at meetings. (Purity) 

 

… there are people who are African Christians but their religious 

freedom is not taken into consideration. (Siya)  

 

One religion is promoted just because more learners are from that 

religion so others are neglected because they are few members from 

different religions. (Jabu)  

 

 …we are certainly not being fair to non-Christian learners. The other 

religions are not fully considered. (Angela) 

 

My Master’s research provided a critical moment in my personal 

history, providing the opportunity for me to adopt an inquiring stance 

pertaining to identity dissonance (Costello 2004) between my substantial self 

and situational self. I engaged in research and was able to participate in the 

development of academic discourses which explored this distinctive field of 

study and research in Religion Education.  

                                                           
1 Pseudonyms are used in the interest of anonymity. 
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In reflecting upon this period, I now realise that the religious identity 

dissonance that I was experiencing hindered my moving forward in my 

approach to teaching Religion Education. While I was effectively encouraging 

changed attitudes and promoting an interest, awareness and openness to 

religions, I doubted my impact in challenging mono-religious mind-sets and 

promoting a multi-religious approach with the specific intention of facilitating 

transformation in society. Simply knowing about different religions and 

adopting an inclusive, multi-religious approach to Religion Education does not 

engage with issues including prejudice, suspicion and stereotyping. 

As I immersed myself in academia, attended conferences and read 

widely in the field of Religion Education, I found that my perceptions began 

to change and I was able to respond to diversity and difference with growing 

critical awareness, appreciation and enthusiasm. I was experiencing what I 

refer to as religious identity flexibility (Jarvis 2009a). Being secure in my own 

religious identity, I found that I was able to consider empathetically, the 

practice and traditions of religions other than my own, without feeling 

compromised or threatened. In doing so, I was able to express a measure of 

individual agency. While I adopted a multi-religious approach to Religion 

Education, I was nevertheless able to remain committed to my personal 

religious identity. As my confidence grew, I found that I was able to teach in a 

way to enable my pre-service teachers to engage in the same manner. As a 

follow on from this, I was able to place my teaching and their learning within 

the broader context of human rights so painstakingly enshrined in the 

Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Republic of South Africa 1996) 

and the Manifesto on Values, Education and Democracy (Department of 

Education 2001). I did so fully recognising the significance and need for 

understanding and engaging with Religion Education. 

In 2011, in recognition that OBE had been a failure in the South 

African context (the reasons for this extending beyond the scope of this article), 

the current Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) (Department 

of Education 2011a) replaced Curriculum 2005. Religion Education was 

situated in the subject Life Skills (Grades R – 6)/ Life Orientation (Grades 7 – 

12) (Department of Education, 2011b; 2011c; 2011d). The National Policy on 

Religion and Education (Department of Education 2003c) continued to guide 

the approach to religious diversity in schools and more specifically in the 

curriculum. 
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Religious Identity Transformation: An Empathetic-reflective-

dialogical Approach to Teaching Religion Education 
With time, my on-going reading and research led me to realise that human 

rights education based on critical engagement, required more than my earlier 

rather simplistic approach, merely teaching about religions, albeit that I 

increased pre-service teacher’s religion literacy. After completing my PhD 

research (Jarvis 2013a; 2013b), I sought a more creative approach to overcome 

sedimented or inherited ways of being (Jackson & Mazzei 2017: 720). This led 

me to explore an empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach (Jarvis 2018) to 

teaching Religion Education. This empathetic approach included the capacity 

to understand and respond to the religious experiences of another person with 

an increased awareness of that person’s thoughts and feelings, and an 

awareness that for them their religion is holy ground. Reflection is defined by 

McCormack and Kennelly (2011: 517) as the examination of responses, beliefs 

and premises resulting in the integration of new understandings into 

experience. The dialogical aspect of this approach concerned the search for 

meaning and understanding (Allen 2004), recognising that each person has … 

something of value to contribute; it is about opening [up] to the possibility of 

learning from the other (Ipgrave 2001: 7). Dialogical activity recognises the 

individuality of religious thinking and provides an opportunity to explore this 

(Jarvis 2009b). I experienced a religious identity transformation as I employed 

this empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach (Jarvis 2018). It is this approach 

to Religion Education that I currently teach and model in both my under-

graduate and post-graduate classes. 

 

 

Interpreting the Narrative of my Personal History  
 

• How and why has my approach to teaching in Religion Education 

changed over time? 

 

My personal narrative highlights the tensions that I experienced between my 

situational and substantial identities. It demonstrates that I have made the shift 

from religious identity paralysis to religious identity transformation and from 

a mono-religious approach to an empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach to 

teaching Religion Education. I use the lens of the Dialogical Self Theory 
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(Hermans 2011; Hermans & Hermans-Konopka 2010) and that of religious 

identity capital  (Côté 2005) to interpret my personal narrative and to show 

how this shift took place. This, with a view to informing my practice and 

creating opportunities for my pre-service teachers to do the same. 

