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Event report

The inaugural event for the Islamic Studies Network was held on 25-26 May 2010 at the Aston Conference Centre at Aston Business School in Birmingham. The event attracted 62 participants involved in teaching Islamic Studies at higher education institutions around the UK. There was a wide range of disciplinary interests among the participants, including Religious Studies, Politics, History, Middle Eastern Studies, English, Anthropology, Finance, and Law. Representatives from faith-based institutions that collaborate with publicly-funded higher education institutions to deliver degree courses were also present. There was a great degree of enthusiasm among the participants, and a number of lively discussions took place over the course of the two-day event. Please read further for brief summaries of each session. Full papers and reports on the workshop sessions will be published in upcoming issues of the Islamic Studies Network magazine Perspectives. Audio files of the three main speeches are also available at: http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/events/detail/2010/academyevents/25-26_May_2010_Islamic_Studies_Network_Event
May 25: Day 1
Welcome: Mr David Sadler, Director Networks, Higher Education Academy
The event opened on the evening of 25 May with a brief welcome address from Mr David Sadler from the Higher Education Academy. Mr Sadler was involved in shaping the direction of the Islamic Studies Network when it was first proposed, and expressed his pleasure at seeing members of the network come together for this inaugural event. Mr Sadler welcomed participants, introduced the work of the Islamic Studies Network, and introduced the evening’s keynote speaker.
Keynote speaker: Professor the Baroness Haleh Afshar (University of York) 

’She who disputes’: the challenges of translating the views and lived realities of those who have been otherised into policies and the curriculum

Audio file available at: http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/events/detail/2010/academyevents/25-26_May_2010_Islamic_Studies_Network_Event
Professor Afshar spoke about the importance of bringing women’s voices and perspectives into the mainstream of Islamic Studies. As an example of this she shared her experiences working with the Muslim Women’s Network to produce a report entitled “’She who Disputes’: Muslim women shape the debate” (http://www.mwnuk.co.uk/go_files/downloads/992754-shewhodisputesnov06.pdf). This report gathered evidence on Muslim women’s views on the role and position of Muslim women in British public life. Professor Afshar discussed some of the difficulties encountered in bringing the complexity of Muslim women’s voices to government ministers and policymakers. Because of pre-existing stereotypes and misinformation these difficulties may also arise in teaching Islamic Studies to students in UK higher education. Professor Afshar spoke about the need to ’change the furniture’ in students’ minds in order to break down these preconceptions before discussing issues related to Islam and Muslim women. She also emphasised the importance of interdisciplinarity in Islamic Studies, drawing on the model of Gender Studies as an interdisciplinary endeavour.
May 26: Day 2

Plenary speaker: Professor Robert Gleave (University of Exeter)

Should we teach Islam as a religion or as a civilisation?

Audio file and PowerPoint presentation available at: http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/events/detail/2010/academyevents/25-26_May_2010_Islamic_Studies_Network_Event
Professor Gleave spoke about his experiences teaching Islamic Studies, including introductory modules, in both Religious Studies and Area Studies departments. He argued that introductory modules should reflect their disciplinary homes, but that in fact in a survey of 18 Introduction to Islam modules at a variety of universities in the UK he found that most modules had a very similar structure and reading list. Furthermore these modules have not changed significantly in the past 15 years, despite world events like September 11 that have brought Islamic Studies to increased prominence. The modules surveyed reflect what is expected of an introduction to Islam module and what is contained in standard textbooks, rather than drawing on cutting-edge research within particular disciplines. Professor Gleave argued that modules introducing Islam should be developed through particular disciplinary lenses, for example in Anthropology, Politics or Law. 
Parallel workshops: disciplinary issues

Participants divided into workshops based on their disciplinary interests. Each workshop was chaired by a practitioner who opened the workshop with some reflections on teaching Islamic Studies from a particular perspective or within a particular department. Some of the main themes discussed in each session are highlighted below:
Parallel Session 1: Theology and Religious Studies

Chair: Professor Hugh Goddard (University of Edinburgh)

· diverse expectations in Islamic Studies, including a variety of approaches to the subject, from traditional approaches to professional programmes;
· dynamics between Religious Studies and Area Studies approaches;
· dynamics of diverse classes, with groups of students coming from different cultural and religious backgrounds and with different levels of previous knowledge, and how this might impact on issues of assessment;
· differences between the educational settings of traditional seminaries and universities 

· critical or analytical approaches to Islamic Studies;
· how to address controversial questions; 

· the ’lone ranger’ syndrome – lack of support when one individual in a department teaches across range of Islamic Studies topics;
· introductory modules in religious studies and how they are incorporated in different packages, e.g. ’Abrahamic faiths’, the Lancaster model;
· definitions of the discipline;
· issues of stereotyping and expectations of what to teach in UK context;
· insider/outsider issues;
· proposed areas of future work:

