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Abstract

This paper addresses some of the Muslim community’s con-
cerns regarding its children’s education and reflects upon how
education has shaped the position of other communities in
American history. It argues that the future of Muslim education
will be influenced directly by the present realities and future
trends within American education in general, and, more impor-
tantly, by the well-calculated and informed short-term and
long-term decisions and future plans taken by the Muslim
community. The paper identifies some areas in which a well-
established knowledge base is critical to making decisions, and
calls for serious research to be undertaken to furnish this base.

Introduction

During the last decade, the presence of Islam and Muslims has become
a subject of discussion in the national media, a topic of research in strate-
gic studies centers, and part of the official discourse. A few visionary
individuals have influenced the development of this Muslim presence
during the last few decades; however, more systematic futuristic think-
ing and long-term planning have become imperative for Muslim intel-
lectuals, activists, and institutions if Muslims are to take their rightful
place within the American fabric. The need for such strategic planning
has become even more vital since the events of 9/11, as drastic chal-
lenges now face Muslims in all walks of life, particularly regarding their
children’s education.
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This paper has four goals: (1) to address some of the Muslim commu-
nity’s concerns regarding its children’s education; (2) to reflect upon the
role of education in shaping the position of other communities in
American history; (3) to argue that the future of Muslim education will be
influenced directly by the present realities and future trends within
American education in general, and, more importantly, by the Muslim
community’s own well-calculated and informed short- and long-term deci-
sions and plans; and (4) to identify some areas in which a well-established
knowledge base is critical for making decisions and that serious research
is urgently needed to furnish this base.

It is important to make a distinction between Islamic education as pre-
scribed by the Qur’an and the Sunnah and understood by specialized schol-
ars and intellectuals, and Muslim education as practiced in Muslim soci-
eties and communities. Eminent Muslim scholars who attended the First
World Conference on Muslim Education, held in Makkah in 1977, realized
that Muslim countries have consciously adopted the western system of edu-
cation. They also realized that the corruption and backwardness of Muslim
societies, although possibly due in part to external causes, are caused inter-
nally and have seriously contributed to a general disarray and inability to
discern the full truth lying at the core of the current dilemma. At the heart
of these internal causes lies the confusion of the concept of education.:

The distinction between Islamic education and Muslim education on
one hand, and between Islamic education and teaching traditional Islamic
sciences on the other, is beyond the scope of this paper. However, such a
distinction is a rich area for research. Suffice it to say that at this point,
Muslim parents and educators need to realize that Islamic schools should
adopt a holistic approach to their students’ education, one in which
Islamic values and ideals are integrated into all forms of knowledge
across the school curriculum, while simultaneously cultivating Islamic
attitudes, behaviors, and manners.

Another distinction is the need to develop new insights and experi-
ences relevant to our life in the United States, where much of the tradi-
tional literature and understandings developed in Muslim societies may
not be relevant. The approach of contemporary Islamic schools in a west-
ern secular environment may take a different route from the one that pre-
vailed in earlier Muslim-majority societies, for education in American
Islamic schools must relate to the non-Muslim-majority American soci-
ety. At the same time, this education must relate to the current state of
knowledge, issues, and understandings, for:
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If Muslim children are to grow up as witnesses to the truth in a non-
Muslim society, they need to understand that society and to develop an
objective and critical approach so that they can appreciate whatever is
good in it, avoid its evils, and reach out to the non-Muslims, presenting
the truths of Islam in a way they can understand and relate to.?

Muslim communities in the United States are passing through a period
of rapid and turbulent change, the hazards and complexities of which pose
serious problems that may lead to despair. Therefore, it is vital to under-
stand the sources of hope, inspiration, and optimism while remaining aware
of immediate challenges and threats on a daily basis.

Future and Futuristic Thinking

When Muslims think of the future of their societies, they are often pre-
occupied by past and present realities. Such thinking commonly involves
criticizing current western society and its ills that were imported into
Muslim societies and communities. Proposed solutions suggest Islamic
alternatives and solutions; however, the general trend is not to go into the
details of how to achieve them. In other words, the proposed solutions
either refer to a utopia in the West’s recent past or to one in the distant
past and an unknown land.

Contemporary Islamic scholarship faces a real challenge when it comes
to imagining an Islamic future. However, this has to be done if we are to
decide on what we will or will not do. “What humans do ... depends on their
images of the future.” We must ask ourselves what kind of future we want
so that we can consciously choose to do certain acts and to avoid others.

The recent dramatic changes that have taken place throughout the
world were unprecedented: the cold war’s end, the Soviet Union’s col-
lapse, the rise of a new world order in which the United States is the sole
superpower, an aggressive American foreign policy, American vulnera-
bility to the threat of unorganized and undefinable sources, growing anti-
American sentiment in the world (especially in Europe and the Muslim
world), and 9/11’s consequences on civil liberties in this country. All of
these changes have spread uncertainty about what will happen, even in
the immediate future.

In his studies on the future of Muslim civilization, Ziauddin Sardar
identifies two main alternative futures: First, current trends may deter-
mine the future and lead Muslims to a particular future, one that is not
developed with purposeful actions and thus is aimless and probably dis-



Malkawi: The Future of Muslim Education in the United States 49

astrous; or, second, a planned future. If the Muslim community plans con-
structively and executes its plan with foresight, it may achieve the best
possible future. In order to do this, however, an appropriate research
approach is required, for: “The need to rest research and study of alterna-
tive Muslim future on a strong theoretical foundation is cardinal.”™ Sardar
views alternative futures as planning horizons from which planners may
select particular horizons and then plan fruitfully. Such horizons can be
broken down into five levels:

» The immediate future, which extends from the present moment to

1 year.

» The near future, a 5-year or a 7-year developmental plan designed
by the government.

*  One generation (25-30 years).
» Multi-generational or long-range (50-60 years).
» The far future (60 years and beyond).®

The Qur’an contains lessons on how to plan for the future by consid-
ering the needs of the entire society and even neighboring societies.
Prophet Yusuf requested Egypt’s king to appoint him as a minister of
resources to plan for 14 years on how to manage the surplus crops during
the first 7 years of good harvests so that enough food would be available
during the coming 7 years of drought. Neighboring societies, as the
Qur’an relates, also depended on that plan.®

The Prophet’s Sunnah also tells us how to plan for the education of
future Muslim generations. After the Battle of Badr, the Prophet required
each Qurayshi prisoner to teach 10 Muslim children how to read and
write as a price of his freedom.” For a society that was still evolving and
had just been established 2 years after the hijrah, the priority could have
been to teach adults, especially when children were vulnerable to what a
non-Muslim prisoner would teach. The prophetic vision, however, was
concerned with the future.

Within the Islamic framework, Muslims are required to think of the
future as a life-time frame and in accordance with this purpose. The future
is too soon in terms of preparing for the Hereafter, and thus every moment
has a great value. However, the future is far away in terms of planning for
this life® In other words, people have the whole range of time available
to them during this life, but their accountability in the Hereafter for what
they have done in this world makes every Muslim stretch his or her future
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to the Hereafter. Future thinking at the level of future Muslim generations
and of human society as a whole is exemplified by "Umar ibn al-
Khattab’s decision not to divide the state land of Iraq among the soldiers,
but to institute kharaj instead.’

Discussing the future of Muslim education may be done in a descrip-
tive manner, meaning that we can describe what is going on and what
directions the present situation is taking. This description may lead us to
envisage the immediate future in a relatively accurate manner, provided
that all factors continue to operate in the same way and that no drastic
events alter the course of things and actions. Another way of discussing
the future is to use a prescriptive approach, by emphasizing what should
be done according to certain criteria.

