
COVID-19 & Islamic Schools in 
the United States
Challenges, Successes and Opportunities
Shaza Khan, PhD
Executive Director, The ISLA
www.theisla.org



Overview

1. Background: 
○ Current Snapshot: Islamic schools in the US
○ Purpose: Why Islamic Schools Matter
○ Islamic Schools: Non-Profit Sector

2. Study: COVID-19 & Islamic Schools
○ COVID-19 Impact on Education Sector
○ Key Findings

3. Conclusion
○ Implications
○ Looking forward



Background



Historical Context

● University of Islam
○ Nation of Islam
○ 1932, Detroit
○ Mostly elementary schools, some secondary schools

● Clara Muhammad Schools
○ 1932, Detroit: University of Islam
○ 1975: Clara Muhammad Schools 

● Community Islamic Schools
○ 1970s-now

● All Islamic Schools Shared Aims: 
○ Self-Esteem
○ Safe Space
○ Islamic identity



Current Snapshot

● 300 Islamic Schools
● 50,000 students nationwide; 3.8% of US Muslim children in 

full time Islamic schools
● Professional Organizations: 

○ Clara Muhammad School Consortium
○ Council for Islamic Schools League of America (CISNA)
○ Islamic Schools League of America (ISLA)

● Accreditation
● Professional Development



The Average Islamic School
Enrollment Annual 

Tuition
Sectarian 
Affiliation

Accredited Annual 
Operating 
Budget

Principal Staff 
Particulars

168 
students, 
grades 
Pre-K-5 or 
up to 8th 
grade

$6,000 Sunni 
Islam

Yes, or 
seeking 
accreditatio
n

$700,000-1,
000,000

Muslim Muslim & 
Non-Musli
m, 19 full 
time 
employees



Islamic Schools &  US Non-Profit Sector

A Model Muslim Non-profit: Accountability, structure, history

Proxy for Development of Muslims & Islam in America



COVID-19



COVID-19 & Islamic Schools in the US

● Islamic Educators’ Communication Network (IECN): 

Discussions

○ Health & Safety
○ Crisis Management Plans 
○ Communication with Parents
○ Grading / Rigor / Equity 
○ Teachers’ Training
○ Connectivity / Access / Online Learning Platforms
○ Health, Social Emotional Stressors



Professional Organizations Jump In

Islamic Schools League of America (www.theisla.org)

● Networking, Resources, Leadership and Professional Development, Research

Council for Islamic Schools of North America (www.cisnausa.org)

● Advocacy, Accreditation, Professional Development

Council for American Private Education (www.capenet.org)

● Advocacy, Federal Funding

http://www.theisla.org
http://www.cisnausa.org
http://www.capenet.org


Study: COVID-19 & Islamic 
Schools



Survey Overview: 
COVID-19 and Islamic Schools

Purpose

● Collaboration- MPI, 
ISLA, CISNA & CMP

● Hard data for 
advocacy, obtaining 
financial assistance

● Telling the “story” of 
Islamic schools: 
successes & 
challenges

Method

● IRB-approved survey
● Sent through ISLA & 

CISNA 
● Communicated 

urgency, advocacy
● Secondary Data 

Collection: 
Qualitative 
(forthcoming)

Results

● April 19 - June 2020
● 248 responses
● Respondents= 

Principals, Board 
Chairs & Board 
Members



Survey Questions Overview

School Facts

● Enrollment #s
● Accreditation?
● Grades taught
● Endowment?
● PPP- applied?

○ Why not?

COVID-19 impact- 
Current

● Which grades? 
● Distance learning- 

platform? How long 
did it take to 
initiate?  

● Tools prior to 
COVID-19?

● Negative & Positive 
impacts

COVID-19 impact- 
Future

● Enrollment 20-21
● Contingency Plan?



COVID-19 Impact 
March-May 2020
Survey Results



Respondents’ Role at Islamic School

Majority: 

Principal & 
Board Chair 
(74%, n= 136)



Respondents’ Islamic School Size

Majority: 

101-200 
students

(n=87)



Grades taught

Majority: 

Elementary 
School

48%



Enrollment 
Impact

The majority faced enrollment 
declines, though some also 
indicated increased enrollment.

Majority of the impact was felt in 
pre-school and elementary grades.

Trend mirrors independent schools 
nationally.



Enrollment Impact
Slight Increase: 15% 

Slight Decrease: 37%

Significant Decrease: 
20%

No Change: 26%

Increases= n=31

Decreases= n= 104

No Change= n=49



Declining Enrollment Impact By Grade Level
Sharpest Decline: 

Pre-School (27%)

Followed by: 

Equal Impact on all levels 
(17%)

No Impact (17%)



Emergency 
Remote 
Learning

● 31% indicated live instruction 
was being provided & 26% 
offered asynchronous

● Other private schools, 21% 
described schedules as 
primarily or solely synchronous 

● Public schools, 86% offered 
asynchronous instruction



Distance Learning During COVID-19
Respondents could “Choose all 
that apply”

31% 

conducting live classes



How long did it take to initiate distance learning 
from time of school closure? 

