


Introduction
This essay proposes that Islamic schools are important for Muslims in United Kingdom (U.K) as it enables Muslim students to study in educational institutions that facilitate pursue of religious commitment, conducive education environment, and delayed assimilation into the society. The presence of Islamic schools in U.K. has drawn considerable public and media suspicions[footnoteRef:1]. Critics assert that Islamic schools cause detrimental societal impact because they are socially divisive by segregating students along religious and ethnic lines. Another criticism is students at Islamic schools are only exposed to single ideology and thus they lack the knowledge and autonomy to make informed decision as citizens[footnoteRef:2]. In evaluating the utility of Islamic schools, commentators have not adequately taken into consideration the perspectives of the key stakeholders in this discourse, the Muslims. By examining why Muslims advocate for Islamic schools, this research shows that Islamic schools are important for Muslims.  [1:  Myriam Cherti, Alex Glennie and Laura Bradley, 'Madrassas' In the British Media, (London: Institute For Public Policy Research, 2011), p. 1.]  [2:  Ruhul Ameen and N. Hassan, 'Are Faith Schools Educationally Defensible?', Research in Teacher Education, 3 (2013), 11-17 (p. 13).] 

Islamic schools have been growing rapidly in U.K. With the diversity of the U.K. Muslim community, there is also a diversity in the forms of Islamic education. According to Mandaville[footnoteRef:3], the four types of Islamic schools found in U.K. are the primary and secondary Islamic full-time schools that teach the British national curriculum; higher education institution that teaches Islamic studies; Madrasas that deliver Islamic education; and informal programs organized around individual religious teachers. MacEoin estimated that there are about 127 full-time schools and 700 madrasas in U.K. in 2009[footnoteRef:4].  [3:  Peter Mandaville, 'Islamic Education In Britain: Approaches to Religious Knowledge in a Pluralistic Society', in Schooling Islam, ed. by Robert W. Hefner and Muhammad Qasim Zaman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), pp. 224-241 (pp. 228-229).]  [4:  Denis MacEoin, Music, Chess and Other Sins: Segregation, Integration, and Muslim Schools in Britain (England and Wales: Civitas: Institute for the Study of Civil Society, 2009), p. 5.] 


The Importance of Islamic Schools to Muslims in UK 
Fulfilment of Religious Commitment
	Islamic schools are important for Muslims because it allows them to fulfil their religious duty that would be hard to do in mainstream schools. To Muslims, Islam encompasses all aspects of life, and every aspect of life can be considered a worship when the intention is to obey God[footnoteRef:5]. One such commandment is to seek knowledge, a duty that enables one to walk the right path and earn God’s favour[footnoteRef:6]. Thus, the purpose of Islamic education is for understanding and development of individual so that one can act for God[footnoteRef:7]. Given the centrality of the relationship between God and man, there is a desire for education system that incorporate faith-based principles to increase awareness of Islamic teachings and values, which include instruction on Quran and Islamic studies. As the secular U.K. schools do not promote Islamic identity and enhance awareness of Islamic teachings, Islamic schools play an important role for the Muslim community to meet these expectations[footnoteRef:8]. [5:  M. Danish Shakeel, 'Islamic Schooling In the Cultural West: A Systematic Review Of The Issues Concerning School Choice', Religions, 9 (2018), 1-31, (p. 7).]  [6:  Saeeda Shah, 'Muslim Schools in Secular Societies: Persistence Or Resistance', British Journal of Religious Education, 34 (2012), 51-65, (p. 53).]  [7:  Ibid, p. 53.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 54.] 