In an Islamic framework, these two approaches should be combined,
for there are always norms and values that dictate certain levels of knowl-
edge and behaviors for Muslims. At the same time, we are concerned
about human beings, not angels, and the knowledge and behavior of real
people. After all, education is a process through which we try to raise
people from where they are to a better level. This change usually happens
gradually and at an individual pace.

Many people fear the future because it is uncertain. The dynamic
processes that shape it are forces — forces that are too powerful to handle
or challenge. Thus thinking about it is not easy, because it has certain dif-
ficult requirements. Those who engage in such thinking need to consider
past and present realities in order to understand what has happened as
well as current trends. To do just that and to document these realities
requires, in terms of quality and quantity, rigorous, painful, and costly
research. In addition, they must be able to imagine things that might hap-
pen. We cannot consciously build a future that we have not first imagined,
for “to build a workable future, we need a quantum increase in the depth
and quality of information about our common future.”®

One more reason for the difficulty of thinking about the future is that
our immediate circumstances usually clamor for our attention and inhibit
our ability to transform these circumstances into better situations. Due to
such clamor, people do not really recognize their power over the future and
their responsibility for using it wisely.*

Ever since the events of 9/11, Muslim communities have been pass-
ing through a period of rapid and turbulent change. The resulting hazards
and complexities pose serious problems that may lead to despair. So, it is
vital to understand the sources of hope, inspiration, and optimism for a
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better future, while staying in the present in order to face the immediate
challenges and threats on a daily basis.

Locating the Future in the Timeline

“What to do about our future is a central question of our time.”* History
has been made by the actions of past human agents. People planned for
their future and then either enjoyed their successes or suffered from their
failures. Over time, their “future” becomes “history,” as do the people
who planned for it. People cannot do much about the past, because it is
finished. People also cannot change much about their immediate present,
because it is too late to make a decision about it. Any decision made now
will somehow effect only the future. The further ahead we can conceptu-
alize our future, the more we can do about it.

The present seems difficult to locate on a timeline. If we think of a
timeline in terms of certain units, such as an hour or a minute, and repre-
sent that unit in a small circle, part of the timeline will look like figure 1:

Figure 1: Using a full unit of the timeline.
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present

If we use half of that unit, the timeline will look like figure 2.

Figure 2: Using half of a full timeline unit.
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Continuing to use smaller units of time reduces the present to a sin-
gle moment of time. In terms of time, any unit of the future encompasses
many micro-futures. In terms of people, any part of the future is made up
of their micro-futures. The past, on the other hand, has a long history.
Each of its moments used to be the present at a certain point in time. This
shows how precious a moment of time, as well as its duration, is. Like the
past, the future is not a single uniform state of affairs; rather, it is an ongo-
ing process of unfolding moments reflecting the platitudes of human life.
The future also does not finish; it continues to be alive.

As an open-ended system, the future is a world of constant creation,
discovery, and completion, an expression of human creativity. This fact
should not inhibit people from planning for a certain future, for part of the
future should always be attainable by those who plan for it so that it will
be easier to look forward to the next future and to redesign subsequent
futures. In this way dreams become real, and new sets of dreams are
envisaged when the present becomes too much like the future.”

The Future in Education

What is education for, if not to think and learn about the future? Families
send their children to schools and universities to prepare them for their
future lives. Societies spend large amounts of resources on education to
develop more human and material resources in order to meet the emerg-
ing challenges of the future.

Against this obvious assumption, some hard questions may be asked:
“If one of the main purposes of education is to prepare young people for
the future, then where in education are they given any opportunity to
explore the future?™ This question is a result of the growing awareness
that educational institutions, at every level and in every country, teach
very little about the future. In addition, there is a glaring imbalance in
teaching about the past and the future. All societies devote many
resources to the study of history, as indeed they should, but devote rela-
tively few resources to the study of the future.'s

This awareness has been developing for the last half century. By the
end of the twentieth century, future studies had become a distinct disci-
pline with its own publications, organizations, theories, and methodolo-
gies. Many universities around the world now offer courses on future
studies, but only a few universities offer formal degree programs in
future studies. It will take a long time to create a movement to diffuse
concepts of future in school curriculum.®
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Meeting the Challenge

During the past few decades, Muslims have become visible in the
American public square. Unfortunately, this happened after American
interests were threatened by incidents in which Muslims were involved.
Americans viewed Muslims within the context of confrontation, and
Islam was seen as a foreign religion. Few Americans think of Islam as an
Abrahamic religion; that Allah is not a special God of Muslims, but the
same God of all people and creatures; and that Muhammad was a prophet
like Moses and Jesus, the only difference being that he was the last one.
“In the absence of this knowledge and awareness, Islam is often seen
through explosive ‘headline events,” and thus the hatred and violence of
a minority of religious extremists obscures the faith of the mainstream
majority.”’

No effort should be spared when responding to this challenge: poli-
tics, media, social activism, and so on. The long-lasting effect will be to
address the young minds of future American generations through curric-
ula and teacher education.

* In most cases, Muslim communities in the United States are not
communities in the real sense of the word, for Muslim families are
scattered geographically almost everywhere. This trend is expected
to continue. Muslim history in this country and the Muslim psyche
in the Old World did not have the ghetto mentality. Building special
schools for Muslim children in such cases is not a choice in hand.
The situation is the same for small communities, where, for practi-
cal reasons, regular schools with many children in each grade are
not feasible alternatives. In some areas, families would choose to
send their children to schools located 40 miles away from their
homes every day. The resulting sacrifice — spending 2 to 4 hours a
day on the bus and coming home very tired —was considered worth-
while by both the parents and the children.

»  The Muslim community’s schools should be open for non-Muslim
children, and their needs and requirements should be met. If a
non-Muslim parent chooses to send his or her child to an Islamic
school for a certain reason (e.g., a convenient location or mistrust
of the local public school), the Islamic school should be able to
prove that it deserves this trust. In other words, the school’s envi-
ronment should not be offensive in any way. After all, more than
90 percent of Muslim children will remain in public schools, with
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the majority of non-Muslim children and teachers, where they do
not expect to find an offensive environment.

The scope of Muslim identity is still developing and is a topic of
hot debate and negotiation: Is it a single Muslim identity, a dual
Muslim-American identity, or a multiple Egyptian-Arab-Muslim-
American, identity, and so on? This issue might not be settled by
this present generation of Muslim adults. However, maintaining a
Muslim identity for the next generation is considered an act of
jihad,*® and education is viewed as the single most important factor
in ensuring the Muslim community’s survival.

The fact that all Muslims belong to one ummah does not negate the
fact that legitimate differences are found among them due to ethnic,
geographical, and other differences among those Muslims residing
in this country. Situations in Muslim countries allow Muslims to
justify some level of difference (e.g., Egyptian Muslims vs.
Pakistani Muslims, or even Pakistani Muslims vs. Indian Muslims).
American Muslims, similarly, feel compelled to identify themselves
as American Muslims in order to “make it in America.” Muslim
national organizations in America have taken great strides in this
direction, but need to continue to move more aggressively.

