In your view, how important are ‘Islamic schools’ for Muslims in the United Kingdom?
Following the development of the first state-maintained British Muslim schools in 1998, Islamic education certainly portrays one of the key ways in which Muslim communities have developed and flourished in contemporary Britain (Breen, 2018, p. 1). Islamic education in Britain takes two opposing forms: Islamic Theology, which usually takes place in Muslim seminaries, and Islamic Studies, usually taught at universities. The former is learning Islam, and is perceived as religious, whilst the latter is learning about Islam, and is perceived as secular (Scott-Baumann and Cheruvallili-Contractor, 2015, p.1). This essay will focus on the former; Islamic schools, also known as darul olooms, which literally translates to ‘houses of knowledge’ (Walbridge, 2004, p. 419). 
It could certainly be argued that Islamic schools are important in the UK, as British Muslims can undertake Islamic studies to better understand their faith (Scott-Baumann and Cheruvallili-Contractor, 2015, p.17). Islam is classed as a din, also known as a way of life, and so through attending an Islamic school, Muslims can receive guidance concerning the choices they will need to make, in order to live a righteous and fulfilling religious life (Scott-Baumann and Cheruvallili-Contractor, 2015, p.18). Islamic schools also focus immensely on Qur’anic study, which aids Muslims in everyday routine matters. Issues such as dress code, food, behaviour and how one must speak are all taught through Qur’anic studies, which therefore offer British Muslims invaluable life knowledge. The scholars Scott-Baumann and Cheruvallili-Contractor conducted ethnographic research in British Islamic schools and found that most Muslims graduated with a thorough knowledge of Islamic theology. This certainly portrays the significance of these schools therefore; they offer irreplaceable Islamic study, which would be unattainable in a secular school (2015, p.18). 
However, it could also be argued that merely attending an Islamic school could result in Muslims being hidden from the realities of everyday British life and lacking in confidence to engage with social issues. Muslim students will have a thorough understanding of Islamic theology; however, they could lack in knowledge whilst approaching the challenges of modern life. For example, many Islamic schools reject topics such as sex education, British law and social study, which are vital areas of knowledge. This certainly portrays an almost worrisome void in the Islamic curriculum. As Scott-Baumann and Cheruvallili-Contractor argue; “How can Classical Islamic Theology be used to challenge drug abuse or relationship problems?” (2015, p.18). British Islamic schools could therefore be considered as problematic, through their insufficient teaching of social and relation skills. 

In contrast however, British Islamic schools could be considered as important in terms of Islamic lifestyle. British Muslims in UK Islamic schools need not worry about disrupting secular schools with their Islamic needs. For example, Islamic schools provide Halal food, have prayer facilities, observe an Islamic calendar for events such as Ramadan, and have a suitable and respectful dress code (Thobani, 2010, p. 44). These elements would rarely be available in an average British school, resulting in Muslims being at an extreme disadvantage and becoming excluded by fellow peers. The scholar Thobani also agrees with this, arguing that Muslims in secular schools have great issues with subjects such as physical education, due to elements such as dress codes (2010, p. 44). This then results in Muslims becoming excluded and seen as the opposing ‘other’ who are different. As she argues: “these activities compromise what Muslims consider to be Islamic norms” (2010. P. 44) and so it is impossible for them to embrace secular school activities.
It could also be argued that Islamic schools are extremely important for British Muslims, as there will be a lack of Islamophobia and religious discrimination, compared to that in a secular British school. This by no means suggests that every non-Islamic school contains Islamophobic pupils, however, there is certainly a possibility of tension, or religious discrimination. Therefore, an Islamic school environment could result in Muslims feeling more relaxed in the classroom, and be able to concentrate, without having to worry about Islamophobic remarks. It could be argued that this will result in a confident Muslim identity and even produce better grades. Recent statistics portray that only 30% of Muslim boys in British secular schools achieved a pass at GCSE, whilst, for example, Islamia and Feversham Islamic school had a GCSE pass rate of 53%; higher than the national average (Halstead, 2005, p. 137). This highlights my point therefore; that Muslims feel more confident in Islamic schools, to prosper and thrive.
It is vital to mention Gordon Allport’s 1954 grounding breaking theory here, on the social psychology of racism. He argued that maintaining contact amongst a classroom containing individuals of different race, would only fuel prejudice rather than aid it (1954, p. 4). Religious schools therefore appear to promote beneficial separation, rather than integration and fragmentation. The scholar Shabir Akhtar also supports this view, believing that religious groups often need isolation in order to flourish. As he argues: “A minority struggling to maintain its identity often welcomes a limited amount of isolation” (1992, p. 43).
[bookmark: _GoBack]Whilst discussing the topic of religious identity however, one must question whether attending an Islamic school could almost indoctrinate pupils. The debates concerning Muslims and education are usually framed in polarized term, with two prominent categories: ‘Islamic’ and ‘Liberal’ (Thobani, 2010, p. 45). Scholars such as Short (2002) Raz (1986) and Dworkin (1985) have opposed faith schools, arguing that a demarcation be made between education and catechesis, and to reject autonomy in order to protect children (Moor, 2007, p.63). They argue that Islam taught in faith schools could indoctrinate children and undermine their authority and identities as humans (Thobani, 2010, p. 45). Scott-Baumann and Chevuralilli-Contractor (2015) also found this to be prominent in their research, as one Muslim girl stated; “There is no room for critical analysis, we must accept what we are taught” (2015, p.26). It could certainly be suggested therefore that Islamic schools in the UK may affect Muslims concerning their ability to think and live independently in a contemporary society.
To conclude therefore, Islamic schools in Britain certainly aid Muslims in their everyday religious life. Islamic institutes offer a secure learning environment devoid of Islamophobia, a modest dress code, and an everyday opportunity to connect with their faith. However, there are also aspects of a British Islamic education which could be considered as problematic, such as the questionable topic of identity, the absence of core secular subjects such as sex education, and the lack of lifestyle preparations to live in a pluralist Britain. Overall however, although numerous social disadvantages are clear, it can be concluded that Islamic schools in Britain aid Muslims religiously, to live a better, fulfilled Islamic life.
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