45% 
launched within 
1 week

30%
launched within 
2 weeks



Crisis 
Readiness

● Physically well-situated to 
transition to remote learning

● Connected with technical 
expertise 

● Social-Emotional concerns 
were leading stressors



What tools did your school have prior to 
COVID-19?

Top 
Results:
1. Teacher 

Training
2. Technical 

Expertise
3. Access to 

personal 
devices



Negative Impacts of COVID-19

● Social 
Emotional 
Well-being of Staff 
(N=90+) & Students 
(N=78)

● Financial 
(N=83)

● Completing 
Curriculum
(N=80)



Positive Impacts of COVID-19

● Enhanced staff 
use of 
technology
(N=83)

● Parental 
Involvement
(N=55)



Economic 
Impacts

● Many with endowments
● Expected declines in charity
● Many accepted federal funding
● Anticipated discriminatory 

federal response



Schools with Endowments



How has COVID-19 Impacted Charitable 
Donations?

56% 
Total decrease in 
charitable donations

Of which

29% 
Significant decrease



How has COVID-19 Impacted Volunteer Hours?

61% 
Total decrease in 
volunteer hours

Of which

35%
Significant decrease



How do you think CARES Act can benefit your 
school? Most felt CARES Act 

funding could benefit 
their schools.



Do you intend to benefit from CARES Act?



Projected Discrimination on Muslim non-profits? 
CARES Act?



Expectations for Donations During Ramadan 



Ability to fund payroll for next 4 weeks

27% 
Significantly Likely

10% 
Significantly Unlikely



How do you think COVID-19 will impact 20-21 
enrollment?

64% 

believe enrollment 
will slightly or 
significantly 
decrease



Which do you trust most to get help from?

1. Allah
2. State & Federal 

Gov’t
3. Muslim 

Philanthropists



The COVID-19 
Story for 

Islamic Schools



The Good, The Bad & The Ugly

THE GOOD: Islamic Schools...

● Demonstrated resilience
● Provided continuity
● High-quality instruction via live & 

combination instructional efforts
● Well-prepared (staff, tools, digital 

connectivity)

THE BAD: Islamic Schools 
believe...

● Enrollment will go down 20-21
● Endowment will decrease
● Gov’t will discriminate in funding
● Social-emotional well-being 

suffering (staff & students)



Islamic Schools 2020

A well-developed, maturing non-profit institution, responsive to unforeseen 
circumstances, well-connected to each other and resources that allow for such 
resilience in the face of crisis. 



Financially Stressed

● Compete with publics and charters, increasingly organized homeschooling 
co-ops and micro-schools

● Construction projects and expanding to high schools
● Rely upon donations to close annual budget gaps

Need to diversify their funding streams
Sustainability



Opportunities Await: 
The future of Islamic 
schools



No Turning Back
In politics we say, “Never lose the opportunity of a crisis.” And in this situation, we don’t simply 
want to frantically struggle to restore the status quo…

There are things we can learn in the messiness of adapting through this crisis, which has revealed 
profound disparities in children’s access to support and opportunities. 

We should be asking: How do we make our school, education, and child-development systems 
more individually responsive to the needs of our students? 

-Reville, Francis Keppel Professor, Education Policy and Administration, Harvard 



Opportunity: Potential for Innovation

Based on a recent 59-country survey of educators and education administrators, 
Fernando Reimers and Andreas Schleicher note that: “The crisis has revealed the 
enormous potential for innovation that is dormant in many education systems.”[1] 

Study by the The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

● Educational technologies
● Innovative teaching practices
● Expanding pool of students beyond city
● Creating community, virtually, hybrid

https://globaled.gse.harvard.edu/files/geii/files/education_continuity_v3.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/research/beyond-reopening-schools-how-education-can-emerge-stronger-than-before-covid-19/#footnote-1


Opportunity: Differentiating Islamic Schools

● Small Class Sizes
● Intimate, family-like setting
● Muslim identities, Islamic values
● Quran-based curriculum (Abdus-Sabur, Shamma)
● Principles of Islamic Pedagogy (Ajem & Memon, 2011)
● Standards, Accreditation
● Research & Reclaiming Our Narrative

Islamic Principles, Values & Ethos



CONCLUSION
The role of public schools is clear: to 
perpetuate the world view of the dominant 
American culture. The role of the Islamic 
school must be equally clear, to produce 
self-reliant, competent, and above all, 
God-fearing Muslims who are not afraid to 
place Al-Islam in the marketplace of ideas 
competing for the soul of America.
-Rashid & Muhammad, 1992
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