Muslim immigrants, who presently constitute the majority of this
country’s Muslim community, are still loyal to their native tradi-
tions, many of which are not necessarily religion-based. More
important is the way in which Muslims understand religion and
apply it in their particular situation in time and place. For example,
until recently most Muslim communities used to bring imams and
schoolteachers (and even textbooks) from Muslim countries, with
no consideration for the figh of minorities, the English language, or
interaction with non-Muslims. Such people are not usually sensitive
to the experiences that American Muslims encounter in their local
communities. During the last few years, this trend has started to
change rapidly into what John Esposito calls the “Americanization
of the Muslim experience.”™ More involvement in local politics and
integration is needed urgently. Muslim identity is undergoing a rad-
ical reformation, which means that more emphasis will be put on
civic education.

One of the major trends in the American Muslim community’s life
is self-reliance and the consequent need to be more aware of other
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societal resources. The time of sending delegations to the Middle
East to raise funds for schools and mosques has passed.

Much of the experience related to curriculum development, teacher
education, school governance, and parental involvement is avail-
able for Muslim educators, both in theory and practice. However,
these experiences have negative aspects of which Muslim educa-
tors should not lose sight. One of these aspects is related to the
quality of teachers and teacher education programs at a global
level. For a long time, the low quality of teachers has threatened
humanity’s future. Within the American context, an overwhelming
body of research highlights the unfortunate fact that typical
American teachers and teacher candidates are not smart enough or
sufficiently trained to educate American students, and that they
occupy the lowest level of academia. The problem does not lie
in their loyalty and dedication to their demanding profession;
rather, it lies “in the fact that our society has selected the wrong
people to teach in our public schools, and has trained them in a
wrong-headed manner.”” The United States Department of
Education states that “too many teachers are being drawn from the
bottom quarter and third of the graduating high schools and col-
lege students.”™*

In 1990, the Educational Testing Service checked the Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT) scores of 930,000 high school seniors and
then asked each student what he or she intended to study in college.
Those who intended to become teachers scored near the bottom. In
1997, another study looked at the correlation between SAT scores
and the intended vocations of the 1.7 million students who took the
test. Those who intended to become teachers ranked fourth from
the bottom of 22 intended vocations.? The Graduate Record
Examination (GRE) is offered to students who intend to enroll in a
master’s degree program. Students seeking to enter the field of
education come in at the absolute bottom of eight specialties.

In general, such indicators should remind American parents of the
sad reality that a typical college-bound high school senior may
well score 50 points higher on the SAT than his or her teacher did
at the same age. In addition, researchers have found that public
confidence in public education in general has been declining
rapidly. In the 1970s, 40 percent of people had a great deal of con-



56

The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences 20:3 & 4

fidence; by the mid-1990s, that number had declined to less than
25 percent.®

The priority of building a mosque that contains a school or building
a school that contains a mosque is yet to be settled. The need for
full-time schools has been in the air for some time, and several
Islamic schools have been built since the 1970s. During the last 15
years or so, the urgency of establishing full-time schools has
become more evident. Raising funds for building a mosque is still
easier than for building a school, although the necessary prayer
facilities can be met within a good school plan. This trend of mak-
ing the school a focal point of the community, where even the
mosque is part of it, should be encouraged for practical and finan-
cial reasons, as it is more in keeping with the Islamic tradition of
mosques serving as major learning centers. This tradition has
changed in most Muslim countries, for the trend is to build large and
costly mosques that are closed most of the time. Even the five daily
prayers are held in a small corner, and the rest of the building is
open only once a week for Friday prayers.

Public school education in the United States is undergoing a trans-
formation similar to that of the telephone industry when it was
deregulated during the 1980s and more options became available.
There are now thousands of charter schools, millions of home-
schooled children, and hundreds of private for-profit K-12 schools.
Furthermore, funding for public schools is challenged by vouchers,
property tax changes, and financial pressures on state and local gov-
ernments. As a matter of fact, in 2002 many Islamic schools
received a sizable number of students using the voucher alternative.

Integrating public schools, a major thrust of the last 20 years, now
has been relegated to the back burner, having been replaced by
security, which was not even an issue 30 years ago. This has
affected both school choice and school operations. School violence
has rocked American society in the last few years, where deadly
shootings in and around schools have been in the news long enough
to make parents worry about their children’s safety. Hate incidents
and harassment cases against Muslim children after 9/11 became —
and remain — a major issue for most American Muslims. Muslim
students were forced to be absent from their schools for a week or
more, and many would not even go back to public schools.
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Research on Muslim Education

When reading about issues related to Muslims in the United States, most
probably you notice quite often such words as “many,” “most,” “majority,”
“in a few cases,” “some families,” and “in a number of.” The writer has to
resort to such expressions as an alternative to more definitive figures and
percentages, because these alternatives are just not there. The field lacks the
necessary empirical and field research to provide accurate data and reliable
knowledge.

Although there have been some scattered articles based on the field
research of some Muslim individuals during the last 40 years, the
Muslims in the American Public Square Project (MAPS) may be the first
serious research to provide reliable data about several aspects of the
American Muslim landscape. This project, which started in 1998 and fin-
ished its first and second phases in 2001, published some findings and is
still looking for funds and support to continue its work.?

Very few Muslim-authored articles and publications can be found on
education, which used to be the second concern of Muslim communities
after mosques. In addition, it is interesting to note that the field of
Muslim education does not occupy a suitable place in issues and ques-
tions on the figh of minorities in the United States or the West. In a
recently published book on the figh of minorities, discussions ranging
from food and drink, to marriage and divorce, houses and banks, and
social relations with neighbors take up 200 pages, while schools and uni-
versities are not even mentioned.*

The only published field research report available concerns a project
carried out in the late 1980s by a group of professional educationists who
surveyed the existing full-time schools (49) at that time and published
their findings in an 80-page booklet.” Those statistics are now greatly
outdated. It is more important today to determine the difference in the
quality of education between then and now.

During the last 10 years, a plethora of Islamic educational organiza-
tions and associations has appeared on the scene. It was expected that
they would provide basic statistical data about the schools that they are
supposed to serve. While writing this paper, | consulted the available lit-
erature about Islamic educational institutions as well as the Internet,
expecting the search engines to be a great help. Unfortunately, that was
not the case. As Mohamed Nimer has related: “There is little publicly
available information in the North American context about Muslims and
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their communities.””® Even the limited databases kept on some Muslim
schools by various major Muslim organizations and associations have
been kept for internal and private use? Visiting the websites of about 40
full-time Muslim schools shows that even the basic data required by
researchers have not been put online.

This should be an alarming signal for all Muslim educationists who are
concerned with the future of Islamic education and the course of action to
be taken in the near future. The educational scene of Muslim communities
is little more than a blur, which makes any serious research designed to map
out the realities of its educational experiences a novel undertaking. All
areas of these experiences are open for research. Talking to several Muslim
educational centers and councils, as well as viewing several of their web-
sites, reveals the fact that no one can claim any authoritative knowledge
about the number of Muslim schools. Several educational bodies have been
established recently to gather basic data about Muslim schools, their poli-
cies and curriculum materials, but concrete results have yet to be published.
This is one of the reasons why this paper strongly advocates original and
rigorous research in order to provide the knowledge base for decisions
regarding the future of Muslim education in the United States.

It will be interesting to survey what has been written on Muslim edu-
cation in this country and to analyze this body of literature in terms of
who writes and why, and what methodology and resources are being
used.* In the following paragraphs, | will give some recent examples
from magazines, Internet websites, and national newspapers.

