In your view, how important are 'Islamic schools' for Muslims in the United Kingdom?

With global focus on Islamic extremism and the Muslim population rising in the UK, many questions are being raised about Islam and it’s compatibility with and in the West. One of the most important debates going on concerns the question of Muslim schools. Whether they should exist in the UK, whether they play a role in radicalising students, and under what conditions and parameters should they exist? Questions also include issues of identity, Westernisation and its compatibility with the teachings of Islam.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Johnson & Castelli, 2002, p. 3] 


There are many arguments to explain the importance of Muslim schools for Muslims in the United Kingdom. In the UK, Islam, like other religions, is accommodated to a certain extent in state schools; however the question rises, why is there such a high demand for Muslim schools in the UK? Between 2003 and 2007, 75 full time Muslim schools opened.[footnoteRef:2] Some Muslims who have no access to Islamic schools, opt for home tuition instead compromising their concerns.[footnoteRef:3] Why are there endless waiting lists for Muslim schools all over the country?[footnoteRef:4] What are the important factors that lead to this demand? [2:  BBC, Q & A: Muslim schools, 2007]  [3:  Hewer, 2001, p. 518]  [4:  Hewer, 2001, p. 518] 


Some Islamic practices are accommodated in state schools such as exemption from certain activities and lessons, possibly segregation, and faith rooms, however many Muslims still feel that they would rather put their children in Muslim schools, often at the expense of a better education.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Hewer, 2001, p. 520] 


One of the most fundamental reasons why Muslim schools are so important is to do with the issue of identity.[footnoteRef:6] Many British Muslims face a challenge regarding identity, trying to balance their Islamic faith with Western society. Parents want their children to have an Islamic identity, and believe that it's very difficult for their children to develop and keep an Islamic identity while spending most of their day in a non-Muslim school. There, much of what they maybe exposed to isn’t Islamic, they won't gain sufficient Islamic knowledge, nor certain Islamic morals or values, they aren't taught about their culture, identity, or their place in British society. For many Muslims in Britain in the 21st century, these are vital concerns for parents who want their children to have an Islamic and cultural identity.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Hewer, 2001, p. 523]  [7:  Hewer, 2001, p. 524] 


Between a Western liberal society on the one hand and the Islamic faith on the other, some of which contradicts one another, it can be difficult for the Muslim youth to understand how to fit in to the two without developing some sort of identity complex.[footnoteRef:8] Therefore the Muslim school is faced with the challenge of tackling and solving this issue for the Muslim youth.[footnoteRef:9] They are able to enlighten the students with the understanding of how to be both a Muslim and British, by teaching them their faith in light of life in the UK. They are also able to emphasize the teaching if Islamic history, from a more faith orientated perspective, such as the life of Muhammad, the succeeding years, their own cultural history,  the contributions of Islam and Muslims to the modern world, from science, philosophy, art to the modern world, including the history of Muslims in the UK, their contributions and achievements. These teachings are fundamental in providing a balanced and clear identity, which would also help achieve the educational objective of empowering the disadvantaged to self advancement, a sense of self worth, and give them a sense of inheritance and ownership of British and Western society.[footnoteRef:10] Due to this great challenge which is upon them, Muslim schools can provide the necessary effort and resources to instil this sense of confidence in being a Muslim living Britain.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Johnson & Castelli, 2002, p. 36]  [9:   Read & Hussain, 2015, p. 557]  [10:  Hewer, 2001, p. 524]  [11:   Read & Hussain, 2015, p. 564] 


Furthermore Muslim schools can offer students an Islamic environment for the majority  of the day, most, if not everyone at the school, whether teachers or students are Muslim, it gives them a sense of belonging to a community of people who are like them and hold and enforce similar values to what one is taught at home.[footnoteRef:12] This is important for the identity of a child, that even though they live in a society of different cultures, religions and thoughts, they are not completely different from the entire rest of the society, and that they are merely one of the groups that make up, and belong to, British society.[footnoteRef:13] Muslim parents also fear their children may be exposed to racism or some kind of Islamophobia, which has been offered as a reason for lower results among Muslims in Non-Muslim schools.[footnoteRef:14] A Muslim school would solve this problem. [12:  Johnson & Castelli, 2002, p. 6]  [13:   Read & Hussain, 2015, p. 564 Hewer, 2001, p. 518]  [14:  Read & Hussain, 2015, p. 560] 


Though concerns are raised regarding the segregation from society it may create, after her study, Hussain concludes; 'Islamic schools gave them the confidence to interact with those from outside of their faith community, and all said that it was important to do so in order to enjoy the full benefits of living in a multicultural society.'[footnoteRef:15] Non-Muslim schools, no matter how accommodating they are cannot create an environment for a Muslim child which a Muslim school can do. [15:   Read & Hussain, 2015, p. 563] 



