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A Pakistani Teacher Educator’s Self-

Study of Teaching Self-Study Research

Ayesha Bashiruddin*
Aga Khan University, Pakistan

This paper describes a teacher educator’s self-study of work with her M.Ed. students at a private

international university in Pakistan. This systematic inquiry highlights changes and improvements

in teaching drawn from experiences of practice based on autobiographies. Analysis shows that

improvement in teaching came from the author’s learning through self-study. Analysis also reveals

implications for teacher educators and teacher education in general.

Despite a growing list of scholars who have examined different aspects of self-study of

teacher education practices, there is little research concerning the teaching of self-

study research (SSR). Ben-Peretz (2001) has examined the complexities of the role of

teacher educators and identified what she terms as the “impossible role” of the teacher

educator in the changing world. Abrahao (2002) revealed the history of Brazilian

teacher education in Rio Grande do Sul in southern Brazil using life stories of 12

eminent Brazilian teacher educators. Mueller’s (2003) self-study explored how, as a

beginning teacher, she cultivated reflective practices for herself and her students as

she inquired into her own teaching in an attempt to show “what it means to become a

teacher educator” (p. 67).

Some researchers have described the use of self-study in teacher education

programs as a tool for reflective analysis through which teachers might develop their

practices in teacher education programs (e.g., Ball, 2000; Loughran & Russell, 1997;

Schön, 1983). Others have pointed out that autobiography as a methodology and as a

tool for reflection has gained popularity and legitimacy in teacher education curricula

following work initiated by Pinar et al. (1995). Others followed with a focus on

narrative ways of knowing (Bruner, 1985; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000;

Polkinghorne, 1988) and some researchers have engaged students in writing
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autobiographies. Sharkey (2004) drew on the growing field of self-study in teacher

education and examined the “role of particular social and political context in the

production of autobiographies but also challenges the teacher-educators to reflect on

their roles in creating the contexts that affect autobiographical texts” (p. 495), while

Elbaz-Luwisch & Pritzker (2002) described their personal growth as teacher

educators and researchers through engaging in a writing workshop in teacher

education.

This work can be described as part of a new way of conceptualizing research, yet

there appear to be no studies about teaching self-study research within teacher

education programs. This paper addresses this gap and is itself grounded in self-study

research, thus adding a new dimension to the literature of self-study of teaching and

teacher education practices.

Background and Context

I introduced SSR to two cohorts of M.Ed. classes (70 students in 2004 and 2005) at

the Aga Khan University, Institute for Educational Development (AKU-IED), in

Karachi, Pakistan in a Teacher Learning course. The students on the course were all

experienced teachers from diverse contexts. The Institute for Educational

Development of the Aga Khan University was established in 1993 as a teaching,

research and policy studies institute. Its goal is to encourage change in the context of

“a continued and deepening decline in the quality, effectiveness, relevance and

outreach of education systems in Pakistan and elsewhere in the developing world in

the face of growing numbers of children and shrinking resources.” It admits students

not only from Pakistan but also from Bangladesh, Central Asia, East Africa, and

India. Its graduate and professional programs are planned and implemented with

assistance from its partner universities, that is the Ontario Institute for Studies in

Education at the University of Toronto and the Department of Education Studies at

the University of Oxford.

For the last 10 years the most commonly used research methodologies introduced

to M.Ed. students have been action research and case studies. Introducing SSR in a

context where the students were unaware of this methodology was a challenging task.

This self-study research has made significant methodological contributions,

inaugurating a new domain of experimentation at AKU-IED. Others (e.g., Elbaz-

Luwisch, 2002; Hamilton & Pinnegar, 1998; Loughran & Russell, 1997) have used

SSR in the West as a teacher learning strategy and this appears to be the first time that

that SSR has been introduced in a developing country.

My self-study is based on my experience teaching SSR to students, who were

required to investigate their own development as teachers. SSR was introduced

through a workshop with two strands—writing autobiography and reflecting on

writing. These strands were interwoven through a workshop organized to enable the

students to do systematic exploration of their professional development and to analyze

that development. Through writing and frequent collaboration with peers, the

students were theorizing, although inevitably, the process of theorizing was not linear.
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The goal was a “dynamic interplay between description, reflection, dialogue with self

and others” (Johnson & Golombek, 2002, p. 8). The particular mechanism through

which the students theorized included writing stories, sharing and dialoguing with

others, identifying patterns, metaphors and images, and engaging in reflection on

writing.