In her article in The American Muslim magazine, Mona Abdassalam
mentions that she used to hold the opinion that an Islamic school is the
only choice. In fact, she published an article to that effect 10 years ago.
Now, however, she understands the issue in a different way: “Now | can
say, with sincerity, that it was not a mature or realistic opinion. At that
time, my son was just two months old and | was out of touch with the plu-
rality of experience within the American Muslim community.”™*

Such impressions, no more than opinions based on personal experi-
ences, can be found in most Muslim magazine articles about education. In
a special issue of Islamic Horizons on Muslim schools, the editor declared
that: “The author of each article writes from a background that represents
extensive practical first-hand knowledge and experience as Islamic educa-
tors.”2 This is not to belittle the deep meanings imbedded in such articles
or their importance in the effort “to solve the problems Islamic schools
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face by using ‘bottom up’ rather than ‘top down’ approach.” The point here
is to emphasize the lack of a wide-ranging research-based literature that
compiles and articulates personal experiences and individual knowledge
and practice. Research-based reports and articles are also needed to envis-
age and plan for the future.

Similar articles based on personal observations, experiences, and ideo-
logical orientations can be found on the Internet. For example, a well-known
author and educator cited various strong statements mentioned by a school
principal: “Most parents send their children here (to an Islamic school) for
reasons other than Islam.” The author himself commented from his own
experience: “I had met the families of many of my students in the Muslim
school. What I saw shocked me.” The article is full of strong generalizations
about immigrant Muslim families and ends with an absolutist conclusion:
“Muslim schools: the only hope for the future” and an absolutist dream: “I
just hope that there will be a Muslim community twenty years from now
when the old people, who grew up in Muslim countries, die off.”*

National newspapers have had a say on the issue of Islamic schools —
a say that has been on the increase since the 9/11 events. For example, two
Washington Post staff writers visited several Islamic schools in the
Washington, DC, area to interview principles, teachers, and students, and to
examine curriculum materials and school environments. One of their major
concerns was to determine the type of education that Muslim children were
receiving, insofar as they are both American and Muslim. Although the
authors documented various aspects of what they found, readers of their
article would conclude that these Islamic schools are rife with anti-
American and anti-Semitic rhetoric, that children are torn between tradi-
tional Islamic education and the dominant popular culture, and that Muslim
schools face a tension of Islamic and American views.*

The place of research on education and its findings in educational
polices and practices is not well understood. Many professional educators
in schools and, in fact, many parents assume that what needs to be done
in schools is mostly a matter of common sense. Research is the business
of those residing in ivory towers at universities and has very little, if any-
thing, to do with school practices. According to this logic, if Muslim com-
munities have resources to spend, research on education may be the least
important and last item on the agenda, if time and money permit.

The history of education in most countries has witnessed a tradition
of making decisions based on oral impressions and shortsighted agendas
with political and ideological orientations. In the United States, a large
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body of literature documents the cycles of educational reforms. In many
cases, one reform may take a certain position and then, a few years later,
another reform cycle may take an opposite position. These opposing posi-
tions may be due to matters of different educational theories, curriculum
approaches, societal trends and policies, or just public sentiment.

Although a vast number of research reports is available, their conclu-
sions are usually not used as a basis for making decisions on educational
change and innovation. Even in cases where such evidence is consulted, it
may contain enough evidence to support any claim. This phenomenon
might be familiar in large democratic societies where free enterprise, a
decentralized system of education, and multiculturalism are the norm.

Such vague educational research should not necessarily discourage
Muslim educators from conducting research. To the contrary, it should con-
stitute an additional rationale for research on Muslim education, for the
ensuing findings may have a direct impact upon the community’s future.
Before a Muslim community (usually with very few professional educa-
tors) makes a decision related to educating its children, it needs to acquire
sound views and reliable information about the realities of education and
possible alternatives. In fact, relying only upon personal experience, belief,
and intuition may lead to misleading conclusions. Even with the presence
of a few individuals who may have access to the research literature on
American education, the urgent need for knowledge with direct relevance
to the Muslim community and its educational needs remains.

Even in a well-established educational system like that in the United
States, research findings in most fields of education never become conclu-
sive. This keeps the doors open for more and more research. Given this fact,
it is logical to conclude that in a developing system of education like the
one of the American Muslims, more research is always needed.

Research is a reliable source of information for understanding education
and for making educational decisions. One or more sources (e.g., personal
experience, expert opinion, intuition, tradition, common sense, and beliefs
about what is right or wrong) can be used either as legitimate resources
and/or be of practical use in some situations. In many other situations, how-
ever, each source may be inadequate as the only basis for making decisions.*®

Motives for Islamic Education

American Muslims have more motives to provide Islamic schooling for
their children than many other communities in American society. Long
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before 9/11, incidents of harassment, prejudice, stereotyping, and hostil-
ity were being perpetuated in public schools. Wormser empirically docu-
ments many of the painful incidents that Muslim boys and girls have
experienced.** While Muslim immigrants face the usual negative feelings
and prejudices experienced by earlier immigrants, 9/11 has just added
more fuel to the flame. African-American Muslims, like other African-
Americans, have their reasons for desiring special schools due to the
long-standing psychological and legal (i.e., segregation and racial dis-
crimination) barriers erected between them and mainstream white
American society. Being Muslims, however, adds additional motives.

Considering such motives should not negate the fact that some
Muslim students have been given opportunities to stand up and challenge
the bias coming from ignorance, misinformation, and misunderstanding.
Many of them, as well as their parents, remember such situations with
pride, not only because they took strong positions, but because of the
ensuing positive attitudes and appreciation in the school environment.

Documenting such cases through empirical and field research, and
then publishing it, is a noble exercise. Muslim students need to be encour-
aged to take an active role and leave a legacy on their schools’ records
when they graduate. It would be a relief for a female Muslim public school
student to see on the school’s walls photos of Muslim girls with hijab
among the honor students and among successful sport record-holders or
distinguished individuals.

The realities of American public schools that make Muslim families
uncomfortable are documented in research and media coverage. These
realities represent compelling motives to look for alternatives. For exam-
ple, Muslim children are exposed to classmates of other faiths, where the
dominant culture is alien to Islamic beliefs and social values. The
absence of school uniforms allows the use of fashionable clothes and
hairstyles worn by popular television figures to be copied. The tradition
of boyfriends and girlfriends is normal and encouraged behavior, and the
gang mentality is practiced in schools and continued after school in var-
ious ways (e.g., home sleepovers and going to movies and other public
places looking for fun). The percentages of students involved in premar-
ital sexual activity, teenage pregnancy, drug use, school violence, and so
on, are all frightening.

Added to this is the distorted image of Islam and Muslims found in
many social studies textbooks and the teachers’ inability to deal with such
distortions appropriately due to their own ignorance. The events of 9/11
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have given way to situations of hatred and threats directed even toward
Muslim children.

The Curriculum

Freda Shamma, author of an excellent chapter on the curriculum chal-
lenge for Islamic schools in the United States, argues convincingly that
curriculum is a central challenge to Muslim education not only in this
country but also in all Muslim societies and communities. In her micro-
analysis of the details and examples from various subjects of school cur-
riculum used by Islamic schools, she concludes that it will be extremely
difficult to achieve the sound goals of an Islamic education by adopting
or adapting the present American curriculum, which was developed for
secular purposes.

Included in her strong argument is the sad state of the religious cur-
riculum, a direct result of the materials’ insensitivity to the children’s
needs and the teaching methods’ leading to boring classes and rebellious
attitudes. “At best the classes were not committed to Islam, and [at] worst,
the classes were turning the students away from Islam. This seems to be
the rule, rather than the exception, in our Islamic schools.” While this
statement may be too harsh and somewhat exaggerated, it nevertheless is
a threatening signal that can be supported by observations and discussions
relevant to the situation in many Muslim communities and countries.

