Establishing An Islamic Environment for Your School Start-Up.

By E. Fowziyyah Ali  (12-30-03)

Establishing an Islamic environment for your school start-up efforts is more than just having an Islamic name or people who are Muslims joining together to start a school.  An Islamic environment includes organizational structure, inclusiveness, curriculum focus, teacher/ staff professional development, facilities, community outreach, parent involvement and budget.  This article will focus on these eight items in hopes that they will serve as useful guidelines for helping you to start-up or evolve your school.  There is usually a key person who is promoting the idea for the school; sometimes it’s a group of people who want to have their children attend an Islamic school.  Whether as an individual Muslim or a masjid/Islamic center, there will arise many issues, concerns, and challenges as you struggle on this path of establishing an Islamic environment in which your school can grow and develop.

Organizational Structure:

The initial question on organizational structure is this:  will your school be a legal entity separate from the masjid/Islamic center legal structure?  It is extremely important to have clear answers to this from the beginning because the answers will dictate how the administrative structure of your school will evolve.  Most masajid and Islamic centers are organized to be open for daily prayers; but put a focus on Jumah and weekend gatherings for social and Islamic educational purposes.  Those who are organizing full time schools which meet more than four hours per day, and plan offer a variety of educational activities and programs in addition to Arabic, Qur’an and Islamic Studies, need seriously to consider having their educational program as a separate, independent legal entity – even if you are starting off using space in your local masjid. The focus on a separate, independent legal identity for the school should be registered with the appropriate city, county, state and federal (IRS) agencies.  

The school, if located at the Islamic center should develop a shared space policy for accountability to determine who will be responsible for opening and closing shared classrooms; supervising youth or adults who may be using the space; and organizing cleanup.  When the school does not have these issues clearly agreed upon and documented in advance, problems, confusion and hurt feelings can and will occur.  A full-time pre-school or school, meeting more than four hours per day, at least three days per week will have to develop separate agreements for the weekend school staff and with the Islamic center board of directors on accountability and clean-up.   The school, when sharing space should have at least one secure room which no one except school staff has access to the door lock and cabinets.  This secure room should be large enough to store computers, educational materials and textbooks if needed.

Inclusiveness:

Inclusiveness is the key word describing what I hope an Islamic environment will encourage for identifying who will be on the governing board and how these people are selected.  In most towns and cities there are two or more organizations and centers where Muslims congregate for prayers, teaching Islamic Studies and to socialize.  These centers have evolved and emerged out of different perspectives relating to the American society.  Some centers are comprised of Muslims who are mostly families and students from countries abroad (Africa, Asia, Middle East); some centers are predominantly Muslim African-American. Some Muslim centers are separated along Shia, Sufi and Sunni divisions. For the long-range survival of Muslims in America, it is extremely important for Muslims to establish schools that are inclusive.  Inclusive means bringing into your schools organizational structure diversity of viewpoints that are Islamic. Muslim Americans have the experiences of having grown up in this cultural environment of the United States and have had to identify and sort out what is good and what is bad. Muslim African Americans have carried the burden of publicly propagating Islam in the United States for over thirty years.  Muslim African Americans are descendents from the “Servants of Allah, African Muslims Enslaved in the Americas” (Diouf, 1998). Muslims emigrating to the United States from Asia, Middle East and Africa bring diverse cultural traditions and skills in Arabic and Qur’an, and often high technological skills in medicine and engineering which are needed here in the United States.  Allah, subhanawata’ala has blessed all these communities and people from diverse experiences to be Muslim. For schools to thrive, it is important to organize and outreach to guarantee respect for diversity and inclusiveness.

Curriculum:

It is important to make sure that people on your school’s governing board have first hand experience with K-12 education in the United States.  There should be at least two people who have worked as teachers in public K-12 schools.  College education in the U.S. is organized very differently from K-12 education. People who are professors on the college level often do not have the experience of knowing what the curricular standards and assessments methods should be for Pre-K and elementary school, K-8th.  The high school curriculum is easier to adjust and align as you prepare teens for vocational / technical careers or for attending a liberal arts college. 

