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ABSTRACT

Leaders in U.S. faith-based schools are tasked with meeting a variety of
expectations concerning student growth, including academic achievement, religious
identity, and more general character formation. This qualitative study examines the
perspectives of administrative leaders in several independent Islamic schools across the
United States in pursuit of these goals and the strategies they use to address the
challenges of balancing academic excellence, a nurturing Islamic environment that
cultivates Muslim identity in students, and preparation for navigating American society
and culture. As Islamic schools face increasing skepticism and scrutiny amid domestic
and global tensions in a context of rising religious extremism, the roles of these school
leaders have never been more layered and essential to the success of their schools and to
our understanding of school leadership more broadly. The purpose of this study is to
provide a more precise understanding of the challenges, successes, and strategies these
leaders face and implement. This study’s findings confirm that, while the academic and
social tensions are complex, intentional and thoughtful leadership can help create a
culture of clear expectations that permeates the school community. By embracing the
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community that surrounds them, including students, alumni, families, staff, and outside
organizations, U.S. Islamic school leaders foster cultural alignment and coherence that

greatly assist in meeting their multifaceted school missions.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

In over twenty years of working in education, I have come to believe deeply that
the purpose of education is not simply to prepare students for college and career through
academic achievement, but also to prepare them for living a well-rounded life—a
conscious life full of purpose, working toward a greater good. That greater good, of
course, can be defined and informed in a variety of ways: through one’s family values,
culture, religion, society, or some combination of these entities. By navigating this
combination of influences, I believe, one can achieve a fulfilled life that benefits the
individual and society at large. For this process to be accessible to and effective for all
children, it requires that the decision makers of our society, including policy makers,
educators, and community leaders, be thoughtful and intentional about the ways in which
we address character formation in schools. In fact, this is more than a personal belief:
policy makers, leaders, families and educators are calling for several aspects of non-
academic skills and mindsets to be prioritized in schools throughout the country for both
students and adults, particularly in the age of COVID-19, including social emotional
learning (SEL), general well-being, and equity issues (Margolius et al., 2020). While
recent priorities have understandably focused on mental healthcare, such as coping with
anxiety or trauma, issues around SEL and racial equity require development of character
formation: these are skills and mindsets that encompass competencies such as social
awareness, social perspective taking, perseverance, self-awareness, responsible decision
making, and care for one’s community.

Character formation is the process, as Hunter and Olson (2018) described, of



thinking through and instilling the moral facets of life that will assist students in moving
toward a greater societal/shared good. Character formation also describes how an
individual expresses these internalized moral facets through emotions, cognition, and
habits. In conducting this study, I hope to demonstrate that this type of preparation is
being pursued in institutional contexts that might be generally unfamiliar to most
Americans—Islamic faith-based schools within the United States. As researchers,
educators, and fellow U.S. citizens, we must acknowledge the uniqueness of the U.S.
Islamic school setting and our need to better understand its specific challenges. A deeper
understanding of leaders’ experiences and perspectives will help provide a more nuanced
and open appreciation of how Muslims are living, educating, and raising children in
American society.
Background and Rationale

Leading a school, regardless of size, mission, or sector—whether public, private,
or faith-based—is a challenging role. In a historical analysis of American public
principalship, Kafka (2009) concluded that school leaders in the 21% century hold an
increased number of responsibilities and accountability structures beyond instruction,
management, hiring, organization, and strategic policy decisions. School leaders are
expected to “resolve social and educational inequalities” under a variety of political
aspects (p. 328). These societal issues include family engagement, English Language
Learner accommodations, racial justice and gender issues, social emotional learning, and
school violence.

It is not surprising, then, that Michael Fullan (2001) in Leading in a Culture of



Change proposed that school leaders must have a more explicit moral purpose in order to
effectively address the variety of social issues now under their purview. Others have
made similar arguments for leading schools in the 21 century: leaders “must be moral
agents who are prepared to address the moral dilemmas that occur in schools . . .
objective ethical reasoning is possible and should be used by school leaders” (Green,
2013, p. 63). While public school leaders tackle the added ethical dimensions of their
roles, establishing, maintaining, and espousing the moral tenets of their institution has
always been a fundamental expectation of leaders in faith-based schools. As noted by
Hammad and Shah (2019), research on faith-based schools has highlighted the “spiritual
role of school leaders as a determinant factor on the fulfillment of the school’s mission
that shapes the framework for leading these schools” (p. 946). In this way, the moral
purpose in a faith-based school is not simply to act as an objective agent; leaders’ moral
purpose and influence should adhere more tightly to the religious practices and beliefs of
their mission. This is true for Catholic and Jewish schools as well as Islamic schools, “as
they strive to preserve their schools’ ethos and identity at a time of increasing pressures
for multiculturalism and inclusiveness” (Hammad & Shah, 2019, p. 946). Thus, though
faith-based school leaders are more accustomed to fulfilling their moral leadership role,
they must remain aware of the shifting needs and balance the cultural tensions present in
their school communities.

Ultimately, the ostensible difference in leading a faith-based school versus a
public school is that, in a faith-based environment, a distinctive moral leadership

approach including a leader’s policies, interactions, and style of implementation of these



policies is required. This is not to suggest that leaders in public schools necessarily lack a
distinctive style or a moral compass and set of values; rather, in a faith-based setting, the
policies and style of leadership must derive from a specific, predetermined set of
religious beliefs and values that serve as the purpose of the school’s existence (Hammad
& Shah, 2019). Of course, many responsibilities of Islamic school leaders resemble those
of the typical American school: hiring staff, instructional leadership, teacher evaluation,
professional development, school operations and budgeting, student discipline, and
liaising between parents, students, teachers, and the public. Leadership in Islamic
schools, like other schools, extends from the school board to the headmaster/school
leader through the administrative staff (typically, an assistant headmaster or vice leader
and guidance counselors) to the teachers and students. Some Islamic school leaders have
extensive teaching experience, including in Islamic studies, and some are highly educated
in other areas with multiple doctorates. Other leaders are placed more unexpectedly
because of a need for leadership. Aside from the predetermined moral code, then, leaders
of Islamic schools are similar to other faith-based school leaders and their secular
counterparts; however, U.S. Islamic school leaders face unique challenges that deserve
exploration.

The literature suggests, for example, that Muslim families in the United States
send their children to Islamic schools primarily for the preservation of Islamic traditions
and identity, which parents feel is unavailable or unsupported in public schools, and
because many Muslim parents can afford to pay private school tuitions (Saada, 2013).

The post-secondary acceptance rate in all of these schools is nearly 100%, and students



often become engineers, physicians, teachers, and a wide range of other types of
professionals after leaving U.S. Islamic schools. Yet, the pressure for Islamic school
leaders to successfully develop strong character and Islamic identity as well as academic
achievement, plus an acclimation to American societal culture and norms, is ever-present
and difficult to navigate, particularly when American popular culture, including music,
clothing, or literature, is in conflict with prevailing Muslim values.

Parents of Islamic school students often want leaders to prioritize the integration
of Islam into the curriculum and culture in order to ensure that the Qur’an and the
teachings of Islam are part of every school day. Leaders in these schools are therefore
striving to accommodate parents by striking a balance between these religious, cultural,
and academic goals. Finding the balance is made more difficult by the fact that Islamic
education encompasses far more than a simple recitation of scripture. The moral lessons
and the virtues that derive from Islam are intended to be central in influencing and
forming student character. In situating Islamic texts and teachings at the center of
character education, Islamic school leaders see that they not only form the types of
students that will make good, productive American citizens, but also those that will retain
a strong Muslim identity.

In addition to seeking a nurturing environment for Islam, some parents also send
their children to Islamic schools to provide an environment that is less susceptible to
Islamophobic encounters. Misunderstandings about the purpose and function of Islamic
schools, and subsequent hostilities, persist in the Western hemisphere. In the United

States alone, 42% of Americans believe Islam is more likely than other religions to



encourage violence by its believers, a substantial increase from 25% in 2002. As of 2011,
24% of the American public believes Muslim support for extremism is increasing, and
40% believe there is a “fair amount” of U.S. Muslim support for extremism (Pew
Research Center, 2012). A Civil Rights Report by the Counsel for American-Islamic
Relations (CAIR) indicated a 65% increase in anti-Muslim bias incidents and a 584%
increase in hate crimes targeting Muslims between 2014-2016. The report recorded over
200 instances of anti-Muslim bias in the United States in 2016, including violence and
harassment toward students. Additionally, 55% of Muslim students (ages 11-18) reported
being bullied in relation to their faith—twice the national rate of student reports of
bullying at school (Saylor & Arain, 2017).!

The years in which research was collected for this study, including the 10 Case
Studies Project (10CSP) and additional interviews, spans across the presidencies of
Barack Obama and Donald Trump. While Muslims in America have faced scrutiny and
suspicion more heavily since the attacks of September 11, 2001, this population is

arguably facing an increasing amount of revitalized hostility under the Trump

! In Western Europe, these perceptions are arguably worse. According to the Pew Research Center
(2011), the number of Muslims in Europe has grown from around 30 million in 1990 to nearly 45
million in 2010—this number is expected to increase at a similar rate over the next 20 years. The rise
of Muslim citizenry and of Muslim immigrants has coincided with a rise in Islamic extremists in the
West in the last 15 years, and this presents challenges for Western educators of Muslim students.
Nowhere is this more evident than in the education uproar in Birmingham, the second largest city in
the United Kingdom, where several secondary schools were investigated in 2014 because of
allegations stemming from an anonymous letter that detailed a Trojan Horse plot to fill state schools
and school boards with aggressive, Islamic militants. While the investigation discovered instances of
school-wide prayer and unequal treatment of staff, it found “no evidence of actual radicalization,
violence, or encouragement of terrorism,” although it did find that schools had “failed to promote
fundamental British values and to challenge the extremist views of others” (Bennhold, 2014, p. 2).
More recently, France has dealt with murders from “Islamic terrorist attacks” (BBC News, 2020).



administration (2016-2020): “President Donald Trump’s bellicose anti-Muslim rhetoric
and his repeated use of the phrase ‘radical Islamic terrorism’ reinforces the false narrative
that the East and West are in a ‘clash of civilizations’ and that all Muslims support
terrorist activities” (Brooks, 2018, p. 6). President Trump’s consistent support of
increased surveillance on mosques and Muslim communities in general as well as bans
on Muslim immigration also perpetuate misunderstandings and fear within the United
States. (Brooks, 2018). For these reasons, this study is necessary to help illuminate the
ways in which these societal and political tensions exacerbate what is already a
challenging role in leading a school.

Current faith-based school leadership has been shown to encompass the similar
goals of improving academic performance, cultivating religious identity, and developing
positive student character; however, leaders of Islamic schools must do so under uniquely
strenuous circumstances. As Qadri and Qadri (2002) noted, “The ultimate goal of Islamic
Schools should be to produce graduates who are not only rich in knowledge, but who are
noble in character and who can promote righteousness in the society” (p. 4). Leaders of
Islamic schools must prepare American Muslim youth for economic and social success in
a Western world rife with tensions and misunderstandings regarding their cultures and
religion. Deepening our understanding of these schools, including the ways in which they
are similar to schools in most other sectors, can help alleviate these tensions while also
providing insight toward character formation for leaders encountering similar challenges.
Studies such as this can provide additional data for state education policy makers curious

about how deeper questions regarding the purpose of education in a pluralistic context—



and the state’s role in this purpose—matter for decisions surrounding legislation and
funding.

Additionally, data from school leaders can provide insights into the coherence of
a school’s policies and mission: that is, the extent to which leaders have created
structures and policies on issues such as discipline, dress code, and instruction that are
intentionally aligned to the character (as well as academic) outcomes indicated in their
school’s mission and vision. The coherence of such alignment is vital for staff, family,
and student understanding of where each piece of practice, policy, and strategy fit into the
larger mission and the pursuit of that mission.

Overview of the Study

This study investigates the challenges U.S. Islamic school leaders face with
regard to their school mission and goals because the literature on Islamic schools in the
United States (and Western Europe) is limited, particularly on the topic of leadership.
More specifically, the study considers: How do school leaders pursue their mission to
form strong character and help students sustain their Muslim identity while
simultaneously navigating American culture? In adding to the literature, this study seeks
to provide a better understanding of how Islamic schools in the United States operate
culturally and administratively.

This study is a qualitative investigation into leaders’ perspectives on the goals and
challenges faced in Islamic schools in the United States as well as how these perspectives

contribute to the schools’ strategies, policies, and general school culture toward character



formation in students. Collected data from interviews and observations in the 10CSP? and
the present study was used in an effort to answer three research questions:
1. How do Islamic school leaders perceive the mission of their school and the
primary goals for their students beyond academics?
o How do they want their school to fulfill this mission?
o How do leaders cultivate Muslim identity within American culture?
2. What specific challenges do Islamic school leaders face with regard to their
school mission?
3. How do leaders approach these challenges?
o What resources and/or experiences do leaders draw upon?
o What leadership strategies, if any, do they utilize?
Summary
The purpose of this study is to explore the perspectives of Islamic school leaders
in order to provide a more accurate understanding of the challenges they face with regard
to character education and how they approach these challenges. Chapter two will describe
the literature that informs the research questions; chapter three will describe the
subsequent methodology for data and analysis; chapters four and five will describe this
study’s findings, followed by a discussion and recommendations derived from these

findings. The data reveals strategies and challenges that can inform other leaders in faith-

2 The 10 Case Study Project is a related study, for which I was a researcher, that informed the
protocols and research questions for the present study, as explained in chapters two and three. The
data from the 70 Case Studies Project is used in combination with new interviews, totaling sixteen
interview subjects overall.
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based schools. Additionally, the findings add to the literature by providing further insight
into how Islamic schools function, which may help alleviate public hostilities and
misunderstandings regarding the goals of these schools. Lastly, the findings of this study

also present important questions regarding public policy and educational pluralism.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RESEARCH

Introduction

This chapter reviews the research on historical and contemporary efforts in the
United States toward student character formation and the role of faith-based schools in
this endeavor, with particular focus on the challenges Islamic school leaders face. The
main search engines used to gather and review current research were EBSCOhost,
JSTOR, ERIC, SAGE, Child Development and Adolescent Studies, PsycINFO,
Academic Search Complete, Education Research Complete, ProQuest, and Google
Scholar. Additional databases and websites consulted included the Regional Educational
Laboratory, the Institute of Educational Sciences (IES), IES Practice Guides, What
Works Clearinghouse, Doing What Works, National Center for Education Research,
National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, National Center for
Special Education, and National Center for Education Statistics. Boston University’s
Mugar Library was used to collect relevant books. Additional reports of relevant
research, including qualitative and quantitative studies, were gleaned from bibliographies
and references in books, articles, and literature reviews. While there exists a significant
body of research on the history of character education in the United States and the varied
criticisms of these approaches, only a few recent studies have produced useful
scholarship on what makes character education programs and initiatives successful.
Similarly, there is very little research on Islamic schools in the United States and even
less on the concept of character education within the Islamic school context. One aim of

the present study is to begin to address this paucity of data and evaluation.
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Organization

This chapter opens with a section covering key terms in this study to help the
reader and the researcher establish a common vocabulary and understanding of the issues
discussed. Subsequently, the chapter is organized in four sections. The first section is an
overview of Islamic schools to explore both the specific circumstances for their existence
and, within the context of faith-based schools in general, why parents choose to send their
children to these schools. The second section examines some of the complex issues
Islamic schools must face in order to provide parents and the community with a strong
purpose focused on academic performance, religious identity and development, and
preparation for navigating American society. The third section explores the broader
historical and contemporary approaches to character formation and moral development in
schools to highlight the challenges of such endeavors as well as what methods and
programs research has indicated to be effective (versus what has been proven
unsuccessful). The fourth section examines the literature on Islamic school leaders and
the importance of their role toward fulfilling their school mission.
Definitions of Key Terms

The following section provides definitions of key terms and phrases used in this
study to support the reader in navigating this research. Taking into consideration that the
following terms are used differently in different regions and within different contexts, the
definitions are provided to ensure a common understanding for the reader and other

researchers. This section is followed by a review of the literature.



13

Islam: means, in short, “the submission to the will of God,” and followers of
Islam are Muslims—a monotheistic population that refers to God as Allah (Clauss
et al., 2013). Additionally, Islam is an “Abrahamic religion, meaning that, like
Christianity and Judaism, it reveres the biblical patriarch Abraham and his
descendants and followers” (Huda, 2020, para. 2).

The Qur’an: is considered the most important holy book among Muslims. The
Qur’an was written in the 7" century CE and contains the wisdom and revelations
of Allah as revealed to Muhammad (Huda, 2020).

Islamic School: is a private/independent school spanning all or a portion of
grades K—12 with an Islamic character and mission, and where, along with
academics expected in any school in the United States, the Qur’an is expressly
taught. The schools referenced in this study function under local school boards.
As Glenn (2018) noted, the schools in the 10CSP, as with this current study, are
those schools established in the last 30 years, serving primarily South Asian and
Middle Eastern immigrants.

Islamophobia: is generally an expressed sentiment of suspicion toward Islam and
Muslims in the United States and Western Europe, often stemming from
misunderstandings about the religion and culture and false portrayals of these
facets within the media and other outlets. Islamophobia can result in
discrimination and harassment toward American Muslims and the institutes to
which the belong, such as a mosque or Islamic school. Elbih (2012) provided a

common example of this misinterpretation:
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Wearing the hijab has been interpreted by the West as an overt symbol of
oppression of women and male dominance in Muslim societies. However,
from the majority of Muslim women’s standpoint, the hijab represents a
significant identification as Muslims and a manifestation of the faith. (as
cited in Haddad et al., 2006, p. 160)
Character Formation: is an ongoing process, something that begins in the
earliest years of life and is informed by the family, caregivers, loved ones, and
community members that surround us. As we grow, our character is shaped by
civil society, such as the educational, religious, and other community institutions
with which we are affiliated. More specifically, character, as described by Hunter
and Olson (2018), is:
comprised of moral discipline, moral attachment, and moral autonomy:
the capacities of an individual to inhibit his or her personal appetites or
interests on behalf of a greater good, and to freely make ethical decisions
for or against this good. Character is constituted by the coming together of
these moral properties in ways that work through the whole person—their
emotions, cognition, and habits. (pp. 10—-11)
Character Education: is defined as “intentional strategies within schools to
foster children’s capacities and motivations to act as moral agents” (Berkowitz &
Hoppe, 2009, p. 132). Character education is a strategy toward positive character
formation and implies a program or initiative, often undertaken in schools, that

seeks to inculcate values, dispositions, or habits of mind.
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Whole School: in referencing whole school or whole community, this paper
adopts the following definition: “a whole-school approach includes the school’s
vision and policies, the quality of the curriculum and teaching, leadership and
management, school capacity to learn, culture (which encompasses the school
ethos, norms, and rituals), student activities, and collaboration with its wider
community” (Raihani, 2011, p. 3).
Moral Education/Development: is, for the purposes of this study, defined by
Hunter (2000) as:
a school culture that coherently incarnates a moral culture defined by a
clear and intelligible understanding of public and private good. In a milieu
where the school, youth organizations, and the larger community share a
moral culture that is integrated and mutually reinforcing; where the social
networks of adult authority are strong, unified, consistent in articulating
moral ideals and their attending virtues; and where adults maintain a
caring watchfulness over all aspects of a young person’s maturation, moral
education can be effective. (p. 155)
Muslim Identity: According to Alaboudi (2018), “identity itself is viewed as a
multifaceted construct which refers to an individual’s identification with various
identity constructs including ethnic, religious or other social entities” (p. 16). For
the purposes of this study, “Muslim identity” refers to an individual’s growth and

identity toward Islamic cultural and religious understanding and norms.



16

Islamic Schools in the Context of U.S. Faith-Based Education

The increasing number of Muslim immigrants to the United States has, not
surprisingly, resulted in an emergence of Islamic schools catering to the religious and
cultural needs of Muslim parents and students. While Muslims first entered the United
States as slaves from Africa, dating as far back as the 17" century (Clauss et al., 2013;
Esposito, 1987), it was the African American religious movement, the Nation of Islam,
that founded some of the first Islamic schools in the United States in the early 20"
century. These first schools were founded by Americans with latent Muslim roots to
serve Americans; the more recent schools were founded by a variety of stakeholders to
serve mainly immigrant communities or first-generation Americans from wide-ranging
Islamic traditions. From the early 1990s to present day, there has been an influx of
immigrants from South Asia and the Middle East (Glenn et al., as cited in Hunter &
Olson, 2018). This more recent group of Muslims in the United States emigrated from a
variety of countries, including Pakistan, Iran, India, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia. As Clauss
et al. (2013) described, the Muslim immigrants in recent years tend to be “well educated
professionals who came from different parts of the world and have adapted to American
culture and norms . . . numbered among the best doctors, lawyers, and other experts in
professional fields” (p. 2). The Islamic schools that serve this latter portion of Muslim
immigrants, particularly in the last three decades, are the focus of this study.

According to the Pew Research Center (2017), the Muslim population in the

United States is expected to grow to 6.2 million by 2030.3 Currently, three in ten Muslim

3 It is worth noting that “half of Muslim Americans say it has become harder to be Muslim in the U.S.
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immigrants have arrived in the United States since 2010, and the current population
estimate is around 3.5 million, including a little over 1 million children.* It is hardly
surprising, then, that Islamic schools make up a significant portion of the nearly 33,000
private schools serving almost 5 million students—66% of which serve students with a
religious orientation (Broughman et al., 2019). The exact number of Islamic schools
varies depending on which source one uses, a result of occasional misreporting by
schools or other factors. The latest published numbers from the Institute for Social Policy
and Understanding indicate there are an estimated 300 Islamic schools serving close to
40,000 students (Broughman et al., 2019; Hussain & Read, 2015; Keyworth, 2011). An
estimated 45% of these schools run independently, and 21% are governed by a local
mosque (Keyworth, 2011).

It is relevant to note the substantial differences in numbers of schools, students,
and teachers in Islamic faith-based systems versus Roman Catholic, Jewish, and Baptist
schools. Islamic schools have generally experienced a much shorter period of

establishment: in 2011, Keyworth estimated that 85% of Islamic schools were ten years

in recent years. And 48% say they have experienced at least one incident of discrimination in the past
12 months" (Pew Research Center, 2017).

4 For comparison, the number of Muslims in Europe has grown from around 30 million in 1990 to
nearly 45 million in 2010—this number is expected to increase at a similar rate over the next 20 years.
These increases in immigration have resulted in significant differences in background and ethnicity. In
England, for example, Muslims accounted for just over 5% of the English population in 2013, or about
3.3 million people—a substantial rise from around 1 million a decade before. Although most Muslim
immigrants in the United Kingdom originated from Pakistan, large numbers also immigrated from
Bangladesh, India, Cyprus, Malaysia, the Arab countries, and some parts of Africa (Pew Research
Center, 2017).
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old or younger, with over half less than six years old.> Other faith-based schools, such as
Catholic or Jewish schools, have established a much longer history as educational
institutions. In addition to longer histories, non-Islamic faith-based schools also come in
much higher quantities. Table 1, from the 2017-2018 National Center for Educational
Statistics (NCES) Data, shows in more detail the data across faith-based schools in the
United States. There exist over 7,000 Roman Catholic Schools, an additional 4,500
“unspecified” Christian schools, 1,000 Lutheran schools, and 1,000 Jewish schools. This
information is important to understanding the landscape of faith-based schools in the
United States and where Islamic schools sit within this picture: namely, that Islamic
schools make up a far smaller portion of and are generally newer institutions. Given the
projected growth of Muslims in the United States, one could project that the number of

Islamic schools is likely to rise in the next few decades.

> Given that Keyworth’s study was conducted in 2011, schools referenced and still in existence would
now have 16-20 years of history and experience.
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Number and percentage distribution of private schools, students, and full-time equivalent

(FTE) teachers, by religious or nonsectarian orientation of school: United States, 2017—
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Religious or
Nonsectarian Orientation

Total

Religious Orientation
Roman Catholic

African Methodist Episcopal
Amish

Assembly of God

Baptist

Brethren

Calvinist

Christian (unspecified)
Church of Christ
Church of God

Church of the Nazarene
Episcopal
Friends

Greek Orthodox

Islamic

Jewish

Lutheran Church—M issouri Synod
Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America

Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran
Synod

Other Lutheran

Mennonite

Methodist

Pentecostal
Presbyterian
Seventh-Day Adventist
Other

Nonsectarian

Schools

Number
32,461

21,548
7,047
223
1,474
333
1,727

50

93

4,545
191!

85

65
352
74

28
251
967
929

109

391

54
770
299

279
196
717
278

10,913

Percent

100.0

66.4
21.7
0.7
4.5
1.0
5.3

0.2
0.3
14.0
0.6!
0.3

0.2
1.1
0.2

0.1
0.8
3.0
29

0.3

1.2

0.2
24
0.9

0.9
0.6
22
0.9

33.6

Students
Number Percent
4,898,154 100.0
3,819,450 69.6
1,961,673 31.7
46,861 1.0
45,277 0.8
40,335 0.9
172,912 3.1
3,612 0.1
19,459 04
693,387 14.2
22,611 0.5
8,033 0.2
5,327 0.1
106,544 2.2
18,233 04
2,948 0.1
39,292 0.8
284,757 5.8
111,925 2.3
9,425 0.2
29,633 0.6
4,106 0.1
45,385! 0.9!
20,130 04
15,511 03
26,909 0.5
48,713 1.0
33,846 0.7
1,078,704 22.0

Adapted from U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Private
School Universe Survey (PSS), 2017-18. The U.S. Department of Education notes that “Detail
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may not sum to totals because of rounding or missing values in cells with too few sample cases.
These estimates include private schools that provide instruction for one or more of grades
kindergarten through 12 (or comparable ungraded levels)” (Broughman et al., 2019, p.6).