She would not accept the idea that teachers who are practicing Muslims,
knowledgeable about the subject and about effective teaching, could elimi-
nate many of the problems associated with curriculum in general and in reli-
gious classes in particular. However, the reality is that many teachers in
American Muslim schools are unqualified and underpaid. This reality
should bring up the immensely important issue of teachers” employment and
training, but should not underestimate the urgency of developing curriculum
and materials that will help less-qualified teachers.®

Traditionally, the intended curriculum (e.g., math, science, and lan-
guage and fine arts) is what we say it is. The actual or “hidden curriculum”
is what remains after everything else has been forgotten. In traditional
schools, this hidden agenda has existed since the 1950s and 1960s, when
educators began to realize that they were teaching more than just reading,
writing, and arithmetic: They were also teaching ideals, values, citizen-
ship, and a set of normative rules about acceptable and unacceptable social
behavior. The “intended curriculum” of math, science, and language and
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fine arts was, in fact, patterned after what was required to enter Yale and
Harvard during the 1880s.

This intended curriculum has changed very little over the past 100 years,
although teaching methodology has changed dramatically in an attempt to
adapt it to an advancing society. Although we still follow a 9-month school
year (to allow children to work on the farms, which are no longer produc-
tive, during the summer months) and teach the same subjects geared toward
an Ivy League college education (although more and more students attend
vocational schools and state universities), the “hidden curriculum” or “hid-
den agenda” is beginning to change drastically with the advent of the
Internet and online education.

Islamic Studies in American Academia

In the aftermath of World War 11, the United States started to become more
involved in international affairs. American universities and academic cir-
cles witnessed a rapid expansion of university centers and programs of
study about the Muslim world in the form of regional studies dealing with
the Middle East and South Asia, for example. Seyyed Hossein Nasr®
remarks that “in many of the major centers of Middle Eastern studies
everything is taught seriously except Islam.” These centers would offer
courses on history, sociology, anthropology, and languages of the Muslim
world, but hardly any in-depth study of Islam as a religion.

Even with the expansion of religious studies in many American uni-
versities, Islam has not garnered the same interest as Hinduism,
Buddhism, or Chinese religions. This attitude of neglect also was seen in
other humanities in which Islam did not have an appropriate place. Nasr
briefly traces the development of Islamic studies as a discipline in
American academia, and states “that early American scholars of Islam
were mostly missionaries with an often open and vocal opposition to, or
even disdain for, Islam and its culture.”™® Despite the facts that several
prominent scholars made a positive contribution to the field of Islamic
studies and that some of them are still active, the general tendency was an
accumulation of miseducation, misunderstanding, and distortion.

The current relevance of this topic goes beyond its being an important
source of knowledge and information or misinformation about Islam and
Muslims for so many young non-Muslim Americans, for sometimes it is
the first or only source. As these course offerings expand, they attract many
Muslim students who take them out of interest or in hopes of getting an
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easy “A.” But then they become trapped by waves of distortion, defama-
tion, and slander. In many cases, they cannot respond appropriately either
due to a lack of knowledge or of courage. The results sometimes are dev-
astating to their psyches. As a result, the influence of these departments and
scholarships is far more damaging than commonly believed.*

The events of 9/11 have been followed by an unprecedented period of
rapid demand for more sources of knowledge and learning opportunities
about Islam. Chairs and departments for Islamic studies are being estab-
lished, more courses are being offered, and more students than ever are
enrolling in them. This trend has opened more opportunities for young and
promising Muslim scholars to enter the field. In fact, a growing number of
Muslim students in Islamic studies has been recorded during the last few
years. More good news also is coming from the positive attitudes of non-
Muslim scholars toward Islam and from mainstream university professors
opposing unfair positions and representations of issues related to Islam and
Muslims. But the challenges facing Muslim communities will continue: to
achieve a better representation, to channel the positive signals to serve their
own concerns, and to improve the quality of interactions with other seg-
ments of American society.

To plan for a future based on sound knowledge, this area needs a pro-
gram of academic research based on empirical and field studies.
Following are some suggestions:

» A general survey of Islamic studies programs in American univer-
sities. This survey may be an update of the “manual of the pro-
grams of Islamic, Arabic and Middle Eastern Studies in American
universities,” which was published by the cultural attaché of the
Embassy of Saudi Arabia in Washington in 1989, and was updated
and republished in 1993.

» Analyses of Islamic studies programs in certain universities; study-
ing Islam as a religion in universities; Muslim community involve-
ment in university-level Islamic studies programs; chairs in Islamic
studies; approaches to university-level Islamic studies programs;
the study of Sufism in American universities; the place of Islam in
university-level comparative religious studies programs; and track-
ing the number of Muslim scholars in these programs.

These suggestions are neither exhaustive nor conclusive, for each
item could be elaborated upon and turned into research proposals as a the-
sis or dissertation for graduate students. These studies also may be the
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foci of conferences and seminars organized by Islamic research centers
and associations. Seven to 11 research papers in each seminar on a cer-
tain topic could be turned into an edited book to enrich the field and make
more literature available for further research. Future leaders of Muslim
communities will find such literature helpful for making better decisions
and accelerated progress.

Forms, Venues, and Alternatives of Muslim Education

Homes and Parental Raising

Even if we could afford full-time schools for all Muslim children in the
United States and support them with community activities (e.g., scouts,
camping, and weekend classes), parents would still have to be their chil-
dren’s best teachers, for “Parents are children’s first and most important
teachers.”” The boundaries of their education are set by their parents’
expectations, efforts, and examples.

Contemporary American culture provides a “subtle alluring, but deeply
damaging message™* to parents. Under the increasing pressure of work and
competing interests, parents hand more and more of their educational
responsibilities over to other professionals, institutions, and specialists.
Performing the sacred duty of raising their children does not necessarily
require parents to spend lots of money or to have a degree in education and
psychology, for a major part of this activity consists of commonsense
undertakings. In fact, many such traditional parental tasks as exposing chil-
dren to various types of life experiences, visiting friends and places of spe-
cial interest, setting certain standards (i.e., those related to attitudes, skills,
and behaviors at home), and instilling a strong sense of responsibility have
a great educational impact upon children.

James Hunter, writing about the death of character, traces the decline
of moral discipline in American life and shows how the ethical demands of
character have been replaced by a banal civility of superficial moral attach-
ments.** The moral development and moral instruction needed to cultivate
character and its virtues within future generations may not be a product of
direct instruction in school programs of moral education, which are aston-
ishingly ineffective. “Rather, the significance of moral education is found
in its articulation of the moral culture we adults idealize. It is a mirror of the
moral culture we prize and thus seek to pass to succeeding generations.”™®

The ways in which parents and adults pass on moral understanding to
children are the real sources of our knowledge about the kind of society
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that we will pass on to future generations. So, the problem is not how to
reform school programs to make them more effective in building charac-
ter; rather, according to Hunter, the problem stems from the fact that,

.. moral education is inextricably bound to the moral culture within
which it is found ... the question is about how moral culture changes
and what ... people might do to influence that change in ways that
secure benevolence and justice.*®

After concluding a 15-year intergenerational study about various
aspects of American family life and its impact upon children, Paul Amata
and Alan Booth suggest certain policy measures that encourage marital
quality and stability so that “family policy, in general, [will] be based on
creating incentives for parents to act in the best interest of their chil-
dren.” The authors maintain that growing up in an era of family
upheaval puts the emerging new generation at risk.