· possible mini project to create an audio glossary for pronunciation of key terms;
· further discussion of relationship of network to non-publicly funded HEIs;
· further discussion of PhD-related issues.
Parallel Session 2: Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies

Chair: Dr Barbara Zollner (Birkbeck College)
· issues in Islamic Studies within Area Studies today:

· focus on Middle East and exclusion of other areas e.g. South Asia or Muslims in Europe or the UK – there is an overall domination of Middle Eastern Studies in area studies programmes related to Islam;
· dissolution of area studies into single disciplines – though many Islamic Studies specialists are found in area studies departments, individuals often identify with their separate disciplines rather than area studies; 

· distinction between social sciences and humanities – even though people might focus on Islam they are separated by this division. In some social science contexts there is an attempt to avoid questions of religion and frame discourses in terms of culture. 

· issues in Islamic Studies in language courses:

· study of languages in general is not facilitated by the educational system in the UK, starting in school and going through university;
· tendency to focus on Arabic when studying Islam, resulting in the marginalization of other languages;
· difficult to find balance between teaching content and teaching language – how much emphasis should be placed on the study of language.
· proposed areas of future work:
· teaching about Islam in languages and area studies courses, especially non-Islamic countries, e.g. Muslim writers in France or US-Iranian relations;
· possible event on teaching Islam in Europe, looking at how Islamic Studies is taught in other European countries;
· investigating the structures currently existing in the UK in area studies programmes to ask why cross-fertilization and interdisciplinarity is not taking place in these departments;
· languages for studying Islam in other non-LLAS disciplinary contexts, especially postgraduate work e.g. work of the LBAS centres;
· development of networks across Europe (e.g. through International Approaches to Islamic Studies project;
· investigating the year abroad in Islamic Studies (links to other LLAS activity);
· teaching Arabic to diverse groups of learners (e.g. those with a background in spoken Arabic or of study at mosque). See Monty Python Italian class sketch http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q3iAqxNpQ-A. 

Parallel Session 3: History

Chair: Dr Anna Akasoy (University of Oxford)

· issues in teaching Islamic history for students without a background in Islam – this can become teaching of facts and events rather than using thematic approaches representing current research in the field; 

· proposed areas of future work:

· sharing syllabi among historians working in area studies departments;
· development of bibliographical resources and sharing texts in translation that could be useful in teaching.
Parallel Session 4: Sociology, Anthropology and Politics

Chairs: Dr Sophie Gilliat-Ray (Cardiff University), Dr Seán McLoughlin (University of Leeds)

· need to develop students’ methodological research skills and knowledge of Islam; 
· little work being done within social sciences in general on Islam, and few materials available for teaching purposes;
· interesting work being done on novels in English by Muslim authors, literary studies that place novels in historical and sociological context;
· history of work in social science on issues related to Islam at Manchester Metropolitan University;
· modules being offered and developed related to diversity issues for professionals, aimed at police officers, nurses, magistrates, etc. to introduce information about Islam and Muslims;
· political Islam currently being taught at King’s College;
· proposed areas of future work:
· developing curricula in Islamic Studies within social sciences;
· encouraging universities’ own teaching and learning development courses to include information on Islam and Islamic issues and to encourage people to teach in this area even if they do not consider themselves experts;
· continue mapping exercise of what is currently being offered and bring these people into contact with each other through events and other means;
· need to continue to push interdisciplinary element, though this goes along with shifting university structures to allow people to work across disciplines.
Parallel Session 5: Business and Finance

Chair: Mr Osama Khan (University of Surrey)

· Islamic banking, finance and economics are the main focus of teaching – topics like  management, marketing, human resources not covered – need to investigate these areas further as well;
· new programmes in existence, e.g. at Aston Business School that offer both modular and submodular provision;
· often lecturers are the sole person working on Islamic finance at their universities – need for further collaboration between people at different universities;
· one case study of supply chain management in relation to Islamic Studies at University of Huddersfield – interest in investigating further provision in this area;
· research work is taking place in business schools but also in other departments – there is a need for dissemination of research and development into learning and teaching materials;
· Islamic finance, banking and management being taught as an alternative to Western model – not questioning particular ideas or rulings but exposing students to the wide range of ideas related to these topics;
· importance of incorporating practitioners into work – creates dialogue between academy and practitioners and forms links for students as they move into employment;
· proposed areas of future work:

· series of case studies to be developed for a portfolio that could be widely disseminated;
· Change Academy events to help build provision in particular universities;
· Special Interest Group – will hold first meeting in November at University of Northampton.
Parallel Session 6: Law

Chair: Professor Shaheen Ali (University of Warwick)