Similar to other named faith-based schools, Islamic schools emerged to serve
students by providing a culture that supports and reinforces religious identity as well as
academic achievement. Despite racial and ethnic differences among American Muslims,
it is this concern for a strong Muslim identity that generally binds various groups (Lipka,
2017). The choice to send children to these schools is centered on this mission: to provide
students with a safe, “nurturing Islamic environment” that reinforces shared Islamic
identity, teachings, and practices (Shatara et al., 2020, p. 71; Tinker & Smart, 2012).
Providing an effective Islamic environment—that is, one that teaches, supports, and
nourishes each child’s knowledge and commitment to their Muslim identity—entails a
religious influence on almost every aspect of the school, such as curriculum, scheduling,
hiring, parent involvement, and related policies and practices (Glenn, 2018). Some of the
most common strategies used with students, though, rest in the organization of teaching
and learning:

One manifestation of this notion of learning and practicing of religion was

evidenced by the way the daily schedules were designed. . . . Students were

allowed opportunities to practice various aspects of the religion. For example,
students performed at least one of the five prayers, which Muslims observe daily,

at school. (Shatara et al., 2020, p. 67)

The intensity of such practices can vary, depending on parental desires, leadership, and

the governing makeup of the school. For example, an estimated quarter of all of Islamic
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schools are governed by a local mosque, enjoying a more direct tie to a specific place of
worship for the school community as well as a close tie to a mosque’s religious leader,
known as an imam (Keyworth, 2011). In these schools, which are typically located
structurally close to the mosque, there exists a strong, overt connection to Islam.
Nonetheless, “it is a commonly held misconception that mosques run Islamic schools.
The reality is that the majority of Islamic schools in the US are independently governed”
(Shakeel, 2018, p. 25). When additional support or influence from a mosque is absent,
school leadership in the form of a headmaster or principal is an even greater critical
factor (regarding the choices made in areas such as curriculum, scheduling, and hiring) in
determining the intensity and consistency of religious ethos throughout the school
community.

According to Shatara et al. (2020), four other important reasons account for
families choosing to place their children into Islamic schools in addition to religious
teachings and practice: cultural preservation, the development of an American Muslim
identity, the benefits of being in a private environment, and opportunities for academic
excellence. For parents, these types of schools are considered to be an extension of home
values with a sense of community, characterized as a safe environment offering positive
academic, social, and behavioral pressure. Arguably, these factors are necessary elements
for creating a truly nurturing environment toward a common purpose, particularly
through an integrated approach. Parents often understand that these efforts are more than
an occasional discussion about Muslim culture or beliefs; rather, these efforts must be

embedded in the daily routines and activities in lesson plans and beyond, including
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celebrating relevant holidays that might not receive the same attention in public schools
and meeting the dietary needs of Muslim students (Shatara et al., 2020, p. 68).

One might conclude that families sending their children to Islamic schools have
many of the same desires as families sending their children to other faith-based schools,
which is true, in part. Hurst (2000) highlighted the parallel in the pressure families feel to
send their children to Islamic schools today in comparison to Catholic parents in the mid-
to-late 20™ century. Citing Catholic writers in the 1940s, Hurst (2000) noted:

These writers described with simple clarity the obligation of Catholic parents to

provide a nurturing home, the vocation of Catholic teachers to bring up children

in the faith. They saw a seamless unity between home, school and church, and a

matrix of Christian belief, Christian morality, Christian practice and Christian

education. (p. 90)

In recent years, however, many faith-based schools, particularly schools with a Catholic
identity attract parents interested primarily in academic success and civic awareness
afforded by the private school culture, including smaller classes sizes, optimal learning
experiences, and an emphasis on civic responsibility (Ajuwon & Bradshaw, 2009).
Religious identity, then, may be less of a defining feature of these faith-based schools.

Regarding academics, studies have shown that faith-based schools produce higher
academic outcomes among students and can overcome traditional challenges that public
schools continue to struggle with. For example, a meta-analysis by Jeynes (2012) reveals
that faith-based schools have demonstrated the highest level of academic performance

among students in public, public charter, and faith-based schools, even when controlling
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for student socio-economic status. Additionally, “the achievement gap might be narrower
at faith-based schools, in part, because religious educators are more likely to believe that
children, no matter what their color and background, can achieve and reach great
potential” (Jeynes, 2012, p. 312).

The ability of private schools and faith-based institutions to strengthen social
cohesion—helping American Muslim students, for example, feel and act as part of
American society and government—remains under suspicion (Halstead & McLaughlin,
2005). However, criticisms regarding the potential for faith-based schools to do anything
other than produce loyal American citizens, particularly in Catholic or Evangelical
Protestant schools, is “misguided,” as Glenn (2020) noted. In fact, “social science
evidence overwhelmingly shows that [Catholic schools] did and do a good job of forming
loyal American citizens with a full range of civic virtues, including more tolerance of
diversity than their counterparts who attended public schools” (p. 42). Thus, faith-based
institutions have demonstrated the ability to achieve academic success and promote civic
awareness despite the occasional public skepticism.

This positive reputation and trend of academic excellence and civic responsibility
in faith-based schools has grown in recent years. For some faith-based schools, though, it
has also resulted in deemphasizing what Islamic schools are currently aiming to do—that
is, to develop a specific religious identity in all aspects of student education. Perhaps
surprisingly, McGregor (as cited in Hunter & Olson, 2018) suggests that “the primary
aim at most contemporary Catholic schools is not necessarily to produce practicing

Catholics, since many schools serve a large number of non-Catholics” (p. 124). Many
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faith-based institutions, it seems, have been unable to maintain a focus on religious
identity and community even as they produce excellent thinkers and citizens.

The question, then, is how can Islamic schools balance their aim to cultivate
strong character explicitly tied to Muslim identity and moral development while also
producing academically successful students able to navigate American society? A deeper
understanding of where Islamic schools fit within the larger school landscape requires
one to examine the complexities underlying the missions of these schools. For this study,
it is important to examine those issues related most strongly to the formation of student
character and moral development, in addition to the school leader’s role in fulfilling this
mission.

The Balancing Act: Complexities of Islamic Schools

In addition to a variety of structural challenges, such as the hiring or retention of
quality teachers and stable governance, which align with similar challenges of Jewish and
Catholic schools (Merry & Driessen, 2005), many issues faced by Islamic schools are
relatively unique to this religious community. Islamic schools are attempting to balance
an education intended to provide a common worldview that accommodates family and
religious requirements with the need to prepare students for contemporary American
society, such as college and career readiness and the ability to navigate a Western culture
sometimes filled with a variety of misconceptions and general, underlying hostility
toward the Islamic faith. Additionally, as Glenn (2018) noted in Muslim Educators in
American Communities, simply calling a school “Islamic” does not necessarily carry a

singular description or approach to providing students with a Muslim worldview
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compared to any other school. Mandating religious practice in instruction or with daily
prayers, for example, “does not necessarily offer a distinctive perspective from which to
understand the requirements of life and of civic engagement in a society that does not
acknowledge the authority of religious norms” (p. 68). The balancing act for Islamic
schools, then, stems from parental goals, student needs, and more general social and
academic objectives.

In part, what makes the mission of any Islamic school so critical and complex is
the range of needs and desires of Muslim parents. On one hand, it can be safely assumed
that Muslim identity and religious teaching are, indeed, desired for their children, as is
academic achievement. Yet, the emphasis on the religious and the academic, as well as
the definitions of each, can vary greatly, and herein lies one of the most prominent
difficulties for Islamic schools. Not only do these institutions need to balance culture and
religion (and religious identity) with preparation for academics and acclimation to
Western values and norms, but they also need to balance the varying personal definitions
that American Muslims have for these categories. Merry (2005) provides us with a
description of how some Muslim parents view this dynamic:

Many Muslim parents identify with Islam only in a cultural/folk sense; for them,

Islam is not about dogmas and submission to the decrees of the imam. Being

Muslim has more to do with cultural customs and values that were honored in

their countries of origin but that have largely disappeared since immigrating to the

West. One often hears from immigrant parents and grandparents, for example,

that their children no longer respect their elders. Therefore, when Muslim parents
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express dissatisfaction with the education their children are receiving, it may have

precious little to do with Islam, and more to do with the fact that their children are

not receiving moral instruction, or perhaps the role of various cultures (e.g., Arab,

Turkish) in shaping Western idea and development is being ignored. (p. 375)
However, other parents want far more religious emphasis for their children beyond the
cultural customs and values, particularly those parents new to the United States whose
fear of an erosion of Islamic culture and religion influences the expectations or demands
they have on their chosen Islamic school. Some American Muslims might, in fact,
emphasize this religious identity to a greater extent in the United States, simply because it
might result in an important “source of identity and moral orientation” compared to their
peers (Glenn, 2018, p. 37).

The varying needs and preferences of Muslim parents clearly puts a strain on
Islamic school policy and practice. How does a school, particularly one that is financially
dependent on student enrollment, balance these needs? The balance, in fact, is difficult
for parents as well as the schools that serve them. As Clauss et al. (2013) noted:

Muslim parents face the dilemma of sending their children to some public schools

where their religious values and quest for high academic standards are

compromised by an atmosphere of liberalism in sex, drugs, bullying, etc. or
sending their children to Islamic schools where a good religious foundation is
formed but where the teachers may not be adequately prepared for teaching

academic subjects. (p. 6)

These complexities deepen on all fronts when one considers the balance of hiring a
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teacher competent in academics and dedicated to Islamic faith. In public schools, the
opposite issue might serve as problematic for Islamic parents: “the fact that public
schools must select their teachers on the basis of formal qualifications alone rather than
commitment to an understanding of the requirements for a flourishing life is another
difficulty in the way of achieving moral coherence” (Glenn, 2018, p. 83). Thus, one can
see the dilemma both parents and Islamic schools face in achieving balance across
academic and religious needs.

American Muslim parents also choose to send their children to Islamic schools
due to “the rise of Islamophobia, rampant misconceptions about the religion and its
followers, and the apprehension about how that may translate to discrimination by other
students, teachers, and even administrators” within the public-school sector (Shatara et
al., 2020, p. 72; Seward & Khan, 2016). The assumption is that an Islamic school can
provide a much safer environment with shared beliefs, values, and cultural norms. Elbih
(2012) summarized the rationale:

Schools as institutions do not exist in vacuum; they exist within, and are
influenced by, socio-political dynamics that exist in the society. Consequently, in
the socio-political context of post 9/11 and the ongoing war on terror, Muslim
students face daily challenges of religious discrimination in public schools
together with other daily struggles to live within a society that follows
considerably dissimilar beliefs, norms, and way of life. Therefore, for many
Muslim students, Islamic schools provide an alternative educational space in

which Muslims can practice their religion freely without marginalization and
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Islamophobia that they experience in public schools. (p. 157)

The Pew Research Center in 2017 indicated that “Muslims, along with atheists, continue
to be rated more negatively than a variety of other religious groups, including Jews,
Catholics, mainline Protestants, evangelical Christians, Buddhists, Hindus and Mormons”
(p. 123).° Of course, this does not imply that experiences in every public school will
garner such negative challenges, but the perception alone might influence some parents to
choose an Islamic school. The uptick in Islamophobia has also been identified as a major
reason for Muslim parents deciding to homeschool their children, and they are one of the
“fastest growing” populations to do so (Ajuwon & Bradshaw, 2009, p. 42).

However, one must not assume Islamic schools are free from issues of
discrimination or bigotry. Hussain and Read (2015) have found that Islamic schools in
the United States (and in the United Kingdom) face related challenges because of ethnic
and cultural diversity:

While many Islamic schools share goals with other faith schools (e.g., religious

socialization and academic excellence), they must also deal with Islamophobia,

teach the language that dominates their religious services (Arabic), negotiate
differences among the multiple racial/ethnic subgroups of Muslims (Arab,

Pakistani, African American, etc.) and decide which of the many ethnically and

® As discussed in the introduction of this study, the negative perceptions and resulting hostility toward
Islam is of legitimate concern generally and to faith-based schooling particularly; however, Pew
Research Center data from 2017 indicate that perceptions are beginning to trend positively. More
Americans agree they feel “warmer” toward Muslims than in the past, with many Americans
acknowledging that Muslims face a substantial amount of discrimination, the overall association of
Muslims and violence is dropping, and there is “little to no support for extremism among U.S.
Muslims” (pp. 122-126).
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culturally related religious practices to include in the curriculum. (p. 58)
Thus, Islamic schools must also balance the intricate dynamics between ethnic or racial
differences even within a community that appears on the surface to have such binding
religious beliefs. To make this slightly more complex, these schools also contend with
intergenerational dynamics. Muslim adults emigrating from countries such as Saudi
Arabia or Pakistan, for example, have been raised as Muslims from birth with wide
community support and reinforcement. Conversely, children born in the United States, or
those who have emigrated at a young age, now contend with potentially competing
expectations of their parents, schools, and American society, since Muslim identity and
cultural norms are observable in relatively few Americans. As Glenn (2018) noted,
children from immigrant families of any religion face similar challenges in “negotiating
between the messages they receive in their home and those they receive from the wider
society” (p. 39). These competing expectations or the resulting misalignment between
what is taught in school and in the home, even when minor, can produce extra stress on
students (Elbih, 2012). Other misalignments—such as how the Qur’an applies to the
school’s teaching around science and world history or the frequency of prayer—can lead
to students feeling as though they are living in multiple worlds (Moll, 2009). Thus,
American Muslim students can face bullying, alienation, and identity confusion in both
public and Islamic schools, so it is important that Islamic schools seek to alleviate these
concerns to the extent they are able to and provide an environment most aligned with the
shifting needs of parents, academics, and society.

Underlying much of the above analysis is the notion that American Muslim
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parents (and their children) desire assimilation into American society, yet this alone can
cause tensions between parents, students, and the school. In some cases, American
Muslim parents are deeply concerned that students, whether in public schools or Islamic
schools, will become too Americanized (Glenn, 2018). Not surprisingly, this concern is
more resonant with American Muslim parents whose children attend public schools. In a
study by Shatara et al. (2020), parents were concerned that:
Their children might be negatively influenced by trends in public schools that
went against the principles of Islam, from problems like premarital sex to the fact
that there is no mention of God in daily life. These parents felt that Islamic
schools and religious schools in general are more successful in inculcating
religious moral values and building students’ character. One father said,
“Religious school would be more efficient and in fact holding some of the
idealistic ideas of the religion which you want the child to keep.” (p. 68)
This same concern, however, is also present among some parents with students in Islamic
schools. Teachers, parents, and school leaders have indicated that the extent to which
elements of American society (such as music, views on sexual orientation, or dress code)
threaten a specific ideal of Muslim identity can cause tensions within school policies and
practices (Glenn, 2018). For American Muslim youth, and youth in general, the American
popular culture is pervasive, and Islamic schools must navigate these elements on a daily
basis through policy and practice.
Islamic schools must consider the diverse and sometimes competing needs of

parents and students when facing perhaps their most important balancing act of
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academics, preparation for American society, and religious identity. In Alaboudi’s (2018)
recent study of Islamic school teachers, she provided one teacher’s insight that most aptly
summarizes this challenge: “the competition between educating the soul and instructing
the future college grads becomes at the forefront of everyday practice” (p. 228).
Ultimately, the existing literature would benefit from continued understanding on how
these schools, and, more specifically, how the leaders of Islamic schools might approach
the type of character formation (including moral development) expected in education by
American Muslim parents and students. Islamic schools and the families that send their
children to these schools seek more than academic excellence; they want an environment
that cultivates Muslim identity and the skills and confidence necessary to navigate life
after high school. Before examining specific roles that leaders play in this endeavor, let
us turn to existing theoretical and research-based literature that provides a deeper
understanding of the complexities of character formation in schools more broadly. From
this research, we hope to learn how Islamic school leaders and perhaps leaders of all
schools can better achieve the academic-civic-character balancing act.
Character Formation in U.S. Schools

While this study focuses exclusively on Islamic schools across the United States,
it is worth exploring the historical and contemporary approaches to character formation
and moral development in students for all types of schools, including faith-based, charter,
traditional public, private, and independent schools. This is important because Islamic
schools, including every school that participated in this study, often implement specific

character education programs or strategies in addition to cultivating a strong moral
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culture guided by the religious tenants of Islam. Additionally, this study highlights the
variety of approaches and challenges that all school leaders face in pursuit of educating
the whole child.

An abundance of evidence in education, psychology, biology, and other
disciplines demonstrates that the environment in which children grow up will most
substantially influence the development of their character. While family, religion, and
community are key contributors to a child’s environment, the makeup of a school—its
teachers, leaders, students, parents, and overall ethos and culture—is also a significant
factor in a child’s life. This is true for all children, but in light of rising numbers of
impoverished and struggling families—a combination of factors that research shows is
harmful to behavioral and academic outcomes—the impact of a school on a child’s
character becomes increasingly important.

Character formation, more specifically, is the process by which individuals orient
their thoughts, feelings, and actions in particular ways—whether that be an orientation
toward a religious truth, toward civic responsibility and understanding, toward an ethic of
achievement, or toward a combination of all these aims and others. Research reveals,
unfortunately, that for too long most attempts at developing character in schools, which
usually come in the form of initiatives or programs that call for “character education,”
have failed to achieve any real results. In other words, they have failed to affect what
students think, feel, and do.

As Hunter (2000) reminds us, since the founding of the United States,

communities have been concerned with the development of character in children. Before
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the establishment of the “common school” in the 19" century, character development was
primarily thought of as the domain of the family and of religious institutions. At the turn
of the 20™ century, publicly funded education became increasingly available to all, and
thus schools were increasingly viewed as the institutions in which character could most
effectively be taught. Leming (1993) noted that early attempts to inculcate character in
schools were highly codified, relying on rules (sometimes called “laws”) for “right
living” that would encourage students to be virtuous. Early studies of these codified
approaches to character education showed that teachers would deliver these virtues to
students by urging or lecturing about honest behavior. Unfortunately, there was often
little connection between what teachers urged students to do and what the students
actually did. Studies at the time showed that virtues such as self-control, good health,
kindness, sportsmanship, self-reliance, duty, reliability, truth, good workmanship, and
teamwork could be regurgitated by students, but a command of the language of virtue did
not necessarily translate into practice. Even the earliest instances of character education
in the United States, then, revealed gaps between theory and praxis that will continue to
trouble initiatives into the present.
Values Clarification and Moral Development Theory

Because progressive approaches to character formation continue to influence
character education initiatives in the public school system and their emphasis on
individual development can influence even private and faith-based school approaches, it
is important to understand their theoretical underpinnings, their critics, and their results.

Several educational theorists and authors have argued that moral decline in education
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(and in society) began with both the influence of psychology that questioned the
foundations of character education and the leaders of science, like Darwin, who led
people to believe that morality was ever changing and relative. Coupled with the
influence of psychology was the popularity of logical positivism, which distinguished
fact from values. As Lickona (1991) explained, “Even a statement like ‘rape is wrong’
was judged a personal sentiment rather than objective truth” (p. 8). In short, morality
became privatized.

Education progressives were highly criticized for eroding the authority of adults
and the moral community at large. Moral relativism—the notion that moral growth and
decision-making was based, in part, on context (that is, the particular situation,
conditions, or setting to which one belongs)—was also met with scrutiny by the more
traditional camp. The climate of the 1960s—the counter-culture movement, the
opposition to the Vietnam War, challenges to traditional sexual norms, and growing
diversity and cultural pluralism—strengthened this perception (Howard et al., 2004;
McClellan, 1999). For 1960s progressives, on the other hand, habits imposed by school
leaders, especially without a proper venue within which parents, students, and teachers
could question the legitimacy of such programs, were viewed as indoctrination and
invasive to personal values, perspectives, and beliefs.

The influence of the progressive perspective is discernable in the values
clarification movement. As public schools attempted to shape character education
programs that fell in line with psychology-influenced progressive ideals, values

clarification became the popular approach in the late 1960s and '70s. It was an approach
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to help students clarify their individual beliefs and values. The teacher could express his
or her values, but it was understood that these were subjective and not to be taught as
absolute right and wrong. Children were only guided in the sense that they were pushed
to be able to rationalize their viewpoints. This approach was an intentional contrast to the
traditional approaches often viewed as indoctrinating. The values clarification approach
was highly criticized, however, and largely seen as a failed attempt to strengthen values
in the public school system, particularly due to its promotion of moral relativism. Some
argued that, worse than being useless, the values clarification exercises too often defined
the values based on the political bias of the teacher or school. Despite its intentions, the
values clarification approach was thus not value-free in practice. Critics “were skeptical
that schools could be entirely neutral and feared that unsuspecting students would be led
to accept the biases of teachers or peers” (McClellan, 1999, p. 81). The values
clarification approach, critics charged, was either useless, or it ran the risk of doing
exactly what it had intended to avoid: indoctrinating students with a slew of values and
perspectives that may or may not be contradictory to the values and perspectives of their
families or those of the community.

Similarly, around the mid-to-late 20" century, Harvard psychologist Lawrence
Kohlberg popularized cognitive development of moral reasoning. As with values
clarification, Kohlberg’s model was established in contrast to the traditional approach to
moral education, the “old bag of virtues” as he called it (Sommers, 2002). His theory

asserts that humans have six stages of moral reasoning, and children could progress
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through these stages by engaging with stories of moral dilemmas.” As is often attributed
to Kohlberg, his central belief was, “to know the good is to do the good.” Critical
thinking was at the heart of his methods. Critics argued that this method of moral
pedagogy assumed too much, specifically that children already have a strong sense of
values. Consequently, critics in favor of the traditional approach maintained that
Kohlberg’s method tended to promote moral relativism, or, at the very least, failed to
help children define values.

Various curricula and approaches were developed to help teachers understand the
links between children’s intellectual and moral development, and one of the great
emphases of these approaches was that teachers were not to “moralize” to children as
they would have done in schools in the 1920s and '30s. Instead, the cognitive/
developmental approach to moral education posited that children did not need to be
taught specific values; they needed to be afforded the opportunity to discover their own
values for themselves. The values clarification approach popularized by the work of
Kohlberg and others essentially asked, “What do children think?” instead of “What
should we teach children to think?”

In many ways, it was this prevailing approach to understanding moral education
that spurred the great concern with self-esteem and individuality that remains popular in

many schools today. Although, as Hunter (2000) pointed out, by the late 1980s,

" Kohlberg’s six steps consisted of: 1) obedience and punishment orientation, 2) naively egoistic
orientation, 3) good-boy orientation, 4) authority and social-order maintaining orientation, 5)
contractual legalistic orientation, 6) conscience or principle orientation. Through moral reasoning,
instead of direct moral instruction, Kohlberg hoped to avoid indoctrination (McClellan, 1999, pp. 83—
85).
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many curriculum publishers and practitioners were going out of their way to
distance themselves and their agendas from the very idea of values-
clarification...it is also clear that the dominant strategy of moral education in the
public schools has continued to frame its pedagogy in the same psychologistic
terms: the importance of feelings as a guide to one’s values, an emphasis on
individual choice, the centrality of self-regard or self-esteem to the student’s
moral maturation. (p. 87)
To Hunter’s point, schools from the 1980s into the 21 century began to adopt general
philosophies of education and pedagogical approaches that emphasized the individuality
and preferences of children. Howard Gardner’s (1983) Theory of Multiple Intelligences,
for example, became very popular in American schools of all types. Arguing for a
strengths-based approach to educating children, Gardner posits that many types of
different cognitive abilities exist. Thus, a child who does not have strong mathematical or
spatial skills might be musically talented or linguistically inclined—strength or weakness
in one area should not be taken as a sign of superior or inferior intelligence. Though not
an approach to character education in and of itself, Gardner’s theory is an example of the
important influence of popular psychology on all aspects of American schools, an
influence that continues today.
While progressive approaches remain popular, since the 1980s and '90s, there has
been some backlash against theories of education, especially theories of moral or
character education that are deeply rooted in ideas of individualism and self-esteem. The

215 century brought with it a revival of character education programs that once again
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seek to frame character education as moral education that is instilled from the outside
community. This has meant a drive in many schools to go back to teaching the virtues,
situating the life of the individual in the context of something larger—in “knowing the
Good, loving the Good, and doing the Good,” for example (Bohlin et al., 2001, p. 6). This
backlash has not resulted in whole school change, however, in part because, as with the
research on virtues in the 1920s, there is little evidence that programs and curricula for
character education actually work. No matter the philosophy from which they derive, few
programs or curricula have been shown to have a lasting effect on student behavior. As a
result, the landscape of character education curricula in the United States has become
bifurcated and even confused.

Today, a psychological approach to character that emphasizes the importance of
individual accomplishment and self-esteem deriving from overcoming obstacles
(commonly known as grit or resilience) has come to prevail in many schools and is very
predominant in urban charter schools in the United States (Tough, 2012). On the other
hand, many schools (independent, public, and charter alike) also opt for programs that
emphasize, for example, a “virtue of the day.” In addition to these predominant
approaches to character development, some schools have chosen to emphasize civic
character and responsibility in the form of what has come to be called “civic education.”
Together, these three prevailing approaches to developing character in the context of
school life form what Seider (2012), adapting the work of Berkowitz, deems a “taxonomy
of character types.” In Figure 1, Seider illustrates the ways in which aspects of character,

such as civil, moral, and performance, surround (in a seemingly reciprocal fashion) one’s
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moral identity. All of these aspects, as indicated in the figure, are related to one’s affect,
cognition, and behavior.