Methodology

I employed self-study research to acknowledge the primacy of experience in developing

perceptions and beliefs about improvement of practice. As a researcher/teacher

educator, I used a variety of field texts. I collected data from multiple sources and tried

to make sense of my teaching and its improvement. Keeping this in the foreground of

the inquiry, I used several tools to collect data: my reflective journal, students’

reflections on writing, students’ evaluation of the course, and students’ questions and

issues regarding SSR.

Reflective Journal

The main source of data was my reflective journal. After each session I composed

detailed field notes on the computer and gave myself time to analyze them so that

I would be ready to change, adjust, or improve my teaching practices. I structured two

different tasks for myself to reflect on my practice. One task was to write what

I did in the class, to supplement my detailed lesson plan. Using the lesson plan as

a basis, I would note some of the details of my teaching, some of the spontaneous

changes that I made because of the needs of the students and some of the ways that

I clarified tasks. I made amendments in the lesson plan for the next session according

to the experience of teaching in the class. I wrote my notes and comments as soon as

I finished the workshop session, before they could fade with the passing of time. This

provided thinking and reflecting space for me to self-investigate and reflect on my own

views regarding effective teaching practices to teach SSR and how those views

changed as a result of teaching the two cohorts of students. I wrote stories of

successes, failures, issues, and problems as they emerged.

Students’ Reflections on Writing

Another way of evaluating my own teaching and improving it emerged from students’

reflections on writing. There were four inquiry-based tasks in the form of questions

that students had to answer at various stages of the writing workshop. They were

specifically related to the process of investigation and their professional development

through SSR (e.g., What were your experiences of writing about your journey of

becoming a teacher and learning to teach? and How would you use this strategy

of teacher learning with teachers in your teaching context?).
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Students’ Questions Regarding SSR

Because this was the first time that students had explored the self by writing stories of

their development as teachers, they asked many questions. Some were asked during

workshop sessions and others were asked in tutorial groups. Some of the questions

that helped me to reflect on my understanding and teaching of SSR concerned the

validity of SSR and the professional significance of their exploration of becoming

teachers and writing stories.

At the end of the courses I reviewed and developed 16 themes grouped under three

main headings: (1) understanding SSR, (2) conceptualizing ways of teaching, and

(3) reflections on the process of teaching and learning. These three themes focused

my learning as a teacher educator. Introducing SSR not only enabled students to

explore their journeys of becoming teachers but also enabled me to learn from

teaching SSR. As a result, I could explore my personal growth, looking at my practices

in retrospect and reflecting on my learning from the experiences. Here I discuss my

learning from the teaching of SSR under three headings: understanding self-study

research, conceptualizing ways of teaching, and reflecting on the process of teaching

and learning.

Understanding Self-Study Research

I became aware of the self-study research when I engaged in it to explore my own

development as a teacher (Bashiruddin, 2002). Analyzing that experience enabled me

to conceptualize a workshop for my M.Ed. students. Drawing on the experience, I

began my own self-study of teaching SSR. A number of factors enabled me to

understand and conceptualize SSR as a part of my own professional development.

Firstly, before I was introduced to this genre of research, I believed that knowledge

was only generated by experts; however my personal experiences of SSR made me

aware of the fact that teachers are knowledgeable persons who can and should

understand their own learning. Teachers are thoughtful persons, capable of making

decisions and solving teaching problems (Ayers, 1993; Thiessen & Anderson, 1999).

Teachers construct and reconstruct their knowledge through their practice and

through reflective analysis of these practices (Britzman, 1991; Clandinin, 1993).

Congruent with this belief, I also realized that “research is personal which, quite aside

from its social benefits, is worth doing for its direct contribution to one’s own self-

realization” (Bullough & Pinneger, 2001, p. 13).