On your school’s governing board there should be two or more people who are successful business persons because a school is a business that must raise money and spend money on a budget. Your school’s board needs to have clear guidelines and structure for their tasks, making sure that the principal or head of school has flexibility and independence to implement curriculum and staff changes as needed.  Micromanagement of day-to-day operations by a board of sincere, well-meaning people who are offsite at their own jobs or businesses, and who come only to monthly meetings, can erode morale and create dissention if the people who are on site daily (teachers and principal) are not respected for their professional qualities. 

The challenge of establishing an Islamic environment for curriculum is to organize for teaching to multiple intelligences (Howard Gardner), and to teach for English language learners if that is your target population, and special education services.  Starting out most schools cannot be everything for everybody.  However, as you choose your curriculum, place the focus on literacy standards in all of its forms. When students can read, write and understand with fluency for their age and grade, then students can transfer those literacy skills to mathematics, science and social studies.  Choose your curriculum because it is hands-on, interactive, promotes critical thinking, problem solving, cooperative learning and respect for multi-cultural / inter-cultural diversity..  You have to research (scirus.com) to find out what will work for your situation.  Sometimes, even if a curriculum is great, it may not be available in the quantities you need, particularly if you are starting small, with less than 20 students per class / grade.  A literacy focus along with non-fiction content area readings in social studies, science and mathematics should help your school to provide an excellent quality of basic skills. Research from various school districts indicates that it takes up to four hours per day of instruction in literacy for two years for ESL students to gain basic fluency in English.  For all students 90 to 120 minutes (1.5 to 2 hours) per day of literacy instruction is recommended.  Be prepared to consider diverse scheduling arrangements to ensure that your ESL students receive a minimum of ninety minutes per day of English language literacy studies.  You will definitely need computer programs that support ESL literacy, such as “Dave’s Café”; and you may need volunteers to come in for one to two hours per day to work individually and /or in small groups (no more than four) with students with the greatest literacy needs.  Also, research and be aware of how to identify differences between a student who is English language / culture deficient and a student who has a specific learning disability – who may also be an ESL student.  Connections with your local public schools and other agencies for assessments of this nature are critical.  You need to early on think about an ESL policy.  Identify a reading test (i.e. STAR Test) for basic comprehension that all students can take upon enrollment.  Identify a general individual assessment, such as the Brigance Inventory of Basic Skills to help you find students’ strengths and weaknesses.  Tell parents up front that their children have to come up to certain reading / writing standards in order to be passed to the next grade.  

Teacher/Staff Professional Development:

Teacher training and professional development are extremely important to the success of your school.  Utilize the resources of the local community colleges and local community agencies to help get staff professional training.  Even if you start out with highly qualified teachers, certified teachers etc., the reality of life means that your teachers will change from semester to semester, year to year due to pregnancy, illness, family relocation.  There are also workshops for training in various curriculum such as Spaulding Method for Literacy, Singapore Math, Achievement First Literacy program, Four Blocks Reading, Math Their Way/Math A Way of Thinking, Delta Education Science modules, GEMS: great expectations in Math and Science through Lawrence Hall of Science and its regional affiliates. Most community colleges as well as some local community agencies have trainings for day care workers and managers.  There are Montessori trainings for early childhood education that are on-line. On-going regular staff development is very important and extremely worthwhile budget allocation.  

Facilities:

Establishing an Islamic environment for your facilities is more than just having one room or ten for classroom use.  Making sure that the facilities are clean and have volunteers or paid staff to maintain cleanliness is very important.   Schools should have security alarms, smoke detectors and fire extinguishers that meet all local health, fire and safety codes for use as a school and /or pre-school. Sometimes the pre-school licensing requirements are stricter than those for elementary schools.  For the health, safety and welfare of your students and staff, strive to meet the strictest guidelines available.  Make sure that you are moving into space that will allow you to expand.  Investigate state requirements for minimum space per student.  Even if you are not required to meet state requirements, packing children into a classroom limits the quality of the education. Consider leaving room for learning centers, math manipulative storage or space for children to spread out for doing their independent reading. Having adequate space, clean space, a prepared environment for learning is so very, very important. If you’re blessed with the opportunity to build from the ground up, seek out information on the most energy-efficient, environmentally healthy building materials and processes.  Through the internet you can get information about “green building techniques for schools”.  