Islamic education is not only a major concern for Muslim intellectuals
and educational practitioners at the ummatic level, but also a major con-
cern for individual and family salvation. The Qur’an proclaims: “O you
who believe! Save yourselves and your families from a Fire whose fuel is
men and stones.”* Muslim parents confronted with this Qur’anic verse
must know what kind of education their children are receiving and do their
best to prevent what passes for “education” to spoil their children’s Islamic
identity.

Home Schooling

Both parents should take an active role in their children’s education. In the
past, most families home-schooled their children for religious reasons;
now, however, more and more families are choosing to home-school for
various reasons, among them those related to academics, drugs, violence,
and negative peer pressure, all of which are so common in schools today.
They also want to spend more time together as a family.* As a result of
these concerns, there are now 2 million home-schoolers in the United
States, and, growing at a rate of 15 percent each year, this is the fastest
growing trend in education today. ®

The Muslim Home School Network and Resource (MHSNR) Center
was established 7 years ago by Cynthia Sulaiman in Attleboro, MA, to pro-
vide the Muslim home-schooling community with as many choices and
resources as possible, and to create and maintain networking resources for
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Muslim home-schooling families. Members organize annual conventions at
which families get together to engage in serious workshops and discussions
and to exchange experiences, and at which the children can participate in
fun and useful activities within a recreational and Islamic environment.
They maintain a rich website and active e-group network.** In addition, they
started publishing Al-Madarasah al-Ula, a home-schooling magazine.

Weekend Schools

American public education was a dream for most Muslim immigrants. In
some cases, this dream was the major reason why they came here, and so
they enthusiastically sent their children to public schools so that they
could enjoy the rich resources and sophisticated facilities. Rich Muslim
families in Muslim countries who wanted better opportunities and futures
for their children sacrificed a lot to send their adolescent children to live
with non-Muslim families just to attend American schools.*

For decades, Muslims gave no priority to establishing private Islamic
schools. When Muslim communities began to feel the need to pass on
their identity to their children, they simply attached weekend schools to
their mosques and Islamic centers in order to provide some supplemen-
tary Islamic education. Until the late 1980s, the Islamic Society of North
America’s (ISNA) education-related material was relevant mainly for
weekend schools. Even when full-time schools became important during
the 1980s and a must during the late 1990s, weekend schools continued
to flourish and expand.

This trend most probably will continue into the foreseeable future,
because the majority of Muslims will send their children to public schools.
It is extremely important for Muslim communities to develop more attrac-
tive and better educational weekend school facilities so that they can pro-
vide Muslim children with opportunities to preserve their Islamic identity
and to create a sense of belonging to their own community.

Quite often, untrained or unpaid volunteers run many weekend
schools. Teaching is very dry, because the focus is on the Qur’an, Arabic,
or another Muslim nation’s language. Most teachers are not trained to
deal with children in the American environment, and children will com-
pare them with their well-trained and experienced public school teachers.
As a result, because the materials are irrelevant and the schools are unat-
tractive, the students develop negative attitudes and thereby defeat the
very reason for the school’s existence.
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Trying to deal with such realities by simply developing a sound vision
and mission and then stating it eloquently on a website is not enough. Far
more important is the feeling of urgency to provide appropriate resources to
create in children a willingness and an incentive to attend the Islamic school
and enjoy what is being taught. However, the needed resources exceed what
the local Muslim communities can provide in terms of better facilities and
trained and well-paid teachers. Therefore, regional and national organiza-
tions, whether community-based, or professional centers and associations,
must help develop attractive educational materials and manuals.

To succeed in this undertaking, teams of researchers should strive to
develop creative ideas that are far removed from the failed traditional
ones. At this point in time, the dominant approach in curriculum devel-
opment is the business-oriented one of entertainment and consumerism.
If children are the ultimate consumers of curriculum materials, curricu-
lum developers should be guided by their needs. Thus, the focus should
be on content, not context. If children are attracted by the context, they
will enjoy it and ask for more.

Muslim communities can support the search for creative ideas, and
when the ideas succeed, the business-oriented experience in mass produc-
tion can make education programs a good business not just for Muslim
communities in the West, but in the Muslim heartland as well.

To give weekend schools their due attention, they should be regarded
as the first, instead of the second or third, line of defense in the quest to
guard the future generation’s Islamic identity. Full-time schools should be
encouraged, of course, for those communities with enough resources and
for those families who can afford to enroll their children. However, the
trend among Muslim Americans and all other religious communities is to
send their children to public schools and to provide supplementary edu-
cation elsewhere.

Full-time Schools

The most recent report about the realities of Islamic schools can be found
in Mohamed Nimer’s recently published resource guide on North
American Muslims.® After summarizing the available data, he points out
that most schools have developed through trail and error, often work in
isolation from each other, and have a curriculum that reflects their
founder’s commitments. Moreover, they have no quality control proce-
dures for their curriculum or any teacher development programs.



Malkawi: The Future of Muslim Education in the United States 69

Islamic education in the United States lacks any Islamic regional or
national bodies that can bestow accreditation or enforce standards of
learning. In 2001, there were more than 200 full-time Islamic schools in
North America (170 were in the United States). Most of them were estab-
lished during the 1990s, and their enrollment range from a few students
to 627, with an average of 150 students. Only the Nation of Islam’s Clara
Mohammed school system, which has 22 schools, has a national system.
An estimated 30,000 students attend full-time Muslim schools.

If we consider the average estimate of the Muslim population adopted
by Nimer (4.5 million), the percentage of Muslim children who attend full-
time Muslim schools does not exceed 2 percent. This percentage may even
be inflated, for it was based on the lowest estimate of school-aged Muslim
children. The report, however, documents several cases of Muslim schools
establishing their own criteria of excellence and being granted several
national awards.

Since establishing full-time Muslim schools is a quite recent and still-
evolving development, it is safe to say that this phenomenon has yet to
reach its peak. To keep track of this development, existing full-time
schools should be surveyed so that certain basic data can be collected and
a central database established. The survey should not just record statistical
information; rather, major emphasis should be placed upon the quality of
education, major achievements, problems, and anything else that can serve
as useful lessons for other schools. A system of direct communication may
be established to update the data annually.

Furthermore, schools should be encouraged to establish their own
websites,* for the Internet world appeals to everybody these days. In the
academy, the well-known cliché “publish or perish” used to be a major
motive for university professors to publish research. The Internet world
has a similar cliché: “If you don’t have a website, you don’t exist.” This
should motivate Islamic schools and educational centers to prove their
presence through their Internet websites. In a few years, this fast-growing
trend will provide basic entries to research on Muslim education.

An in-depth study of full-time Muslim schools should be conducted
periodically (every 5 years, for example). All notable achievements and
successful experiences should be cited, appreciated, and encouraged, for
success usually leads to more success. At the same time, many issues
related to full-time schools should be researched in order to develop a
knowledge base so that informed decisions can be made. A few examples
are given below, as follows:
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» Survey full-time Islamic schools, their histories, curriculum guide-
lines, and all curriculum materials and textbooks in Muslim schools.

» Survey the teachers employed in Muslim schools, as well as their
gualifications, certifications, salaries, background experiences, and
all other relevant information.

» Research the special Islamic dimensions that should be included in
teachers’ education and staff development, for example. Some of
these Islamic particulars concern all teachers and administrators in
Muslim schools, while others are relevant only to teachers who
teach specific subjects.

