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Back to School and 
RAISING MUSLIM CHILDREN IN THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS:
WHAT PARENTS NEED TO KNOW
by Sahar El-Shafie

Many Muslim families debate whether to send their children to public schools or Islamic schools. Whatever the parents choose for their children, parents must always remember that whatever environment they choose for their children, they must do their best to guide them.

Some parents feel that simply having their children attend Islamic schools relieves them of their duties as parents. Of course, this is not true.

Yet, there are far too many parents who subscribe to this way of thinking.

MUSLIMS IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS: AN INSIDER'S VIEW

As a teacher in the public school system, I also see the problems of having a Muslim child attend a school where the values of the school don't necessarily match that of the child's Islamic upbringing. So what are we to do?

The answer, I feel, lies in our ability to parent as well as in helping build our children's own Islamic identity.

Parents often wonder what it takes to raise their children in this Western society, which doesn't have the sense of Halal and Haram that we Muslims do.

But what are we teaching our children at home that helps them to deal with such issues?

STARTING THE REAL TEACHING OF OUR KIDS AT HOME

Are we fostering in our children a sense of pride in our Deen? We are so busy trying to make ends meet in our day-to-day struggle to survive that our children's Islamic upbringing is being neglected.

As parents we want our children to be successful doctors, lawyers and engineers. How many of us want our children to be good Muslims as well as successful professionals today? I see too many Muslim children who try to hide their Islam in the public school setting.

In America, the great melting pot, it is easier to try to fit in than stand out in the crowd. But that is human nature, is it not? How many of us parents do the same at work?

BUILDING ISLAMIC IDENTITY IN YOUR KIDS: SOME TIPS

The answer then lies in our ability to keep our Islamic identity in a non-Muslim society, as well as help our children to develop a Muslim identity of their own.

From personal experience, I have found out that we need to be with good practicing Muslims if we are to develop a Muslim identity.

The same is true for our children.

Be active in your local Muslim community.

Be a part of the solution to your community's problems.

Organize and support youth groups that foster your children's strong sense of Islamic identity.

Get together with other Muslim families and organize group activities for the children like group outings, camps, picnics, etc.

Also, have a knowledgeable family member give them Quranic as well as Islamic lessons to help them further develop their knowledge of their Deen.

BE MORE THAN A PARENT TO YOUR CHILD

Most of all, be a friend to your child.

Listen to his or her problems and help him to solve them Islamically.

Make your child active in finding the solution to their problem. Don't try to shelter your child from the harshness of reality.

If you are not open-minded and helpful in resolving their problems, they will find someone else who is, and that person may not have the proper Islamic perspective.

As far as the specific problems your child encounters in the public school system, they are the problems of the Western society in which we live.

Drugs, violence, sexual promiscuity, lack of respect for the authority and an attitude that everyone should be respected regardless of his/her morality are but just a few.

The good news is that these are the problems to which only Islam offers the correct solution.

FINDING COMMON GROUND WITH NON-MUSLIMS

I was surprised to note that there are a lot of conservative Christians and Jews who are raising their children in the same way.

I have a Methodist coworker who is a very firm believer in Allah's control over all of our fate. When she asks me about my future as a teacher, I answer that I leave the future to Allah. I can only do my best to attain my goals, but ultimately it is Allah who knows what will be and what is best for us. So we should always pray to Him for guidance.

She agreed with me wholeheartedly and commented that unlike other Christians, she was a firm believer in Allah's control over fate. This was the first time I had encountered a non-Muslim with this sense of Tawakul.

I guess that the bottom line is that no matter what environment we choose for our children, we must remember that the role we play as parents to teach our children their religion and help them to develop pride in it is crucial.

Let's all work together as an Islamic community to help ourselves and to help our children be good Muslims.

Sister Sahar El-Shafie teaches Social Studies to sixth and seventh graders at Martin Middle, a public school in Raleigh, North Carolina. She has coordinated several youth programs and understands their problems very closely.