	One advantage of Islamic school is its accommodation for Muslims to practice their religious practices and preserve the cultural aspects of Islam. As Muslims, adherents have to pray five times a day, fast during the fasting month, and celebrate the Ramadan and Eid festivals. However, most U.K. mainstream schools observe the Judeo-Christian religious holidays and do not provide the environment for Muslims to fulfil their religious duties[footnoteRef:9]. In contrast, Islamic schools cater to the Muslim calendars, provide an environment for daily prayers, and adjust the school hours during month of fasting. Another issue that Muslim parents have with public schools is the liberal sexual attitudes, the use of foul language and drugs. Muslims thus prefer Islamic schools that preserve the culture of Islam such as respect toward authority, gender segregation, and modest dress codes, which are not emphasized in mainstream schools.  [9:  Serena Hussain and Jen’nan Ghazal Read, 'Islamic Schools In The United States And England: Implications For Integration And Social Cohesion', Social Compass, 62 (2015), 556-569, (p. 558).] 


Conducive Education Environment
	Another reason why Islamic school are important for Muslims is it provides a conducive learning environment, which they do not receive in the mainstream schools due to their Islamic identity and minority status. Research has shown that Islamic schools offer superior environment in at least two ways.  
	The lower educational attainment of Muslim students in mainstream schools than in Islamic schools is another reason for Muslim’s preference for Islamic schools. Several studies have found that Muslim students in England tend to have lower achievements and experience higher dropouts in the mainstream schools[footnoteRef:10]. Possible causes for their academic under-achievement include social exclusion, alienation, religious discrimination, Islamophobia, and the lack of Muslim role models that Muslim students experienced in the U.K. mainstream schools[footnoteRef:11]. Accordingly, Muslims believes that studying in environment that accommodates their religious and cultural differences would boost their academic achievements. This belief is supported by the greater achievements of Islamic schools compared to the national average[footnoteRef:12]. In 2019, four Islamic schools were among the top 10 schools in terms of progress between the end of the primary school and secondary school[footnoteRef:13]. Students in Islamic schools also performed better academically than the national average, as 72.7% of students at Islamic schools attained Grade 4 or above in English and mathematics GCSEs, compared to the national average of 64.2%[footnoteRef:14]. The environment that supports their academic achievements have caused Muslims to prefer the Islamic schools.  [10:  M. Danish Shakeel, 'Islamic Schooling In the Cultural West: A Systematic Review Of The Issues Concerning School Choice', p. 392]  [11:  Nasar Meer, 'Muslim Schools in Britain: Challenging Mobilisations Or Logical Developments?', Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 27.1 (2007), 55-71, (p. 60).]  [12:  Ibid, p. 61.]  [13:  Adeel Malik, Four British Muslim Schools Secure Top Spot And Other 3 Positions in UK’s “Top 10” School’s List (2020) <https://muslimcouncil.org.hk/four-british-muslim-schools-secure-top-spot-and-other-3-positions-in-uks-top-10-schools-list/> [accessed 10 December 2021].]  [14:  Malik, 2020.] 

	Another strength of Islamic schools is the great relationship that teachers have with students, which have been lacking in mainstream schools. Teachers in Islamic schools, influenced by their religious commitment, view their role as providing a service to the community to prepare the students to excel in a safe and non-discriminatory environment[footnoteRef:15]. Caring for the academic achievement of their students, they are willing to work beyond the requirement of their salaried position. Being part of the same ummah, a community of Muslims, teachers took on pseudo-parental role in nurturing the students[footnoteRef:16]. The nurturing role of teachers is particularly important to help the academic achievements for Muslim students in U.K., especially as some migrant parents come from low socio-economic background and lack the ability to educate their children. In comparison, studies have observed that Muslim students in mainstream schools do not receive adequate support from their teachers. Crozier and Davies observed that due to anti-Islamic rhetoric following the various Islamic terrorist attacks in the west, teachers are increasingly using stereotypical assumptions to evaluate the Muslim students[footnoteRef:17]. Shah posits that students’ motivation and performance are affected in Islamic schools because teachers, knowingly or unknowingly, have low academic expectations of minority students[footnoteRef:18]. Knowing that Muslim students will be cared by their teachers, Muslims prefer Islamic schools.   [15:  Hussain and Read, 'Islamic Schools in the United States and England: Implications For Integration and Social Cohesion', p. 561.]  [16:  Ibid, p. 562.]  [17:  Gill Crozier and Jane Davis, '"The Trouble Is They Don't Mix": Self-Segregation Or Enforced Exclusion?', Race, Ethnicity And Education, 11.3 (2008), 285-301, (p. 293).]  [18:  Shah, 'Muslim Schools in Secular Societies: Persistence Or Resistance', p. 58] 