Community Outreach:

The African proverb about “it takes a village to raise a child” is most appropriate to establishing a school.  As a school you will need interrelations that are positive with the school supply stores, the bookstores, the pizza business, the copier and computer lease/repair companies, and a host of other businesses and community services.  Outreach and networking are vital to the life of the school.  Involve your school with other private and parochial schools.  There may exist in your area principal’s meetings that occur monthly and rotate around to each school.  Join and participate with any organized multicultural diversity groups or interfaith programs.  Get your school involved.  Be visible.  Encourage your parents to attend community programs.  Find activities for your students to participate with.  Organize your students to have a choir, step / drill team or dramatic skit that they can put on at various interfaith, intercultural programs.  Also, identify local charities to participate with such as a shelter for the homeless, St. Jude’s Children’s Research Hospital or “Habitat For Humanity” etc.  And, advertise your participation.  It is extremely important that Muslims not be marginalized and separated from the positive and constructive things in the American society.  You must network, outreach and be proactive.  Get to know your vendors and suppliers personally and pay your bills on time.  Call them if you have a problem.  It is your Islamic ethics in your business and social relations that will help provide a positive image for Muslims in this society.    

Parent Involvement and Budget:

Parents who are involved and committed to establishing an Islamic environment for your school are your school’s most precious resources.  The vision, energy and financial sacrifices of your schools’ parents are the foundation of your school and the glue that holds the various components together.  Encourage the parents to establish a local chapter of the national PTA organization. Parents should be among the majority members of your board of directors. Parents with the talent and background can work as teachers.  Parents most of all are your volunteers for tutoring students, for fundraising, for cleaning and maintaining the building, for the great variety of activities and programs that make up a school community.  Maintaining communication and involvement of your parents will smooth your path as your establish your school.

With your firm intention to establish a school, revitalize a school or expand a school you should not fear or give up because of the seemingly high cost of proper facilities, teacher professional development or salaries.  Organize your budget; discuss it with others, revise the budget and come up with fundraising plans.  Even if you are blessed to have one primary donor, organizing special fundraising events is critical for the morale of your board of directors, parents and volunteers.  With some good, creative plans in place and consistent volunteers who will help carry out the plans every quarter your school can generate positive community relations, media attention and of course money.  Dinners with a special guest speaker are effective.  Consider also, a pancake breakfast at a restaurant; a bowling event, or an electronics auction.  Do not depend upon just one person, or one event to financially sustain a school. Establishing a school needs the support of future or present parents, friends, neighbors, Muslim community and non-Muslim community, all collaborating and working together.  Even if you have one major contributor, you need also to attract people who will sponsor students.  Tuition assistance or scholarships to families who cannot afford the monthly tuition may take up to 25% of your budget.  It is your outreach to businesses and community supporters that will help you to make up for the tuition assistance deficit by gaining sponsors.   Major fundraising is at least a quarterly event.  There are always more things that a school needs.  But stay on your budget once you have funds raised; account for every penny; keep documents and records; and turn in weekly, monthly reports to someone on your board of directors who can help oversee the business affairs of the school.  A business manager on site, two or three days per week, helping with the accounting duties is crucial if the principal or head of school is to be able to focus on serving as an instructional leader.  Your budget planning should include having your school to own real estate that brings in rental income monthly; income above the cost of the mortgage principle, interest, taxes and insurance.  Talk with an accountant or banker on setting up an escrow account for this purpose.  Develop a plan for generating residual income from real estate, investments or products being marketed or sold through the school. Research how endowment funds are set up.  Having a budget that considers future growth and expansion is essential for establishing an Islamic environment for your school.

With the help, guidance, mercy and forgiveness of Allah, (swt), your school will be established in an Islamic environment and will thrive and grow.  There will be difficulties, challenges and disappointments.  However, insha’ Allah, with the difficulties come the ease. May Allah reward all those who strive for excellence and strive to please their Lord through establishing schools.  Should there be anything that I’ve written that is of good and beneficial, it is from Allah; and anything that is negative or not accurate, it is from me, and for which I will be held accountable.
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