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The Importance of Islamic schools in Britain

 Historically religious organisations were at the forefront of educating young people in England, (Scot and McNeish, 2012). Even today a significant number primary and secondary schools in the United Kingdom have religious character. According to Religion and media centre, 36.8 % of primary and 18.4 % secondary schools in Britain are faith in character, (2018). There is also a growing demand for Islamic schools, according to the Association of Muslim Schools there are 187 Islamic schools in the UK and of these only 11 are state funded the rest are independent. This is a massive rise from only a handful schools scatter across the country twenty years ago. In order to answer the essay title we must understand the reasons why some Muslim parents are choosing to send their children to Islamic schools and importantly how do Islamic differ from state schools?  

From an Islamic perspective knowledge and education are enshrined in the primary texts of Islam. The first word revealed to the prophet Muhammad was “iqra” meaning recite or read, (Qur’an, 96:1). For Muslims religious education is just as important as secular education, if not religious education takes precedence. The contemporary education system is connected to the economic engine of the modern state. As a result of this relationship the primary aim of modern secular education is to produce workers for the smooth running of the economic engine. Religious, moral and spiritual development of the child is neglected. The main purpose of education in the Islamic tradition is to inculcate moral and spiritual development, as the popular saying goes, “Islam is not just a religion but a way of life”. Thus for many parents they feel state schools only focus on secular education, it does not emphasise on religious/Islamic values which is important for children’s moral and spiritual development. 

Studies have found that “British Muslims place greater emphasis on education and identify more strongly with their religious identity than their non-Muslim peers,” (Ruf, 2018). There is evidence to suggest that second and third generation of Muslim are leaning towards what Tahir Abbas terms as “Islamisation”, (Abbas, 2010). Proper Islamic environment is most conducive for Muslim children to develop their identity without being judged or ridiculed. The rise of racism, prejudice, Islamophobia and discrimination are also major factors that are forcing Muslims to retreat into their own enclaves for safety and security. This is argued by Paul Donovan, (2007), “in many cases faith schools have been established due to the very discrimination that people of certain faiths have received in the mainstream. In the past it was Catholics, today it is the Muslims who feel under pressure so want their own schools”. Rejection by the wider society is pushing some Muslims to adopt a more forceful religious identity and this is definitely the case with second, third and fourth generation of Muslims. (Ansari, 2002). Consequently anecdotal evidence suggests that majority of those opting for Islamic schools for their children are second and subsequent generation of Muslim parents.

Even if the above mentioned shortcomings are addressed with training and education there are genuine structural and curriculum issues with mainstream schools. Islam as a civilisation, its history, Islamic values and etiquettes are not part of the curriculum in government funded schools. State schools do not promote Muslim identity or views its history or civilisation in any meaningful way for the children to feel proud of their religious identity. Moreover Shah points out another important elements which fall in favour of Islamic schools, “These schools and the teachers are expected not just to impart knowledge but to provide role models for young learners, to promote Islamic values, and encourage a high engagement with knowledge and positive attitudes aiming for the ‘development of the Ummah and the society” (Shah, 2012).

Racism, Islamophobia and hate crime against Muslims is at an all time high in Britain. Unfortunately these societal ills are not confined to adults. There are number reports of racism and islapphobia rife among school children. Of course it goes without saying that children are not born as racists or bigots but these horrible traits are leant and more often than not they are passed on within the home environment. According to the Mail 138 children under the age of 10 were reported for racial or religious abuse in 2015 with many more going unreported, (Small, 2016). I have already mentioned the importance of education in slam and how Muslim parents have greater aspiration for their children’s educational achievements. The vast majority of the Muslim population of Britain live in some of the most deprived areas in UK. The socio-economic reality restricts parent’s choice of school, as a result many opt for Islamic schools because some have proven to deliver high standard of education, (Adam and Bengtsson, 2017). 

Critics of Islamic schools and faith schools in general see them as divisive and counterproductive to social cohesion. Alaister Lichen from the national secular society argues that “Faith schools have a negative impact on social cohesion, foster segregation of children on social, ethnic and religious lines, undermine children's freedom of and from religion, harm choice and exacerbate inequality, (2019). Faith schools in Britain have a long history and even today a significant number schools remains under the auspices of Christian denominations. There is no eparchial evidence to suggest that faith schools or Islamic schools foster segregation or undermine social cohesion. On the contrary the 2007 report, “faith in the system” the government congratulated faith for their collaborative work with other faith schools to foster a cohesive society, (2007). Moreover, Mark Halstead argues, “Whether they go to Muslim school does not make much difference to their segregation. They are concentrated in the inner cities. They could be attending a state school that is 90 percent Muslim anyway”, (cited in Cowel, 2006).
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