Facilitate delayed assimilation
	Critics of Islamic schools argue that by allowing faith-based schools, Muslim students do not have the opportunity to mix with students from other backgrounds and this leads to intolerance and inhibits social integration[footnoteRef:19]. This view is grounded in assumption of the contact hypothesis that interaction between members of different group can reduce prejudice between majority and minority groups[footnoteRef:20]. Evidence from mainstream schools suggest that contact alone is not sufficient to reduce prejudice between the dominant groups and Muslim students. In most mainstream schools, the predominant institutional logic emphasises that all students should integrate into the dominant culture and thus other cultural and values are not assimilated[footnoteRef:21]. Being a minority, Muslim students are expected to conform to the dominant culture and there is limited space for them to express their religious identities and culture. When Muslim students are not willing to include themselves, they would be viewed as antagonistic and even aggressive. Given the association of Islam with terrorism, Muslim students also often experience racist abuse in schools[footnoteRef:22]. As a result, Muslim students do not see a place for themselves in these schools and do not feel a sense of belonging. The minority students often end up hanging out in their own enclaves, which divide the school community along ethnic or religious lines.   [19:  Ameen and Hassan, 'Are Faith Schools Educationally Defensible?', p. 12]  [20:  John Dixon, Kevin Durrheim and Colin Tredoux, 'Beyond the Optimal Contact Strategy', The American Psychologist, 60 (2005), 697-711, (p. 697).]  [21:  Davies and Crozier, "The Trouble Is They Don't Mix": Self-Segregation Or Enforced Exclusion?', p. 298]  [22:  Ibid, p. 295.] 

	Scholars are proposing that Islamic schools can be an alternative and more effective platform for integration through delayed assimilation. Islamic schools can be a starting point to facilitate assimilation as they provide a safe space for Muslim students who struggle to maintain their identity to gain security and confidence[footnoteRef:23]. In Islamic schools, Muslim students can freely express their religious identity without the prejudices often found in mainstream schools. With the safe environment, students are better able to develop their religious identity and self-esteem, which could subsequently help them to deal with the challenges of assimilating into the main society[footnoteRef:24].  This proposition is supported by the findings of Husain and Read that shows students who initially studied in Islamic schools are subsequently more confident in expressing their religious identity with their peers and teachers when they proceed to mainstream schools[footnoteRef:25]. The equipping of Muslim students with the cultural capital and greater confidence to deal with the non-Muslim arena has drawn Muslims to Islamic schools.     [23:  Ameen and Hassan, 'Are Faith Schools Educationally Defensible?', p. 12]  [24:  Shah, 'Muslim Schools in Secular Societies: Persistence Or Resistance', p. 60]  [25:  Hussain and Read, 'Islamic Schools in the United States and England: Implications For Integration and Social Cohesion', p. 564] 


Conclusion
	By considering the perspective of Muslims and understanding why they are motivated to study in Islamic schools show us that Islamic schools are important for Muslims. Muslims prefer Islamic schools because mainstream schools could not provide the environment that Muslims desire. Mainstream schools with its predominant biases towards the dominant society and prejudices towards Muslims have marginalised Muslim students. Islamic schools in contrast provide the conductive environment for Muslims to pursue religious commitment and academic achievements while being equipped to assimilate into the main society. This finding highlights the need for educators to improve the environment in mainstream schools for Muslim students. 
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