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IntroductionKEY POINTS
· The Muslim community is young compared to the national population, making schools a profoundly important topic

· ‘Islamic Schools’ exist in several forms: Private Islamic Schools (Dar al ulums), State sponsored Islamic Schools and Mosque Schools (madrasas) 

· Value placed on schools is not homogeneous, but depends on generation, gender, parental and student perspectives
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For Muslims arriving in the UK after the Second World War, education was a key factor in their decision to remain. Once they had families, people developed ‘ambition’ to acquire British standards of education for their children.[footnoteRef:1] 

This paper will examine the relative importance of each category of Muslim school. However, there are some overarching themes that shape their significance for British Muslims: [1:  Muhammad Anwar, The Myth of Return. (London: Commission for Racial Equality, 2nd ed., 1978)] 

· Age Concern: British Muslims are young. 50% are under the age of 25, in contrast to an ageing population nationally.[footnoteRef:2] Heavily-Muslim Bradford has double the average (?) number of schools relative to its population size due to its age profile.[footnoteRef:3]
 [2:  HM Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Muslims of Britain (London, 2006,) 14.]  [3:  Philip Lewis, Young, British And Muslim (London: Continuum, 2011), 29.] 

· Academic Performance: young Pakistani males, prevalent in major cities (Bradford, Birmingham, Burnley) are underachieving academically in state schools. They are also underachieving relative to children of other immigrant populations across the country. *(This is indicative of the broader nature of the problem across the country:[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Lewis, Young, British And Muslim, 29.] 

	Year
	Pakistani Boys
	Pakistani Girls
	White Boys
	White Girls

	
	
	
	
	

	1999
	22%
	26%
	45%
	55%

	2004
	29%
	39%
	48%
	58%


              Table: National Average – Percentage achieving 5 GSCE Passes (A-C)[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Ibid. 26.] 


· Employment Opportunities: Muslims arriving in the UK often settled in Mill Towns. These communities were decimated by the collapse of the textile industry. For new industries to be attracted to these areas, a thriving education system is imperative.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid, 25 (Lewis)] 

Categories of Islamic Schools   Islamic schools can be divided into three main categories:
· [bookmark: _Hlk512114447]Private Islamic Schools (Dar al ulums)
· State sponsored and funded Islamic Schools
· [bookmark: _Hlk512022166]Mosque Schools Madrassas 

Each form of school is important for Muslims for specific reasons:



Private Islamic Schools (Dar al ulums)
· Parents: A significant number of parents feel disquiet about their children attending traditional state schools where British culture and Islamic values readily interact/clash.[footnoteRef:7]
 [7:  Ron Geaves, Britain, in Svanberg, Ingvar, and David Westerlund. Islam Outside The Arab World. Hoboken: Taylor and Francis, 2012, 371] 

· Ideology: Religious movements from the Indian subcontinent wish to maintain their ideologies in the UK. Deobandi, Jamaat-i-Islami Jamaat al-Tabligh and Barelwi’s all provide private religious education with elements of the national curriculum.[footnoteRef:8]
 [8:  Ibid, 372 (Geaves)] 

· Gender: Private Islamic Schools are universally single sex. An interview with a foreign imam, now working in the UK, highlights this key issue. He observed that mixed sex schools created a lack of discipline and a concern for Muslim girls finding boyfriends. Responsible Muslim parents should withdraw their children from ‘mixed schools’.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Gary R Bunt, Decision-Making And 'Idjtihad' In Islamic Environments: A Comparative Study Of Pakistan Malaysia, Singapore, And The United Kingdom (Lampeter, 1996), 220-221.] 

Not withstanding the important factors outlined above, private Islamic schools still form a small minority of schools attended by Muslims students overall.[footnoteRef:10] There are currently 100 private Islamic schools in the country. [10:  Robert W Hefner and Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Schooling Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 230] 


State sponsored Islamic Schools
Islamic state schools have been promoted by successive governments.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Nielsen, Jorgen S. "Europe, Islam in." In Encyclopedia of Islam and the Muslim World, edited by Richard C. Martin, 235-239. Vol. 1. New York: Macmillan Reference USA, 2004. Gale Virtual Reference Library (accessed April 20, 2018). http://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/CX3403500149/GVRL?u=walamp&sid=GVRL&xid=ef6f792c.] 