The various approaches and types or definitions of character should not deter
school leaders and other stakeholders from seeking to inform and form the character of
students, though. Indeed, as Lickona and Davidson (2005) pointed out, there is no reason
to think of these different types of character as mutually exclusive. They assert that the
concept of character as taught in schools should be redefined to include at least two of the
character types outlined in Figure 1. They claim that character should include “both
striving for excellence (performance character) and striving for moral behavior (moral

character)” (p. 18).

Figure 1. Mapping of Character Types
[lustrates the taxonomy of character types and how they are interrelated

——— Moral Identity

——— Moral Character

Cognition

——— Civic Character

Performance
Character

Affect

Behavior

Adapted from Seider, S. (2012). Recreated with Microsoft Word.
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Thinking in this way about what character is and should be, as opposed to what
character education should look like, can be helpful to school leaders seeking to
understand the approach to character development that will work best in their individual
contexts. Furthermore, thinking about how to make character development meaningful to
students, so that they are active participants in the formation of their own character and at
the same time focused not only on the development of the self but of the whole of which
they are a part, is a necessary exercise.

Shifting Demands for Character Education in 21° Century U.S. Schools

In the United States, the last three decades have seen substantial rise in the
implementation of character education programs in K—12 schools (Hargreaves & Fink,
2006). The attention to character education has occurred despite the intense national
focus on standards since the advent of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which served as
the major federal education law from 2002 to 2015. Diane Ravitch (2010) observed,
“NCLB created a national education policy that neglected the central purpose of
education: to shape good human beings, good citizens, people of good character with the
knowledge and skills to make their way in the world” (p. 245). In fact, interest in
character resurged in the early 1990s. In 1996, President Bill Clinton challenged public
schools in his State of the Union address to “teach character education, to teach good
values and good citizenship” (State of the Union Address, 1996, para. 3). Presidents with
such diverse political backing as Ronald Reagan, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama
have voiced similar concerns for character education. Additionally, the federal

government has been issuing major grants to states wanting to test new character
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education initiatives since the turn of the 21% century. In 2003, for example, the
Department of Education issued $24 million to support character education (Howard et
al., 2004). National organizations have emerged as well: The Character Education
Partnership, Character Counts!, Character Development League, and the Center for the
4™ and 5 Rs all provide assessment tools as well as practices, principles, and programs
for character education.

The pressure on schools to integrate character education derives from national
leaders, state mandates, and families. This public demand is palpable, galvanized by
horrific news stories of school violence, bullying, cheating, and high dropout rates.
Between 1993 and 2009, 36 states mandated or otherwise recommended some aspect of
character education implementation in schools (Character Education Partnership, 2010;
Glanzer & Milzen, 2006). Consequently, educators have become inundated with a
billion-dollar industry of programs, models, and theories promising effective character
education. Though the small body of rigorous research on behavior and academic
outcomes from character education is mixed, it does show that character education
programs are effective in these outcomes when they use whole school and/or whole
community approaches. Effective character formation does not function as a prescriptive,
standardized program, but as an essential part of each school’s unique culture,
community, curriculum, and staff.

Integrating character education into a school is a serious undertaking, in large part
due to the moral issues central to its execution. Character is difficult to define, and a

character education program is difficult to implement, particularly in a pluralistic society,
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where the inevitable question “Whose values do we teach?” thwarts progress—or worse,
results in an unsupported, ineffective character program that wastes time, effort, and
resources. Thus, it is very difficult to implement a character program built on a deep
consensus of virtues in a public school because of competing views among staff and
families. Moreover, as Kevin Ryan (2013) noted, moral character education is nearly
impossible to measure empirically.

One major problem in implementation is that schools look to character education
programs to answer these complex questions about value definition and prioritization,
and yet, research suggests that character education is increasingly becoming policy
without strategy. Administrators have little direction on what to do and how to do it
(Arthur, 2005; Howard et al., 2004; White & Warfa, 2011). Schools are struggling to
adapt and implement programs amid a haze of political and philosophical perspectives on
character. Separating the moral concerns of character from religion, a requisite outcome
of the 1962 Supreme Court case Engle v. Vitale, has been a stumbling block for public
policy and private concerns. Howard et al. (2004) explained, “For the many who see
religion as the foundation of ethics, banning [teacher-led] prayer was perceived as
tantamount to banning character education” (p. 194). The difficulties of satisfying the
diverse views and beliefs of families and communities coupled with previous poor
outcomes in values and character education have led many to question whether an

effective model of character education is an attainable goal for public schools.
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The Need for and Limitations of Character Education Research

Having established the widespread demand for character education programs in
U.S. schools of all types, the question of how one measures their effectiveness must be
addressed. In general, empirical research on any aspect of student character has proven
difficult. More longitudinal research is needed, as many researchers have suggested that,
while character education has shown small developments in the short term, there may be
larger observable effects over time (as discussed further in this section). Additionally, as
the funding from the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and the Institute of Education
Sciences (IES) increased in early 2000s, the goal has been a general increase in rigorous,
quantitative, and experimental studies of all education programs. More recently, the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) which passed in 2015 and replaced NCLB, provides
more authority to states and local districts to better prepare students for college and career
success. Interestingly, this new expansion in authority also allows states to expand the
definition of student success (LaRocca & Krachman, 2018). Increased funding and
autonomy provide states, districts, and schools the chance to introduce new standards,
programs, and strategies related to character formation.

As one might expect, funding, constructing, and implementing randomized
controlled trials in character education is challenging. Among the many complications is
finding a large number of treatment and control schools willing to implement a character
program for two or three years. Similarly, researchers encounter issues with institutions
that agree to act as control groups but are not able to meet the time commitments

necessary for long-term studies.
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Some leaders in the field, such as Kevin Ryan (2013), argue it is nearly
impossible to measure character on virtues (or morals) through rigorous, empirical
research. “‘Human character,” he argued, “is not mathematics or reading. It rarely can be
attributed to a particular program or measured by a test” (p. 142). His point is well taken
in the examples he provides: a young girl who learns about personal nobility through
readings of Harriet Tubman, and a young boy inspired by the compassion of his teacher
who later in life decides to become a teacher himself. How does a study measure the
impact of these events on student character? If not impossible, quantifiable results pose a
great challenge, especially with regard to longitudinal outcomes. As Seider (2012) notes,
“The relationship between the schools’ character education efforts and students’ longer-
term outcomes remains an important, and as yet, unanswered question” (p. 254).%

While rigorous research cannot currently provide comprehensive insight into the
exact effects (particularly the longitudinal effects) of character education, they can

indicate if a school is on the right track by measuring short-term outcomes.’ Researchers

8 Some longitudinal studies do touch upon character, though generally there exist very few rigorous,
longitudinal studies beyond 3—5 years on character. The Cardus think tank (2011) recently produced
findings from education surveys of Canadian high school graduates aged 24-39 from public,
independent, private, and a variety of faith-based schools. Though it does not focus exclusively on
character education or traits, it found that civic engagement was higher among students from
nonpublic schools.

? While longitudinal effects on character education might be lacking, particularly in respect to specific
character education curricula or programs, other studies do provide longitudinal effects of character
formation through other means. For example, the Cardus (2011) studies (conducted through the
Cardus non-partisan, faith-based think tank) have for years examined the outcomes of students in
Christian schools in relation to a variety of areas, including academic achievement; religious identity
and practice (spiritual formation); cultural, community, and civic engagement; and educational
attainment. The purpose of this specific section of the literature review, however, is to analyze the
evidence around specific character education programs and strategies, since their implementation is
one of the most common strategies utilized by school leaders from all sectors to form good character
in students.
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of character education have embraced behavioral and academic outcomes for K—12
students. Where measurement of character has been most prevalent and successful,
researchers have relied on the relationship-oriented (moral) and mastery-oriented
(performance) definitions of character. For example, an experimental study on the
Positive Action program,'® which covers topics such as empathy, time management,
altruism, conflict resolution, integrity, etc., used reading and math scores, absenteeism,
retention, and suspension rates to measure its effectiveness. The study found moderate-
to-large effect sizes in every category (Snyder et al., 2010). In another example, Seider
(2012) studied the character missions of three Boston charter schools by using qualitative
and quantitative data on character, including integrity, empathy, and perseverance. The
highest levels of character growth were found in schools where the measured items
aligned with the school’s mission: Boston Prep focused on moral character and had
higher moral character growth; Roxbury Prep focused on performance character and
experienced significantly higher levels (p < .05) of perseverance than peers at the two
other schools. In short: if researchers seek to understand how schools might influence the
character of a person over their lifetime, or at least their important (and perhaps not so
important) life choices, then certainly quantitative analysis is seemingly insufficient to

reveal the whole picture and difficult to gather even where it could reveal useful findings.

The Criticism of Character Education as Indoctrination

Interestingly, when one examines closely the philosophies behind the traditional

10 Program Action is a good example of a social and emotional learning and character development
hybrid, referred to by researchers as Social and Character Development (SACD).
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and progressive (also known as developmental) approaches to character education, the
timeless debate of human nature remains central. These views have been established
throughout history by such philosophers as Plato, Aristotle, Jean Jacques Rousseau, and
the contemporary educational theorists E.D. Hirsch and Howard Gardner. In order to
develop appropriate, effective character formation, policy makers and educators must
understand these issues and the related criticisms. Without basic knowledge of historical
and theoretical trends, policy makers may, as Kohn (1997) has suggested, embrace
programs, theories, or frameworks with unintended consequences or processes—mainly,
the perception or reality of indoctrination.

The traditional or Aristotelian view suggests that children should not emphasize
free expression of emotion. Instead, controlling and tempering their nature through habits
and subsequent punishment or reward achieves moral development. Eventually, as adults,
they will rationalize being moral. The more progressive view rests in the Rousseau-
inspired notion that children are naturally good, which lies in direct opposition to the
Christian doctrine that humans are innately rebellious and sinful. In Emile (1762), he
wrote that children have their own ways of seeing and feeling, that this should be
respected, and, consequently, the only habit a child should develop is none at all.
Sommers (2002) observed that Rousseau “pervades modern schools of education” by
dominating the thinking of modern theorists and that his ideas are used to “discredit the
traditional directive style of moral education associated with Aristotelian ethical theory
and Judeo-Christian religion and practice” (p. 30). E.D. Hirsch (1999) agreed, noting that

Romantic ideas of learning as natural and academic achievement through internal
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motivation are illusions. According to Hirsch, children need “extrinsic motivation,
discipline, toil, and sweat” (p. 214).!! Thus, while character education continues to be at
the forefront of current educational initiatives, and even as the longstanding divide
between religious and scientific sides of the argument remain, the concept of
indoctrination remains central to all criticisms leveled against character education
programs of all types.
Theissen (2001) suggested that “the core idea of indoctrination be thought of in
terms of the curtailment of a person’s growth towards normal rational autonomy” (p.
141). Advocates and opponents (and all people in between) endlessly employ the term
“indoctrination” concerning the issue of character education, mainly as a tactic for
discounting competing theories. Kohn, an educational theorist who falls in the
progressive camp, suggested in 1997 that educators concerned with character should
adopt a more balanced position regarding the nature of children, specifically self-control.
He found it ironic that progressives in the 1990s embraced the traditional, indoctrinating
nature of character education so eagerly and, likely, without realizing it. He wrote,
Even the most hardheaded empiricists might well conclude that the promotion of
pro-social values consists to some extent of supporting (rather than restraining or
controlling) many facets of the self . . . any educator who adopts this more

balanced position might think twice before joining an educational movement that

' To reinforce the interconnectedness of Rousseau, John Dewey, and current progressive thinkers, I
offer another Hirsch (1999) quote: “I have placed the progressive movement within the tradition of
American Romanticism, which began in the early nineteenth century and has persisted powerful in our
culture ever since” (p. 217).
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is finally inseparable from the doctrine of original sin. (p. 6)

Since 1997, of course, performance character education and social emotional learning
(SEL) have emerged, promoting pro-social behavior in exactly this supportive (rather
than restrictive) fashion. For example, while the SEL character education program
Positive Action teaches children good habits and behaviors, it also helps children develop
their self-concept, self-honesty, and positive social skills through social interactions. In
many ways, the advent of programs or strategies focused on both moral and performance
with a balance of traditional and progressive education is a great improvement. Kohn’s
1997 assessment is not wrong, rather it is slightly outdated because character education
has noticeably changed to incorporate the balanced approach he supports.

Ryan (2013), who resides in the more traditional, Aristotelian camp, argued that
because character education is state-controlled and outcome-dominated (i.e., character
education is viewed as an intervention or a treatment), it becomes “little more than a
program of indoctrination” (p. 143). He stated that character education—the habits,
virtues, and vices of a person—cannot be measured empirically, and, yet, the design of
many character education programs is created precisely for measurable outcomes. Thus,
there are two main reasons that critics of character education cite indoctrination: 1)
character education is indoctrinating because it drills students on how to act ethically,
rather than in building critical skills by which to become ethical, or 2) the entire process
is state indoctrination because political biases of public schools attempting to remain
neutral all too often impose values.

The way to placate both critics, perhaps, is for states to provide a platform for
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more local authority and autonomy. Many character education advocates, including those
who believe in progressive, constructivist approaches to teaching, agree that actions and
habits are clearly a worthy method by which to instill strong ethical behavior in children.
If schools have the financial and political flexibility to be clear in their character missions
and culture, and if parents and community members are able to have a strong voice (and
choice, in the instance of public charter schools), this whole school approach can, as the
research has shown, provide effective character education.

The Criticism of Character Education as Superficial

Aside from concerns about indoctrination, that character education is a superficial
process is one of its most common criticisms. In fairness, superficiality is a legitimate
description of some programs. Superficiality in this context is voiced by theorists and
researchers alike and has two related meanings. First, theorists claim that developing
character in a public arena intent on social, political, and economic neutrality is void of
any deep moral learning and, therefore, always shallow. Second, research has shown that
some character education programs, because of their structure and content, are superficial
and ineffective, but acknowledge that other programs produce positive student outcomes
when rooted within a larger school and/or community context.

The vast majority of character education programs in K—12 public schools tend to
advocate universal virtues and values, such as honesty, empathy, compassion, fairness,
etc. Public schools have striven to rid themselves of contentious situations and overt
ideologies that may counter their pluralistic intentions. We hear about schools that no

longer designate time for specific holidays such as Christmas, Halloween, or even
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Valentine’s Day and instead combine them or have none at all. Moreover, schools must
tread carefully on particular matters, such as gender identity, sexual orientation, abortion,
and economics—topics for which individual views practically beg for deep moral
justifications (Nord, 2001).

Between 2003 and 2005, Romanowski (2005) conducted interviews with 144 high
school students and 16 teachers to examine their perspectives on a character education
program initiated several years prior. His study uncovered the seemingly wasted efforts
of a school that “taught” basic, universal values. This program was created with the best
intentions: in the wake of the 1999 Columbine High School massacre, teachers at this
Ohio high school obtained a state character education grant and formed a small
committee of teachers, students, parents, community members, and local business
leaders. While data revealed improvements in attitudes over a few years, the perception
by teachers and students was that the program was superficial. They had only partial
investment from the community, and their tactics were strictly instructional, including
tools such as worksheets, videos, and posters. Character, then, was not an integral part of
the school culture, but merely a programmatic add-on. Many students said the teaching
strategies were better suited for elementary students. Others resisted because they felt that
“good character” was being forced upon them. One sophomore stated,

We mock the program. Like, if Mrs. Smith tells us that we should do something

then we will exaggerate it times ten. We will beat it to death. If we are learning

compassion or something we will be so nice to each other until it is over and out

of her sight. We just make fun of it. (p. 11)
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Another student said, “I am 15 years old and nothing Mrs. Smith says to me or any stupid
worksheet or videotape about how sensitive or how many random acts of kindness I
should do is going to help me or change me” (p. 13). Students also cited poor teacher role
modeling: “Teachers who are trying to teach character education don’t have the character
traits that they are trying to teach. Things that teachers say are rude and shouldn’t be said
but they are. Then they tell us to respect others?” (p. 14). Additionally, as the students
often reported, the material was nothing they felt they did not already know. For a variety
of reasons, then, the students in Romanowski’s (2005) study perceived the character
education program to be lacking in depth, relevancy, and anything of benefit. As this
study of one character education program has shown, design, implementation, personal
investment, and general perception can result in superficial attempts at character

education.

Effective Character Formation: Research Findings and Common Elements for
Success

We have seen how competing viewpoints, the ambiguous nature of character
itself, and shifts in funding and focus make the assessment of character education
difficult, but there do exist some resources on program efficacy. The current body of
research on character formation, including character education as one of its primary
strategies, is relatively small. A few randomized control trials, several descriptive and
correlational studies, and a few quasi-experimental studies represent the most rigorous
peer-reviewed research on character education. Many studies, including meta-analyses,

show that character and SEL programs can positively affect the health, ethical
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development, citizenship, and motivation of students. Some programs have led to
significant drops in instances of violence and substance abuse, decreasing dropout rates,
and rising attendance records (Goleman, 2006; Zins et al., 2004). In almost all cases, the
measures are categorized as behavior, social and emotional competence, and academics,
though many studies combine social and emotional competencies with behavior. The
research has revealed many commonalities in character education, from the intricate
nature of character delivery in the curriculum, to the types of measures used to gauge
behavioral outcomes, such as self-control or respect for teachers.

A number of other current, rigorous studies support the claim that the whole
school approach is most effective; that is, a homegrown approach to a program,
curriculum or school philosophy, parent and community involvement, and concern for
the content are necessary for an aligned whole school approach. In a cluster-randomized,
controlled trial, researchers found that the comprehensive school-based social and
emotional character development (SACD) program, Positive Action, implemented in 20
Hawaiian public elementary schools raised reading and math scores while lowering
student absenteeism, suspension, and retention rates over three years. Positive Action
provides a school climate kit, which provides materials and instructions for school wide
and community implementation. The family involvement and community involvement
component of this program “promotes the core elements of the classroom curriculum and
reinforces school wide positive action” (Snyder et al., 2010, p. 32). When students are at
home, they are, theoretically, reinforcing the same climate advocated for in Positive

Action, such as building responsibility for managing one’s resources, including money,
) y
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time, talents, thoughts, actions, and feelings.

In a four-year study using survey data, Skaggs and Bodenhorn (2006) examined
character education in 104 schools in five rural, urban, and suburban public school
districts, and the results for academic and behavioral outcomes were mixed. The authors
found little impact on academic achievement, but suspension rates and dropout rates
decreased. The authors concluded that, of the 104 schools, the schools invested in a
whole school approach were most successful:

Each community may have differing needs and goals for character education, and

fitting the program to the needs of the community and the skills and resources of

school personnel will result in a more thoroughly implemented program, which

appears to influence the degree of change in students’ behaviors. (p. 112)
Additionally, the authors recommended an internal evaluation system, so that schools and
districts regularly assess the needs and perspectives of teachers and students.

Other studies echo similar conclusions about the need for whole school
involvement in effective character education. An experimental study of an integrated
program in K—5 schools found that the program resulted in an “improved school
environment, increased student pro-social and moral behavior, and increased reading and
math test scores. . . . Schools became more caring communities, discipline referrals
dropped significantly, and test scores increased 50%” (Marshall et al., 2011, as cited in
Sojourner, 2012, p. 6). White and Warfa (2011) conducted a mixed-method study of
character education programs in England that was humanistic, meaning it focused on

“that which makes us most human: rational and ethical decision making, problem
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solving, and conflict resolution” (p. 57). They concluded that a program implemented
through research and a whole school approach can yield positive impact on a school’s
ability to meet the cognitive, social, and emotional needs of students.

Berkowitz and Bier (2007) evaluated 69 studies, five meta-analyses (from an
original list of 109 studies, filtering for scientific and methodological rigor), and 33
different character education programs and methods deemed effective. In their final
analysis, they concluded that the success of a character education program is maximized
by nine strategies: 1) enlisting leadership support: “educational leaders need the same
head, heart, and hand that we expect of students”; 2) internal evaluations; 3) attention to
school culture; 4) building student bonds to school: “student perceptions of school as a
caring community are critical to the effectiveness of character education”; 5) strong,
sustainable commitment from schools; 6) bundling programs; 7) substantial involvement
of family and community members in the design, monitoring, planning, and
implementation of character education; 8) choosing approaches that match the goals of
the school; and 9) training the implementers (p. 25).!? Clearly, the culmination of
Berkowitz and Bier’s nine strategies and practices equate to a whole school approach,
most notably the need to attend to the school culture, the involvement of parents and
community members in the process and maintenance of character education, and the

bonds students feel toward their school.

12 These are strategies based on the review of the research; however, it should be noted that these
strategies have not been studied systematically or individually to account for the effectiveness of the
program. Berkowitz & Bier (2007) stated, “most programs employ many strategies and it is
impossible to determine which account for the effectiveness of the programs, because they have not
been tested independently. What they describe (and advocate) are the implementation strategies that
were most prevalent among the effective programs . . . identified” (p. 8).
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The identification of pro-social behavior goals for the school, parents, community
members, and students is crucial. Berkowitz and Bier (2007) acknowledged that several
of the effective programs were “home-grown,” meaning that, whether they used an
external program or not, the school tailored their approach to the specific needs of the
school and community. The authors partially addressed this in their recommendation for
schools to note the importance of matching the broad goals of character education to the
needs of the particular school, but they also concluded that more research is needed on
the homegrown approach—not enough studies have focused exclusively on homegrown
programs versus commercial programs. Boston University’s Scott Seider (2012)
addressed the importance of a homegrown character education approach in his mixed-
method study of three public charter schools. He argued that the context in which a
school integrates character education matters: “‘copying and pasting’ a character
education program into a school’s existing culture and practices is not likely to be
successful” (2012, p. 220). The three schools in Seider’s study succeeded in
implementing character education programs precisely because they did not copy and
paste; rather, they developed character education, curriculum, and practices that met the
needs of their particular missions, school contexts, and goals for students.

Clearly, the importance of school mission and purpose, as well as the integration
of character education into the whole school—the curriculum, the school climate, the
culture of families and staff—are critical components to successful character formation.
Effective character formation initiatives are rooted in a whole school understanding of the

ideas, attitudes, and behaviors being promoted, and that understanding is in turn rooted in
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a thorough assessment of what students and the school community need. For example, if
a school decides that its students need to focus on SEL programs or a specific character
education program focused on improving students’ perseverance in order to become
college-ready but fails to recognize that students are already trying to perform at any cost
by cheating on tests, a further emphasis on performance as opposed to moral character
would represent a fundamental misalignment of programming and student needs.

Not only should school leadership and faculty be included in the discussion of
school needs, all staff and even parents should be consulted in the development of
character formation initiatives. Being inclusive in this way can help to reveal not only the
needs of students but also the capacity of all personnel in the school building to
implement, live, and model the chosen approach to character formation. Character
education programs with a focus on bullying, school violence, or tolerance also benefit
greatly from a whole school approach (Casebeer, 2012; Miller et al., 2008; Raihani,
2011). Addressing school bullying, Casebeer (2012) stated that the most effective
interventions are those that are tailored to the school and community’s specific needs as
well as a long-term commitment from the school community.

Going beyond the whole school, as Casebeer’s (2012) study demonstrates,
effective character formation initiatives also invite community participation. This can
mean enhancing communication through letters home, email, and social media to ensure
that all parents (and especially those who are least likely to engage in school life)
understand the school’s character formation goals. It also means including parents and

members of the wider community in activities, both curricular and extra-curricular, that
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emphasize in ways large and small the formation of character. Schools and families can
also “enhance the effectiveness of their partnership” by reaching out to the wider
community for assistance in promoting character formation. Community organizations
might even be willing to sponsor extra-curricular events aligned with the schools’
character formation agenda. Likewise, religious institutions, government, and even media
organizations are often willing to collaborate to bolster character formation efforts in
schools (Character Education Partnership, 2010, pp. 20-21).

Of course, the hallmarks of effective character formation are also found in the
more practical and tactical things that schools do. Effective initiatives integrate the
chosen approach to character formation throughout the curriculum and into extra-
curricular activities as well. Importantly, integration throughout the curriculum should
not mean, simply, the teaching of character throughout the day during different periods
and subjects. Instead, it has to mean both the direct teaching of character formation and
the whole school academic integration of the school’s chosen approach to character
formation throughout the school day, week, and year (Berkowtiz & Bier, 2007).
Examples of whole school integration into the academic life of the school include but are
not limited to the following considerations: what students are reading throughout the day
in each content area; what students are writing throughout the day in each content area;
material that students may view throughout the day in each content area; the topic and
nature of whole and small group interactions/discussions; and expectations around
dialogue and interactions in peer-to-peer, small group, and whole group activities. Thus,

while an English Language Arts teacher in a school whose chosen approach to character



58

formation emphasizes moral character might choose to have an explicit discussion of
virtue with students, whole school academic integration would mean that students might
later read a text in which they are asked to identify the virtues that different characters
exhibit or fail to exhibit. Later, the same students might be asked to write an essay
reflecting upon the character’s actions and their connections to student life. That work
could also spill over or have connections to work in other subject areas.

