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

This essay will outline a case for the protection of individual and cultural identity, a right that every person living in a democratic society should be afforded. The debate whether faith schools create division within society is contested, however the basic premise argued is that although both parents and children have the right under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of education within conformity of their religion[footnoteRef:1], there are other advantages of faith-based education.  [1:  Marples, R., ‘Against faith schools: a philosophical argument for children’s rights’, International Journal of Children's Spirituality, 10:2, 133-147, 2005, p.133] 

There is a variety in the type of school available to children in the United Kingdom. Educational institutions range from independent schools, private schools, academies and faith schools. The government dictates the requirements to teach the national curriculum for some or permits an independent educational curriculum in certain other schools. Similarly, some schools are permitted freedom in their teaching of religious studies, notably faith schools and school admission policies are also variable according to government regulations[footnoteRef:2]. The current position of education in the United Kingdom is therefore flexible and should arguably offer a choice for curriculum specificity that suits parents’ needs for their children. Indeed, the government and policymakers acknowledge a parent’s right to educate their children in a way they deem suitable[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  ‘Types of school’, author unknown, date unknown https://www.gov.uk/types-of-school]  [3:  Shah, S., ‘Muslim schools in secular societies: persistence or resistance!’, British Journal of Religious Education, 34(1), pp. 51–65, 2012, p.54] 

Shah argued that Islamic faith-based schools may counter Islamophobic sentiment. Marginalisation within the Muslim diaspora brought about by many contemporary reasons have led to Muslims being located in minority or secular settings[footnoteRef:4]. From within these isolated communities, Muslims often feel encouraged to seek affiliations with their faith identity. Knowledge of Islam is faraz[footnoteRef:5] (obligatory), with mosques being historically the centre for the promulgation of knowledge to the faithful. Therefore, Islamic schools serve to promote the attainment and retention of an Islamic identity and ‘to denote an agenda for resistance to challenge racism and existing power relations’[footnoteRef:6]. Children who have been treated fairly and who have strong identities have a better chance to enter adult life as well-balanced and tolerant citizens[footnoteRef:7]. Weller at al noted that a non-Muslim educational specialist commented that faith schools espoused an environment that was devoid of a constant fear of racism, harassment and bullying[footnoteRef:8]. In a similar vein, Hussain asserted that faith schools can offer students ‘protections from prejudice’[footnoteRef:9], an argument supported by Short when he contended that pupils would be able to concentrate on achievement rather than institutional or personal racism[footnoteRef:10].  [4:  ibid, p.51]  [5:  ibid, p.54]  [6:  ibid, p.51]  [7:  King, C., (2010) Faith Schools in Pluralistic Britain: Debate, Discussion, and Considerations, Journal of Contemporary Religion, 25:2, 281-299, 2010, p.290]  [8:  Weller, P., Feldman, A. and Purdam, K. ‘Home Office Research Study 220 Religious discrimination in England and Wales’ with contributions from Ahmed Andrews, Anna Doswell, John Hinnells, Marie Parker-Jenkins, Sima Parmar and Michele Wolfe of the University of Derby, 2001, p.31]  [9:  Hussain, S., & Read, J. G. (2015). ‘Islamic schools in the United States and England: Implications for integration and social cohesion’, Social Compass, 62(4), 556–569, 2015, p.560]  [10:  Short, Geoffrey. ‘Faith-Based Schools: A Threat to Social Cohesion?’ Journal of Philosophy of Education 36, no. 4, : 559–72, 2002, p.565] 

An argument can be made that a lack of knowledge within other non-Islamic state schools further disenfranchises Muslim students. Muslim students that attended non-Islamic schools complained of discrimination around the way they dressed, timetables and holidays that were relevant for the practicing of their faith[footnoteRef:11]. Non-Muslim teachers were accused of using culturally inappropriate language and teaching materials, for example the common depiction of pigs on early-aged books. It was reported that Muslims felt discriminated against often under the ‘guise of equal opportunities’[footnoteRef:12].  [11:  Weller et al, p.24]  [12:  ibid, p.27] 

Hussain pointed out that some Muslim students’ experience of their faith school engendered a different relationship with their teachers. The abundance of support offered within that setting seemed to provide an environment akin to an extended family ‘where teachers took on a pseudo-parental role’[footnoteRef:13]. A further benefit noted was that of the relationship between a Muslim student’s parent and the Muslim teacher, who rather than replicating a patriarchy was able to provide student support through legitimate religious knowledge. Students whose parents lacked educational experience, often coming from a lower socio-economic background, could be supported in overcoming obstacles in educational attainment through a ‘transfer of human capital from the teacher’[footnoteRef:14].  [13:  Hussain, p.562]  [14:  ibid, p.562-3] 

A common objection to Islamic schools is that children from different backgrounds are segregated by faith. The concern therefore is that this could result in a fragmented society through a mono-cultured education process[footnoteRef:15]. Such claims are often supported by through a fear of otherness and that Islamic schools may encourage radicalisation. This fear is not without basis however, as concerns were raised in the 2017-18 Ofsted report that showed some unregistered schools were lacking in educational and pastoral support for children. Some children were unable to read English or complete basic mathematic and were said to be at risk of radicalisation. Ofsted cited the case of their first prosecution against the Al-Istiqamah Learning Centre in Ealing, an unregistered school[footnoteRef:16]. Faith schools were also assessed of performing poorly against non-faith schools; three-quarters of non-faith schools were deemed good or outstanding, as opposed to just over half of faith schools. Of the one-hundred and forty non-associated independent Muslim schools, fifty-two percent were classified as good or outstanding[footnoteRef:17]. That young students were not adept at English or Mathematics is not representative of an endemic problem amongst Islamic schools. The report by Ofsted arguably demonstrates the requirement for closer control and regulation over a schools ability to commence education, the qualifications of its educators and the matters relating to the curriculum. Opponents of faith schools negatively attribute societal acceptance of tolerance to ignore pressures placed upon children to conform to their religious or cultural traditions. It is also a concern that future citizens of a democracy receive an appropriate measure of education that enables them to fulfil a productive and autonomous life[footnoteRef:18].  [15:  King, p.289]  [16:  ‘The Annual Report of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education, Children’s Services and Skills 2017/18’, online pp. 20-1]  [17:  ibid p.62]  [18:  Marples, p.143] 

This essay has demonstrated that for both parents and children, the right to be educated according to ones religion and to some extent culture is an important concept within a multicultural democracy. Concerns that institutions could lead to adults that are ill-equipped to participate within that democracy may be legitimate to an extent given Ofsted’s report of poor academic achievement. However, the benefits that accompany a faith-based education that assists in the development of a religious and cultural identity are demonstrable. Government policy that ensures a core curriculum is followed by all education providers may be a way to negate some of the opponents of Islamic schools.
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