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Nearly Half of Islamic School Leaders 
Are Concerned About School Crises
Survey asks administrators to consider: Are we ready?
BY SHAZA KHAN

T
he Covid-19 pandemic shook 
many educators to their core. 
Unexpectedly, within a matter of 
weeks, U.S. school leaders went from 

hearing about a new “possible” pandemic 
to having an actual pandemic close school 
doors for up to two years in some instances.

According to research conducted by the 
Islamic Schools League of America (ISLA), 
Islamic schools responded remarkably well 
to the many pandemic-related challenges. 
From constantly (re)-adjusting instructional 
methodologies (from distance learning to 
hybrid to remote to in-person) to obeying 
local health and safety ordinances, making 
sense of the Centers for Disease Control’s 
shifting guidance and altering certain aspects 
of the Friday congregational prayers and 
Ramadan — Islamic faculty proved to be 
very agile and successful when it came to 
educating their students.

NOT-SO-NEW CRISES (RE)-EMERGE
Given the seemingly all-consuming focus 
on obstructing Covid-19’s spread, the time, 
energy and attention usually given to other 
crises may have taken a back seat. The May 24 
school shooting in Uvalde, Tex. — 19 students 
and two other individuals killed — brings 
to light the unfortunate reality that school 
administrators must remain aware that other 
crises can occur on school premises.

Dr. Leila Shatara (head of school, Noor-
Ul-Iman School; president, Council of 
Islamic Schools in North America [CISNA]) 
wrote on May 25, 2022, in an email listserv, 
“I’m just numb. I don’t know how to pro-
cess this as a school leader responsible for 
the safety of hundreds of children. We have 
spent the past three years in constant con-
cern for their health and well-being and now 
are reminded of the insanity that occurs in 
the U.S with these school shootings.”

CRISIS MANAGEMENT
Islamic schools operate in a unique envi-
ronment. As private nonprofit institutions, 
they are not bound to the same legal and 

institutional requirements as public schools. 
Therefore, our schools don’t always have 
knowledge of and access to crisis prevention 
and response strategies that may be found 
in public schools.

However, Islamic schools are equally sus-
ceptible to such crisis situations as school 
shootings, suicide attempts and medical 
emergencies. Other crises may include nat-

ural disasters, bomb threats, mass allergic 
reactions, severe weather, medical emergen-
cies, riots and demonstrations, fires, student 
or staff deaths, explosions, chemical/hazard 
spills, acts of terror or war, flooding, bus 
crashes, outbreaks of disease, hostage situ-
ations, school shootings, domestic violence 
threats, kidnapping assaults and/or fighting, 
power/IT outages, missing students, suicide 
attempts and weapons incidents.

While every crisis situation is distinct, 
the ones listed above fall within the pur-
view of a school’s crisis management tool-
kit. ISLA recently received a Community 
Response Initiative grant from Islamic Relief 
USA (IRUSA) to provide a Crisis Response 
Toolkit for Islamic schools. As a preliminary 
step to creating it, ISLA conducted a survey 
to better understand Islamic school admin-
istrators’ perspectives on their schools’ pre-
paredness and response to crisis situations, 
including violent/armed intruders.

SURVEY
School leaders were asked to respond to the 
following questions:

❶ How concerned are you about a vio-
lent/armed intruder at your school?

❷ How prepared is your school against 
a violent/armed intruder?

❸ Does your school have a communi-
cation plan in the case of a local or national 
crisis?

❹ Does your school have a crisis man-
agement plan?

❺ Which agencies do you have 
school-community partnerships with? 
[police, fire department, other]

❻ Which of the following drills has your 
school run with students during the 21-22 
academic year? [fire, armed intruder, severe 
weather, lockdown, other]

❼ Which of the following crisis sce-
narios are your top three concerns for your 
Islamic school community? [gun violence, 
terrorist attack, student/staff death, natural 
disaster, fire, hostage situation, chemical/
hazard spill, bus/vehicle crash, missing stu-
dent, power/IT outage, medical emergency, 
student physical altercation, cybersecurity 
threat/ hack, domestic violence/threats]

❽ Which would be most beneficial to 
help you prepare for a crisis situation at your 
school? (Select all that apply). [informational 
webinar for admin on types of crises, training 
videos to help staff respond to crises; Islamic 
School Crisis Manual for admin and staff, 
funding to hire consultants/staff to manage 
or prepare for crises, differentiated training 
for different stakeholders (staff, parents, stu-
dents), risk management training, access to 
curated community resources]

❾ Are there any other thoughts, con-
cerns or ideas you would like to share 
about gun violence and/or crisis response 
at Islamic schools?

Although the survey administration was 
incomplete when this article was published, 
responses were received from 63 administra-
tors representing 58 Islamic schools across 
the U.S. (N=55) and Canada (N=4). Most 
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respondents (78%, N=50) were school princi-
pals or head of school; others were operations 
managers, vice principals and directors of a 
subdivision of the school (i.e., elementary).