Extra-curricular activities are also important to consider when integrating
character formation into the life of the school. If the same students who wrote essays on
virtue were allowed to engage in destructive behaviors during after-school activities
without consequence, the school would be sending the dangerous and confusing message
that there is an acceptable disconnect between what is expected of students at different
times of the day. This example points to the final hallmark of effective character
formation: effective initiatives are those that provide students opportunities to “think,
feel, and do.” In “11 Principles of Effective Character Education,” the Character
Education Partnership (2010) noted:

Good character involves understanding, caring about and acting upon core ethical

and performance values. A holistic approach to character development therefore

seeks to develop the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dispositions required to

do the right thing and do one’s best work. (p. 4)

Opportunities for thinking, feeling, and doing the right thing should be plentiful
throughout and after the school day. This is one reason why curricular and extra-

curricular integration of the character formation is so important. A didactic approach
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alone is not enough to inculcate in students the aspects of character formation that a given
school seeks to impart—students cannot live lives of character until they engage in
thinking about, feeling, and doing those things that are aligned with the school’s chosen
approach. Furthermore, thinking about, feeling, and doing such things in collaboration
with parents and the wider community can only serve to reinforce that which the school
seeks to teach and situate the content of a student’s character in relationship to existing or
perceived responsibilities to a larger community.
Building Moral Culture for Character Formation

As Scott Sieder (2012) noted in his research on public charter schools in Boston a
school’s moral framework and practices, whether implicit or explicit, influence the
character of students in a variety of ways. School mission statements, character education
programs, and SEL strategies are current examples of specific, intentional ways for
schools to approach character formation, yet school culture influences students in a
variety of ways regardless of whether schools are intentional about approaches to
character formation. The term “culture,” especially in the organizational context, has
been defined in many different ways. Common to most definitions, however, is the
understanding that culture is something rooted deep within the makeup of an
organization, a set of shared values and understandings—not always explicitly
expressed—that inform the way organizations function. Thus, communal agreement
about the types and/or elements of character desirous in students is necessary, as the
culture of the school, district, or entire community will undoubtedly affect individual

character formation. Damon (2001) noted, “adult solidarity on the side of clear moral
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standards is precisely what guides character formation in the young” (p. 130). Otherwise,
situations that test student character and that of staff can be paralyzing for schools.
Without a proper sense of communal agreement on issues (e.g., cheating), how
can teachers or administrators know the extent to which they should punish, shame, or
otherwise guide culpable students? Hunter (2000) described the importance of a coherent
moral culture:
Moral education has its most enduring effects on young people when they inhabit
a social world that coherently incarnates a moral culture defined by a clear and
intelligible understanding of public and private good. In a milieu where the
school, youth organizations, and the larger community share a moral culture that
is integrated and mutually reinforcing; where the social networks of adult
authority are strong, unified, consistent in articulating moral ideals and their
attending virtues; and where adults maintain a caring watchfulness over all
aspects of a young person’s maturation, moral education can be effective. These
are environments where intellectual and moral virtues are not only naturally
interwoven in a distinctive moral ethos but embedded within the structure of
communities. (p. 155)
If a school’s mission is explicitly religious or based in a specific pedagogical tradition,
understanding the centrality of religious and/or pedagogical tradition to the school’s
culture will allow school leaders, faculty, and staff to engage and maintain a strong
culture aligned with these beliefs. A faith-based school may, for example, decide that its

students need a type of character formation that emphasizes not only virtue but also
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student achievement. In this example, understanding the underlying assumptions that
stakeholders have about both of these things and about their ability to co-exist within the
school culture is important.

Recent research on character education in U.S. schools has highlighted again the
difficulties in balancing a plurality of perspectives on the desired values and virtues for
students. At the same time, this research has revealed where many character education
programs have gone wrong and that implementing character education through a whole
school approach that establishes a moral culture and aligns with broader community
consensus on character can result in measurable success. In any school climate, the in-
school leader—the principal—carries a large portion of the burden of establishing and
maintaining the moral climate necessary for character education. Previously, we detailed
the specific challenges that Islamic schools face, including the multiplicity of racial and
ethnic groups, varying interpretations of Muslim identity among parents, and the
relatively large disconnect with the broader U.S. community. It is in this context that we
turn to the specific challenges of the Islamic school leader.

Leading U.S. Islamic Schools

At the helm of Islamic schools, principals are one of the most important factors in
cultivating a moral culture that aligns, supports, and enhances the school mission
regarding students’ character formation and Muslim identity. The exploration into
Islamic school principals’ strategies to meet the schools’ mission and the challenges in
this endeavor form the focus of this study. Before examining the present study’s findings,

however, it is important to explore what already exists in the research on this specific
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group of school leaders. For leaders in faith-based schools in general, the literature
reveals the “powerful impact that societal culture and belief systems exert on school
leadership practices,” and that “leadership in faith-based schools is usually shaped by the
specific nature and orientation of these schools” (Hammad & Shah, 2019, p. 945). The
empirical research on Islamic school leaders is very limited and includes mostly studies
on Islamic school leadership styles and models as well as teacher perceptions of Islamic
school principals (Fahmy, 2013; Hammad & Shah, 2019). Other studies have examined
how Islamic leadership aligns with the teaching of the Qur’an. Only a small number of
studies exists on principals of Islamic schools. Evidence suggests, however, that Islamic
school principals “act as exemplars to model the way for their followers” and that Islamic
school principals demonstrate similar leadership characteristics as principals in other
school sectors in the United States (Elsegeiny, 2005, p. 69). Even more limited is the
research on Islamic school leadership in schools within the United States.

One study (Aabed, 2006) examined 12 principals’ leadership approaches in
Islamic schools in Michigan and found a variety of leadership styles. Many principals
said that Islamic faith was a major source of influence on decision-making, delegating,
participative styles, problem solving, and shaping values and culture. Ten of twelve
principals felt one of their main duties was to lead by creating and maintaining the culture
of their school. One principal said, “I teach kids to respect others and appreciate other
cultures and people in a civilized way to create a balance in their life” (Aabed, 2006, p.
118). With regard to facing challenges, 83% of principals highlighted enterprise, courage,

and compassion as important qualities they used.
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Principals in Aabed’s study noted personal constraints and organizational
constraints as challenges. Personal constraints included a lack of educational knowledge
and lack of administrative skills. The organizational constraints were as follows:

e limited financial resources

e conflicts with school boards

e teacher quality

e parent involvement

e school structure
Unfortunately, the study provides limited information on these constraints, and nothing
was mentioned about challenges or strategies specific to character development or other
goals beyond academics. What is known, however, is that Islamic schools are situated
within the context of the domestic and worldwide tension Muslims must face amidst a
rising trend of Islamic extremism and Islamophobia. This is in addition to numerous other
challenges Islamic schools face, the same types of challenges other private, faith-based
schools face: lack of financial resources, legal representation and consultation, teacher
quality, adequate facilities, and teacher turnover (Aabed, 2006).

Beyond these surface challenges exist deeper issues that correspond to the
complexities addressed in earlier sections: the balancing of academic, religious, and
societal preparation, as summarized in Table 2. Some of these organizational and
structural challenges, however, directly impact the extent to which leaders of these
schools can cultivate the Islamic environment necessary to succeed in this balance. For

example, hiring alone invites a host of challenges in this regard. Leaders likely want to
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hire teachers whose beliefs are aligned, or at least willing to become aligned, to those
most relevant to cultivating an Islamic environment. Yet, presumably, leaders also want
to hire highly qualified teachers to ensure a rigorous academic environment. Leaders
might feel an equal or greater pressure on the latter concern, since there exists a
perception among some parents that the quality of academic instruction in Islamic
schools is not as effective as that in public schools (Haddad et al., 2009; Merry, 2007;
Zine, 2007). Finding a pool of teacher candidates that are fully qualified and fully
committed to Muslim identity can be next to impossible. In which case, Islamic school
leaders must choose between maintaining high academic standards and fostering the

necessary moral culture for character education success.

Table 2. Summary of Notable Leadership Challenges in U.S. Islamic Schools (K-12)

Issue Description
Principals | “Many principals lack formal training in educational leadership and do not hold
and the corresponding administrator or teaching license” (Imam, 2007, as cited in

Teachers Farina, 2015, p. 23).

While some Islamic schools employ state certified teachers, not all of them do.
As schools move toward accreditation, this hiring practice tends to increase.
Nonetheless, more effort is still needed in hiring and retaining qualified and
certified Muslim educators (Clauss et al., 2013, as cited in Farina, 2015, p. 23).

Established qualifications for teachers of Qur’an, Arabic, and Islamic Studies are
lacking (Imam, 2007, as cited in Farina, 2015, p. 23).

Some Islamic schools elect to hire some non-Muslim educators while others may
prefer to employ only Muslim teachers. There are advantages and disadvantages
to both approaches. Individual Islamic schools tend to decide which approach is
best for the needs of their campus (Elbih, 2012, as cited in Farina, 2015, p. 23).

Integrating | “Most, if not all, Islamic schools teach content centered on the Qur’an, Arabic
Faith and and Islamic Studies. The pedagogical debate centers on the value of teaching
Learning these subjects as separate disciplines or infused within the entire curriculum”
(Farina, 2015, p. 21).
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Regarding the Qur’an, there is an ongoing dialogue among Muslim educators as
to the value of memorization versus putting religion into action (Anderson et al.,
2011, as cited in Farina, 2015, p. 21).

There are different interpretations of Islam. School leaders must reflect on how
the tenets of Islam will be inculcated and taught within the organization (Senzai,
2009, as cited in Farina, 2015, p. 21).

Religion and
Culture

Muslims can be from any racial or ethnic background. As such, administrators
must differentiate between religious and cultural mannerisms as they impact the
educational practices in schools (Haddad et al., 2009, as cited in Farina, 2015).

American
Society

Leaders of Islamic schools are expected to create policies and practices to
prepare Muslim-American students to navigate American society, including their
ability to maintain Muslim identity and culture despite negative perceptions,
misunderstandings, and/or different cultural norms from their school or families.

“A fair amount of Islamic school principals come from other countries. This
situation is only problematic if these principals attempt to run the Islamic
schools in the same image of their home countries. Some of the leadership
practices may not be as effective when operating within the context of American
society” (Elbih, 2012, as cited in Farina, 2015, p. 23).

“Islamic religious scholars and school leaders must recognize the fact that they
are educating young Muslim students in a Western country. As such, proper
attention must be given to educating learners on how to be practicing Muslims in
contemporary American society” (Haddad et al., 2009, as cited in Farina, 2015,
p. 23).

Prioritizing
Academics

“There is great disparity in the educational quality among Islamic K—12 schools.
For schools that struggle academically, many Muslim families may elect to send
their children to public or other private schools. As a result, at times there are
challenges with full-fledged acceptance of Islamic schools within the larger
Muslim community” (Clauss et al., 2013, as cited in Farina, 2015, p. 22).

Islamic
Pedagogy
and
Curriculum

“There is not a clear consensus on the definition and components of Islamic
pedagogy. . . . There seems to be lacking a standardized curriculum that
amalgamates Muslim principles with official state standards” (Elbih, 2012, as
cited in Farina, 2015, p. 21).

“There is lacking formal guidance by a national governing body to help establish
academic standards for Islamic schools” (Senzai, 2009, as cited in Farina, 2015,

p- 21).

Adapted from Farina (2015) and additional sources as indicated in the citations.
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Finally, amidst all the variables Islamic school leaders face when developing
policy and practices to sustain an Islamic environment, there exists another potentially
challenging dynamic: aligning their policies and practices with the desires and needs of
the governing board. While data and research on the specifics around Islamic school
governance are greatly lacking, boards generally oversee the hiring of administrators,
financial and operational aspects, and the development—or at least the facilitation of—
the school’s vision (Qadri, 2002). For the majority of Islamic schools, the board is the
“highest leadership position,” because, ultimately, they are accountable for the school’s
overall success (Farina, 2015, p. 45; Qadri & Qadri, 2002). This study focuses primarily
on school leaders (principals or headmasters); however, it is important to note that the
relationship between the school leader and the board is another critical consideration
every leader must address, and, therefore, an area this study has explored with
participating leaders. As Qadri and Qadri (2002) note, it is critical that school leaders
work with one another to ensure that operations, such as strategic planning, financial
sustainability, and visioning, are successfully implemented in order for the leader and his
or her staff to implement the practices and policies necessary to fulfill the mission of the
school.

Additionally, the strategic planning and practice and policy efforts must be
aligned in adherence to the goals of the mission. Schools with an effective climate might
not have the underlying, deeper culture that aligns with the mission goals. As Glenn

(1994) noted,
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Climate is sometimes said to be to organizations like schools what personality is
to individuals: superficial characteristics which are noticed by strangers and
which lead to favorable or unfavorable impressions, but which may conceal as
much as they reveal of deeper realities. Research sometimes use “climate” in an
unthinking way to refer to what should be called culture, character, or ethos of a
school. “Culture” describes the invisible underpinnings of school climate: tacit
understanding about relationships and the constraints upon them, habits that shape
behavior, unspoken norms. The sociology and anthropology of schooling are rich
in descriptions of school culture, which is seen as either contributing to or
working against successful performance. It would be in fact more accurate to
speak of school cultures, since not uncommonly a faculty is divided into several
groups that could accurately be said to operate on the basis of different cultures,
and this is even more likely to be the case among students. (p. 77)
The ways in which leaders of Islamic schools think about and contribute to these
underpinnings of culture—whether the character or ethos of the school—are crucial to
understanding how impactful the preceding efforts are in influencing character formation
among students. When the objectives of these efforts, intentional or not, do not align with
the mission goals, the larger, comprehensive picture becomes unclear, and inevitably
invites confusion among staff, students, families, and leaders.
Conclusion
Islamic schools in the U.S., as with much of the Western world, exist at the

convergence of a complex array of perceived roles: while outwardly striving to disprove
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notions of social isolationism or extremism, they also act as a safe social and academic
alternative to Western, secularized education, simultaneously helping students cultivate
identity as Muslims and as American citizens. Leading these schools has many
challenges, including demographic dynamics in schools and local communities due to
immigration changes. Despite these unique challenges, leadership in Islamic schools is,
indeed, remarkably similar to their traditional faith-based counterparts and, for that
matter, all U.S. schools. This similarity in itself is a useful finding: what might appear to
Islamic school teachers and leaders to be specific to the context of Islamic schools is, in
fact, likely a common issue for many schools in and outside the faith-based school sector.
Gaining greater insight into school challenges and dynamics from the perspectives of
Islamic school leaders can benefit all school administrators interested in educating for the

whole child and developing strong character in their students.
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CHAPTER THREE: STUDY DESIGN

Introduction

The present study explored the approaches and challenges of school leaders in
fostering positive student character formation in Islamic schools in the United States. The
study aims at investigating the various needs of families, students, teachers, staff, and
society as well as how the school leaders navigate an approach that satisfies these
complex (and often competing) needs. Here, exploring the ways in which Islamic schools
identify and address schoolwide approaches to character formation needs is considered
from the perspective of these school leaders. Because the existing research on character
formation has revealed that the actions of the school leader—their ability to choose or
craft a program that satisfies the complex needs of the school and community, to build a
community within the school that is united around the specific mission of the program,
and to act as a role model of the tenets of the program—are critical for success, I chose to
focus this project around the perspectives of school leaders. In total, this study relies on
data from seven school observations and sixteen interviews from eight principals and four
assistant principals derived from two phases of data collection. The following research
questions serve to direct this study:

1. How do Islamic school leaders perceive the mission of their school and the
primary goals for their students beyond academics?
2. What specific challenges do Islamic school leaders face with regard to their
school mission?

3. How do administrators approach these challenges?
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In attempting to find answers to the research questions, this study examines the
challenges and tensions inherent in providing an educational environment that both
nurtures a strong Muslim identity in its students and prepares them for college and career,
all the while navigating American culture and developing a sense of citizenship as
American Muslims. The findings will add to the literature by providing further insight
into how Islamic schools function, which may help alleviate public hostilities and
misunderstandings regarding the goals and outcomes of these schools. The following
section presents my research methodology, data analysis plan, and implementation
timeline for the period of the study.
Background and Conceptual Framework

The research design of this study is based on the analysis of qualitative data
collected from the 10 Case Studies Project (10CSP), and the present study adds new
questions to deepen our knowledge of character formation in Islamic schools from the
perspective of the schools’ leaders. The following section provides a description of the
earlier project and elucidates its importance to the current study.!?
10 Case Studies Project

The 10CSP, organized and directed by the University of Virginia’s Institute for
Advanced Studies in Culture, is comprised of survey, interview, and observation data
collected in ten different school sectors, including private Islamic schools, between

December 2013 and October 2016. The project was designed by Dr. James Davison

13 For more information regarding the 10 Case Studies Project, see the larger project initiative for
which it is a part: the School Cultures and Student Formation Project:
https://iasculture.org/research/culture-formation/school-cultures-and-student-formation-project.
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Hunter to explore how schools “provide a moral ecology within which personal and
public virtue is formed within American children,” and aims at understanding “the
different ways that school experiences shape the life direction and commitments of
students, and to understand the diversity of school cultures and how students contribute to
and are influenced by school culture” (Hunter & Olson, 2018, p. 15). This project asked
an array of exploratory questions on these topics in ten different school sectors in
America: urban public, rural public, prestigious independent, charter public, Catholic,
Protestant Evangelical, Jewish, Islamic, pedagogical (e.g., Montessori), and home
schooling. The project section on Islamic schools was carried out by a team of
researchers (of which I was a member) from Boston University and was led by Dr.
Charles Glenn. The 10CSP section examined the ways in which these schools form moral
and civic character and, in the Islamic schools, the cultivation of American Muslim
identity in students.

Seven Islamic schools participated in the project, with participating schools
spread across the country, representing about 25% of Islamic schools in existence in the
United States. Overall, the project sought to interview teachers, administrators, and
students; however, for the purposes of the present study, only the interviews from school
leaders and school and classroom observations will be applied. This study uses data from
seven school observations and interviews with twelve full-time senior administrators
affiliated with the selected schools. These leaders had been at their schools for at least
one year and had a variety of experience and education. The principals were the primary

subjects since they oversee all school policy, but assistant principals provided additional
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context. Upon confirming each school’s participation in the study, participants in the first
phase were identified through the school administrators, administrative assistants, and
teachers. Emails, phone calls, or face-to-face interactions were used to schedule
appointments. Appendix A includes the school leader interview protocols and school
observations for this study.

While the 10CSP is a large-scale study that has provided an immense amount of
new data (currently, this project has resulted in two books: Muslim Educators in
American Communities, edited by Charles Glenn (2018), and The Content of Their
Character, edited by James Davidson Hunter and Ryan Olson (2018)), it has also resulted
in several questions for future research, including questions pointed toward a deeper
examination of school leaders’ roles and perspectives in character formation.

Conceptual Framework and Findings

The 10CSP was implemented with a conceptual framework established by Dr.
James Davidson Hunter, and this framework is also used to inform the research
questions, interview protocols, and analysis of the present study. I used this framework to
inform the questions explored in the present study, because while the present study seeks
to expand on a specific area of the I0CSP with new questions, the guiding questions in
this framework continue to be foundational. The following is a summary of the meta-
themes or guiding questions for the participating schools in the 10CSP:

Moral Coherence. Do those within the school community share common goals
and a common purpose, especially in regard to forming public and private virtue in

students? Is their school culture morally coherent or fragmented? To what extent is their
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shared perception of common purpose supported by their daily activities and discourse?
Beyond formal statements and documents, is there evidence that all the groups and
influential actors within the school community are actually pulling in the same direction?
How so? Why or why not?

Cultivating Virtue. How does the school conceive of the virtuous person? Where
do these conceptions come from? How are they carried out in the school? What is the
scope of these efforts? Are they narrowly focused on external behaviors related to school
and academic success, or do they take a more holistic approach and include efforts to
cultivate an identity as a good person? What are the vehicles and constraints for shaping
students into these kinds of persons?

Moral Frameworks and Languages. What moral frameworks, logics,
commitments, and beliefs are explicitly or implicitly promoted and reinforced in the
school? Utilitarian? Expressive? Communitarian? Religious? How are these embedded in
school organization and practices?

External Networks. What are the ideals and realities regarding the relation
between the school, students, parents, faith communities, and other outside organizations
and institutions (e.g., community organizations, state agencies, and accrediting bodies)?
How are the roles of each of these actors or organizations conceived and carried out?
How does this ecosystem work? Most importantly, how do characteristics of this
environment influence the formation of public and private virtues in students?

Moral Authority. What is the extent and what are the agents and bases of

authority within the school community? In other words, who has authority, how much,
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and why? To what extent is authority individualized? Given to students? To what extent
does de facto authority depart from formal organization structures? What are the sources
of informal authority or power within the school community? Is there conflict over issues
of roles and authority within the school community or obstacles to establishing or
maintaining effective authority? Why or why not? How do these authority issues relate to
student moral and virtue formation?

The Public Good. What does the school attempt to do to form students who are
committed to and practice public virtue, such as carrying out citizenship obligations and
responsibilities or contributing to the common good of their school, community, society,
or the world? Beyond themselves, where is primary allegiance and identification placed?
To what extent (and how) are collective obligations and sacrifices emphasized? What
public ideals are communicated? What conception of the common good is communicated
to students implicitly or explicitly? Why and how does the school shape the civic
involvement of students?

The Impact of Popular Culture. What are the external cultural pressures that
shape the school organization, community, and practices? How does this influence the
kinds or ways of student moral and virtue formation? How does the school respond to
these pressures? In particular, how does the school relate to the pressures of popular
culture? Is their school purpose, explicitly or implicitly, defined as being at odds with the
broader culture and society? How so or why not? How does an emphasis on individual
autonomy influence the school’s strategies for cultivating public and private virtues, and

its ability to influence student formation?
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The results from the 10CSP are significant for this present study as they inform
the design and provide many accounts (the qualitative data) from school leaders on their
experiences at their participating schools. One of the most prominent results of 10CSP in
its relevance to this current research was the notable challenges that exist for leaders
striving to provide a strong educational environment: these challenges are often financial
and structural, but, importantly, they also include the variety of stakeholder desires and
concerns for academic excellence, moral and civic development, preparation for
American culture, and the cultivation of Muslim identity. The intention of the present
study is to deepen the exploration of these issues from the perspective of school leaders
and to illuminate the strategies they have adopted to address these issues. Many of the
issues and challenges explored are not specific to Islamic schools, though tensions are
often heightened in this context by a number of cultural and historical factors specific to
American Muslims in the United States.

Study Design and Structure

The objective of this follow-up study was to explore, within the context of Islamic
schooling in the United States, the ways in which school leaders approach character
formation and how they address the challenges inherent in this pursuit. With the aim of
documenting leadership perspectives at private Islamic schools, this study draws from
twelve Islamic school leader interviews in the 10CSP, as well as new interviews from
four of these leaders chosen from schools that had previously participated in the larger
10CSP. The research structure followed qualitative methodology with purposeful

sampling, which included semi-structured interviews and appropriate data analysis. The
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findings cannot be generalizable to all schools in the same category due to the small
sample size providing situation-specific data; however, the findings offer lessons learned
and effective insight from the participants’ experiences, particularly in a minority
population.
Participant Recruitment and Selection

To answer the research questions presented in this study, I rely on data from the
twelve school leaders in the I0CSP combined with new data from four school leaders
who had previously participated in the 10CSP.!* Following the conclusion of the 10CSP,
I requested extended access to the school sites and participants. A research proposal
amending the 10CSP, consistent with Boston University Institutional Review Board
(IRB) requirements, was sent to the school leaders for consent (see Appendix B). Upon
approval, the selected four school leaders who had previously participated in the 10CSP
were contacted to request an opportunity to meet again in their school or over the phone
for the purpose of collecting data for the present study.

The participants in this study were identified through analyzing the 10CSP data
with a purposeful sampling approach. This method of selection, as opposed to randomly
selecting participants, is crucial for this study. As Maxwell (2013) suggests, purposeful

sampling allows the researcher to achieve the type of participants critical to answering

14 As describe in the limitations section in chapter 5, I believe that four school leaders is a sufficient
number of interviewees given the context of Islamic schools in the United States: limited schools in
this sector, particularly those serving secondary grade levels; significant leadership turnover within
these schools; and the current political and social discourse surrounding American Muslims in the
United States regarding issues of immigration, terrorism, etc. Within this context, and accounting for
such a small number of these schools in the United States, it has been more difficult to secure
interviews with school leaders in this sector.
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the research question for practical reasons. Using this strategy, “particular settings,
persons, or activities are selected deliberately to provide information that is particularly
relevant to your questions and goals” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 97). For this study, purposeful
sampling was chosen for the following reasons as described by Maxwell (2013): 1)
selecting participants with whom the researcher can best establish a productive
relationship; 2) selecting participants that represent contextual factors, such as a school, a
role within that school, religious affiliation, race, etc., that are similar or intentionally
diverse; and 3) selecting participants that are most appropriate for the theories a
researcher intends to test or explore (p. 98). In short, this study was best served by
identifying and recruiting participants who were all school leaders engaged in character
formation and moral and civic development of students in Islamic schools of similar
grades and populations while also being geographically diverse.

As part of purposeful sampling, the school leaders in this study were selected
based on their willingness to conduct a second interview in person or by phone and the
extent to which they provided information in the 10CSP related to the present study’s
research questions. Additionally, participants with whom I had an established relationship
were considered a recruitment priority. Each chosen participant worked at a separate
school, totaling four private Islamic schools located in the Northeast, Southeast, and
Southwest regions of the United States. Some of these schools are co-ed and others are
fully segregated by gender. The schools in the sample are private faith-based schools that
are governed fully independently but approved by the state’s private school association.

Some schools contained middle school grades (e.g., 6—12), but all schools contained
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grades 9—12. Locations, school names, and participant names are intentionally kept
anonymous, and because the purpose of the study is to analyze a collection of leader
perspectives on a single topic, this study also does not provide pseudonyms for the
participants or their schools. Because I am not conducting case studies of the individual
schools, it is not particularly relevant to this study to specify in the findings the specific
participant’s school or geographic location.!
Data Collection

The timeline for data collection for both studies occurred between December
2013 and October 2018. This study’s interview protocol (see Appendix B) expanded
upon and was informed by the observation and interview protocols used in the I0CSP
(see Appendix A). Each of the twelve participants signed a consent form in phases of data
collection allowing for the interview as well as the audio recording of the interview. Each
participant was informed prior to the interview of the general theme of the interview
questions and was reminded that their names and the names of their school would remain
anonymous. Appendices A and B contain the interview protocols for administrators in the
10CSP and this present study. Recordings were uploaded into a secure database and later
transcribed. Table 3 displays the interview dates, general location, and school grades for
each interview. The school observations took place in each of the in-person visits,

totaling seven.!®

15 If, however, future studies on this topic utilize a case study approach to explore deeper school
contexts, or if policies specific to the state or city are relevant to the study, pseudonyms are
recommended for ease of reference.