In order to employ this empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach to 

teaching Religion Education I first had to be comfortable with my own 

religious identity and religious discourse. I had to be sufficiently secure therein 

to be able to empathically investigate the practice and traditions of other 

religions represented in my classroom and in the broader South African 

society. While not having to compromise my religious identity, I knew that I 

would need to be able to take account of the rights of others which had the 

status of being nothing but different from my own. Notions of superiority and 

inferiority could not be accommodated (Baez 2000).  

As my thinking continued to unfold I found that more and more I 

needed to reflect on and explore my religious identity (Samuel & Stephens 

2000). I had to place my substantial self, namely, my own Christian beliefs and 

my position as a leader in a non-denominational Christian church, in 

parenthesis (Jackson 1997), and adopt an impartial yet empathetic approach to 

the beliefs of others. 

I place much store by my Christian faith. It has sustained me through 

difficult times in my life and has given me a sense of worth, dignity, courage 

and purpose. In many ways, engaging in this personal history self-study has 

had the effect of strengthening my own particular faith position. Engaging with 

other faith positions has encouraged me increasingly to understand my own 

religious discourse.  

The metaphor of the polyphonic novel (Bhaktin 1981) opened the 

possibility of the internal space of my mind being populated with a multiplicity 

of voices that, at the beginning of my transition at least, were quite substantially 

at variance with each other. While I live in an external space, namely my 

society and culture, I also live in the internal space of my mind. The many 

individuals that make up society resonate with certain of the voices in my mind. 

Hermans (2011) refers to this as the society-of-mind. 

Collective voices in the dialogical self (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka 

2010) belonging to external groups and institutions, including religions and 

cultures, can organise and constrain the individual’s worldviews and 

convictions. The dominant collective voices of my mono-religious discourse 

paralysed my religious identity and I was unable to consider making a shift. As 
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I became more aware of religious diversity and allowed other voices to 

permeate my society-of-mind I found myself in a state of discomfort that 

resulted in religious identity paradox, however, I remained unsure as to how to 

make a shift to inclusivity.  

Bhaktin’s (1981) notion of surplus vision helped me to understand that 

as I engaged increasingly with religious diversity, in the internal space of my 

mind, I needed to see the other from the place of the other. The other here refers 

to those adhering to religions other than my own. This afforded me the space 

in my society of mind to entertain voices representing religious diversity and I 

was able to adopt a multi-religious approach to teaching Religion Education. 

An empathetic approach allowed me to do this as I acknowledged that religions 

other than mine are holy ground for their adherents.  

Adopting a meta-position (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka 2010) 

provided me with a broad perspective of religious identity. When I reflected 

on positions both within and between my internal and external domains, 

dialogical relationships emerged with the possibility of developing and 

creating new attitudes and approaches (Hermans & Dimaggio 2007) both as an 

individual and as a teacher educator. Understanding my dialogical self has the 

potential of being transformative.  

My dialogical self was always tied to a particular position in space and 

time, but as I adopted a counter-position (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka 2010, 

p.108) to dominant voices promoting a mono-religious approach I exercised 

agency (Gallagher 2012) and was able to choose to engage meaningfully with 

religious diversity. 

My dialogical self in action (Hermans & Dimaggio 2007) resulted in 

the movement from religious identity paralysis to religious identity paradox to 

religious identity flexibility to religious identity transformation as I gained 

understanding about myself in relation to the world (Hermans & Hermans-

Konopka 2010). I developed the capacity to deal with tensions, contradictions 

and uncertainties (Cooper & Hermans 2006) in religiously diverse teaching 

contexts. This also empowered me to reconcile my substantial self and 

situational self. 

Every time I adopted a counter-position to a mono-religious or 

superficial multi-religious approach to religions that are other to my own, with-

out compromising my own faith, I built the strength and extent of my religious 

identity capital. This refers to the stock of resources, or set of strengths (Côté 

& Levine 2002: 164) I have when constructing, framing and presenting my 
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transformed religious identity in particular social circumstances. My religious 

identity capital consists of tangible resources such as my commitment and 

membership of a particular religious group, and intangible resources which 

include my ability to engage and reflect, and negotiate my religious identity 

(Côté 2005; Côté & Levine 2002). The accumulation of successful identity 

exchanges, namely my social interaction and professional engagement with 

those belonging to religions different to my own, without compromising my 

personal religious identity, increases my religious identity capital (Côté & 

Levine 2002). It is from this religious identity capital that I draw as I employ 

an empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach to teaching Religion Education. 

In the narrative of my personal history I identified the tensions that 

challenged me to explore my approach to teaching Religion Education (the 

why). The lens of the dialogical self theory and religious identity capital were 

useful to interpret this self-narrative and to explain how I was able to change 

my approach to teaching Religion Education. I now move to a consideration of 

how I can help my pre-service teachers to embark on this on-going journey 

with me. 

 

• How can I assist pre-service teachers to adopt an inclusive approach 

to religious diversity? 