Secondly, self-study research developed my understanding that writing about self is

a “method of inquiry . . . a way of knowing—a method of discovery and analysis”

(Richardson, 2000, p. 923). I see it as a way of telling about the individual self, as

embedded in the social and cultural world. Keeping this understanding in mind,

I initiated a writing workshop in which the intention was to encourage students to go

through a process of discovery, to find their own voices and identities as teachers.

They engaged in a process of writing through which they inquired about their selves.

This approach was taken to make writing a dynamic, creative process through which
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the students might develop confidence in writing stories of their development as

teachers. For discovering the self through writing, I gave students the latitude to select

the ways in which they wanted to represent themselves as teachers.

Thirdly, my personal experiences of SSR support Johnson and Golombek’s (2002)

description of this self-exploration as professional development: “Thus, we believe

that teachers’ stories of inquiry are not only about professional development; they are

professional development” (p. 6). The process of writing stories of experiences has

been identified as a powerful way of encouraging teachers’ professional growth in

teacher education programs (Kelchtermans, 1993; Raymond, Butt, & Townsend,

1992) and in improving teacher education practices (Loughran & Russell, 1997). In

conceptualizing the workshop I assumed that the students would bring their ways of

knowing and growing into the process of exploring their experience by writing stories.

I hoped that the stories would allow them to look into their past and let them grow,

because such stories can help to guide participants to plan their future as teachers in

their own professional contexts. Also, engaging in the process of writing stories and

reflecting on them could enable them “not only to make sense of their professional

worlds but also to make significant and worthwhile change within themselves and in

their teaching practices” (Johnson & Golombek, 2002, p. 7). Thus, the aim of

introducing students to this kind of inquiry would be to help them to see it as a process

of continuous professional growth. The workshop aimed to give students an

opportunity to work individually and collaboratively in “a transformative space where

diverse voices can find expression” (Elbaz-Luwisch & Pritzker, 2002, p. 277).

Conceptualizing Ways of Teaching

My own experience as a researcher and my involvement in self-study research

(Bashiruddin, 2002) gave me confidence to introduce my students to these

perspectives. I constructed a detailed workshop lesson plan in which I developed my

own understanding of what it means to teach self-study research. In order to plan, I

had to reflect on my own processes of writing. I recalled the approaches that had

helped me in writing, such as brainstorming, writing individually, reading my own

stories of experience and reflecting on them, linking stories to establish significance,

sharing my stories with others and getting their feedback, and reading published self-

studies. In conceptualizing ways of teaching self-study research, I kept a process-genre

approach to teaching writing (Badger & White, 2000). I tried to incorporate all these

ways of exploring and writing about the self. Keeping all this in mind, I organized the

workshop to give time and space for the students to write, share, reflect, and read the

relevant literature.

Because this was the first time that the students were engaging formally in self-

study, I was concerned about the quality of their writing. I asked them to read

Bullough and Pinnegar’s (2001) paper on “Guidelines for quality in autobiographical

forms of self-study research.” The next day their 14 guidelines for quality in

autobiographical forms of self-study research were discussed in class to help students

understand and follow them.
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An aspect of SSR that was initially difficult for me to understand involved

acknowledging the fact that we as teachers experience critical incidents that have

significance in our development. I recognized that my students might as well have

similar concerns, and I thought of beginning the process of investigating self by

starting the workshop by sharing my own stories of becoming a teacher. I wrote the

following in my journal:

I think unless students believe in themselves they would not be able to have confidence in

themselves. I think I need to begin small and ask them the first question that is: How did

they decide to become teachers? Then allow them time to think and share stories with

each other. I also feel that since I have shared my own story I have developed some level of

trust. I can read the beginning of my story which describes my dream of becoming a

teacher. After that I could ask students to share their stories whoever wished to with the

class. (Reflective Journal, 12 May, 2003, p. 5)

Asking students to open up their lives for examination is filled with tensions and can

be both threatening and challenging. I thought of asking students to choose partners,

with whom they would be comfortable in sharing their stories. I was cognizant of the

fact that I was introducing a new way of teaching and learning by engaging the

students in self-study and reflections on writing. I planned the integration of the two

strands to facilitate their writing as well as help them to reflect at different stages of

writing. This generated another concern: given that these were two different types of

writing, would it be possible for the students to switch easily from one to another?