· Professor Shaheen Ali is working with the UK Centre for Legal Education to develop resources for Islamic Law – some of these are already available at: http://www.ukcle.ac.uk/research/projects/ali.html.
· challenges in teaching Islamic law: 

· approach to Islamic law is generally within an inherently comparativist project, which can raise challenges for students faced with apparent legal certainties of the English system versus complexities of Islamic jurisprudence;
· difficulties of developing and explaining methodologies of Islamic law and legal hermeneutics, and in drawing boundaries between Islam and Islamic law;
· challenges in terms of literature and the Orientalism of much of the literature;
· difficulties presented in using many texts for non-Arabic speakers;
· issues in teaching in modern UK context, and looking at codification of Islamic law within the Muslim world.
· proposed areas of future work:

· interest in Islamic studies in Europe and beyond – question of how to reach out to faith communities as this is an area of living law; 
· resources issue – need for better translations, development of textbooks; 

· looking at teaching for a range of audiences – teaching Islamic law for theologians versus teaching for lawyers;
· developing already existing bibliography and glossary of Islamic law terms into more interactive tools, e.g. developing the glossary in a Wiki format;
· developing social networking tools, e.g. finding ways to share ideas through blogging, Twitter or Facebook.
Plenary speaker: Professor Ron Geaves (Liverpool Hope University)

Teaching and researching Islam in the UK: the contemporary challenges

Audio file available at: http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/events/detail/2010/academyevents/25-26_May_2010_Islamic_Studies_Network_Event
Professor Geaves spoke about his experiences teaching and researching Islam and Muslims in the UK. He emphasised his perspective as a scholar of lived religion and of Muslims rather than Islam; in relation to teaching this meant a balance in teaching students about both the ’ideal’ and the ’real’. Professor Geaves identified a number of challenges in the field today, including the increasing securitisation of the subject area, the current government interest in higher education as a space to help integration and prevent violent extremism, and the demands of policy makers that often shape research agendas. In facing these challenges, he emphasised the need for a critically engaged fieldwork methodology that takes the needs and interests of the community into account.  
Parallel workshops: cross-disciplinary issues

PowerPoint available at: http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/events/detail/2010/academyevents/25-26_May_2010_Islamic_Studies_Network_Event
Participants attended three parallel workshops to discuss cross-disciplinary issues. Members of the Islamic Studies Network project team introduced the network and the Higher Education Academy’s previous work related to Islamic Studies. Participants were given an overview of the network’s upcoming activity and how they could get involved. Participants were then asked to discuss a selection of cross-disciplinary issues in small groups. These topics included:
· teaching introductory courses; 

· resource sharing and curriculum development, including online resources;
· student recruitment and employability;
· teaching in relation to political issues and current events;
· collaboration (between disciplines or institutions) in teaching;
· diversity of Islamic Studies programmes and academic expectations;
· dialogue with Muslim communities and institutions.

Some of the main themes and ideas for future work that emerged from these discussions included:

· need to develop interaction and dialogue with Muslim institutions and communities;
· need for development of resource sharing for teaching resources and pedagogic research, including use of existing resources and specific Islamic Studies content within existing OER projects (e.g. HumBox);
· developing curricula, including input from postgraduates and emerging areas within the field;
· developing true interdisciplinarity and dialogue between disciplines;
· developing resources for students in relation to employability and career options, in academia, in chaplaincy, and other options;
· developing online directory of expertise for students interested in studying Islamic Studies;
· need to include attention to women and gender issues;
· need for new methods to teach Islam in current political context;
· investigating possibilities of providing outreach courses for the community, particularly looking at what has been done – what works and doesn’t work;
· work on articulating quality standards for Islamic Studies;
· further research on provision, particularly provision in faith-based institutions.
Final wrap-up – summary from workshops

For the final session, participants heard summaries of the discussions that took place in the morning’s disciplinary workshops. An open discussion at the end of the session revealed a number of areas where the Islamic Studies Network could develop further work, including:
· drawing in participants who are teaching only a small amount of content related to Islam – this could be done through training events and resource sharing specifically for those who do not see themselves as specialists in Islam but who are involved in teaching related to Islam and Muslims. It was emphasised that the inclusive nature of the network should be maintained;
· developing guidelines or sharing experience related to Islamic Studies specialists’ engagement with policymakers;
· developing guidelines for research ethics when carrying out research with Muslim communities;
· need to develop further dialogue and discussion with practitioners teaching in non-publicly-funded institutions, particularly Muslim institutions. A discussion of practice and educational techniques in faith-based institutions versus in universities would be fruitful for both sides;
· resource sharing can be started by accessing and uploading teaching resources to the HumBox repository http://www.humbox.ac.uk. 
Further information about the Islamic Studies Network is available on our website:

www.heacademy.ac.uk/islamicstudies
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