 

When interpreting my personal history self-study I discovered that taking an 

inquiring stance and becoming a researcher made the difference in my 

understanding of my journey. I need to create the opportunity for my pre-

service teachers to do the same. One of the ways in which I can facilitate this 

process is by encouraging my pre-service teachers to adopt an inquiring stance 

as they engage critically with key issues in society and consider these from the 

perspective of a diversity of religious discourses.  

I engaged in initial self-reflection and a process of religious identity 

negotiation (Nias 1985; 1989) between my substantial self and situational self, 

and I need to create spaces for my pre-service teachers to do the same. They 

need to be able to explore their own religious identities whilst at the same time 

developing a religious literacy and religious empathy that would enable them 

to engage within a context of religious diversity. I need to model for them, as 

I have explained above, how to put into parenthesis their own religious identity 

while not necessarily undermining the same (Jackson 1997; Jarvis 2008).  
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In assisting them to build their religious identity capital, I need to 

create space for them to explore their self-dialogue and to consider counter 

positions to dominant discourses by employing their dialogical self in action, 

building the extent and strength of their religious identity capital as they do so. 

This can be done as I initiate intra- and inter-religious dialogue with my pre-

service teachers where they can empathetically engage with one another, 

reflecting on their self-dialogue and expressing this in their self-narratives in a 

Community in Conversation (CiC) (De Wet & Parker 2014; Roux 2012a). As 

a teaching methodology a CiC has the potential to provide the opportunity for 

the exchange of perspectives and personal experiences in a safe space (Du 

Preez 2012; Roux 2012a), denoting the figurative and discursive use of the 

notion (Du Preez 2012; Redmond 2010; Stengel & Weems 2010). The aim of 

the CiC would be to understand self-respect and own positionality, foster 

respect for each other, and inspire reciprocal exchanges with empathetic 

understanding.  

Providing pre-service teachers with the opportunity in a CiC for 

individual voices to be heard in the midst of dominant discourses, and for per-

spectives and personal experiences to be exchanged, has the potential to foster 

respect, trust and tolerant understanding as …divergent ways of thinking and 

speaking (McCormack & Kennelly 2011: 522) are reflected upon. Empathetic-

reflective-dialogue within a CiC has the potential to lead to the emergence of 

collaborative initiatives for the transformation of classroom practice to 

classroom praxis (McCormack & Kennelly 2011; Roux & Du Preez 2006).  

Employing an empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach as a teacher 

educator will model something for the pre-service teachers as together, we 

critically engage with perspectives of different religions in an environment that 

encourages both intra- and inter-religious dialogue. In the process, we have the 

opportunity to use our own dialogical voices (Jarvis 2009b). However, 

adopting a Foucaultian perspective, I would emphasise that this methodology 

is never prescriptive, at most it is instrumental and tentative. This type of 

research troubles both knowledge and reality and how such knowledge and 

reality are produced (Jackson & Mazzei 2012: 720). As we search for meaning 

and understanding, we get to know more about our own perspectives as well 

as perspectives that are different from our own. Such dialogue has the potential 

to be emancipatory and transformational (Allen 2004).  
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Conclusion  
The reflection on, and analysis of my personal history and lived experience 

within the particular socio-political, historical, cultural and familial contexts 

which I have described, informs and contributes to the ethos, method and 

content of my teaching. Who I am affects my role as a teacher educator and 

consequently what my pre-service teachers will learn (Samaras et al. 2007). 

Engaging with my personal history self-study has helped me to understand 

how, and why, my approach to teaching Religion Education has changed over 

time. My past and present are linked in a spiral of interpretation and 

reinterpretation. My self-dialogue, in my society-of-mind, has played a pivotal 

role in my religious identity construction in responding to the situated 

knowledges (Haraway 1991) of my life. On the one hand, the dialogical self 

theory acknowledges that my position in society has been determined by my 

birth and my personal religious discourse. On the other hand, as I have engaged 

my dialogical self in action, and as the extent and strength of my religious 

identity capital has increased, I have exercised agency by promoting an 

empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach to teaching Religion Education. 

While I, in this article, have reflected upon my own experience, the 

methodology I have pursued is open to use by other teacher educators (not least 

in Religion Education) as they in in turn, reflect upon how and why they engage 

in teaching-learning in the way they do.  

 My personal history self-study has facilitated transformative learning 

both for myself as teacher educator, and for my pre-service teachers. By 

applying what I have learnt to my professional practise, the possibility exists 

that I will be able to equip my pre-service teachers to engage in both reflective 

and reflexive practice together with their learners. Furthermore, I would argue 

that by adopting an empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach, these teachers 

would be well positioned to contribute meaningfully to the establishment of 

schools as thinking communities (Green 2014) in which their classroom 

practice becomes classroom praxis. In such schools learners have the potential 

to become change agents in the diverse religious landscape in South Africa as 

they in turn practice an empathetic-reflective-dialogical approach to religious 

discourses other than their own. This could be transformative for the wider 

South African community. 
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