These concerns were important in leading me to conceptualize the workshop, that is

introducing my students to SSR.

Reflecting on the Process of Teaching and Learning

Self-study provided me with a way to articulate what it was that I was learning about

my teaching of SSR within a teacher education program. I monitored my teaching

closely and wrote reflections about my learning from the teaching experiences. In my

reflective journal I wrote:

As a self-study researcher I was convinced that exploring the developments of my

professional life is an important way of learning about myself and about the teaching

profession. But it is hard to convince others of the same. I shared my own self-study

research and others available in literature. I asked them to think of themselves as

researchers and authors of their own lives. (Reflective Journal, 2 June, 2004, p. 22)

This was to acknowledge participants as knowledgeable individuals and to give

meaning to my belief that “everyone’s voice matters and everyone has something

worthy to communicate” (Wood & Lieberman, 2000, p. 260).

From my first experience of teaching SSR to the M.Ed. class of 2004 I concluded

that the students needed more time to read about others and tell stories before they

started writing. As I was engaged in practical inquiry, I made immediate changes in
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my teaching. For instance, at this point I asked the students to read SSR in their

independent study time. Guided by analysis of this experience, my introduction of the

2005 cohort to SSR included opportunities to read not only teachers’ stories from

western contexts but also stories of their fellow students from the developing country’s

contexts (Bashiruddin, 2004). They found the latter more relevant because they could

relate more directly to these stories. One student pointed out that reading stories

about a teacher developing in a context similar to his own gave him the confidence to

explore his own development as a teacher.

Although I had planned ways in which I could encourage students to explore self, as

the process of writing and teaching unfolded I realized that, because this was a new

concept, many of the students were inexperienced authors at an initial stage of writing.

Students expressed concerns about what to write as they felt that they had nothing

significant to write about. Thus my first challenge was to help them see how each of us is

unique and that we need to acknowledge that our lives, our beliefs, and the ways we

develop as teachers have taken considerable time and are worthy of being accounted.

Sharing my belief that teachers themselves can generate knowledge and learn from

their own experiences was a significant personal test in my role as teacher educator.

At the start of the workshop most students were skeptical because this was the first

time that they had encountered SSR. Introducing an innovation in which self-

disclosure is a major ethical concern was a challenge. “Introducing a new activity

requires more time, not only in carrying out the activity itself but also in orienting and

training the students to perform the new and different task” (Bashiruddin, 2003,

p. 249). I recognized two major tasks. One was to convince students that their

personal stories were important, given the tendency for teachers to accept knowledge

from outside, from books and journals; thus, implicitly devaluing learning from their

own experiences. Another was to convince students that they were the authors of their

own stories and thus could and should select the stories or critical incidents that they

wanted to disclose. My first step was to share my own story of continuous professional

development (Bashiruddin, 2002). This helped many to overcome their sense of

anxiety, once they also realized that they would be provided with support during their

writing.

Through this SSR I fostered reflective practices for myself and for my students.

The students were to write reflections on writing that encouraged them to reflect on

the writing process. In this way I could examine the learning that occurred during the

teaching of the two cohorts and I also gained personal confidence in studying my own

teaching practices and my ability to respond to my students’ comments throughout the

course. I soon realized that it would be useful to ask a colleague to serve as a critical and

supportive friend, because “each individual has some expertise, knowledge, or

nuanced understanding with the potential to help others” (Wood & Lieberman, 2000,

p. 260). Unfortunately, because of busy teaching schedules, this was not possible.

I struggled constantly with the dilemma of how much support I as a teacher

educator should give my students. On the one hand, I wanted to give support and help

them with the process of inquiry. When I felt that the question in Task 1 (reflections

on writing) was difficult, I helped them to understand it by addressing their concerns
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and by offering examples of ways to respond. I acknowledged their concern that the

question was challenging and I shared my reflections with them, as recorded in my

journal:

The question in Task 1 was too complicated for the students. Perhaps I should have made

it simpler. I think the other problem was switching from actually writing the stories to

reflecting on the process of writing. I think I should share my reflections with the

students. (Reflective Journal, 20 May, 2003, p. 10)

On the other hand, I wanted to encourage the sense of personal responsibility and

freedom that is necessary to explore and write one’s own stories. I found myself in a

balancing act in which I gave learners the responsibility of constructing, writing, and

editing their stories as well as sharing with others their developing autobiographies.