This article was originally published in the Fall 1998 issue of Noor magazine.
Education: Public School 

Working with Your Children's
Public School Teachers

If your children are in a public school, chances are that their teachers are not Muslims. This may or may not present a major problem.

Definitely, leaving our children with non-Muslims more hours a day than they spend with Muslims is potentially dangerous. However, non-Muslims are not all the same. Some may be very aggressive in their proselytizing and may find your child a prime candidate. Others may be very anti-religion or anti-Islamic. Most may not care about religion at all. 

We as Muslim parents can do several things to try to insure that our children get the right kind of education from non-Muslims without getting the negative influences that we want to avoid. 

Meet your children's teachers 
If several Muslim parents in the community make the teachers aware of some of the special situations of Muslim children, it is possible that kind and caring teachers will be more sensitive when discussing history or events that involve Muslims, when saying the Pledge of Allegiance, and when dealing with "holidays." 

Attend PTA meetings
to contribute to the school. 
The participation of Muslim parents may influence the school and the teachers to stop or modify un-Islamic activities or negative information about Islam. 

• Show appreciation if your children's non-Muslim teachers show concern for the needs of Muslim children.

• Always be kind and considerate when talking with your children's teachers.

• Let the teachers know about the problems your children will face with non-Islamic "holidays," the Pledge of Allegiance, and gym classes.

Perhaps the teacher will find a way to make your child more comfortable during these times. In an article I recently read in The Message International, Aasia Ali, a young Muslim girl, recounted how she informed her gym teacher that she was not allowed to wear shorts, but found the gym teacher uninterested. When the young girl told her father about her problem, he talked with the principal and explained the situation. The principal then excused her from wearing shorts in gym. She then had another problem: the gym locker rooms where the girls changed clothes were not private. She told her father, and he again spoke to the principal. The principal again took care of the problem (Feb. 1990, 35).

Read your children's textbooks
to see what they are being taught. 
If you discover any misinformation or anything that disturbs you, put your objections, along with the appropriate corrections, in writing. Arrange a meeting with your child's teacher and the Director of Curriculum to discuss the problem. Always be polite and present yourself as someone who wants to help, not as a critic. They may or may not agree to implement your corrections. If they agree, thank them for their consideration. If they reject your corrections, you should seek additional help from an Islamic organization that deals with this kind of issue. One such organization, CAIR (The Council on American-Islamic Relations), can be contacted at 

CAIR
1050 17th Street, N.W., Suite 490
Washington, DC 20036
Phone: 202-659-CAIR (2247)
Fax: 202-659-2254

Another organization that might be able to help is The Council on Islamic Education, which can be reached at 

Council on Islamic Education
PO Box 20186
9300 Gardenia St., #B-3
Fountain Valley, CA 92728-0186
Phone: 714-839-2929
Fax: 714-839-2714

Work with local Muslim organizations
to improve the schools' curriculum.
Don't feel that the only time you should get involved is when you see negative information in your children's books. Take the initiative to work with the school and the teachers to add positive information about Islam. 

Let your children's teachers know that you can provide Muslim guest speakers to come to the school and make a presentation about Islam and Muslims. 

Approach Principal when Discriminated 

If you see prejudice or racism in any of your children's teachers, talk to the principal about it. 

It's better to go alone the first time so as not to appear
confrontational. If this doesn't help, enlist the support of other Muslim families and Muslim organizations. Don't just ignore it. To report discrimination, you should contact CAIR (The Council on American-Islamic Relations) at the aforementioned address or phone number. 

Teachers are more likely to treat Muslim children better and be more sensitive to their issues if they know that Muslim parents are watching and are concerned about their children. By getting involved in your children's education, you will not only be helping your children, but all the Muslim children in the school.

by Ibrahim Bowers
How to get religious accommodation in the public school system: a 6-step guide
  
By Sound Vision Staff writer
Does your child need a prayer room to perform Zuhr in during lunchtime? Does he need time off for Juma? Or do you want to convince a teacher or principal to give your daughter the day off for Eid-ul-Fitr?