A second fundamental reason for the importance of Muslim schools is the curriculum itself.[footnoteRef:16] Historically, Muslims have always held education very highly, that is both Islamic education and what is known as 'secular' subjects.[footnoteRef:17] Muslims require Islamic education for their children along with a solid British curriculum for other subjects, but taught with Islamic clarifications. Non-Muslims schools, despite offering a Religious Education class, don’t offer any further Islamic education. Many Muslims demand for their children, Quranic studies, Arabic to understand the Quran and a sufficient amount of Islamic studies rulings, to ensure students understand their religion well and know how to practice it, in particular, the five pillars of Islam, especially the practice of the five daily prayers.[footnoteRef:18] Furthermore there is even demand for the secular curriculum to be taught with an Islamic ethos, incorporating Islamic values throughout the syllabus, this includes slight modification in specific areas, such as issues of sex education, homosexuality, and evolution.[footnoteRef:19] It is the responsibility of the school to teach these subjects, however,while giving the Islamic clarification on them, a balance is achieved of teaching the Islamic view while accepting, understanding and tolerating stances of UK education. These are vital in preparing Muslims to function and understand their role in society.[footnoteRef:20] [16:  Hewer, 2001, p. 518  BBC, Q & A: Muslim schools, 2007]  [17:  Berkey, 2004]  [18:  Hewer, 2001, p. 522]  [19:  Hewer, 2001, p. 520-521]  [20:  Read & Hussain, 2015, p. 566] 


Another reason for the importance of a Muslim school is the role of a teacher. In Islamic tradition, the teacher, in general, but specifically in Islamic education is highly respected and seen as a guide and model for students.[footnoteRef:21] In Islamic schools Muslims expect that the students will be taught by teachers who are Muslim examples, embodiments of the religion, who aren’t expected to act outside the laws of Islam. [footnoteRef:22] This is sought after by Muslims as it gives the students role models who will be good British Islamic examples, therefore parents needn’t worry about their children being un-Islamically influenced by their teachers, who undoubtedly influence and inspire students. For example having homosexual teachers or teachers discussing their 'leisurely entertainment' on weekends are issues which Muslim parents will feel their children will be safe from in Muslim schools.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Berkey, 2004]  [22:  Hewer, 2001, p. 521-522]  [23:  Hewer, 2001, p. 522] 


Furthermore, a key factor is the general Islamic environment that Muslim school can create.  An important factor of the environment is the segregation of boys and girls, Muslims may want their children to be in same sex classes, because according to many Muslims, boys and girls shouldn’t mix together after the age of puberty, as so to protect them falling into premarital sex.[footnoteRef:24] Living in the UK which is generally considered an open and liberal society, Muslims feel their children will be influenced by this trend and so segregated Islamic schools are a protection for their children. Another important factor of the Islamic environment and practice that a Muslim school can offer are the daily prayers, an ablution area for student to prepare for prayer and a prayer hall, where the call to prayer is done and students are all to attend prayers. Possibly more important than the congregational daily prayers, is the Friday prayer which comes in at noon time, where a sermon is given followed by the congregational prayer. To add to this there is a general Islamic ethos in the environment and in the core moral values, whether it be in assemblies or classes.[footnoteRef:25] Those things which are considered prohibited in Islam, but not in non-Muslim schools,are reprimanded with a moral of Islamic teaching as a part of the discipline, such as using verses of Quran and narrations of the prophet to condemn certain behaviour and likewise to encourage certain acts praiseworthy in Islam, such as charity, helping one another and kind words. [24:  Hewer, 2001, p. 517]  [25:  Read & Hussain, 2015, p. 558] 


Another raised issue, which was previously seen as a secondary point for Muslims sending their children to faith schools, is quality of education.[footnoteRef:26] Many questions have been raised regarding the standards of education in Muslim schools, however numerous Muslim schools, like other faith schools, have proven to produce better results than other state schools in a local area.[footnoteRef:27] For example in the 2013 secondary school league tables for Brent, the three Muslims schools in the tables were included in the top six for having students get A*- C in 5 GCSE's.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  Hewer, 2001, p. 518]  [27:  Read & Hussain, 2015, p. 561]  [28:  BBC, Secondary school league tables in Brent, 2013] 


Overall, I believe it is essential to have Muslim schools in the UK to enable young British Muslims to grow with a clear understanding of balancing their faith with their society and to express, celebrate and benefit from the freedoms of living in a multicultural and multi-religious society that exists in the UK. This will allow Muslims to be able to establish themselves and practice their faith in the way they feel comfortable, preserving and instilling their British Muslim Identity. We must move away from the negative perception and consequences imagined concerning faith, and more specifically Muslim schools, and objectively analyse them and their importance.[footnoteRef:29] Undoubtedly there are various cultural differences, and differing interpretations of Islam among Muslims in the UK, therefore the needs and demands of Muslims discussed in this essay doesn’t necessarily apply to all Muslims in the UK, but these are issues raised by many Muslims who attempt to put their children in Muslim schools.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Johnson & Castelli, 2002, p. 39]  [30:  Johnson & Castelli, 2002, p. 33-34] 
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