16 The two interviews from Virginia and Rhode Island are the only two schools where I did not
personally conduct interviews or visit, indicated by an asterisk—interviews at these two schools were
conducted by Boston University team members.
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Table 3. Timeline and Descriptions for Interviews December 2014—October 2016

Participant Title School Grades Interview Location Date
1. School Principal . .
) b Bl Oversees PK—12 | Florida (A), in person March, 2014
3. School Principal

4. Assistant Principal Oversees PK-12 = Florida (B), in person March, 2014

Massachusetts (A), in =~ February & March,

5. School Principal Oversees 6—12 person 2014

6. Acting Principal and

Dean of Academics Oversees PK—12 | Texas, email and phone April 2015

Massachusetts (B), in | February & March,

7. Principal Oversees K—12 person (2 visits) 2014

8. School Principal

9. Assistant Principal (1) = Oversees K—12 Ilinois, in person September, 2014
10. Assistant Principal (2)

11. School Principal* Oversees K—12 Virginia, in person April, 2015
12. School Principal* Oversees PK-11 = Rhode Island, in person Mar01210815 4Ap ril,

Table 4 displays the interview dates, general location, and school grades for each of the

new interviews conducted in the second phase between February 2016 and October 2018.

Table 4. Timeline and Descriptions for Interviews February 2016—October 2018

Participant Title School Grades Interview Location Date
. Florida, email and June 7, 2016
13. School Principal Oversees PK—12 A~ & December 4, 2016
. Massachusetts, email =~ February 1, 2017 &
14. School Principal Oversees 6—12 and in-person April 9, 2017
. Connecticut, email and
15. School Principal Oversees K—12 March 3, 2017

in-person

16. Acting Principal and

Dean of Academics Oversees PK—12 | Texas, email and phone |  October 17, 2018
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Each of these participants in Table 4 had previously been interviewed in the first phase of
data collection; however, the data derived from the principal interview in the Connecticut
school was not transcribed for the I0CSP. I interviewed this principal for Phase 2 more
formally and transcribed the interview. I did not visit this school in person, and therefore
did not acquire school observation data to analyze.

Through purposeful sampling, this study collected new interview data. As with
their first round of interviews, each participant volunteered for approximately 60-minute,
semi-structured interviews. A few interviews went longer, but not beyond 80 minutes.
The interviews occurred on the phone or in person (see Table 3 and Table 4). Data were
gathered primarily through the interviews; however, on two occasions, I had a follow-up
call to clarify some of the participant’s responses during the second phase, and, in all
instances, I used email to communicate both scheduling issues and to ask follow-up
questions.

Data Analysis

The interview transcripts for school leaders in the first phase of data collection
were combined with the interview transcripts in the second phase of data collection to
provide sixteen total Islamic school interviews, plus observation data from the
corresponding seven schools. The analysis conducted on the first set of data informed the
development of this study’s protocol (see Appendix B) and served as a framework for the
analysis of this study. In order to address the research questions, data were collected
qualitatively to explore and attempt to understand the realities constructed by the

participants about the issues they face within their school and community. Data gathered
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from these interviews were coded toward constructing grounded theory, as outlined by
Charmaz (2006) and Hennink et al. (2011). Grounded theory provides a systematic
procedure with which to interact with the qualitative data in order to construct a working
theory that addresses the research questions. A grounded theory, as in the case of this
study, may simply result in a collection of recommendations for appropriate audiences
needing to address the same questions posed in the study to the participants.

Given that this study emerged from the larger 10CSP, I concluded that this
grounded qualitative approach provided the flexibility necessary for recruitment,
interview protocols, and analysis. For example, analysis in the grounded theory approach
does not necessarily happen in a linear method; the researcher is regularly writing memos
to reflect on new data, literature, and theory, resulting in an approach this is more bottom-
up or ‘grounded’ in the data and context. As Charmaz (2016) described, “Grounded
theorists stop and write whenever ideas occur to them. Some of our best ideas may occur
to us late in the process and may lure us back to the field to gain a deeper view” (p. 10).
Charmaz suggested anchoring the analysis in a layered coding approach. Thus, in this
study, I began with initial codes, which gradually formed more comprehensive
categorical and theoretical codes. It was important that these initial organizational codes
be focused and conceptually linked to the research questions. I then developed the layers
of codes using NVivo qualitative data analysis software, starting with initial and
organizational codes, focus and axial codes, and then theoretical codes. In total, 24
relevant codes emerged from the data, which were refined and used to provide a more

comprehensive data set responsive to the research questions. These 24 codes were
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narrowed to 10 categorical codes, with a mix of inductive and deductive topics that
emerged from the participants and the literature, respectively. The findings cannot be
generalizable to all Islamic schools; however, the findings provide insight from the
administrators’ experiences and perspectives regarding school challenges in the Islamic
school context.

Validity and Ethical Issues

Research bias is likely the greatest threat to validity in this study. As a white, non-
minority American who lived through the tragic events of September 11, 2001, and as
someone largely unfamiliar with the Qur’an and the Islamic religion generally, my
personal biases or misunderstandings that are unrealized and unintentional may have
impacted my analysis or assumptions about the information provided by participants.
This may also have been a factor in my work with the 10CSP; however, this is one of the
reasons I chose to interview participants in this present study with whom I had already
established a relationship—in this way, I hoped to leverage whatever trust may have
already grown in this relationship and minimize any reluctance to be open and honest in
their responses.

Additionally, reactivity, or the influence of the researcher on the participant
interviewed, can also affect the validity of the research (Maxwell, 2013). Since I am not
attached to Islam in any way other than through this study, it is difficult to know how my
presence affected responses; my presence may have aroused skepticism on behalf of the
participant or a reluctance to dive deeper into certain topics because of a perceived lack

of understanding I might have with Muslim identity or the experience of working in
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Islamic schools. According to Maxwell (2013), Respondent Validation (or member
checks) and triangulation are two prominent methods used to reduce validity threats.
Respondent Validation was the most doable and effective method for the present study,
since all participants were very responsive to any follow up questions I had from their
responses. When possible, I checked my understanding of responses from participants
through email for analysis confirmation and feedback. Additionally, in every interview I
explained the purpose of the study and expressed my desire to explore, as objectively as
possible, both the positive and negative aspects of the Islamic schools referenced in this
study.

With regard to ethical issues, there was limited threat to the participants. Before
each interview, I acquired permission to digitally record the interview. I assured every
participant that identifiable information (including school and district information) would
remain anonymous. It is likely that participants would not have revealed information
regarding negative aspects of their school or community makeup unless they understood
(and believed) that confidentiality was vital to the data collection process and the
integrity of the study. Additionally, given the current misunderstandings and evidence of
latent and explicit hostility toward American Muslims in the United States, I felt it was
important to protect the identities of not only the participants but also the schools in
which they serve, limiting the information to only the state in which they reside.

Summary
This study has analyzed qualitative data from twelve Islamic School leaders, with

a total of sixteen interviews and seven school observations in order to examine the
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challenges and tensions inherent to providing an educational environment that balances
strong Muslim identity with academic rigor and American culture and citizenship.
Focused on Islamic school leaders, the research questions were based on the results of the
10CSP and designed with the conceptual framework from that study. The findings will
add to the literature by providing further insight into Islamic schools and character
formation. The following chapter provides findings from the analysis of the participant

data from October 2013 through October 2018.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH FINDINGS

To analyze how leaders of private Islamic schools in the United States approach
character formation in their schools, the present study combines selected research from
the 10 Case Studies Project (10CSP), including 12 interviews conducted during the
2013-2016 school years, with research data from four additional interviews conducted
with Islamic school leaders in four states during the 2016—-2018 school years. The
findings are not generalizable to all schools due to the small sample size providing
situation-specific data; however, the findings offer lessons learned and effective insight
from the leaders’ experiences, particularly within the Islamic school community in the
United States. Rather than highlight, contrast, or describe each school specifically, the
following chapter provides analysis of these findings with a focus on the Islamic school
sector and their leaders more generally.

Introduction

It is clear from the school leaders who participated in this study that the common
mission of Islamic schools, as they see it, is for students to grow academically, to become
good American citizens and members of society, and to develop and sustain a strong
Muslim identity. As one principal noted, “it is important for students to not only preserve
their Muslim identity but to be able to live in this country, with this culture in these
communities, as productive citizens, as law-abiding citizens, as proactive citizens
engaging in the communities civically.” On the surface, these goals appear relatively
simple and distinct, yet the data reveal that each of these goals overlaps in complex ways.

Another principal noted, “to be a good Muslim you have to be a good citizen. It's not
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separated. It's not two different things, it's one thing.” Determining a shared
understanding across parents, teachers, school board members, school leaders, and
students of this “one thing,” however, is no small task. The complexity of being a good
Muslim and a good citizen of the United States, in which the tenets of Islam are not
always visible or easily reconciled with American culture, affects all aspects of school
life and, thus, the overall success of character education in Islamic schools. All three
major mission goals (academic, civic, and religious) are multi-faceted and introduce a
host of tensions within the schools and in their broader communities that school leaders
must navigate. Some of these challenges are common to leaders of schools in any
sector—public, private, religious, etc.—but many are unique to or compounded by the
specific needs of parents, teachers, school leaders, and students within the Muslim
communities in the United States.

Ultimately, this study investigates these unique obstacles that leaders of Islamic
schools in the United States must overcome in order to cultivate a school and community
culture that provides alignment and support for each of the mission-based goals of
student character formation. At the heart of these obstacles is the role of school leaders,
who must balance the importance of each goal against the competing and conflicting
desires of the communities in which they serve and who must bring together the
acclimation and preparation of students for American society and culture with the
cultivation of strong Muslim identity and character. The data provides insight into the
political, social, and religious dynamics of these two major themes from school leaders’

perspectives, including issues with parents, board members, teachers, and society at large.
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The following findings are categorized into two main sections: 1) Leading the
School Mission in America, and 2) Building a Moral School Culture. The first section
encapsulates the experiences of school leaders pursuing academic excellence while
balancing the needs of parents, school board members, and general political and social
pressures. The second section focuses on the experiences of school leaders in the
complex process of building a moral school culture that supports this mission and is
reflective of the varied stakeholder needs revealed in the first section. In the second
section, the challenges of developing school-relevant policies, implementing character
education programs, establishing a teaching staff that is able to reinforce these policies
and programs, and cultivating ties to the outside community are highlighted. For some of
these complex challenges, Islamic school leaders have identified specific strategies,
which are included throughout both sections. The chapter ends with a conclusion and
summary of these challenges and strategies.

Leading the School Mission in America

Upon entering American Islamic schools, there are several visible indicators that
differentiate them from the typical U.S. school: Islamic Studies and Arabic classes,
teachers and students wearing a hijab, posters and flags with messages from the Qur’an,
and posters written in Arabic. Yet, school visitors would also immediately note the
presence of historical and cultural elements that are present in most U.S. schools:
American flags hanging from the walls, replicas of the U.S. Constitution and Declaration
of Independence displayed, morning recitations of the Pledge of Allegiance in many

schools, and posters about good character that reflect commonly held U.S. values.
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Leaders in Islamic American schools acknowledge there is a deep desire from parents
and many in the American Muslim community to aid students in maintaining their
Muslim identity. These leaders also carry a very common desire to merge (that is, to
develop harmoniously without substantial compromise or conflict) Islam with
conventional American life for the well-rounded preparedness of students. This is not to
suggest that school leaders feel they must encourage students to fully embrace popular
American culture; rather, leaders want to establish a balanced character education
program that results in students being as knowledgeable about U.S. culture and citizenry
as they are with Muslim culture and Islam. As one principal noted, “we are trying to tell
them it is okay to be a good Muslim and to implement Islam in America in your daily life
and to be also an American citizen.” At the same time, school leaders often stated or
implied that, while students should seize individual opportunities to succeed
economically and socially in America, the commitment by all students to Islam is equally
important; while the former prepares students to engage in and foster democracy, the
latter provides moral direction, supported by a large religious community, to guide their
actions.
Muslim Identity and American Culture: External Political and Social Pressures
Whether stated explicitly in the mission statement or not, several principals, when
asked to describe the mission of their school, indicated that merging Muslim identity with
American life was a major goal. As one high school principal noted, “The school mission
is basically to produce [individuals who would contribute] positively to their families and

their society and country at large.” The principal went on to explain that achieving this
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mission would mean integrating the ideals of model American citizenship with strong
Islamic character within each student. Another principal said the school tries to “teach the
kids there is a big intersection between the American life and Islamic life. And for [the
students, the goal] is to choose that intersection and apply it to [their] lives.” At least two
school leaders said they do not like to think about the “Mus/im American identity”
because an American person who is also Muslim should not be labeled as anything other
than an American citizen. This label, one principal suggested, can confuse students, and it
is better to stay practical—to teach students about their obligations and commitments as
Muslims and as Americans concurrently.

Balancing Muslim and American influences on students’ character formation is
challenging enough, but Islamic school leaders must also deal with the fact that, within
the Muslim community, there exist many differences in prayer and in the interpretation of
the Qur’an, dress, and personal conduct. As previously discussed, Muslims are not a
homogenous group in the United States; rather, schools often serve students with
different ethnic backgrounds and families from different sects of Islam.!” Thus, these
school leaders must be attentive to the needs of their specific communities and the
families that attend their schools on top of striking an adequate balance between present-
day American culture and Islamic tradition.

It must be noted that leaders of U.S. Islamic schools are trying to accomplish the

17 According Mohamed (2018) for Pew Research Center, establishing accurate numbers on Muslims
living in the United States is difficult, partly because the U.S. Census Bureau is unable to ask
questions regarding religious affiliation. Based on this study, the Muslim community in the United
States has been grouped as 65% Sunnism and 11% Shi’ism with 24% labeled non-denominational.
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above-mentioned goal—simultaneously cultivating Muslim identity and forming good
American citizens—amidst deep political and social misconceptions, suspicions, and, in
some cases, hatred toward their religion. Issues of prejudice and lack of knowledge about
Islam and Muslim cultures are more deeply explored in the next chapter along with other
discussions of the findings. The purpose in underlining these specific pressures here is
that they reveal considerations that most school leaders outside of the Islamic school
community do not face or face to a much lesser extent. One principal observed, “There's
been so much bad media about Islamic people.... It brings a lot of distrust and there's a
lot of misconception about what Muslim people really believe.” According to many
participants, Americans outside of the Muslim community often view Muslim identity
and American citizenship to be at odds, which only heightens the challenges these school
leaders face in striking the right balance in the character education of their students. It is
crucial, then, to merge Muslim identity with American citizenship without compromising
key facets of either commitment. In fact, many school leaders see no reason to separate
the two. However, while most principals presented responses that attempt to placate
public criticism, some considered the imperfections in American social structures:
It's perfectly acceptable for a Muslim to live in the United States, it's very
compatible, but that doesn't mean that everything that happens in the United
States is a reflection of Muslim ideals and values, and that's not just a Muslim
issue, that's—it applies to Christians. Many things can happen here, Christians
object . . . Jews, Hindus, atheists, you name it. Can a Muslim live in this country

and participate in the political process, participate in the educational, social
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process, and live as a Muslim? Absolutely. Does that mean that this democratic
setup and this political setup represents [sic] the Muslim ideals? No. Muslims, we
have a different understanding of how we would set up, how would we arrange
ourselves social and politically. We're not gonna impose that over here,
obviously, because by being in this country we accept the setup of this country.
Accept means that we live and abide by it, not that we necessarily believe it's
ideal, and that's, I think every American, you know, holds that—that they don't
believe that, like, many Americans don't believe the election process is ideal.
Does that mean they're not American? No.
This principal presents a picture of Muslim students learning to adapt to American
political, social, and economic structures despite the potential for conflicting values or
ideals, similar to the possibility of conflicting ideals in other religious beliefs. It is not
uncommon, for example, for staunch Christians of a variety of denominations to take
issue with abortion laws, gay rights, or federal or state regulations regarding taxes or
public education. As the principal implies, dissenting opinions are part of the democratic
process and a staple of American culture. Another school leader echoed this sentiment
and highlighted the value of dissenting opinions: “I think that students knowing how . . .
to take a risk and to say, you know, this is what I really believe,” and “to not be ashamed
of it. I think that takes a lot of courage.”
In these efforts to cultivate Muslim identity and American citizenship together,
school leaders suggested they were not only fulfilling the wishes of parents and others in

the school community, but that this mission was also one that furthers the progress of
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Muslims across America. It improves the likelihood of economic and social success of
Muslim graduates and, therefore, likely improves the perceptions about Muslims in the
U.S. overall. In this way, some school leaders see their role as a civic obligation: “If you
want the Muslim population in the United States to align itself with citizenry and
understanding, or citizenship and understanding, support our schools. Support Islamic
schools because they're going to do a great job for the United States.” Similarly, although
parents often express expectations for their students to be physicians, engineers, or other
high-level professionals, some school leaders have encouraged students to explore
journalism, broadcast radio, media, and similar positions where they will be able to
visibly represent successful Muslims in the United States.

The reality of misperception and prejudice toward Muslims in the United States
also impacts how school leaders balance the extent to which they can be transparent
about their school, its members, the curriculum, etc., to alleviate political and/or social
suspicions while also keeping students and staff safe. More than one school leader
acknowledged that their school had received threats to its staff or building: “I know that
for a long time this one school wouldn't put a sign out because they just didn't want
people to know there's an Islamic school here. They're afraid of some of those crazy
people out there.” As a result, many school leaders said they understood why there is a
common perception that Islamic schools isolate themselves, though most said this was
not the case in the majority of Islamic schools. While some schools do tend toward
isolation—that is, greatly limiting any exposure to or from the outside community—most

school leaders shared a similar sentiment to this principal: “there should be transparency,
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and I agree that the [school] community should be inviting the community at large to
come and visit, to come and see what we do just to allay those suspicions and fears of the
outside community.” In some cases, these efforts extend to Muslim students beyond the
school. For example, one principal has regular meetings with Muslim students from the
local public high school to combat these misconceptions:
I meet with a group of girls every Saturday . . . they're Muslim in an
overwhelming Christian environment. They don't publicize that they're Muslim;
when you see them, you'd never know. They're getting their information about
Islam from the high school and from the media. Their opinions even of women’s
roles in Islam are very different. We talk about a lot of issues that they're hearing
from home, [and what] they're hearing from school: Muslim women are
oppressed, and they’re ignored, and they're whatever they are. We really try to
work on those ideas—that that's not Islam; “anything you guys hear that does not
make sense to you, you know it's not part of the religion, the religion is logical.”
It's like a two-hour almost open forum where we just go through a lot of topics.
This principal must counter multiple misconceptions about the religion even to students
who are Muslim—this is indicative of just how pervasive some of these misconceptions
and stereotypes (or general lack of understanding) have become.
Cultivating Cross-Cultural Engagement
Thus, to contend with real or perceived isolation, school leaders in U.S. Islamic
schools have led efforts to educate the outside community about misconceptions of their

religion and their schools, while also encouraging student engagement with the non-
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Muslim world through extra-curricular activities. By encouraging students to engage in
the outside community, principals feel they can help deepen their students’ knowledge
about American culture as well, such as the norms of public schools, other religions, and
different cultural perspectives. These engagements include outreach and volunteer
programs, athletics, regional spelling competitions, social justice programs, music
programs, and collaborative art projects with neighboring public school students.

The community outreach projects are important elements to Islamic school
leaders’ work, as preparing their Muslim students for the non-Muslim world is a crucial
piece of their mission. Part of this preparation is simply exposure to how other schools or
populations operate culturally, which may be in direct contrast to students’ current
expectations or those that have been passed down from their parents and teachers. As one
school leader notes, Muslim students’ exposure to popular culture and dress in U.S.
public schools is often in direct contrast to their own experiences: “If they [visit] a public
school, they're going to be faced with children with miniskirts, children who have see-
through shirts.” A few school leaders stated that, while it might be easy to assume that a
faith-based school, particularly an Islamic faith-based school, would be strict with student
conduct, aspects of U.S. teenage life that Muslim cultures view negatively—drugs, social
media, alcohol, dating—and that exist in the public-school arena are still risk factors
among students in Islamic schools. One school leader explained this tension as well as
the need for exposure:

As a school leader in an Islamic high school, I think I would still say that the

greatest pressure I feel that we face, that our students face, is the pressure from
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social media and the need to be able to be accepted outside of the Muslim

community—and to make sure that we remain middle, mainstream middle of the

road. That we don't overcompensate and maybe place too much pressure on

[students], and then they go out there...they kind of just explode because now

everything is available.

Islamic school leaders, then, have the difficult task of attempting to balance exposure to
mainstream U.S. culture while reinforcing Muslim values and Islamic tradition.

In addition to awareness, engagements and interactions can alleviate feelings of
isolation. A school leader summarized: “We don't want our students to feel like they're
outsiders per se. We want them to know how to interact with people of all races, cultures,
nations, ethnicities, religions, and respect them.” Although the importance and
availability of sports programs varies, they are generally cited as one of the common
ways for Islamic school students to interact with students outside of their religion or
culture. Some school leaders noted that this is particularly powerful, because, as with
spelling competitions or debate events, athletics take place in competition, where good
behavior should prevail. Thus, students are exposed to other cultures in a safe
environment and in situations that require collaboration and healthy competition. Often,
the goal of these outreach programs is to expose students to other faiths as well as to non-
Muslims in general. However, as one principal noted, sports and other programs also
provide a way to expose non-Muslims to Muslims: “We have some outreach programs.
We've had . . . interfaith luncheons or interfaith activities that we ask our students to help

us with. And we actually started this year, there's a school right down the street that's a



96

Catholic school, and we invited them over.” Doing so breaks down stereotypes and
misunderstandings about Muslim beliefs and behaviors, or at least shows that their
schools operate very similarly to other faith-based institutions. Moreover, Islamic school
leaders report that they are seeing an increase in ethnic and racial diversity within their
schools, which lessens the cultural or religious isolation some parents and school leaders
hope to avoid.

Another common strategy with Islamic school leaders is to incorporate civic
activities for students, usually with groups or places outside the immediate school
community. This serves a few purposes: first, it is believed to help students understand
that being an American citizen, and a member of one’s community, requires engagement
with the broader U.S. society. Second, it reinforces the goal described above to expose
students to the outside community for awareness, interaction, and possibly relationship
building. A principal in Florida said, more specifically, that civic engagement serves to
“make sure that not only is the Muslim identity preserved, but they interact in this
community with non-Muslims and understand what it is to live alongside them.” These
civic engagement opportunities include volunteering at nursing homes, shelters, food
kitchens, and food drives. Some schools require a specific number of hours of community
service necessary to graduate from high school, others have community service clubs or
after-school groups, and still others require these activities specifically in social studies
classes.

An innovative strategy to reinforce Muslim identity and aid students in navigating

American culture is to create alumni programs, whereby school leaders ask former
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students who are currently in college to visit with high school students:

We invite the [students] back, we make sure they return. We call them in often to

be the substitute teacher during their winter break or spring break when they're

available to keep them close and keep them involved and up in alumni events so

that they're not just let go after they graduate and lose that identity piece.
Alumni programs serve to reinforce or maintain Muslim identity for the alumni while
simultaneously providing older student role models for current Islamic school students.
Some programs also provide time for current students to ask alumni questions about
college or life in general. The specific structure and initiatives of these programs vary,
but they all orient themselves toward these same goals of exposure, inclusion, and
connection to Muslim identity. Some leaders have devoted an annual time for alumni to
meet with students entering into high school, and others with students about to leave high
school for postsecondary education. Other variant programs include more intensive
mentorship. Additionally, two principals suggested that the information gained from
alumni about their postsecondary experiences also contributes to policies and programs
initiated in the schools to better prepare students for a successful transition to a new
learning environment.

Lastly, one of the most important factors in helping cultivate a strong Muslim
identity is a reliance on attachments to the outside Muslim community. This will be
discussed further in the section regarding building a moral culture; however, it is worth
noting that, while a school-attached mosque (either physically attached or simply having

an established affiliation) and its imam are critical to helping build a larger communal
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moral culture, they are also looked to to navigate specific issues, such as dress codes,
music, parental concerns, or community concerns regarding students and their Muslim
identity.
Parental Pressures
Another layer of complexity for Islamic school leaders pursuing their school
mission is aligning definitions of the mission and its intended outcomes with the
surrounding community. Cultivating Muslim identity, for example, and how these efforts
manifest in student behavior, academic outcomes, and social conduct can be varied
according parents’ expressed needs. Participating school leaders were clear that families
often mention academics as an important part of the school’s mission, and, in many
cases, as the most important:
You’ll see that parents care more about the academics than the Islamic aspect of
it. If you look at the mission statements of the Islamic schools, you'll find that
most of them, I would say 90% of them, have both components in their mission
statement: academic excellence and Islamic environment. Academics to Muslims,
in general, is extremely important. The first word that was revealed in the Qur'an
is the word “read”—igra. We seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave. That
resonates strongly with all Muslims. Seeking knowledge is extremely important.
As expected in any U.S. school, academics emerged in the interviews as a critical aspect
of school leaders’ daily work, whether that means providing teachers and students with
appropriate academic supports or choosing resources and establishing the curriculum.