Based on their responses, 48% were “very 
concerned” or “concerned” (N=31) about 
an armed intruder in their school; 28% were 
“unsure or neutral” (N=18). Interestingly, 
nearly 40% were unsure of how prepared 
their school was if this scenario were to occur 
(N=25).

A total of 31% (N=20) of the administra-
tors “agreed” (N=14) or “strongly agreed” 
(N=6) that their school was prepared against 
an armed intruder. Of those who strongly 
agreed, five indicated that their school had 
a crisis management plan. All had relation-
ships with the local police and fire depart-
ments and had engaged students and staff in 
a lockdown drill, among other crisis response 
drills, during the past academic year.

Most Islamic schools also reported that 
they had a communication plan to deal with 
a local or national crisis (63%, N=40). 
Slightly more indicated that they had a crisis 
management plan (70%, N=45).

Islamic schools reported partnerships 
with a wide range of agencies, and nearly 
all administrators reported that their school 
had a partnership with the local police (94%, 
N=60) and fire departments (64%, N=41) 

Student Voices Against Gun Violence
P ILLARS PREPARATORY ACADEMY (SOUTH 

River, N.J.) students present their views on the 
challenges.

Nour Choukrane (10th Grade)
After a series of devastating school shootings 
this year, my school, Pillars Preparatory Academy, 
decided to dedicate school time to addressing these 
unfortunate events. It started with a schoolwide 
assembly in which the students and staff were 
instructed on what to do in case of an emergency. 
We also learned about the issue of gun law reform.

This was really important, because it helped 
relieve any anxiety that students may have felt after 
hearing about the shootings while also preparing 
themselves for the worst possible case scenario. 
Unfortunately, “the worst-case scenario” has become 
a reality in many U.S. schools. This can cause a lot 
of stress for students, especially when they aren’t 
sure about what to do in such a situation. Ignoring 
this reality certainly doesn’t help, and so I’m happy 
with the way Pillars decided to handle it.

As most of these shootings are caused by the 
lack of gun restrictions, the school’s administra-
tors decided to have each student, from third 
grade through high school, chose two senators 
and then write them a letter: one to thank the 
first senator for his/her for his/her advocacy, and 
to try and convince the second senator to act. A 
teacher reviewed and then mailed the letters to 
the senators.

I know that a lot of people think writing a letter 
won’t accomplish anything, and I did too at first. 
But then I realized if everyone did their part in 
some way, then eventually the senators would 
have to listen to the people they are representing. 
I also believe that as Muslims, our job is to fight for 
what’s right, instead of just sitting back while these 
incidents are happening right in front of our eyes.

I’m happy that my school decided to do some-
thing about the injustice going on right now in 
the most appropriate way they could. As for the 
departed victims of the shootings, the school 
decided to allow students a chance to fundraise 
by letting them dress in orange to raise $5 to show 
they stood for gun reform. The money raised was 
then used to fund the letter-sending process as 
well as purchase a banner to show support for 
the victims. Any leftover money was donated to 
non-profit gun control advocacy groups. I think this 
was a great gesture, for it not only showed support 
for the victims and their families, but also unified 
the students of Pillars Prep for an important cause.

The actions taken by my school helped me and 
many of my fellow students understand what is 
going on in the world and made us feel like we 
were working toward a better future and making 
a change. The school’s efforts not only prepared 
students and staff for any possible school shooting, 
but also helped make a difference in the world.

Ayah Abbassi (9th Grade)
It’s no secret that mass shootings in the U.S. are 
on the rise and that this affects schools and public 
places. I, as a student and citizen, have been finding 
it more and more difficult to feel safe due to such 
events. This was until my school, Pillars Preparatory 
Academy, provided us with some very valuable 

information regarding the topic and how to stay 
safe if such an event occurs at our school.

Our school’s teachers and administrators have 
done their best to educate all of us students on 
school shootings and safety. They’ve taken the time 
out of their classes, and even their own personal 
lives, to prepare presentations and assignments 
to help us truly grasp why this issue is so import-
ant. One of the many activities that students took 
part in included writing to our senators about the 
topic. Everyone from grades three and up wrote 
two letters — one to a Democratic senator thank-
ing him/her for his/her commitment, and one to 
a Republican senator in an attempt to convince 
him/her to do more in trying to resolve this issue.

We’ve also been shown videos that gave us 
insights on how these events have so negatively 
impacted victims and their families. Without this 
wake-up call, many kids genuinely wouldn’t have 
been able to grasp how bad these shootings really 
are. Everyone just assumes that it could never 
happen to them, and that these sorts of things 
only ever occur on TV. But this really isn’t the case. 
We’ve gone over procedures, experimented with 
lock down drills and have tried to prepare our-
selves in case a true emergency happens.