Islam and Muslims in Public Education

Muslim communities have become more aware of the role of public edu-
cation in responding to the challenges facing their future in this country.
A major challenge is how to deal with Americans’ image of Islam and
Muslims.

All that Muslims can do in their homes, weekend and full-time
schools, and community activities will continue to be of vital importance
in establishing and then nurturing an Islamic identity in their children. All
of these efforts, however, are directed inward and only toward Muslims.
But for how long will Muslims allow public school textbooks to continue
to be hostile and potentially damaging to the image of Islam and Muslims
among Muslim and non-Muslim children in public schools?

During 1988-94, Susan Douglass, with sponsorship from the
International Institute of Islamic Thought (I11T), undertook a pioneering
educational project to produce Supplementary Social Studies Units (K-6) to
help teachers deal with Islam and Muslims within the social studies cur-
riculum and public school textbooks. Most history and social studies text-
books concentrate on Europe and then America, and thus do not place these
two civilizations’ cultural and technological development in any type of
relationship with those of other civilizations. For example, the fifth-grade
unit “shows how the Islamic lands formed a hinge between East and West.
It goes beyond the stereotypical image of conflict between Christians and
Muslims to explain the fruitful cultural exchange which occurred over the
centuries. It demonstrates how the cosmopolitan character of Islamic civi-
lization united the Old World in interdependence, contributing to Europe’s
later technological, scientific, cultural and economic achievements.”*
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In 1990, the Council on Islamic Education (CIE) sought to remove
this Eurocentric bias in textbooks. Through its activities and collaboration
with textbook publishers and educational authorities, it has made a sig-
nificant contribution to reviewing textbooks and providing resourceful
knowledge to major American publishing houses. “In the course of the
1990s, a new generation of textbooks reveals a modified structure, one
that recognizes the critical role of Muslim civilization in the Middle Ages
and de-alienizes Islam. ... Future textbooks promise to continue this work
with CIE, providing research-based information to publishers and state
decision-makers.”* The California Department of Education invited CIE
to review its draft History-Social Science Standards and helped
California avert some of the pitfalls reflected in Virginia’s original stan-
dards, and to create a more balanced document. Subsequently, California
adopted Houghton Mifflin’s revised Across the Centuries (1999), which
was republished according to CIE’s suggestion. The council also was
heavily involved in teacher training and providing speakers to
California’s schools and universities.

The fact that most state curricula call for “teaching about religions”
and their role in human history is challenged and compounded by other
facts, such as most teachers’ lack of reliable knowledge about Islam
and the limited available resources for covering Islam accurately. This
situation has motivated CIE to produce a handbook which “not only
helps teachers understand and teach about Islam to all our students, it
also helps us relate more effectively to our Muslim students and their
families.””’

Such Muslim engagement proves that Muslims can be successful
partners in securing a better education for their own children and for soci-
ety as a whole. In addition, it shows that in many cases, educational
authorities, authors, and publishing houses may make present inaccurate
information about Islam and Muslims out of their own ignorance and,
therefore, welcome Muslim involvement. Such activities should contin-
ue, and more Muslim professionals should become engaged at the local
and national levels.

Research institutions and centers should sponsor research on the cur-
riculum guides of various states and counties, as well as on the school text-
books being used. Although history and social studies were major concerns
in the past, it is just as important to conduct research on the image of
Muslims in many other areas, especially literature. The focus of such
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research should not necessarily be limited to where Islam or Muslims are
mentioned inappropriately; rather, it also should look for those places
where Muslims should have been mentioned, but were not. As sensitivity
to religious views and faith-based comments, is not unique to Muslims,
Muslim activists should join forces with other religious communities
throughout the entire field of education. Research-based knowledge will
provide Muslim activists with strong cases for educational debates and
facilitate their presence in such debates.

Learning from the Experiences
of Other Communities

During the last 2 decades, the Muslim community started to become more
aware of the need to have a presence in American public life. Muslim
activists often refer to the Jewish community’s disproportionate place and
influence in academia, media, journalism, science, and politics. In addi-
tion, they also compare this place and influence with those of other and
numerically larger minorities, including Muslims. In 1996, the Jewish
population was estimated to be 5.9 million*; the Muslim population was
very close to this figure, and other communities were much larger.

Jewish education in the United States has witnessed many shifts in its
orientation and goals, and has followed routes that are parallel and com-
plementary to the American public education system. The purpose has
always been “to create lasting institutions that preserve and sustain
Jewish life as a vital force for the next generation.”®

During these years, American Jews have contributed in many ways to
the field of education (e.g., by taking major educational leadership posi-
tions at the local and national levels) and are active in debates and dis-
cussions on educational reform — sometimes on opposing sides. Such
involvement is still going on even now.*®

Jewish Private Schools

The earliest Sephardic Jewish settlers in mid-seventeenth century North
America educated their children at home. The first official Jewish school
was established in New York in 1731. Other Jewish communities estab-
lished their own religious schools in order to provide religious education.
When American education became more secular after the Civil War,
many American Jews used the public schools and secular education as a
vehicle for establishing successful careers in the larger society and
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deflecting anti-Semitism. As a result, Jewish schools waned and the focus
shifted toward more integration in the American mainstream. At the same
time, synagogues began developing supplementary schooling for reli-
gious instruction. This trend continued through the early decades of the
twentieth century.

By the beginning of World War 1, the trend shifted to establishing
Jewish schools attached to synagogues. This movement, which expanded
quickly and became more popular after World War 11, was aided by the
large-scale immigration of ultra-orthodox European refugees, who encour-
aged separate schools for boys and girls and the provision of both secular
and religious education under strict religious control. By the end of the
twentieth century, the Jewish school movement had come full circle: Only
11 percent of all Jewish school-aged children now attend these schools.

Jewish Summer Camps

Summer camps are considered an integral part of promoting Jewish life
and culture. After World War 1, when summer camps first became an
American institution, Jews created their own institutions to provide a
variety of religious and ideological orientations. Summer camps were
designed to create a cultural synthesis and balance between the trend to
assimilate in the larger American society and the desire to strengthen
Jewish identity in a pluralistic system of Jewish living and thinking. At
the same time, these camps served as educational enterprises and recre-
ational programs to provide fresh air for children.

Jewish summer camps generally featured gender-based programs on
segregated campuses with regular (though limited) opportunities for
social interaction. Special camps taught Hebrew and sought to modernize
Hebrew through its use in everyday recreational athletics. In addition to
camps founded to promote general religious principles, radical immi-
grants established their own summer programs to nurture a set of specific
values.

It was particularly important for Jewish public school children to
attend summer camps in order to bridge the gap between what they were
learning at school and what they were experiencing at home, and to pro-
vide a new milieu that could act as a surrogate home. These children had
the chance to combine sports and recreational activities with formal class
studies, prayer services, and songs.®* Jewish camps continue to be an
effective way of educating children in a Jewish cultural milieu.
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School Teaching Positions

The history of American education has been a story of how religion and
religious teaching relate to secular education. Schools have been entrusted
with a mission to inculcate Christian values in American children. At first,
it was not easy for Jews to assume teaching positions. In fact, many schools
required prospective teachers to pass tests on Christian texts before teach-
ing any subject, even mathematics or science.®® This was also a major
motive for the growing Jewish community to build its own schools.

With the evolving secular atmosphere in education and by the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, many religious barriers to the teaching pro-
fession were removed. Huge numbers of young Jews, especially women,
became teachers. Between 1920-40, Jewish women, most of them Eastern
European refugees, went from comprising 26 percent of the new teachers
in the New York City public school system to 56 percent. Even today,
they continue to make up a large percentage of educators in the American
public school system.® It is expected, of course, that they will create an
atmosphere of familiarity, respect, and appreciation of Jewish traditions
in these schools.