Whatever Islamic obligation you want accommodated at your child's school, it must be done in a methodical, clear and proper manner.

Shabbir Mansuri is founding director of the Council on Islamic Education in Fountain Valley, California.

He provides tips and advice on how to get religious accommodation for your child.

Step #1: know the laws about religious freedom

Knowing what laws and regulations govern the issue of religious accommodation is crucial before attempting to reach the right authorities. It is also important to understand what is defined as a "reasonable limit" on religious freedom.

See Laws You Need To Know About for the specifics.

In the United States, one of the strongest arguments in favor of seeking religious accommodation for your child is former President Bill Clinton's 1995 statement of principles addressing the extent to which religious expression and activity are permitted in public school. This was given to every school district in the US.

Get the help of other officials if necessary to properly understand these laws. A good place to check with is The Freedom Forum First Amendment Center. They have produced a booklet entitled A Parent's Guide to Religion in the Public Schools. You can call them at (615) 321-9588.

Step #2: get the support of a teacher

"[The first thing I would do is] arm myself with that piece of information and then set up a meeting with the principal of the school along with one of my favorite teachers at the school who will be very supportive, requesting that my son or daughter should be either permitted to [for example] go out to perform Juma prayer at a local Masjid and/or be allowed to perform Juma prayer along with other Muslim students on the school campus," says Mansuri.

Getting the support of a teacher is crucial. It indicates to the principal that the religious accommodation you are seeking will not interfere with your child's performance as a student.

Mansuri says that in most cases, these two steps are all that are needed to get
religious accommodation from your child's school.

However, if the principal refuses to grant the accommodation, step three will be necessary.

Step #3: leave a paper trail, but first, be really nice

"If you find the meeting is not going anywhere then leave a paper trail, meaning, write letters. But before I do that, I would try to do it in a very non-confrontational way by simply sitting down with the principal and a teacher," says Mansuri.

"Try to understand this process where I want to make sure this is not us versus them, but simply the notion of my exercising my constitutional rights in the most respected [way] with compassionate manners, leaving my ‘baseball bat'," he explains, referring to an approach that is harsh and confrontational.


Mansuri even suggests inviting the teacher and principal over for dinner as a gesture of goodwill. 
Step #4: writing to the supportive teacher

"My first letter would be to my kid's favorite teacher to ask the person's advice," advises Mansuri. "The letter will be to request to meet with teacher, and it will indicate I want to discuss with you my child's religious needs and I would like to share with you what our president has instructed the teachers and schools to accommodate them." (See a sample letter to the teacher)

Following the meeting, a thank you letter to the teacher should be sent. It will also indicate you would like to set up second meeting with the school's principal, and ask the teacher if s/he would be kind enough to go with you to discuss the topics the two of you talked about in your first meeting (see a sample thank you letter to the teacher).

"This will leave two or three letters," notes Mansuri, but in each letter "the tone of my letter should be my bringing the information as politely as I can. (I am trying to) maintain my rights for the schools to accommodate my child's religious needs. So it's a non-threatening letter."

Step #5: meeting a second time with the principal

Before attending this second meeting with the principal and teacher, "I would also arm myself with the district's education code along with the state educational code as it relates to the topics that I'm going to discuss," says Mansuri.

This can be done by simply calling your district and the state office and asking them to give you the specific educational code that relates to the religious obligation you are seeking accommodation for. That office would fax you the information the same or next day.

Once again, Mansuri stresses that the approach in discussing the matter a second time with the principal should not be confrontational.

"While meeting with the teacher and/or principal, I'm not trying to win an argument by telling them how much I know but rather giving them a very clear understanding that while I understand my rights as a parent, I'm simply there to help them accommodate my child's needs that they are supposed to do anyway," explains Mansuri.