I also gave them the responsibility of writing reflections on writing as an individual

task to be submitted during the course.

The stories teachers tell about learning to teach and the many ways in which they come

to understand these learning-to-teach experiences have always been of immense interest

to me as an educator. By reading and reflecting on my students’ stories of their own

development as experienced teachers, I was able to understand not only the complexities

involved in teachers’ learning to teach but also my own process of professional

development. “The stories we hear and the stories we tell shape the meaning and texture

of our lives at every stage and juncture” (Witherell & Noddings, 1991, p. 1).

The insights and understandings gained from the students’ reflections on

writing provided me with alternative ways of thinking about conducting the

workshop. Thus I could see “my learning to be intertwined with my students’

learning. They were teaching me how to be a teacher educator by expressing what

they needed to learn as young professionals” (Mueller, 2003, p. 71). These

alternative ways of thinking and learning helped me in teaching SSR to the

second cohort of students, as I incorporated changes based on reflective analysis

of my first experience of teaching.

With the first cohort in 2004, I did not discuss the reflections on writing in detail,

especially Task 4 which required the students to reflect whether or not teaching SSR

could be effectively employed in developing countries. When I read the responses of

the students I realized that it was an important issue to discuss as a whole class. A

student from the same class undertook a study in the area as his M.Ed. dissertation

(Tamamu, 2004). I invited him to introduce his study to the 2005 cohort to generate

discussion regarding the use of SSR in the context of a developing country.

This generated interesting discussion and my understanding of research cultures of

different countries was broadened.

Implications for Teacher Educators and Teacher Education

As an individual teacher educator I have gained much from this SSR on teaching SSR

to experienced teachers from developing countries. As Russell (2002, p. 83) pointed

out, self-study “generates three new audiences.” For me, these included: (1) the
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M.Ed. students themselves, who will read about my challenges, issues, and questions

in teaching SSR; (2) my colleagues at The Aga Khan University, who may become

interested in this genre of research; and (3) other teacher educators, who are

examining, reflecting and interpreting their teaching practices in relation to self-study.

The importance of SSR is increasingly recognized within developments and changes

in understanding approaches to learning to teach in a western context (Loughran,

Hamilton, LaBoskey, & Russell, 2004). Furthermore, this study may be helpful to

other teacher educators in both western and non-western contexts, encouraging

dialogue between the researcher and the audience:

The connection and integration the reader will achieve will come not only as an emergent

from a dialogue. They will be marked by what Mikhail Bakhtin called “hetroglossia”

(1981): the sound of many discourses, many voices; and the consciousness of a listener or

reader affecting what is thought and what is said. . . . There is the likelihood of inclusion,

the inclusion of those . . . who [would] read. (Greene, 1991, p. x)

Others (e.g., Hamilton & Pinnegar, 1998; Loughran & Russell, 2002) have used self-

study research in western contexts as a strategy to support teacher learning, but this

study represents the first time that such an approach has been introduced in a

developing country. This study has inaugurated a new domain of research and

experimentation in Pakistan. As a teacher educator I see myself contributing to the

reform movement by introducing it to students at AKU-IED. Previously, students have

not been involved in this kind of SSR which gives priority to the teacher’s voice and thus

opens up new ways of understanding teacher development. Therefore, introducing

new research paradigms is an important initiative for all teacher educators.