Although all of the leaders interviewed in this study noted the importance of academic
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achievement, many also noted that the perceived (or sometimes explicitly stated)
expectations from parents for strong student academic performance have felt unrealistic
at times, or “too much.” One veteran school leader said, “there's too much pressure on the
kids; that you have to go on to not just a four-year college but to an Ivy League school.
We have parents coming in interviewing for pre-K children asking about where our kids
go into college.” While high academic expectations from parents is common throughout
many U.S. school systems, the rigorous demands of Muslim parents make even more
sense when understanding that many of them are achievement-oriented and have
immigrated to the United States after experiencing life in other countries where
opportunities might not exist regardless of how hard one works. Speaking on parental
expectations, one school leader stated, “They know that to get anywhere and be
successful (and not just in terms of financially successful) is to have strong academics—
to have that knowledge, to excel, and they want that for their kids.”

One strategy a principal described for dealing with high expectations of Muslim
parents is to begin parent counseling meetings and workshops starting when the parents’
child is in the ninth grade. In these sessions, some of which are specific to grade level,
parents are informed of the school’s academic goals and how they can support their
children if their grades are suffering. These opportunities are also used to counsel their
students: “We've seen when [academic] pressure is getting to be too much for the kids,
and they're having a nervous breakdown because of an exam grade and so forth. . . .
We're providing them balance in terms of opportunities to engage in extra-curricular

[activities].” Counseling sessions, then, serve to lay out agreed upon academic outcomes,
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provide support for struggling students, and mediate the outside pressure students can
feel from their families.

At the same time, school leaders—particularly principals—sometimes find it
challenging to balance the expectations for rigorous academics with the other mission
goal of maintaining strong Muslim identity, particularly when high academic standards
conflict with religious teachings. The participants revealed that the challenge of mission
balance presents itself in two common ways: 1) in the tension between the time allotted
for each goal versus the perceived amount of time allotted according to parents, and 2) in
trying to adopt curriculum and content that adheres to Islamic principles while also
maintaining academic rigor. Some schools have strongly focused on academic success:
one such school has implemented a whole school curriculum aligned with Common Core
State Standards, and another offers college-level courses for students. These are efforts
that leaders have noted can, whether real or perceived, sacrifice time with students and
staff that might otherwise be devoted to character education or religious studies. Other
school leaders, though, have faced challenges when elements of the curriculum conflict
with content that is perceived as counter to Islamic principles. One principal, for
example, recalled a situation in which parents objected to a specific social studies unit on
Native Americans. In this unit, students learned about dream catchers as part of certain
Native American cultures to provide protection or a shared symbol of hope. The principal
noted:

When we told the children, “These are dream catchers. It catches your dreams,”

the parents objected. They went to the [school] board, and they said, “We don't
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want the children learning about these.” I went to the imam of the mosque, and he

said, “I agree with the parents. Schools should be saying, ‘We can teach it, but we

shouldn't be physically doing any of the crafts like totem poles or dream

catchers.”
With regard to academics, most school leaders felt simply that, as with the other goals of
the school mission, parents must be made aware of all the priorities, and the school must
be clear about exactly how the school functions. One school leader, for example,
explained that the school’s mission is clear in the importance of academics, prayer and
faith, and moral character development. And yet, questions about the non-academic areas
invite another layer of complexity.

Thus, while school leaders must balance the high academic expectations, they
must also try to balance several non-academic areas of growth with parental expectations
that are often varied, unaligned with those of their peers, and sometimes in direct conflict
with the school mission itself. In particular, school leaders have been clear that families
understand the need for students to become accustomed to American cultural norms
while also developing and sustaining their child’s Muslim identity. These expectations,
however, carry a range of demands and expectations that some school leaders find
challenging to meet. There is general consensus among leaders of the Islamic schools in
this study on the importance of building a moral culture on the foundation of Islamic
beliefs. School leaders consistently expressed that a major challenge in establishing this
school structure is in ensuring that the needs and expectations of various stakeholders—

students, parents, teachers—are aligned. Parents are mixed in the extent to which they
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want U.S. cultural influence in their children’s lives, and teachers and school leaders are
sometimes at odds as well. Some parents and teachers are more accepting of students’
exposure to popular culture than others, including media perceived as advocating
violence, sex, or other behavior generally regarded as unacceptable in some or all Muslim
cultures. Other parents are less concerned with students’ Muslim identity than they are
with academic performance. Finally, still other parents and teachers—particularly those
that follow Islamic law—advocate for stricter disciplinary measures than others.

Music, in particular, is one common example of these tensions between U.S.
culture and Muslim identity. As one principal noted, “Some [parents] will say it's okay to
play Western music if the words are appropriate. Some will say, ‘no, only culturally
Arabic [activities] or cultural music.’ It varies.” Additionally, many Islamic schools are
attached to a local mosque, which is often located geographically close to the school,
sometimes within 50 yards. And while it might be universally understood that in a
mosque, as with any religious place of worship, certain types of American music and the
language that accompanies this music might not be appropriate, many of the school
activities still must take place in the mosque due to either a need for space or because the
school is simply committed to drawing this physical and environmental attachment
regularly. This does, however, introduce additional challenges with outside influences
like Western music. A principal in a Florida Islamic school explained:

If you're in the mosque itself, you definitely, you cannot be playing music and

having singing and so on. Reciting Qur’an is different.... A lot of schools are

okay with [not allowing music deemed inappropriate]. Then there are some
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[Islamic] schools that will say it's okay if it's just instrumental but not words.

Then there are some that say even words are fine, but it depends on the words

themselves.

As a result, some school leaders have implemented a clearer music policy that provides
parameters for teachers and other staff in terms of what is allowed in the mosque, school,
and sometimes even beyond the school grounds. These policies occasionally address
more granular situations, such as the type or genre of music a student is allowed to play
as accompaniment to a slide show presentation or during other classroom or school-
sponsored events.

The occasional resistance to music is, again, representative of many elements of
American society and culture that parents or other stakeholders perceive of as counter to
Islamic law. Some school leaders are forced to deal with families in a more
confrontational manner; these are families, as one principal described, that do “not like to
listen to music. They consider it was haram; it means forbidden by Islamic law.” One
principal in Massachusetts described a situation in which parents had complained to
board members about a talent show that featured American music and some female
students in leotards. The principal’s response to the board and the parents was to say
“Stop it. [The students] live in America. Let them experience these things.” Nonetheless,
the principal noted that they were brought to tears by the board and parents asking
repeatedly why they would allow students to dress or act in this way.

Many of the schools this study’s participants lead provide strict behavioral rules

and honor codes. Despite this, some areas of behavioral norms such as dress codes are
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still challenging. Leaders say there is often conflict with parents on this issue and finding
a middle ground can be difficult. Emerging from leaders interviewed in this study are a
few common questions on this topic: Should there exist a dress code for non-Muslim
teachers? What is appropriate for students to wear? Should there exist any dress code at
all? How do we prepare students for Western culture if we prescribe a dress code that is
too strict? All schools expect the non-Muslim female teachers to dress professionally, for
example, but not all schools require a hijab. One principal whose policy does not require
non-Muslim teachers to wear a hijab mentioned the negative reaction from some parents:
“We lost a couple of families because they said, ‘Well, we think everybody should have
to follow the Islamic dress code,” and we said [to these parents], “You know Islamic law
doesn’t say that? And our kids know that this teacher is Christian, so they're not going to
expect her to dress that way.”” This is an interesting example, because the question about
dress code for staff—and the extent to which it aligns with Islamic principles or parents’
expectations—presents two conflicting issues that reflect the core mission tension. First,
do non-Muslim staff or leaders have to adhere to a strict dress code that includes a
component such as wearing a hijab? And if so, will this limit the hiring pool for staff?
Second, to what extent does a staff diverse in religious affiliation reinforce Western
cultural norms or limit reinforcement of Muslim identity in students or school culture?
Another example of a dress code issues involves makeup. A principal recalled a
situation where a non-Muslim teacher was wearing lipstick in the school when the policy
is clear that female students are banned from wearing any makeup. Since school leaders

generally agree that their teachers need to be role models for students in reinforcing the
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moral culture of the school, wearing makeup sends a conflicting message to students.

Although the principal described this particular example as a minor issue, it illustrates
one of many obstacles school leaders must face as they strive to establish a system of
character education aligned with Islam in American society.

Part of the pressure on Islamic school leaders derives from the fact that choices
for parents seeking an Islamic educational environment is limited. As shown in Table 1 in
chapter two, the National Center for Educational Statistics (2017-2018) indicated that the
number of available Islamic schools in the United States is limited, even when compared
to only faith-based schools: nearly 250 Islamic schools as compared to 1,700 Roman
Catholic schools, over 4,500 Christian schools, and nearly 11,000 nonsectarian schools.
Limited options, one might infer, will lead to a much broader range of expectations and
demands from parents of various backgrounds and needs in each specific Islamic school
environment.

Additionally, these limited options coupled with a lack of understanding about
what to look for, according to some school leaders, presents an added challenge for
Muslim parents seeking an Islamic school experience for their children. One principal
explained, “We want to make sure that parents know, ‘Yes, [academics and sustaining
Muslim identity] is what we focus on,” but even then, we'll have parents whose children
are admitted and they say, ‘Well, you're allowing them to dress in such a way. We don't
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want that.”” This same principal indicated a rigid approach for addressing this particular
issue: the principal suggests that parents will either be “counseled” out of the school or

they will have to accept the dress code. The principal stated, “If they want it differently,



106

they can do that at home. They can supplement what the student is learning at school with
whatever they want to teach them at home.” In many ways, of course, every school leader
in any sector, private or public, may face similar obstacles and tensions; however, in
Islamic schools, there is an added layer of tension and pressure on leaders. Leaders in
these schools are not only adhering to the perceived moral compass of Western society,
mandates from the state, or expectations from parents, but also the internal diversity in
Muslim cultures and customs.

According to two school leaders in this study, one major reason for the conflicting
parental expectations of what school culture ought to be, and particularly the moral aspect
of this culture, involves the rising Muslim immigrant population. Muslim immigrants in
the United States come from a variety of countries and ethnic groups, resulting in
differences in parental expectations for how schools should function and what they
should teach. One of these school leaders explained:

We have [Muslims] from Pakistan, India, Mexico, Malaysia, Somalia, you know.

And they all have slight differences in their beliefs and what is considered, you

know, [acceptable] by one may be different by another. I get parents who come in

and say students shouldn't be doing this, they shouldn't be doing that.
Islamic schools also see rising numbers of immigrant students and families from places

such as Bosnia and Albania.!® Unsurprisingly, these families bring with them the cultural

18 Rising numbers of Muslim immigrants is a trend in both the American and Western European
contexts. According to the Pew Research Center (2017; Mohamed, 2018), the Muslim population in
the U.S. is expected to grow from 3.45 million in 2017 to 8.1 million by 2050. The number of
Muslims in Europe has grown from around 30 million in 1990 to nearly 45 million in 2010, and this
number is expected to increase at a similar rate over the next 20 years. These increases in immigration
have resulted in greater diversity of background and ethnicity in Muslim populations. In England, for
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norms of their previous home countries. Muslim communities and practices being as

diverse as those of any religious group means these differences affect parental

perspectives about what is appropriate in their children’s education in the United States.
While different backgrounds may mean conflicting expectations, rising immigrant

populations may also mean differences among generations of the same ethnic

background. A principal in one U.S. Islamic school noted the challenge in establishing a

school culture that reflects the needs of different generations of Muslim immigrants:
Many second-, third-generation parents who send their kids here, they have
different expectations than immigrant parents. Sometimes immigrant parents just
want to latch onto certain identity markers, and just say, “ok, my daughter or my
son will be with Muslims,” and that's kind of what they're looking for. But
second-generation, third-generation, were like, “no, I want them not just to be
with Muslims but to know the religion and to practice it in a deep way.” So, there
are different expectations between parents from different generations. But then
again, I can think of immigrant parents who have really high academic
expectations as well, and also second-generation parents who are like, “just save
my child.” They just want that place to save their child, you know, and not have
to be exposed to many of the problems that a child will be exposed to in public

schools.

example, Muslims accounted for over 5% of the English population in 2013—about 3.3 million
people, a substantial rise from around 1 million a decade before—and although most originated from
Pakistan, large numbers also emigrated from Bangladesh, India, Cyprus, Malaysia, the Arab countries,
and some parts of Africa.
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Creating a culture or vision that satisfies all types of families—or all stakeholders, for
that matter—is certainly a challenging task for a leader of any school in any sector, but
leaders in Islamic schools clearly have unique circumstances to navigate.

This heightened challenge is well-known among Islamic school leaders, as one
assistant principal noted, “I feel Islamic schools lack a vision of the school in terms of
what does it see as quality instruction, and what does it see as a positive school culture.
They're still trying to figure that out.” Consequently, many principals reported forming a
dominant and distinct school culture—one that substitutes for, but respects, the variety of
cultural backgrounds—in order to provide students with a stable cultural vision. School
leaders strive for this in a number of ways. Many provide serious forums in which parent
and student voices are heard in order to consider all issues and perspectives as well as to
help build consensus. The school community is more generally and consistently heard via
informal conversations, parent meetings, or surveys. Students’ voices are sometimes
heard in a more formal manner through proposals written by the school’s student
government. One school leader explained how they take these voices seriously: “Every
year we change the handbook, based on input from parents and students (typically
through surveys), so they never take the surveys lightly. Sometimes the students write
long essays to support their case.”

Despite the challenges of diverse immigration, principals report that schools are
“adjusting.” Leaders have expressed that this indicates a positive adaptation to the
inevitable diversity that many school communities must attune to in any sector. Leaders

are not only trying to embrace the diversity in race and ethnicity but are also developing a
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stronger vision for how schools might leverage this diversity. Where it used to be “my
country is better than your country,” there is so much more immigration now that
students do not “look twice when somebody comes in from a new country.” A principal
in a Southern Islamic high school suggested that learning languages is “the best way to
learn about cultures,” and it helps to establish a common language that all students and
parents can understand. The principal clarified: “We speak in language that all different
cultures, you know, can accept and understand. So, for example, the English language
that we use—we focus on English, but we teach Arabic as well. But we also have a
Persian club and we have a [sic] Urdu club, because students want to learn these things.”
Though not every leader expressed this level of adaptation, whether because of desire or
limitations with parents, staff, and students, most leaders acknowledged that the trend of
incoming students from diverse backgrounds will require change in policies and
expectations.
Building a Moral School Culture

This section is focused on many of the same challenges identified in the above
section; however, while the first section dealt more from outside perceptions of Islamic
schools, and the challenges these perceptions might incite, this section focuses more on
the internal school work, and the ways in which leaders of these schools demonstrate
perseverance.

Many faith-based school leaders enjoy a sense of freedom in curriculum selection,
staff management, and school culture because they are not bound by the academic

standards, funding sources, and legal guidelines of U.S. public institutions. Perhaps
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counterintuitive, though, is the fact that this freedom can be stymied in Islamic schools by
the overt efforts to appear to be—and, therefore, to become—more American. Many
Islamic school leaders alluded to the tension between their ability to create a culture with
curriculum, prayer, faith, and moral teachings distinct from the outside U.S. culture
versus the need to both prepare their students for U.S. societal norms and avoid
misunderstandings and negative perceptions from those outside the Islamic school
community. The conflict is apparent in attempts by Islamic school leadership to form
good character in students by leveraging available Islamic Studies teachers (often
religious figures) and, at the same time, instituting generic character education programs
that often send mixed messages to students or risk altering an established culture.

The same challenge is evident in disciplinary policies. Developing disciplinary
policies requires a balance between perceived American expectations or norms and
Islamic values:

Discipline is also a kind of combination between the Islamic values and the

national ethic. . . . I can’t compromise, but it’s an ideology of how to make a

balance. It’s challenging. For me if you’re talking about any regular school,

public school or private, when you are talking about discipline, ... you’re talking
about law, you’re talking about policies, procedures. But, for me, I'm talking
about all of these plus the Islamic part in handling and instilling this kind of
discipline in your kids, so you’re making this combination. But the question is
how to make a balance, and this is one of the biggest challenges.

Even in these tasks, however, principals sometimes struggle to create policies that reflect
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American norms or laws and Islamic values. They indicate that this topic is confusing for
students as well, not just in preparing for life beyond high school, but also in their daily
lives. One school leader described their program as a “Muslim kid's survival guide to
life,” to help Muslim students “juggle different identities, like expectations from parents
Versus your own expectations versus your religion's expectations, that sort of thing.”
Along with the challenges that may arise from being Muslim in a predominantly secular
country, school leaders acknowledge that their students also deal with the same sorts of
social struggles many teenagers face. In Islamic schools, however, as indicated in
previous chapters, the U.S. political and social climate of the last few decades have led to
a particularly hostile skepticism of Muslims in general, and, by default, the ways in
which Islamic schools approach education.

In spite of this climate, many Islamic school leaders rely upon their Islamic
Studies teachers—often a highly revered figure—to lead the way with regard to
establishing and retaining a moral compass. As one principal noted, good character is at
the “core of the Islamic religion . . . because it’s the fruit . . . the goal behind it is
character, the goal is how to be a good person.” Islamic Studies teachers are often seen as
the moral Islamic authority within the school; yet, some school leaders also noted that the
teachings on social issues often conflict with more common sentiments in U.S. schools,
particularly with regard to sexual orientation, gender identity, and anti-racism.
Consequently, many school leaders supplement this development with character
education programs traditional to the public sector to reinforce character traits commonly

seen in traditional public school missions or conduct codes, including kindness,
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citizenship, respect, responsibility, fairness, etc. As noted in this study’s literature review,
however, these general character education programs often fail to successfully cater to
specific school needs and/or fail to be integrated fully into the school community
(Berkowitz & Bier, 2007; Casebeer, 2012; Flay et al., 2004; Miller et al., 2008; Raihani,
2011; Seider, 2012). Though these pitfalls of general character education programs affect
all school communities, Islamic schools are faced with even more complexity in ushering
in pre-packaged programs that often fail to provide the outcomes sought. We know that
character education programs are particularly vulnerable to failure when they are
implemented without fidelity or whole school community support. In the Islamic school
context, school leaders have the added pressure of incorporating possibly conflicting
messages to provide their students with a well-rounded education that addresses both
American and Islamic cultures. Unsurprisingly, frustrations with these programs emerged
from interviews with school leaders.

Many schools (independent, public, and charter alike) opt for programs that help
with specific behaviors and disciplinary problems, such as an anti-bullying program or
the Positive Behavior Interventions and Support program (PBIS), which relies on
research-based strategies to clearly define behavioral expectations. Other commonly used
programs provide a character framework and may emphasize, for example, a virtue of the
day or a monthly character theme. An Islamic school in the Southern United States, for
example, uses the Character Counts! Six Pillars of Character approach with monthly
character themes. In an observation from this school, the principal asked the head Islamic

Studies teacher to align morning prayer with themes from the school’s character program.
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In the morning, the students gather for prayer and discussion, and an excerpt from the
teacher’s lesson reveals a delicate merging of the monthly theme of responsibility and
Islam. Addressing around 100 students about leadership and responsibility, the head
Islamic teacher said:

Even those of the highest rank will be questioned...by whom? What does that put

in your heart? Fear! The higher “rank” you have, the higher responsibility you

have. What puts you in the higher rank? Why do people ascend? Do you think
people who are not responsible will move up? No! Why do you think people do
background checks? What if you leave your jobs every few months? Is that
reliable? No. The first one we respond to for responsibility is Allah.
He then asked students about their current responsibilities. A student described his daily
responsibility of helping take care of his younger brother at home and at school. The lead
teacher’s lesson, then, revealed the religious basis for responsibility and connected it to
students’ futures and their daily lives. The principal of this Islamic school explained that
using the character education program as a framework has worked well, but in other
schools, principals found the strategies conflicting.

An Islamic school leader at a different school expressed frustration over the
implementation of a character education program due to an unclear moral authority on
several issues, including dress code, popular music, and behavioral issues. The lack of
clarity derived, they said, from the teachers’, students’, and other school leaders’
uncertainty as to whether the Islamic Studies teacher—given his previous experience as

an imam—should lead the moral direction of students, or if the character education
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curriculum and the guidance counselor in charge of the program should provide the
source of guidance. According to the building principal, the Islamic Studies teacher felt
the character education program watered down the teachings and rigor of Islam, making
it ineffective.

In another school, a student had lied about a physical fight between two other
students, falsely claiming that a particular student had started the fight in the school.
School leaders suspected the student was lying but could not prove it. The student met
with the guidance counselor and the principal but refused to reveal the truth. Finally, the
principal asked the Islamic Studies teacher to meet with the student, and, in a short
amount of time, the student confessed. The principal explained: “[ The student] knew that
Allah was watching. He could hide the truth from us, but he knows what is in his heart.”
School leaders agreed it was a powerful moment—a consequence of a deeper connection
to moral direction. Other principals noted similar understandings of religious influence:
“If God is watching, then [students] need to be the best. It is not that they will become
kind of angels in front of you and then devils when you leave. It takes a lot of time...to
implant that, instill it in their hearts, and, of course I mean all the time, guide them to the
right thing to do: to be honest, to be sincere.” With regard to cultivating a strong moral
culture, school leaders, particularly principals in this case, are often triangulating the
school mission and their leadership of that mission with character programs and religious
teachings. While this example serves as a positive note on the influence of the latter, it
also illuminates the constant balancing of moral codes and resources these school leaders

are juggling and attempting to align.
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Although some school leaders closely monitor behavior to gauge the effectiveness
of their policies, few felt confident in knowing whether the program worked, particularly
whether or not it was in alignment with their efforts to create a culture of Islamic values.
That character education is a superficial process is one of its most common criticisms
across all types of U.S. schools, and just how deeply effective these programs can be is
nearly impossible to measure. Many leaders in this study admitted they were unsure if the
programs worked, or they felt the programs “could really be developed more.” There is
limited research on whether character education programs achieve the kinds of moral
formation necessary to have substantive impact on top of the fact that their impact is
difficult to measure. Despite the appearance of strong acceptance by the Islamic Studies
teacher in the school utilizing the Six Pillars of Character approach, the principal of this
school describes feeling lost on how to substantively align the two:

I sent the Islamic Studies teacher to the workshop because I feel that that's just a

really natural way to do it. But I don't know if there's an actual curriculum that I

can use, and I've told people that too. Teachers will do a lot of things, but if they

have to create something like a curriculum or that kind of thing on their own, it’s
very difficult to do because they’re doing all of these other things. So, I would
rather see that: something that could be like a curriculum document or something
that could integrate these character traits into our Islamic Studies, you know,
curriculum that way. Like I said, I'm depending on teachers to do it within their
classes. I'm depending on Islamic Studies teachers to mention it in morning

assembly and that kind of thing. But it's just not as I would like to see it happen.
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Islamic school leaders clearly face similar challenges that other schools face when
implementing a character education program—namely, a lack of data on effectiveness,
buy-in from faculty and students, and resources for effective instruction—but these
challenges are compounded by the difficulties they face in aligning the program with
Islamic teachings and ensuring broad application throughout their school curriculum.
Even within the content that is specific to Islam and Muslim cultures, principals
sometimes struggle to integrate every piece. Another principal noted,
I would like to see more integration in our Islamic Studies, Qur’an, and Arabic
[curricula]—those classes have been taught like individual, like stand-alone,
classes, where there's a lot of integration that can happen between them. . . . |
mean, Qur’an [class] here is memorization and recitation, and the Arabic is taught
as a language but not necessarily in relation to the Qur’an. I would like to see the
whole school infused with Arabic.
In fact, the most promising results occurred when school leaders noted a successful
intertwining of the two strategies within the whole school culture, such as with one
school’s alignment with the International Baccalaureate (IB) learner profile.!” The
specific values emphasized in the learner profile, such as being principled and open-
minded, provide a framework for the school to instill crucial lessons from the Qur’an or

Islam in general. For example, the IB learner profile suggests that students should be

19 The International Baccalaureate (IB) is an international program schools can adopt as curriculum.
The IB program aims to “encourage both personal and academic achievement, challenging students to
excel in their studies and in their personal development.” The IB learner profile is the IB mission
statement translated into a set of learning outcomes. The learner profile aims to develop learners who
are “Inquirers, Knowledgeable, Thinkers, Communicators, Principled, Open-Minded, Caring, Risk-
Takers, Balanced, Reflective” (https://www.ibo.org/).
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balanced intellectually, physically, and emotionally, and this particular school strives for
these outcomes by teaching Islam. According to school leaders, the shaping of student
character and citizenship has been more successful due to customizing the IB program to
their needs and incorporating the overarching framework within the school community
culture. Leaders also try to establish a consistent school culture by: hiring teachers who
have “the right fit” and who represent the diversity of the school community;
incorporating general character education programs; using common moral language and
symbols; and connecting with the outside community.

As Hunter (2000) noted, a moral culture that extends beyond the school and into
the outside communities, such as in local churches, mosques, and youth organizations,
reinforces the private and public virtues intended to shape students’ moral direction. For
many Islamic schools, aligning the school with the outside community (that is,
community members not directly connected with the school, like parents) presents a
different type of challenge. Some schools noted that a separation exists between their
local American Muslim community and the American Muslim school community. In
some cases, this separation was most evident at the local mosque. Most schools had a
nearby mosque; in some cases, one is structurally attached to the school building. The
mosques serve the surrounding community as well, and during the day one can observe
clear differences between the school community and the outside community. A school
leader revealed: “One of the things in the community, you could go to any city in the
country, the mosques are very ethnically segregated. There's the Albanian mosque, the

Sudanese mosque, the Palestinian mosque. In the school there's no, there's no difference.”
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Many leaders noted that another reason it is difficult to feel that the moral culture of the
school is aligned with the outside Muslim community is the difference in educational
attainment and cultural acclimation to American norms of outside community members.
Examples ranged from regularly ignoring smoke-free school rules when visiting the
mosque to expressing ethnically insensitive views, or, in one case during an unrecorded
conversation, one school leader revealed that some community members have expressed
political indifference (or, worse, sympathy) for extremist acts, such as the terrorist attack
on September 11, 2001. School leaders sometimes described Muslims in their community
as less open-minded, more ethnically segregated, and, at times, bad role models for
students, but school leaders spoke positively about their local Muslim communities
overall.