· Equity with other faiths: Historically, the state was reluctant to finance Islamic schools.[footnoteRef:12] Their relatively recent provision by the government is a crucial sign to Muslim parents of equity with other faith groups (Jewish and Christian), which have long had state-funded religious schools. 
 [12:  Bunt, Decision-Making And 'Idjtihad', 296.] 

· Christian ‘overreach’ – Research suggests Muslim parents dislike the Christian dominance of the curriculum, the overemphasis on Christian festivals and the way they subsequently dictate term structures. Some Muslims parents have chosen to withdraw children over Christmas as a result.[footnoteRef:13] Islamic schools are regarded as a necessary counterbalance. That said, The Times recently reported that Muslims frequently send their children to successful Church of England schools, which now often have majority Muslim student populations.[footnoteRef:14] 
    [13:  Elaine McCreery, Liz Jones and Rachel Holmes, "Why Do Muslim Parents Want Muslim Schools?", Early Years 27, no. 3 (2007): 203-219, doi:10.1080/09575140701594350.]  [14:  The Times ‘Faith schools consistently rank among the best in the country’, (10 March 2018). 25] 

· Bridging the Gap: In madrasas and private schools, where staff are often imported from abroad, teachers are often at a loss to interpret questions about Islam posed by non-Muslims, parents or youth workers. State-sponsored Islamic schools can provide a vital bridge to that end.[footnoteRef:15]   [15:  Lewis, Young, British And Muslim, 30.] 


In 2011 there were only 12 state-funded Islamic schools. The figure is thought to be closer to 30 today. Overall, this represents a tiny proportion of schools.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Fran Abrams, "Islamic Schools Flourish To Meet Demand", The Guardian, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/education/2011/nov/28/muslim-schools-growth?CMP=twt_gu.] 


Mosque Schools or Madrasas 
Several nights each week for around two hours, significant proportions of Muslim young people will attend a madrasa or Mosque school. 
· Parents: For those torn between a loyalty to traditional Islamic values and the ambition for their children to succeed in the opportunities afforded by state schools, the madrasa is seen as an essential corrective influence.[footnoteRef:17] 
 [17:  Svanberg and Westerlund, Islam Outside The Arab World, 371] 

· Language: Imams originate from the country of origin of the parents. For parents this helps maintain a vital cultural link between the generations.[footnoteRef:18]
  [18:  Ibid 371 – 371.] 

· Experience of Young People: Though important to parents, reflections by young people interviewed about their experiences indicate mixed feelings about madrasas.  Young people felt pressured to learn the language of their parents’ country of origin. They indicated they were disenchanted with learning the Qurʿān by rote, without understanding its meaning and without suitable training in Arabic. Many gave up, feeling it was more beneficial to concentrate on mainstream education.[footnoteRef:19] These reasons represent an important generational disconnect in the importance afforded to traditional Islamic schools. [19:  Bunt, Decision-Making And 'Idjtihad', 234,235] 

 

Further thoughts
Ultimately, Muslim parents are most concerned with the welfare of their children. The Britain that greeted them has changed markedly, promoting fears of a clash of values. A retreat to sectarian education may maintain cultural ties and religious traditions but come at the expense of integration with indigenous communities. 
Young people now appeal to external sources of authority, particularly on the Internet. This may enable them to be informed of a more global perspective but can also expose them to radicalising material.[footnoteRef:20] Given the rise in radicalisation particular to the Muslim community, schools should remain of critical importance to Muslims to counteract potentially deleterious online material.   [20:  Radhika Sanghani, "Forget Radicalisation In Mosques - 'Sheikh Google' Is The Real Threat To Young Muslims", Telegraph.Co.Uk, 2018, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-life/11120869/Muslim-women-Forget-radicalisation-in-mosques-Sheikh-Google-is-the-real-threat-to-young-Muslims.html.] 

The growth of private Islamic schools is significant, but they remain a minority option. Relative poverty within British Muslim communities may be an important factor limiting the potential reach of these fee-paying schools. State-funded Islamic schools are still in their infancy. Their relative importance will only be fully understood in the years ahead. Madrasas will remain a key part of Islamic life and culture in the UK. Their importance will be maintained provided they adapt to meet the changing demands of second and third-generation Muslims who were born in the UK, speak English as a first language, and are trying to interpret Islam separately from their parents’ cultural heritage.  
_____________________________________________________________________________
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