Teacher educators need to continuously create spaces within teacher education programs

that are dedicated to practicing and to discussing the crucial role of reflection with

beginning professionals. Concurrently, when teacher educators engage in dialogue with

their colleagues about critical learning experiences, future teachers and teacher educators

are enriched personally and professionally. (Mueller, 2003, p. 82)

This study suggests that a thoughtful use of SSR integrated into a teacher education

program can be a viable and empowering form of professional development for

teacher educators and for teachers working to improve their teaching. My personal

analysis of the process will shape our strategies for the future. In this respect my self-

reflection can be valued as an important activity in the process of developing an SSR

workshop and of thinking about exploring how new ways might be developed to

facilitate SSR. I have initiated a research study group at AKU-IED considering

auto/biography in teacher development. The main goal of the group is to encourage

research in the area of auto/biography in teacher development. It seeks to bring

together teachers and teacher educators from a wide variety of settings who are

interested in various kinds of biography and autobiography, the relationships among

different genres of representing text and lives, and interrelationships between

biography and autobiography. It also aims to introduce the concept of autobiography
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in teacher development and raise awareness of its effective use in teaching and

research. This study group hopes to develop “a new landscape for professional

dialogue among teacher educators and between teacher educators and both new and

experienced teachers” (Russell, 2002, p. 9). It is providing a forum for teacher

educators to make a substantial contribution related to the theory and practice of

teacher education, self-study as a research design and practice, and the professional

development of teachers and teacher educators. The group includes faculty members

and graduate students who are doing a collaborative SSR on “From teachers to

becoming teacher educators: Implications for teacher education”. Both experienced

teachers and teacher educators can benefit from “opportunities to develop capacities

for reflection, collaboration, research, critique, and assessment” (Wood & Lieberman,

2000, p. 256).

As Feldman (2003) has pointed out, “self-study recognizes at least implicitly that to

improve our teacher education practices we need to change our ways of being teacher

educators” (p.27). Iwouldadd that as teacher educatorsweneed to support eachother in

implementing newpractices.Becausemyworkshopswere part of a full course onTeacher

Learning, I was working in a team. The team members appreciated my efforts to engage

students inSSRandprovided all the support that Iwanted.At the sametime theygaveme

latitude to develop the workshop as I felt appropriate. This way as a teacher educator

I realized how important it is to seek support from colleagues who are part of a team.

Innovative ways of teaching can also encourage teacher educators in using students’

work as a resource for developing curriculum. As a result of this SSR, I developed an e-

book entitled My Story, My Identity: M.Ed. Course Participants’ Narratives of Becoming

Teachers (Bashiruddin, 2004). From 35 narratives written by students of the class of

2004, I selected six, taking two from each of the three areas represented in the M.Ed.

class (East Africa, Central Asia, and Pakistan). After each narrative, I raise critical

questions for stimulating reflection and discussion. I used this e-book in teaching the

2005 cohort of M.Ed. students (class of 2005). Thus, this book is an example of a

curriculum developed from the knowledge generated by teachers. This, as Tamamu

(2004) points out, has encouraged the students whose stories are used in the book and

has introduced SSR to the wider audience of students and teacher educators at AKU-

IED. It is possible, as shown in this study, to introduce SSR into academic

environments. Teacher educators can continuously develop curriculum from teacher-

generated knowledge and need not depend entirely on outside experts. Such efforts can

create an enriched, diversified, and enthusiastic community of self-study researchers.

Becoming involved in SSR has generated important interest among our students.

As a supervisor of an M.Ed. dissertation, I worked closely with the author and this

helped me understand how SSR can be used as a reflective tool in teacher education

programs. The author is from East Africa and, on his return to Tanzania, he has the

desire to involve other teachers in similar research:

This was a pioneering study on SSR at AKU-IED. Since the purpose of SSR is to

“illuminate rather than confirm and settle” (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001, p. 20), I hope

my study will generate interest and trigger a dialogue that will eventually lead into
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successful adoption of SSR in teacher education. I hope to try out the findings of this

study in my own context (Tanzania) and would like to challenge other students to do the

same, since this study was just the beginning and not in any way the end. (Tamamu,

2004, p. 75)

I have sown the seeds of SSR and I hope that further work in this area will follow. I

have hopes that, because all the students in our M.Ed. program come from diverse

backgrounds and countries, they will take these ideas into their own contexts and

further develop and adapt them as they see appropriate, thereby extending the

community of self-study researchers. I look forward to engaging in dialogue with the

wider community of teacher educators who carry out their own SSR.
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