The challenge in aligning their local Muslim community and school cultures is
not the case with every school in this study, and even the schools that do face this
problem have found ways to adapt, such as being more selective with the community
members they position to influence students. Many schools are making substantial
progress in extending their moral culture throughout their broader communities as well.
The previously mentioned student outreach programs mean Muslim students are
impacting many of the communities in which their schools are located by educating non-
Muslim populations about Muslim culture, displaying good sportsmanship, and
participating in civic volunteer programs. Schools are working hard to extend the culture
and climate within the larger school community as well, through their selection of and

outreach to bus drivers, cafeteria workers, extended families, and members of the mosque
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who visit the school grounds daily. In this way, leaders are intentionally broadcasting the
moral expectations and norms of their school to the greater community for reinforcement.

School leaders also report that, despite the unique struggles of Islamic schools in
building culture and shaping student character while maintaining Muslim identity, the
culture in many of these schools runs deep within the student body. Many students return
to visit and maintain relationships with their teachers, and some return to teach or
supervise extra-curricular activities. In many of the schools, the pride for their teachers,
peers, and overall culture is palpable. In some cases, school leaders feel students and
teachers have taken real ownership over their school, as one school leader described:

“Our high school kids will not accept students who don't want to follow the ethics

of the school. We had a student come in, and within a couple of weeks they said,

‘you guys got to get rid of this kid, he's not good for the school.” So, they know

why they’re here.”
As with families, staff, administration, and other community members, creating an
environment that enables students to feel ownership over the purpose and culture of their
school appears to be effective in establishing a whole-school approach to character
formation that aligns with the school mission and Islamic teachings.

Conclusion

In the pursuit of building good character and supporting students that align their
character—thoughts, feelings, and actions—to both the values embedded in Islam and
those which leaders think are necessary for American society, these schools must

consider a wide array of needs and expectations from the school and surrounding
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community. The findings of this study provide us with a deeper understanding of this
pursuit from the perspective of leaders in private Islamic schools in the United States.
The data from school leaders in the present study coupled with selected data from
previous research on this topic reveal further validation that, while U.S. Islamic schools
share many of the same goals as schools in all sectors, such as college and career
readiness, leaders in Islamic schools must contend with contemporary factors that are
unique to the Muslim community. Leaders of these schools are attempting to instill
religious values within a predominately secular education system, in the context of a
society that often misunderstands the religion of Islam and, consequently, the purpose of
Islamic schools. They are serving parents from a shared religious background, but who
bring a range of cultural differences and expectations as to what it means to be Muslim
and how that identity should be nurtured for their children. Additionally, these parents,
many of whom are also new to the United States, are enduring their own journey toward
navigating life in America as a Muslim. Along with a host of other issues outlined in this
chapter, these leaders persevere by leveraging the wider community (which sometimes
includes those outside of the Muslim community), leveraging and balancing a variety of
available resources (including religious teachers and character programs), intentionally
building civic awareness, and fostering a worldview that extends beyond the classroom.
The following chapter provides a discussion of these findings, relating the analysis to
wider societal issues and the K—12 education space in order to generate lessons learned
by these schools’ leaders that apply to policy and practice throughout the U.S. education

system.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

This section provides a discussion of the findings of the present study on school
leadership in U.S. Islamic schools as they relate to character education programs, their
implementation in this specific institutional context, and the reported challenges,
strategies, and successes. Here, I describe the ways in which this study expands the upon
the findings of the /0 Case Studies Project (10CSP) and follow with a discussion about
the experiences of Islamic school leaders and how they can influence decisions regarding
the approach to character formation in Islamic schools, with accompanying
recommendations. As we have seen in previous sections, the roles and challenges of U.S.
Islamic school leaders are not completely distinct from broader U.S. social issues and the
general K—12 education space; thus, the analysis of the findings suggests how the lessons
learned might have widespread policy and practical applications. Lastly, this section
describes limitations and suggested areas for future research.

Expansion of Findings

The findings of the 10CSP concerning American Islamic schools resulted in
several publications and were most extensively analyzed in the book Muslim Educators
in American Communities, where Glenn (2018) thoroughly captures the ways in which
Islamic schools are developing strong student character and citizenship even amidst
Western fears about Muslim immigration. The societal and political concerns about
American Muslims, particularly in the context of faith-based schools, replicates similar

concerns during prior waves of immigration, including skepticism over the purpose and
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results of Catholic and Evangelical schools. Despite these common concerns, Glenn
(2018) expounded on indications that, in fact, the several Islamic schools in this study, as
well as schools in similar studies, cultivate personal and public virtues aligned not only
with Muslim identity, but also with participation in democracy as a U.S. citizen:

In discussing how Muslims should relate to the American political system, the

school staff we interviewed were concerned with two points that exist in some

tension: that Muslim Americans should be fully-participating and loyal citizens,
and they need not—indeed, should not—agree with all of the assumptions and

values by which public life in the United States is shaped. (p. 155)

The potential for tension here, of course, has been illuminated by this study’s findings as
well: while democratic political principles contain various characteristics important to
U.S. citizenship—and, to some extent, basic U.S. social acclimation—the culture of
America can be at odds with that of many Muslim families, be it over music, language,
attire, or religious practice.

Much of the previous literature on the topic of character education in faith-based
schools has focused on student and teacher perspectives. The findings from 10CSP,
which are included in the data here, provide insights into the moral ecology of Islamic
schools, teacher practices, student identity, and the development of personal and public
virtue. With regard to tensions referenced in 10CSP, Glenn (2018) noted that students:

...did not suggest that their religious identity and beliefs would make it difficult

for them to become active and engaged citizens and participants in American

society. Students told us that they had been taught, and had come to believe, that
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it was through their faithfulness as Muslims rather than by abandoning Islam that

they would be valuable American citizens. (p. 193)

These findings are a positive indication of the willingness and commitment of students to
merge successfully both their religious identity and their American citizenship—positive
findings that are replicated in the present study. Another publication based on 10CSP data
concluded that one of the most striking findings was that “staff, parents, and students did
not have a great deal to say about the difficulty of reconciling their religious beliefs with
life as active participants in American society” (Glenn et al., as cited in Hunter & Olson,
2018, p. 168). This was particularly true of students: they consistently expressed a
positive point of view about their place in American society.

This current study’s findings expand upon and further analyze the perspectives of
the leaders of these schools, who have indicated clearly that in cultivating and sustaining
strong character and identity, along with maintaining engagement and optimism within
the staff, students, and parents, there exist multiple obstacles to navigate. This point is
especially unique for school leaders, because unlike students, parents, and staff, they are
often the most accountable for achieving the school’s academic, moral, and religious
mission goals. They are overseeing or directly informing choices in enrollment and
financial viability, curriculum, staffing, professional development, disciplinary policies,
programmatic fidelity, community relationships, and many other facets of schooling that
ultimately play substantial roles in student development. And, as introduced in chapter
four, leaders aim to fulfill their schools’ mission in the midst of negative external

perceptions.
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External Perceptions

Islamic schools in the United States, as within much of the Western world, are
engaged in a complex array of perceived roles—while outwardly striving to disprove
notions of social isolationism or extremism, they also act as a safe social and academic
alternative to Western, secularized education, simultaneously helping students cultivate
Muslim identity as American citizens. Leading these schools has many challenges,
including demographic dynamics in schools and local communities due to immigration
changes. Despite these unique challenges, the roles of leadership in Islamic schools are,
indeed, similar to their traditional faith-based counterparts and, for that matter, traditional
public schools. This, in itself, is a useful finding: what might appear to teachers and
leaders of Islamic schools to be nothing more than a simple, safe assumption about the
normalcy of Islamic schools is, in fact, a likely surprising conclusion for many people in
the public school sector, since it is clear that these schools function within a context of
American skepticism, suspicion, or hostility of or toward Muslim immigrants.

As of 2011, 24% of the American public believes Muslim support for extremism
is increasing, and 40% believe there is a “fair amount” of U.S. Muslim support for
extremism (Pew Research Center, 2011). In 2014-2015, Islamic schools in Massachusetts,
Rhode Island, and Oklahoma were vandalized, as were numerous mosques, Islamic
community centers, and Muslim gravesites throughout the nation. Of course, Islamic
schools are unique, not only because they must endure these external and internal issues,
but also because they cater to a specific religion that is often misunderstood in Western

societies. As one leader said, “People choose to come to this school like any other Islamic
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school, for a specific reason. Because they value education and they value Islamic
education.” A Pew Research Center survey put in the field after the Boston Marathon
bombing in 2013 found that 42% of Americans believe Islam is more likely than other
religions to encourage violence among its believers, a substantial increase from 25% in
2002. Unfortunately, the rise of Muslim citizenry and immigration has coincided with a
rise in Islamic extremism in the West over the last 20 years, and this presents challenges
for Western educators of Muslim students. It is ironic that Islamic faith-based schools are
under such scrutiny and general suspicion, since many accused Muslim terrorists or
violent Muslim offenders have, in fact, been educated in mainstream schools (Shah,
2012).
Combating External Negative Perceptions from Inside

One overarching strategy emerging from the Islamic school data is that of tackling
negative perceptions from the inside out—that is, to intentionally focus on the internal
school practices and policies to cultivate student awareness of these external perceptions
and become equipped to overcome them. Leaders are implementing this strategy in a
variety of ways, including protecting students from potential connections with Islamic
extremists, reinforcing American citizenship as an obligatory role, providing
opportunities to expand their worldview, and sharing and adhering to the positive tenets
of kindness, understanding, and tolerance found in Islamic teachings. Nearly all school
leaders interviewed agreed that these efforts are necessary for both students and the
institution overall. Applying this strategy both prepares students for life in America or

their family’s home country and combats serious perceptions of wrongful intentions to
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radicalize students, perceptions that exist in the United States and the Western world in
general. One principal observed,

In the Western world there's been so much bad media about Islamic

people...especially at the moment with the war on terror and the perception that

there could be people within America and England and Australia that are

radicalized...as an uprising. It brings a lot of distrust, and there's a lot of

misconception about what Muslim people really believe.
To this point, leaders feel a deep responsibility to shield students from extremist
influence. This may seem like an obvious responsibility of any school leader, but Islamic
school principals, not surprisingly, felt particularly compelled to emphasize this task.
They are in a unique position, not only because of public scrutiny, but also for legitimate,
albeit rare, concerns for students regarding extremist influence. One leader, for example,
revealed that two former students in their school had recently been arrested for an alleged
conspiracy to engage in a domestic terrorist plot. Leaders in all types of schools must be
concerned about such actions, of course. Bomb threats, for example, occur at public
schools, private schools, and faith-based schools alike. Leaders of Islamic schools
specifically express concern about the public perception of the potential for American
Muslim students to engage or support such acts as well as a real, however unlikely,
possibility that they could.

This school leader, along with a few others, have attempted to combat extremism
and the perception of extremism by requesting that their staff, primarily general

education teachers, religious teachers, and administrators, have frequent conversations
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with students about terrorist events related to Islam throughout the world, and, in
particular, the United States. While these conversations are sometimes part of the content
subject matter, they are also part of one-to-one conversations and might entail specific
exploration into how students feel about these incidents as well as which peers these
students associate with. This is not to suggest that schools are interrogating students;
rather, it is a way to reinforce true and positive beliefs of Islam, while also maintaining a
close pulse on the student population for early intervention.

In conjunction with the efforts to address religious extremism directly and build
tolerance generally is a reinforcement of American citizenship and its importance in the
lives of the student population. A few principals stated that their school missions include
teaching students to obey laws, honor and respect laws, and follow the rules. This is, as
they argue, what all good Muslims should do in order to function as a Muslim in
American society. Given that most of the students in this study’s schools were born in the
United States, it is interesting that a specific emphasis is placed on an adherence to U.S.
laws. This emphasis is a proactive strategy to bolster the schools’ genuine effort to form
good American citizens. One principal said the goal is for the public to understand: “We
don't want to radicalize anyone. That's not the purpose of our school. . . . We get criticism
that we are an Islamic school, but we are a school. We're preparing our students for their
futures economically and academically...we're a college prep school.” Commenting on
the best kind of student a school can produce, one principal described the “ideal student”
as the student who practices their religion in the right way, which would necessarily

preclude any extremist views. This is possibly the most unique aspect of leadership in
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U.S. Islamic schools: that leaders are compelled by societal circumstances to address—in
some cases prioritize the rejection of—extremist views. While this emphasis on weeding
out religious extremism may be common and specific to Islamic school leadership, it is
also evident that concern for extremism does not play as substantial a role in the daily
aspects of school life as non-Muslims might expect. As Glenn (2018) noted,
We can safely assert that Muslim immigrant parents are not sending their
children to Islamic schools so that they can learn to hate America, though they
may well hope that their children will learn to be critical of aspects of American

culture that conflict with the religious and moral convictions of the parents. (p.

170)

To further underline the distinction between commonality versus frequency, none of the
participant schools had visible posters, workshops, or professional development that
directly focused on the issues of extremism.

Another tactic some leaders utilize to address issues of perceived or potential
isolationist thought toward extremism is to broaden students’ worldview by encouraging
students to accept differences, particularly in cultural and religious beliefs from other
ethnicities and races. One principal, also a part-time teacher in the high school, uses the
variety in Qur’an interpretations or schools of religious thought to illustrate to students
how they can be more flexible in their thinking. The educator-leader explained:

This religion is not a frozen religion but rather it needs basically the research, and

it needs open-mindedness. I tell [students] there is no absolute truth here: we

could have one opinion this year, and I'll tell them next year, “I read more, |
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changed [my opinion].” It’s because I’'m a human being. We’re the best when we
do our best to reach the truth. But whoever wants to know this is truth has to be
brave enough to adhere to it. And this by itself is very good training in terms of
being objective, to being open-minded, and to have, by teaching them this, this
“school of thoughts” within the Islam. I’m teaching them when they go to college
to be opened-minded and listen to other people. The non-Muslim that may be
totally different than me, and their thought is wrong? No, there is always, just like
within the school of thoughts, sometimes we think “this is right.” Sometimes,
“No, the other is right.”
The emphasis on analytical thinking, tolerance, and empathy was an overarching theme.
In one school, for example, where academics are notably a top priority, the school leader
intentionally placed a great deal of emphasis on integrating 21 century learning
outcomes into the school’s culture and curriculum. The leader explained that this
curriculum “says to respect yourself, you have to understand yourself; you have to
understand your culture and love yourself for who you are to be able to respect other
nationalities, other ethnicities, other ways of thinking.” For some school leaders in the
study, this type of curriculum approach blends well with the values of Islam and helps to
form global citizens that, in the process, also acquire strong social awareness.
For Muslim students in Islamic schools, however, abundant exposure to other
types of people, religions, or perspectives may not be an everyday affair as it is in public
schools. This isolationism or lack of exposure to others is a current criticism of Islamic

schools in the West. In a multicultural era that often demands interactions with people of
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different backgrounds, critics argue that faith-based schools confine students to rigorous
religious tradition, leaving them unprepared to navigate a diverse society.

Proponents argue just the opposite: that faith schools can prepare students as well
as any other school—that they are, in fact, ethnically, racially, and economically diverse,
and that the added layer of spiritual and faith-led guidance is beneficial. For example, the
Cardus Education Survey (2011) examined academic and non-academic outcomes of
students in Christian faith-based schools and found that families choose these schools for
academic preparation as well as “spiritual development and formation.” As we have seen
in this study, American Muslim families have similar reasons for sending their children to
Islamic schools, and the schools have similarly successful results. In faith-based schools,
helping students embrace diversity is a key component to preparation for life after K—12
education. Students in the Cardus Education Survey (2011), which examined Christian
faith-based schools, cited, for example, the common emphasis that teachers placed on
“modeling relationships and engagement with those outside their demographic in
developing their own [student] behaviors” (p. 28). As one student reported: “[Teachers]
are not lying, they are not faking it; they are trying to be diverse. They are really
practicing what they are preaching, so I think because they have proved to me that they
are going to do what they say they will do, I can trust them” (p. 29).

Additionally, diversity is now present within the Islamic school communities, so
leaders and students can emphasize and practice tolerance and empathy daily. Islamic
schools have historically tended to be dominated by one ethnic group, but many school

leaders have observed a substantive change in recent years. One school leader noted:
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It used to be 95% of every class was Palestinian. I was in a class yesterday, 40%
were Palestinian. And then we had Indian, Pakistani. You've got Hispanic origin,
White American, African American...it is just much more diverse than what it
was before. And that's good for the kids because we tell them, when you grow up,
you're not going to be interacting only with people from your country. You have
to be out there mingling with people from all kinds of backgrounds. And no
matter how much you disagree with them you have to be able to interact
respectfully.
Thus, while outside perception might suggest that Islamic schools lack the diversity of
their public counterparts, the reality is that these faith-based institutions have become
equally as diverse. The same factors that can make their role challenging within the
Muslim school community—navigating differences based on religious schools of
thought, national/ethnic origin, acceptance or familiarity with U.S. culture, etc.—
provides school leaders with ample opportunity to teach the tolerance and empathy
necessary to form good U.S. citizens and navigate the diversity of the general American
public.?°
In short, the skepticism and fear that exists in some pockets of society about

Islamic schools are without justification; the findings of this study show clearly that

20 Similar evidence has been found in Muslim schools outside the United States. For example,
Panjwani (2014) examined Muslim schools within the United Kingdom to explore whether these types
of schools are teaching about religious diversity. This study commenced shortly after the annual U.K.
Ofsted report in 2009, which indicated that many faith schools were apprehensive about teaching other
faiths in depth. After examining nine Muslims schools—several Sunni and a few Shia schools—the
research revealed that schools are making serious efforts to bridge tensions and misunderstandings
between Islam and other religions, particularly Christianity and Judaism. The schools engage in intra-
Islamic and inter-Islamic religious diversity with various strategies (Panjwani, 2014).
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leaders seek the best interest of the families, students, staff, and of American society.
However, school leaders must deal with the perception anyway, and they do this by
wrapping these topics into the strategies they are already using to bolster their tripart
mission of academics, Muslim identity, and character formation of U.S. citizens.
Practical Recommendations for Islamic School Leaders

The following recommendations are based on this study’s findings. They are
intended to build upon the work in which leaders are already engaged. These include
expanding the school community for students and providing more transparency and
intentionality behind the purpose of character education programs and other school-wide
efforts. The listing of these recommendations is not intended to imply that leaders are
unaware of these points; rather, the recommendations are intended to support efforts
already in process as well as provide practical strategy applications to new leaders and/or
leaders at other faith-based schools, particularly for (but not limited to) school leaders in
the U.S. Muslim community.
Widening School Community

As stated above in this chapter, it is clear that building strong foundations of
character formation, fostering pride in and navigation of U.S. citizenship, and preparing
students for college and career are the major priorities for U.S. Islamic school leaders,
and they achieve these goals by focusing within their school communities. At the same
time, while some leaders regularly provide opportunities for students to engage in the
outside community—whether through sports or service learning—many leaders touted

these opportunities as a bonus as opposed to an intentional effort to help students and
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staff forge relationships outside the school with secular or non-Muslim institutions,
organizations, and communities. My recommendation is for leaders of faith-based
schools, and perhaps all schools, but especially Islamic schools in the United States, to
take seriously the impact of providing more of these opportunities to allow students and
staff to build relationships outside of the school and to expand their influence, their
cultural and religious beliefs, and their own social awareness. Ultimately, widening the
school community accomplishes two things: first, these relationships can help spread
stronger awareness about what Islam represents and how these schools function to non-
Muslims, and second, they provide opportunities for students and staff to engage in self-
reflection—or, at the very least, learn personally from those of non-Muslim or secular
backgrounds.

The mutual exchange of experiences and ideas between Muslim and non-Muslim
communities is important because we know from present and previous research that
many families send their children to Islamic schools not only for religious reasons, but
also to protect their children from bullying, anti-Muslim rhetoric, and related hate crimes.
A principal of an Islamic school in Orlando, Florida (not interviewed for the present
study) stated, “We have parents tell us that people ‘will make fun of” their children....
They call them terrorists and people will pull at their hijabs, getting into fights and
feeling unsafe. You don’t know when the next punch will come around the corner”
(Stanford, 2017, para. 20). In an earlier article from 2015, Rizga reported that Muslim
children in several states face intense bullying from both students and teachers in public

schools:
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In Weston, Florida, a high school French teacher allegedly called one 14-year-old

Muslim student a “rag-head Taliban”. . . . The student’s father, Youssef Wardani,

a software engineer and an immigrant from Lebanon, said his son, an honor roll

student, now hates going to school. (para. 3)

Bullying of Muslim students, of course, affects the ways in which these students identify
with their religion and their place in American society and can severely impact academic
performance and social emotional outcomes.

Incidents of bullying are not unique to Muslim students or Islamic schools, but
Western perceptions and misunderstandings contribute to the concern. As the principal in
the Stanford (2017) article noted, ““Every time I see an attack on a brother and sister in
the community I get concerned,’ . . . referring to the threats on Jewish community

29

centers. ‘If they do it to anyone, any other school is vulnerable’” (para. 15). Islamic
schools, then, may be a safe haven of sorts for students but risk being turned into an
isolated bubble—this is why, while school leaders must protect children, they must also
not perpetuate the isolationism that facilitates misunderstandings about the purpose of
these schools and the purpose of their religious beliefs. As mentioned in chapter four,
school leaders have made sporadic efforts to widen their school communities; however,
the recommendation here is that these efforts should both increase in variety and
regularity. Leaders not currently adopting some of the strategies listed in chapter four
may want to consider those described, such as student alumni programs, service learning

in the community, and student extra-curricular activities or events that are in direct

partnership with neighboring schools. Widening the school community will help
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American Muslim students (and perhaps the school staff) expand greater understanding
of Islam and stifle misunderstandings in the process. At the same time, these
opportunities may also help American Muslim students observe and experience the
positive aspects of secular public or private schools, where there often exist many good
programs and policies, such as anti-bullying programs, to develop social and cultural
awareness.
Transparency and Intentionality

A final recommendation is for school leaders to provide greater levels of
transparency and intentionality in their choices and approaches to character formation
and the balance of Muslim identity. Specifically, leaders incorporating character
education programs, curriculum, and religious classes (which is nearly universal for the
participating schools in this study) often struggled to name the meaningful ways these
three areas aligned, whether in academics, character development, or the mission goals.

On the surface, many elements of character programs align with the messages of
Islam in obvious ways, such as being kind, honest, and hard-working. Though many of
the leaders in this study oversaw the choice of these programs, it tended to be counselors,
lead teachers, or in some cases, the religious teacher who oversaw their implementation.
When probing about the alignment between the deeper purpose of these programs, the
most common answer was that these programs generally tend to represent what many
schools in the secular areas were utilizing. This seems to be a strategy to lessen a sense of
social isolation in Islamic schools by representing some of the values often

accompanying character education programs that are present in the larger education
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system, and perhaps the nation overall.

The use of these programs, however, could be far more beneficial with greater
intentionality and transparency to the whole school community. Many of these character
education programs and approaches were limited to posters in the hallways or classroom
instruction, and it was not always when or because there was a specific program behind
these efforts. In the instances where the programs were a more prominent piece of the
student experience, such as with service-learning experiences, leaders and staff appeared
to have a much better sense of why it was part of the school culture and mission. When
leaders were asked whether the teachings or messaging of these character programs ever
conflicted with the tenants of Islam, most were unsure and admittedly felt that the person
in charge of the program—such as the religious teacher—should handle such confusions
or discrepancies. Without a substantive, transparent stance from the school leader, the
delegation of such important alignment issues to one teacher poses potential confusion
for students and staff. The extent to which this is truly part of a whole-school approach—
of which these questions are all indicators, is important, since, as noted in chapter two, “a
whole-school approach includes the school’s vision and policies, the quality of the
curriculum and teaching, leadership and management, school capacity to learn, culture
(which encompasses the school ethos, norms, and rituals), student activities, and
collaboration with its wider community” (Raihani, 2011, p. 3).

As stated in chapter one, schools in the United States are increasingly tasked with
expanding staff and students’ knowledge about racial and social inequities—such as

gender identity and racial bias—and these issues are increasingly becoming enmeshed in
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current character and social emotional learning programs and curricula. Lacking
transparency about the purpose of these programs, which should include thoughtful
messaging and understanding about the intentions of these programs, can culminate in
schools without strong alignment and coherency of purpose or approach to meeting
mission goals. Clear messaging around the purpose of the programs is even more crucial
in the faith-based school context, where conflicting social and religious viewpoints may
be in play. Part of forming strong character naturally supposes a system of beliefs, and
therein lies the potential for conflicting messages for U.S. Islamic schools. In some
participating schools, for instance, the religious teachers were outspoken about some of
these social issues, such as whether sexual orientation is a choice, or whether gay
marriage is acceptable. Where character programs emphasize social awareness and
address cultural issues in direct contrast to what the religious teacher is advocating, staff,
students, and families will lose confidence and trust in the school leaders’ guidance. The
findings from this study do not indicate clearly whether this might be a problem with
clear messaging—that is, not making clear the difference between tolerance of other
perspectives and the Muslim perspective—or inadvertently choosing something that later
produces content that conflicts with tenants of Islam. Of course, these specific content-
related disagreements did not seem to be widespread; the larger point is that if leaders in
a faith-based school are using a pre-packaged character program or curriculum, it is
critical to address these issues transparently in order to ensure fidelity and support for the
effort.