Jewish Professors in Higher Education

As in the fields of law and medicine, Jews, more than any other ethnic
minority, have used higher education as a stepping stone to professional
success and upward mobility.® The effort to get teaching positions at uni-
versities used to be blocked by the fact that the university required its
entire faculty to be professed Christians. America’s first full-time instruc-
tor of Hebrew was hired by Harvard in 1722 only after he converted to
Christianity.

Despite the deep-seated institutional anti-Semitism in many elite col-
leges and universities, Jewish intellectuals across numerous disciplines
have gravitated to the academy and have exercised a major influence
upon its development as teachers, scholars, and administrators. Their
presence was due, at least in part, to the growing prosperity and financial
wealth. After a long resistance by the University of Chicago to allow a
Jewish presence in its administration or faculty, Temple Sinai supported
the university financially. In return, it received a seat on the Board of
Trustees and its rabbi was appointed to the faculty.® This type of influ-
ence also was responsible for the creation of special chairs for Jewish
studies in many universities.
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Jewish resources claim that Jewish professors who had fled Europe
were instrumental in elevating American higher education to true univer-
sity standards.®” By the beginning of the twentieth century, most
American universities had Jewish faculty members. In 1970, Jewish
Americans held 12 percent of all college teaching positions in the coun-
try and more than 20 percent of those at elite private universities. At some
institutions, the percentage of Jewish professors now approaches almost
half of the total faculty.

Jewish Universities

Parallel to the Jewish presence in American universities, Jewish commu-
nities also have established private Jewish universities. The first Jewish
institute of higher education in the United States was Cincinnati’s Hebrew
Union College, which was founded in 1875 to train rabbis for the new
Reform Movement

Yeshiva University, founded in1886 as an elementary school, estab-
lished a theological seminary in 1896. In 1915, the two institutions merged
and started teaching higher education in both Talmudic and secular studies.
In 1928, it began offering undergraduate degrees in liberal arts and sciences,
and by 1935 was offering graduate programs. This university, currently the
leading American training ground for Orthodox rabbis, still maintains a
girls’ and a boys’ high school. In New York alone, the university has three
campuses and a current enrollment of around 7,000 students*®

The Jewish Theological Seminary of America (JTS) was established
in 1886 as an alternative to the increasingly radicalized American Reform
Movement of Judaism. Then in 1902, it was redefined as an institute of a
new religious movement: Conservative Judaism. JTS remains the
American center of conservative Judaism, both academically and spiritu-
ally. It provides various undergraduate and graduate degree programs in
Judaic studies and offers a basic program of rabbinic studies that lasts for
6 years. The focus is on Judaic scholarship, and students have to spend
one year in Israel.

The University of Judaism, founded in 1947, is a liberal arts research
university established in Los Angeles. In addition to various undergraduate
and graduate programs in English and literature, journalism, liberal arts, pol-
itics, business, bioethics, and Jewish studies, it provides a distinguished pro-
gram in its school of rabbinic studies for 4 calendar years, with one semes-
ter in Israel. Its emphasis is on community outreach in rabbinical training.”
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Brandeis University, founded in 1948, is located in Waltham, just 9
miles west of Boston, Massachusetts. The first Jewish-sponsored non-
sectarian liberal arts university in the country, it now has an endowment
of approximately $400 million. In 2000-01, it awarded $23.6 million in
both merit and needs-based scholarships. New York City’s Touro College,
founded in 1970 to enrich the Jewish heritage in this country and to reach
out to the larger community, is named for Judah and Isaac Touro, leaders
in the American colonies who founded Touro synagogue. The family
endowed North America’s first free library, several universities, commu-
nity health facilities, and, later, pioneering settlements in Israel. The col-
lege has schools for liberal arts and sciences with a women’s division,
general studies, law, and health sciences, and a school for lifelong educa-
tion. There are also sister schools in Israel and Russia.”

Jewish University Students

In the past, so many Jewish students were applying to prestigious univer-
sities that Harvard found it necessary to limit their admission.”

University student associations have been major avenues for extend-
ing the Jews’ presence and influence on American campuses. The Hillel
Foundation was America’s first Jewish campus organization. Founded in
1923 at the University of Illinois to serve the enrolled Jewish students’
religious and social needs,* today it maintains its own religious, social,
and cultural service programs and often serves as a national umbrella orga-
nization for Jewish campus groups. Seeking to involve unaffiliated cam-
pus staff, Hillel created the Association of Hillel and Campus Workers. To
coordinate and direct Jewish students at the national level, Hillel estab-
lished a National Student Secretariat and a National Jewish Law Student
Association, with offices in Israel and many other countries.

College and graduate education has been an important way for Jewish
students to gain professional recognition, leadership, and a secure middle-
class identity in this country. In addition, the evolution of the Jewish uni-
versity and the increasing importance of Jewish studies as an academic
discipline have had a major impact on American higher education. Close
to 80 percent of Jews attend universities.”

In conclusion, the Jewish community has succeeded in promoting
excellence in Jewish education by focusing on six key areas: improving
school quality and affordability, revitalizing congregational and commu-
nal education, engaging and empowering Jewish youth, recruiting and
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developing Jewish educators, using media and technology to enhance
Jewish learning and teaching, and utilizing research and evaluation to
promote continuous improvement.

Although the community’s wealth contributed to this success, it is also
a tradition that some educational institutions encourage every Jewish indi-
vidual to donate, either through their wills or while still alive, at least 5
percent of their net worth to one or more local or regional Jewish educa-
tion trust funds. The presence of Jewish scholars in education is felt in
many newspapers, magazines, or academic journals. Educational research
studies and reports are presented in almost every regional, national, or
international conference.

Conclusion

Muslims in the United States have a twofold mission: to provide their
children with an education based on Islam and to educate their neighbors
and fellow citizens about Islam. The bad news is that they lack the means
to carry out both, and thus find themselves in a real crisis. The good news,
however, is that they are now aware of this crisis and are ready to redirect
their resources and build their future with insight and purpose.

Educational institutions may be the core interest of Muslim communi-
ties at the present. It may be the best factor for unifying these communities
in a common cause. It is time to rethink the model of Islamic centers and
mosques as places for future generations, places for educating their chil-
dren, who are the only hope for sustaining the Muslim identity in this coun-
try. If Islamic centers are designed for this purpose, Muslims may think of
a mosque as part of a full-time school, rather than the opposite — as a week-
end school as a part of a mosque.

The challenges discussed in this article have internal and external
sources and are related to the commonalities of education: students,
teachers, curriculum, and the surrounding milieu. They also go beyond
what is needed to establish institutions of Islamic education, because
American public schools will continue to be an area of Muslim activism.
Muslim communities, all of which have to respond to these challenges
effectively, may benefit from the past experiences of other communities,
such as the Catholics and the Jews.

Empirical and field research must be conducted if we are to provide
the knowledge needed to understand the realities of Muslim communities
and the trends affecting their children’s education, and to plan effectively
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for the future. Such research is needed in all areas of Muslim education,
and will continue to be needed because research is like education itself —
a process and not a product.

The ideas presented in this paper should be considered as a work in

progress. Hopefully it will add to our awareness of the need to explore,
argue, and elaborate upon the future of Muslim education in the United
States. Nevertheless, this paper will remain incomplete, for its theme
should remain open for more serious insights, research, and discussion.
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