While shootings clearly involve and heavily 
affect the victims themselves, they also tend to 
impact many citizens. Some may be terrified to 
leave their homes, whereas others are simply just 
ignorant of the topic. People need to establish a 
middle ground: Every person should be able to 
go about his/her daily life without living in fear, 
but also be capable of remaining calm in case 
of an emergency so they can follow the relevant 
safety precautions. To reach this middle ground, 
one must be educated on the topic so he/she can 
understand every aspect of these shootings and 
remain safe if caught in such a situation. This, once 
again, reflects Pillars Preparatory Academy’s goal 
of teaching us about these mass shootings.

As you could probably tell, Pillars Preparatory 
Academy is a private Islamic school that strives 
to create a safe and welcoming environment 
for everyone, students and staff. From properly 
helping us comprehend school shootings to pro-
viding us with regular and enjoyable school days, 
everything overall just runs smoothly. The school 
has the nicest staff and the friendliest students to 
create not only a comfortable learning space, but 
also a warm community.

The teachers genuinely care about their stu-
dents and help us create a bright and stable future 
for ourselves. If, for example, a student is falling 
behind, most teachers offer their free periods and 
breaks to help him/her better understand what 
he/she needs to know. This shows how much the 
teachers really want to help all of us. The level of 
respect that everyone holds for each other is what 
contributes so much to how well the school runs and 
how involved everyone is in the things that matter.

Pillars Preparatory Academy works to keep 
its students aware of what is happening in the 
world, and this is evident by how much they’ve 
contributed to educating us on school shootings. 
Without their assurance and hands-on activities, 
my fear of those dreadful situations would be so 
much greater. ih
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Milwaukee Rotary 
Club taps Muslim 
leader “2022 Person 
of the Year”
Janan Najeeb becomes first Muslim woman to 
receive club’s top honor
BY SANDRA WHITEHEAD

“Only in America would an 
American Palestinian Muslim immi-
grant woman become Rotary Person 

of the Year,” says Janan Najeeb as she 
accepted the Rotary Club of Milwaukee’s 
highest honor this May. She is now one of 
this Rotary Club chapter’s 145 high-profile 
individuals, named each year since 1955.

Najeeb has founded several important 
Muslim organizations in this Midwest 
city – the Milwaukee Muslim Women’s 
Coalition, the Wisconsin Muslim Civic 
Alliance, the Wisconsin Muslim Journal, 
the Milwaukee Muslim Film Festival, 
the Islamic Resource Center and Our 
Peaceful Home, the first culturally spe-
cific (for Muslims) state-funded domestic 
violence program in Wisconsin. In 2016, 

she was the first Muslim to lead prayer 
in the state assembly in Wisconsin’s 174-
year history.

She also works on multiple boards, 
including those of Wisconsin Public Radio, 
the Wisconsin Historical Society, the 
Marcus Center for the Performing Arts and 
the Milwaukee Rotary Club. She occasion-
ally writes op-ed pieces in the Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel on various community 
issues and recently provided the statewide 
newspaper, at its invitation, with her “ideal 
platform” if she ran for mayor.

Najeeb played a leading role this year in 
organizing the state’s support of Afghans 
resettled there after the U.S. ceded control. 
In a commemorative video, Milwaukee 
Rotary Club president Todd Bentley 
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— two key agencies identified as crucial 
school–community partnerships for ccrisis 
preparednesss.

Crisis response drills are another pre-
ventative factor that the majority of Islamic 
schools enacted during the past academic 
year. The most common drills are those 
associated with fire (97%, N=62), school 
lockdown (67%, N=43) and severe weather 
(55%, N=35). 

Most Islamic school administrators — 56% 
of respondents (N=36) — identified gun vio-
lence as the top crisis scenario. The other two 
top scenarios were medical emergencies (39%, 
N= 25) and missing students (30%, N=19).

DEVELOPING A TOOLKIT
The survey’s last aspect asked the admin-
istrators to tell ISLA what they needed to 
be better prepared for and more responsive 
to a crisis situation. Specifically, they were 
asked to identify the top three most bene-
ficial resources in this regard. Respondents 
selected training videos for staff on how to 
respond (70%, N=45), an Islamic School 
Crisis Manual for administrators and staff 
(63%, N=40) and, finally, customizable tem-
plates for them to use in the event of an 
emergency (42%, N=27).

Recognizing the urgent need for crisis 
response prevention, response and training, 
ISLA will use this survey’s data, as well as 
focus group interviews with the participating 
administrators, to produce a Crisis Response 
Toolkit for Islamic school administrators and 
staff. This toolkit will be funded by the $10,000 
Islamic Relief Community Response Initiative 
Grant recently awarded to ISLA. The project, 
which is expected to be completed within the 
next six months, will include research on crisis 
management in schools, expert consultants, 
resource curation and development, as well 
as training for Islamic school staff. ih

Shaza Khan, Ph.D., is executive director of the Islamic Schools League 
of America.

  Janan Najeeb, Milwaukee Rotary Club’s first Muslima “Person of the Year,” addresses the award 
luncheon (Photo by Mouna Photography)