"Make it a win-win situation, not an us versus them situation, and that in itself is the message of Islam."

By this step, Mansuri says your child should have his/her need(s) accommodated.

Step #6: if necessary, repeat these steps with the school district’s superintendent

You can repeat the letters and meet with the school district superintendent if the principal still does not accommodate. The superintendent is responsible for all schools in a particular district. Once again, the approach must remain polite and non-confrontational.

Since the president's instructions were issued to districts, it is possible superintendents may be more familiar with them. This should mean your son or daughter will get religious accommodation with no further problems.

Fajr Prayer:
8 Ways to Get Up for Fajr during School Year 

Back-to-school means more than just new school supplies and more challenging homework for kids: it also indicates a slip back into the routine of getting up early to catch the bus, and if possible, some breakfast before rushing out.

It's hard enough getting the kids out of bed to get to school on time. But do you ever wonder how some parents get their kids to pray Fajr during school days and get to school on time?

Well, it's not so impossible for some parents. Just ask Jamilah Kolocotronis, the mother of six boys ages 4 to 17, all of whom pray Fajr prayer.

“Four [of them] are over the age of ten so they have to make Salat,” she explains matter-of-factly. Kolocotronis is also a Social Studies teacher at the Islamic School of Kansas City in Missouri.

Another parent whose kids regularly pray Fajr is Abdalla Idris Ali. He is currently a member of the Islamic Society of North America's (ISNA) Majlis Shura, which debates Islamic issues and establishes policy for the organization.

They have suggested eight ways parents can help their kids wake up for Fajr this school year (and beyond!).

Tip #1: Get them to go to bed early

Never underestimate the power of a good night's rest. This is crucial in ensuring Jehan or Amin are not just attentive in class, but that they remain healthy as well.

Parents can do more in this area than just setting a specific bedtime and enforcing it. They must set the example by also going to bed early and not wasting time on late night television or just lounging around. This way, the whole family is in synch and has a regular schedule.

“We have to help our kids set up their schedules,” notes Kolocotronis.

Tip #2: Avoid too much junk food

What are childhood and adolescence without chips, candy bars and soft drinks?

These types of food are high in sugar and tend to make people hyper and lazy, kids included.

Reducing junk food intake, or limiting it to weekends, as well as increasing kids' consumption of fruits and vegetables will ensure a healthier diet, and less sluggishness.

Even the time kids consume junk foods should be limited to between Zuhr and Maghrib, as opposed to early in the morning or late at night, before bed, Kolocotronis suggests.

Tip #3: Get them all alarm clocks

In most cases getting to bed on time and reducing junk food intake should be enough to ensure your kids wake up for Fajr. But there are always those of us, and this goes for kids as well, who need a virtual explosion outside our bedroom windows to wake us up (this writer included).

In this case, the alarm clock becomes your ally.

If you're stumped for Eid gift ideas for your kids, buy them a nice alarm clock with a beautiful Adhan. Not only will this be an attractive item to decorate their shelf or desk table with, but they will also wake up hearing the call to prayer.

Most of these types of clocks are available in North America at Muslim stores. If there is no such store or you can't find it in your community, order it, or bring it back as a gift for Aminah or Saeed when you go for Hajj, Umrah, or to a Muslim country where these clocks are sold.

If this is also not possible, get any alarm clock. The louder the better.

And don't just think you have to use only one alarm clock. If waking up is a very severe hardship in your household, buy and set a series of alarm clocks at various places in the home.

Idris Ali describes how one Muslim brother who has a very hard time waking up has established a system using two alarm clocks. One is set in the hallway, away from his bedroom, and a second one in the bathroom. That way, even if he shuts off the alarm in the hallway and goes back to bed, he will have to get up for the one in the bathroom. At that point, there really is no point in turning back.

Tip #4: Assign one of the kids the responsibility for waking everyone up

This should instill enough responsibility in any person's heart to force them to wake up for Fajr. It reminds them that if they oversleep and miss Fajr, mom, dad, and all brothers and/or sisters will be missing it too, all because of him or her.

“They take it as a responsibility and a challenge,” explains Idris Ali of the wisdom of this method to get kids to wake up for Fajr.

Using this method also stresses the importance of Fajr prayer, and creates a sense of dutifulness and responsibility.The kids should take turns doing this, but the older ones should be made responsible for getting the younger ones up.
Assigning a responsibility can also be extended to calling the Adhan in the house. This means if you give Ameer or Hassan the responsibility for calling the Adhan on different days, they will also be forced to get up, while their older brother Mahmud may be responsible for waking everyone up.

Tip #5: Attach getting up for Fajr with a certain privilege

That means, for instance, that if Jameel misses Fajr on Thursday morning, he will not be allowed to go over to his friend's place later that evening.

Doing this emphasizes that praying Fajr is not just something that is “good to do”. It is something all Muslims have to do upon reaching a certain age, and there are consequences for not doing so.

Tip #6: Avoid rewarding them for praying Fajr

Idris Ali does not recommend rewarding kids for getting up and praying Fajr, because it is possible they will stop doing so once the reward is given.

“We want to move from expecting only a reward to loving Allah,” he notes.

Emphasizing the need to be grateful to Allah for all of things He has blessed us with should also stress the importance of prayer, especially Fajr, which is often hard to get up for.

Tip #7: For teenagers: make sure they have friends who pray Fajr

While it is usually easier to encourage young kids to pray Fajr (which may explain the wisdom of the Hadith at the beginning of this article), it's harder to get teenagers not used to praying to do so.

In this case, it's important that they develop friendships with other practicing Muslims their age. This will have a positive effect on them, and they are more likely to listen to their peers and follow their example at this age, than their parents.

You can start doing this by widening your circle of family friends to include practicing Muslim families who have (also practicing) kids your son or daughter's age.

As well, invest in sending your kids to Muslim youth camps regularly, where the habit of praying Fajr is practiced. A one-week camp may be better in this regard, since it gives more time to develop the habit of praying in general, as opposed to a two or three-day camp.

Tip #8: Establish a Fajr wake up calling system

This can work for adults too, but especially teenagers. Get your kids to call up their friends to wake them up for Fajr and vice-versa. This will serve as positive peer pressure, and will feel less like mom or dad are nagging them to get up.

They can also drive to the local Masjid if they have their driver's license, with their friends, making this a way to pray and meet friends, and in turn increase brotherhood.

Girls can also call each other to wake up for Fajr. They can do Jamaah prayer at home with the women of the household if they are not able to go to the Masjid.

Praying Fajr is difficult for many Muslims, of all ages. But as Idris Ali notes, a person who can wake up and pray Fajr can perform the other prayers easily. Let's encourage this habit in our kids this school year.
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Quran Learning tools 
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Tips for Muslim Students in Public Schools: 
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Religious Freedom in Public Schools: 
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Tips for Parents of Public Schools: 
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Sunday Islamic Schools: 
Why Send Your Child to a Weekend School 
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Discussion Forums about School & Education: 
DISCUSS ISLAMIC SCHOOLS 
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Sex Education and Muslims: 
12 Tips for Parents
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Do you have any experience or an idea regarding this matter? Share it with others:
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.soundvision.com/Info/about/boardofdirectors.asp" Board 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.soundvision.com/Info/about/CurrentProjects.asp" Current Projects 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.soundvision.com/Info/about/SpeakersBureau.asp" Speakers Bureau 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.soundvision.com/survey" Survey 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.soundvision.com/Info/about/YourComments.asp" Your Comments 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.soundvision.com/Info/about/RadioIslam.asp" RadioIslam.com 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.soundvision.com/Info/about/WhatMasjidCanDo.asp" Islamic Center 
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