Ultimately, the recommendation for transparency and intentionality is to help
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leaders create stronger coherency and alignment in order to maintain strong school
distinctiveness. In a faith-based school, the set of beliefs and guidance espoused by the
school culture are crucial for the character formation and the solidifying of Muslim
identity sought by the school’s mission, its students, and their families. As Glenn (2015)
noted,

A well-considered [school] distinctiveness based on a comprehensive worldview

is, from this perspective, more conducive to equipping pupils to be responsible

decision-makers than is the uniformity and neutrality called for by some public

school advocates. (para. 12)
By providing clearer meaning and purpose to choices around character education
programs, curriculum, and professional development, the rest of the school community
and those outside of the community can better see and understand where these efforts fit
into the larger, distinctive mission, without the risk of watering down or undermining the
mission itself.

Study Limitations

This study has a few limitations that are worth noting. With regard to study
design, these limitations include access to school leaders, deeper understanding of Islam
by the researcher, and the general timeline and limitations of data collection. The findings
may be limited as a result of these factors. Perhaps the most substantial limitation to this
study was limited access to leaders and limited access to their schools. Because there are
so few Islamic schools in the United States, the schools available have wide-ranging

geographical locations. The actual sample size of data used in this study is adequate,
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particularly for a qualitative study, but longer interviews and periods of discussion,
reflection, and observations specifically with these leaders would have yielded more
insight. Despite generally having formed good relationships with each of the school
leaders I interviewed, there is always a risk that leaders in particular might feel that these
questions are evaluative—and, given the general concerns about external perceptions—
some participants may have downplayed certain challenges. Additionally, access to
leaders grew more limited with the transition to the Trump administration in 2016, when,
as mentioned earlier, anti-Muslim political rhetoric increased in the United State. The rise
in inaccessibility may simply have been a coincidence, but in schools where some key
school contacts had left, it became more difficult to get permission to interview school
leaders. In some cases, particularly in schools where administration shifts had occurred,
schools were altogether unresponsive. I did, however, repeatedly reassure each contact
about the purpose of the study, noting that it was not intended to be evaluative or include
any hidden agendas with regard to Islam.

One final note on school access is about self-selection, and the fact that the
schools in this study, as well as the schools in the 10CSP opted to allow researchers to
talk at length with families, students, staff, and leaders. The schools in both studies were
not the only schools the study attempted to recruit for research—many schools said no for
varying reasons, and some did not respond to the request. For schools that did respond,
the school leaders had to approve this access, and all participants had to consent to be
observed or interviewed. It is possible, then, that this study reflects a relatively small

number of Islamic schools willing to share insights, reflections, and other school
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dynamics with external researchers.

Another substantial limitation of this study is my lack of deep experience with
and understanding of Islam, and all the political, social, and personal nuances that
accompany this faith. One cannot learn enough relying mostly on articles and books. On
one hand, being an outside researcher can assist with objectivity and eliminate bias in
data collection and analysis; on the other hand, there may have been aspects to the data or
the leader responses that I missed or misinterpreted. These missed opportunities may
have included, for example, lack of understanding of the historical divisions between
interpretations of the Qur’an or distinct cultural approaches to Muslim identity that a non-
Muslim inexperienced with the religious community would not otherwise notice.
Participants may have altered their responses or omitted certain comments under the
assumption that I would not understand or be able to fully communicate their intent.

Lastly, this study relied on data from a previous study as well as new participant
interviews. The timeline for data collection spanned three years—from 2014 through
2017, and due to lack of access from 2017 through 2019, the findings are not as current
as intended. Had there been better access into schools through 2020, this study may have
observed changes over time not indicated in the findings.

While the data bring to the surface a variety of issues related to school leadership
of Islamic schools in relation to character formation and Muslim identity, there are many
important areas it does not answer with regard to the study’s initial research questions.
For example, leaders have indicated some strategies in the pursuit of their mission, such

as the implementation of character education programs and providing opportunities for
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students to engage the outside community through service learning, but this study’s
findings cannot elaborate on the specific steps, structures, and approaches to these
strategies. Nor does this study provide a conclusive, concrete strategy that leaders can
adapt to their schools. Leaders were hesitant to take credit for many of the efforts and
successes of their schools, often conferring credit onto other staff members. While the
humility of school leaders was admirable, it consequently made it more difficult to
pinpoint the more subtle, intentional ways in which school leaders had made decisions on
the operational, personnel, or teaching and learning aspects of their schools.

Lastly, due to limitations of the data collection, the study is unable to determine
generalizability of recommendations. As indicated in the next section, a survey would
have been useful to gather participant demographic data and highlight correlations
among, for instance, the work experience of the school leader and the success of
character education programs in their schools. Knowing certain characteristics about the
participants, such as their own educational background, may have enhanced these
findings by revealing trends with leaders’ experience and their approaches to meeting
parental goals. Without the possibility of these data correlations, the study aims to glean
common successful strategies but cannot make claims to the likelihood of their success in
any particular context or institution.

Recommendations for Future Research

The findings of this study and the wider issues at hand demand continued research

in order to learn more about how these Islamic schools function in the United States and

in other countries. Findings from these studies can help reduce misunderstandings about
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the Islamic faith and the purpose of these schools. An important finding from this study,
for example, is the reinforcement of many other studies’ conclusions that U.S. Islamic
schools operate similarly to schools in the public and private sector: the schools I was
able to study, at least, are not institutions with hidden agendas to cultivate extremism.
The following suggestions for future research may help deepen and/or expand upon the
findings from this study.

In staying with a nonexperimental approach, a semi-structured survey that asks
specific questions about leadership practices, challenges, and strategies to a much wider
cohort of school leaders could provide a vast amount of new descriptive data and would
help make the findings far more generalizable. A survey also would allow for a clearer
understanding of the connections between leaders’ perspectives and experiences and their
related demographic characteristics, educational background, beliefs, values, attitudes,
etc. These data could enable the researcher to draw useful correlations between each of
these factors and make recommendations with broader application and success rates.

In keeping with the nonexperimental design is also the suggestion for a deeper
case study. Recent case studies have been conducted in Islamic schools on questions
specific to students and teachers, but a case study specifically observing all aspects of
school leadership would provide more insight into this study’s topic around character
formation, particularly if the researcher had the ability and permission to spend several
days in the school building, in the associated mosque, and/or in attendance at school
community events. Rather than relying solely on leader interviews, a case study would

allow for observations to compare the leaders’ approaches and their interaction and
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engagement with other stakeholders. Also, this type of future research has an opportunity
to build even stronger foundational trust between the school leader and researcher. More
access and deeper trust would mean that the researcher and school leader could share
reflections throughout the data collection period to ensure accuracy and reduce threats to
validity.

One of the strategies highlighted in this study was the use of alumni to help K—12
students with their approaching transition from an Islamic school environment to one in
postsecondary that has a larger variety of demographics, including race and religion, and
one that may not offer the same supports found in Islamic schools. This is a strategy used
in all sectors and deserves more research on its effectiveness in helping high school
students transition to postsecondary schooling, particularly when the social and religious
environment changes so dramatically in this transition. In what ways, for example, do
these strategies to invite back postsecondary alumni benefit high school students in their
first years at college or university? Does returning to their high school benefit Islamic
high school graduates in some way?

Finally, there are a number of topics related to this study’s research questions that
deserve further exploration. This study did not focus on specific leadership styles or
professional development to support faith-based leadership practices, and there is limited
research on this topic, particularly in Islamic schools (Hammad & Shah, 2019).
Broadening the research questions to include school leaders from secular public and
private schools would also be insightful, though the questions will differ in many ways.

For example: What are secular school leaders seeing in their communities with regard to
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Muslim acceptance or engagement? What policies exist to build better relationships with
Muslim families and students in the school community? Are these religious and cultural
issues considered in decisions about curriculum, professional development choices, or
character education programs? For example, a quantitative analysis of the fidelity and
effectiveness of character education programs in faith-based schools, and the ways these
programs intersect with religious tenants of the schools’ missions could expand our
knowledge about the use of character education in a faith-based setting.

Lastly, a deeper set of questions on how leaders and school boards of Islamic
schools balance financial health with all the factors mentioned in this study would likely
introduce another important window into the ways leaders navigate competing needs
while also keeping the school open. While this study did not yield a great deal of data on
this topic, one school leader gave an excellent example of how disagreement with
families and school approaches to student development can result in families unenrolling
their children. This school leader explained:

I had wealthy families, particularly from Saudi Arabia, who wanted to see me step

down and they wanted to put in their own people into authority positions. When I

said, “No, I'm not going to step down just because you want to place your own

people into the principal position,” they started causing problems. [These families
unenrolled their students] to put us in financial difficulty. We had trouble paying
our [school building] rent when a lot of the students left. We had trouble paying
our teachers who remained with us and all of the other expenses that come along

with running a school.
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This story demonstrates the financially vulnerability of some Islamic schools, and it
would be useful to deepen our understanding about how this vulnerability might affect
leaders’ decisions.

Conclusion

During my research, one school leader told me as I was leaving their institution,
that they hoped this study would fundamentally alter the way in which Islamic schools
are perceived in the United States. These schools are not adversarial, they are not
insidious, indeed they are as essential to the growth of American democracy and society
as any other institution of learning. Data collected during the Trump administration
indicate that xenophobic rhetoric aimed at Muslims in America, and in particular Muslim
immigrants, has led to an increase in social and political suspicion directed at these
citizens. With a new administration soon to take office, it is worth noting that an
expanded forum for civic discourse will potentially, and hopefully, alleviate rampant and
systemic misunderstandings related to Islam. These misunderstandings penetrate Islamic
schools and perpetuate a culture of animosity across the United States.

The purpose of the Islamic schools that I studied is simply to find a way to
prepare youth to live a good life as both Muslims and Americans. The findings from this
study show that this is, indeed, what leaders are aspiring to do, and it also shows that
leaders of Islamic schools in the United States are shouldered with a unique set of
challenges in this pursuit. Perhaps the perspectives in this study can aid current and future
leaders of Islamic schools in continuing to successfully develop student character and

cultivate Muslim identity in spite of these obstacles. Being purposeful about
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programming and its alignment with Islam, which is the essential distinctive feature of
these schools, and widening community support and partnerships to further bolster the

understanding of this distinctive feature are vital for this success.
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APPENDIX A

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT LETTER—10 CASE STUDIES PROJECT

Richard Fournier
Doctoral Research Fellow
School of Education
Boston University
Boston, MA 02115

MONTH 2014
Dear Principal / Supetintendent

My name is Richard Fournier, and I am a doctoral fellow at Boston University, and a project scholar
for the Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture at the University of Virginia. I’m also a former high
school history teacher and coach. I'm part of a research project looking at how schools encourage
students to be both good students and moral citizens. I’d be honored to include your school as part
of this study.

My research team is based at the University of Virginia and is directed by Dr. James Hunter. We are
focusing on the various ways that high schools influence students, especially regarding orientation to
character and civic issues. I am studying six public schools across the United States, including Maine,
Louisiana, Wisconsin, and othets.

Your school’s participation will ensure that our report offers an accurate portrait of the diversity of
public schools. With your help, I will work to provide a balanced and a comprehensive study of the
ways that public schools are working to influence the lives of students not only academically but in
ways that shape moral views, outlooks, and orientations to civic life. In particular, I believe rural
communities and schools are unique to the American education system and its society as a whole.

To ensure a fuller understanding of the mission, goals, and practices of your school, I would like
your permission to spend a few days in your school, observing and taking with administrators,
teachers, students, and parents. I would like to meet with you to hear about your school’s culture,
mission, strengths, and primary challenges. I would then like to include personal interviews with
several of your students and a few of your teachers and involved parents. With your direction and
permission, I would also like to have small discussion groups with students and separate discussion
groups with teachers. Finally, I would like to observe classroom instruction activities at your school.
Your school’s name and the names of all of the people in it will be changed in any published work—

your schools and all participants will remain 100% anonymous.

I would very much like to have the chance to learn more about your school and to answer questions
about the study. I will try to reach you on the phone, or feel free to call me at (617) 510-2036 or e-
mail me at rfournie@bu.edu.

Thank you for considering this project.

Richard Fournier
Boston University Boston University - Charles River Campus
Institutional Review Board

Approved: 10/27/2014 - 10/31/2014

Rural School Character and Civic Project
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PROPOSED SCHOOL VISIT PLAN
DURATION: Visits will last approximately 1-3 days
TIMEFRAME: 2-3 days during the fall of 2014.

MATERIALS: Examine relevant documents that would help explain your schools history, mission,
organization, etc.

CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS: Observe 2-3 class sessions, preferably civics or government,
history, literature, or other relevant classes. Specific courses will be worked out with you and with
classroom teachers willing to have an observer.

OTHER OBSERVATIONS: If possible, visits will be targeted around applicable school assemblies
or other activities (Open House days and school community meetings, for instance) in order to
observe school processes outside of the classroom. We would also like to observe less formal
events and activities, such as informal student-teacher interactions, sporting events, or lunchroom
activities. These would generally be limited to events that are open to the public.

INTERVIEWS: Principal and one other administrator; 4-6 interviews with faculty and staff; 3-5
interviews with parents; 6-10 interviews with students. These recorded interviews would last 45-60
minutes and be conducted privately and confidentially. All participants would be volunteers who
were willing to sign a consent form.

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION: depending on the availability of students and faculty, small group
discussions may be an option most convenient. This may consist of 4-8 teachers or students.

CONFIDENTIALITY: The information that participants give to us during interviews will be kept
completely confidential. Names will not be attached to the recording or transcriptions, but a
numeric code might be assigned to help us keep track of the interviews. No one who reads about
our study will be able to identify participants or your school. Only researchers on this study will be
able to access recordings and transctipts, which will be kept on secure computers in password-
protected files. The district will be identified but not the names of schools.

Boston University - Charles River Campus
Institutional Review Board
Approved: 10/27/2014 - 10/31/2014

Rural School Character and Civic Project



TEACHER INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM—10 CASE STUDIES PROJECT

TEACHER INTERVIEW Consent Form

Please read this consent agreement carefully before you decide to participate in the study.

A research team based at Boston University and directed by Dr. Charles Glenn and by Dr. David Sikkink
(University of Notre Dame) is asking for your school’s voluntary participation in a nation-wide study of
Islamic secondary schools. Your school is one of six Islamic schools selected for this research project. I am
asking you to participate in this research study because you are a teacher in a school that has been selected
for study.

PURPOSE: In this study, we are trying to learn more about the influence of schools on students’ lives,
especially in terms of life direction, moral choices and outlooks, and orientations to civic life. We want to
know what schools are doing to influence student beliefs, norms, and practices in classrooms or other
school activities, and how students respond to school activities, curriculum, programs, and policies that are
designed to shape student culture and normative behavior.

PARTICIPATION: You are asked to participate in a one-on-one interview about the way your school
approaches moral and civic formation, what expectations your school has for student behavior and why,
and how students are shaped by these efforts. This activity should take about 60 minutes and it would
be audio recorded.

RISKS & BENEFITS: We do not anticipate any risks or any benefits to you that will result from your
participation.

CONFIDENTIALITY: The information that you give to us during this study will be kept private. Your
name will not be used, and the list linking the code name assigned to your real name will be destroyed after
all the data is collected. No one who reads about our study will know you have participated in the study.
Interview transcripts and recordings will only be seen by researchers as password-protected files on secure

computers. You are free to skip questions you do not feel comfortable answering.

Voluntary participation: Your participation in the study is completely voluntary.

Right to withdraw from the study: You have the right to withdraw from the study at any time by indicating
your wishes to the researcher.

Payment: You will receive no payment for participating in the study.

If you have questions about the study, contact:

Charles Glenn, Professor of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, Boston University
2 Silber Way, Boston, MA 02215 617 353 7108 glennsed@bu.edu
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IRB Protocol Number: 3319E

Consent Form Valid Date: 01/29/19

Study Expiration Date: 01/28/20




or

David Sikkink, Research Director for the 9 Case Studies Project
814 Flanner Hall University of Notre Dame Notre Dame, Indiana 46556
574-707-4127 David.Sikkink.1@nd.edu

If you have questions about your rights in the study, contact:
Boston University Institutional Review Board at 617-358-6115.

You can ask questions now or whenever you wish. If you want to, you may phone me at

or, by email,

Please sign your name below, if you agree to be part of my study. I will give you a copy of this form after
you have signed it.

Signature of Participant Date

Name of Participant

Signature of Researcher Date
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IRB Protocol Number: 3319E

Consent Form Valid Date: 01/29/19

Study Expiration Date: 01/28/20
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TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS—10 CASE STUDIES PROJECT

Teacher Personal Interview

. Teacher Roles and Relationships

— Could you tell us the story of why you ended up working here?

— How do you define your role as a teacher?

— **How do you see your role in the school different from other teachers in other
schools at all?

— **How did you become prepared for your role in this particular school?

— **How do you think you can develop within this institution?

— What do you see as your obligations to students?

— How would you describe your relationships with students?

[y

2. School Mission

— What is your school’s mission or main goals?

— Why is this mission important or best? Would you change anything about it?

— **How much conflict and consensus is there in the school community over mission
or goals?

— **What are the sources of this conflict or consensus?

— How is the mission incorporated into the daily life, practices, and organization of the
school?

— How is this mission communicated to students, if at all?

— How do students respond to the mission?

3. Student Expectations and the Student Ideal

— *What do you expect of students (behavior, commitments, identity, attitudes, values,
etc.)?

— Why these expectations?

— *Describe the kind of student that you are trying to encourage—the “ideal”
student/person.

— *How do you go about doing that?

— Is your school doing a good job here? How so? How not?

4. Personal Virtues / Behavioral Ideals

— *What personal virtues, values, or character traits do you try to develop in your
students?

—  *Why those?

— What are some examples of student behaviors that are not acceptable? What did you
do when students behaved that way?

— [IF NA:] Self-sacrifice? Caring and compassionate? What, how, why?

— [IF NA:] Taking care of yourself, reaching your potential, self-esteem? What, how,
why?



152

— To what extent are these emphasized? How emphasized?
— *How do you convince students that these are important? What rationale do you
give?

5. Ethics or Morality

— *How is ethics or morality taught, if at all? How integrated into the curriculum?

— [IF NA:] Direct instruction, guided discussion, student-led discussion and debate?
Other?

— [IF NA:] Authoritative moral direction? Help students decide for themselves?

— [IF NA:] Morality and ethics as absolute and universal? Consider moral ambiguity /
“gray” areas of morality?

— Why that way?

— *What moral or ethical issues are not discussed or considered in the classroom?

— Why those limits on ethical or moral consideration or discussion?

6. Public Virtues / Values

— *What do you encourage or teach about citizenship (obligations/responsibilities,
actions, importance, etc.)? How?

—  Why that? [Or: Why not?]

— *Is there anything specific to being a good citizen of the school community?

— *What do you encourage or teach about volunteering or community service
(obligations, actions, importance, etc.)?

—  Why that? [Or: Why not?]

— *Any other public virtues or values that you emphasize? How and why?

7. Student Formation Challenges

— *How do you balance explicit instruction regarding character and virtue versus
“learning through doing”? Why that?

— **What do you think an American Muslim is ought to be in America?

— **[s it easy or hard to be a Muslim in this society?

— **How do you encourage your students to see themselves in American society?

8. Parents

— How would you describe your relationships with parents?

— Extent of interaction? Scope of interaction, e.g., issues commonly considered or
discussed?

— Are parents supportive of, uninvolved in, or opposed to your efforts to influence
students?

9. School Discipline and Moral Boundaries

— **How closely do you or other teachers monitor or supervise student behavior?
**Hijab? **Alcohol use?
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What are your disciplinary policies and practices in the classroom?
Is the discipline effective? Why or why not?

**Are parents supportive, uninvolved, or actively opposed to your disciplinary
policies and practices? Students?

Parting Questions

*If you were able to erase any obstacles you currently face with no consequences,
what would you want to teach your students about morality and how would you teach
it?

**What in particular are you pessimistic or optimistic about?
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OBSERVATION PROTOCOL—10 CASE STUDIES PROJECT

BOSTON

UNIVERSITY Observation Protocol

Date

Observer

School

Teacher Description (gender, subjects taught, experience if known, Muslim/non-
Muslim)

Class Description (grade level, genders, types of students)

Observations

Classroom Environment
Describe the classroom, including its structure, space, and character or citizenship related
artifacts (e.g. posters, quotes, books, text, etc.)

Teacher Modeling
Describe the behavior of the teacher when he/she is in front of the students. What is
her/his teaching style?
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Classroom Management (behavior expectations, tone, etg)

Relationship with Students

Class Content

Describe how/when/if the content of the class (e.g. Islamic studies) relates to character or
citizenship (e.g. students learning stories from religious text, discussing politics, etc.). Are
there related discussions/debates/questions?

General (related) Discourse

In this section, try to note the instances where there is specific
discussion/debate/questions regarding the tensions or interest regarding the differences
between Muslim tradition and/or beliefs and general American life.
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APPENDIX B

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT LETTER—FOURNIER

Dear

I hope you’re doing well. As you may recall, I visited your school last year and we talked about
student character and citizenship — this was for a national study with the Institute for Advanced
Studies in Culture at University of Virginia. The data is still being analyzed and we will provide
you with a report as soon as it’s finished! Your insights are invaluable.

I’m wondering if you would allow me to conduct a brief (45 minutes or so) follow-up
interview with you to ask more specific questions about leadership challenges, strategies,
and successes you’ve experienced. This is for the above-mentioned study as well as for my
dissertation, which is looking specifically at the challenges administrators face in Islamic
schools in the United States.

I think leaders of Islamic schools in the U.S. face a host of unique challenges, as well as
challenges that school leaders face in all types of school sectors. I’'m hoping to highlight these,

as well as strategies you have used to overcome these strategies.

We can conduct this interview over the phone or in person (I have budgeted travel money
to fly to your school).

Please let me know — I’d love to connect this spring or early summer!
Thank you!

Richard Fournier

Boston University - Charles River Campus
Institutional Review Board

Approved: 01/29/19 - 01/28/20




ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM—FOURNIER

ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW Consent Form
Please read this consent agreement carefully before you decide to participate in the study.

Your school had previously volunteered to participate in a research team based at Boston University and
directed by Dr. Charles Glenn and by Dr. David Sikkink (University of Notre Dame) in a nation-wide study
of Islamic secondary schools. Your school is one of six Islamic schools selected for this research project. 1
am asking you to participate in this research study because you are an administrator in a school that has
been selected for study. I am now asking for your consent to participate in a follow-up interview to inquire

more specifically about leadership within your school.

PURPOSE: In this study, we are trying to learn more about the influence of schools on students’ lives,
especially in terms of life direction, moral choices and outlooks, and orientations to civic life. We want to
know what schools are doing to influence student beliefs, norms, and practices, and how students respond
to school activities, curriculum, programs, and policies that are designed to shape student culture and

normative behavior.

PARTICIPATION:  You will be asked to participate in a one-on-one or phone interview about the
leadership challenges, successes, and strategies faced regularly in your school. These questions will tend to
relate to questions around moral and civic formation, as discussed in your first interview. This follow-up
interview should take between 45 and 60 minutes and it will be audio recorded and transcribed.

RISKS & BENEFITS: We do not anticipate any risks or any benefits to you that will result from your

participation.

CONFIDENTIALITY: The information that you give to us during this interview will be kept completely

confidential. Your name will not be attached to the recording or transcriptions, but a numeric code might
be assigned to you to help us keep track of the interviews. No one who reads about our study will be able to
identify you or your school. Only researchers on this study will be able to access recordings and transcripts,

which will be kept on secure computers in password-protected files.

Voluntary participation: Your participation in the study is completely voluntary.

Right to withdraw from the study: You have the right to withdraw from the study at any time by indicating
your wishes to the researcher.

Payment: You will receive no payment for participating in the study.

If you have questions about the study, contact:
Charles Glenn, Professor of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, Boston University
2 Silber Way, Boston, MA 02215 617 353 7108  glennsed@bu.edu
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If you have questions about your rights in the study, contact:
Boston University Institutional Review Board at 617-358-6115.

You can ask questions now or whenever you wish. If you want to, you may call me at

_ or email me at

Please sign your name below, if you agree to be part of my study. I will give you a copy of this form after

you have signed it.

Signature of Participant Date

Name of Participant

Signature of Researcher Date
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FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW PROTOCOL—FOURNIER

Main Research Questions:

1. How do Islamic school principals perceive the mission of their school and the primary
goals for their students beyond academics?
o How do they want their school to fulfill this mission?
o How do administrators cultivate Muslim identity within American culture?
2. What specific challenges do Islamic high school principals face with regard to their
school mission?
3. How do principals approach these challenges?
o What resources and/or experiences do administrators draw upon?
o What leadership strategies do they utilize?

Principal Follow-Up Interview (45-60 min):

1. Leadership Challenges & Opportunities
a. Are there operational, managerial, personnel challenges that hinder the school
mission and goals of providing a distinctively Islamic education ion character and
citizenship?
i. Do the academic expectations of parents and students (or others) pose
challenges? If so, how?
1. How have you addressed these challenges?
2. Has their perspective and/or support presented opportunities to
strengthen the school mission and goals?
ii. How do you see curriculum aiding the mission of the school?
1. What are the challenges in doing this? (e.g., conflicting character
program w/ Islamic studies)?
2. How have you addressed these challenges?
iii. How do you recruit and/or hire teachers that fit the school culture and
mission?
1. Are there strategies you use to identify the “right” kind of teacher
for this school?
a. What types of things do you look for?
b. How important is it that their religious beliefs are aligned
with the school? Does this pose challenges?
iv. How is the school governing body involved?
1. From your perspective, how much do they influence school culture
or the mission?

2. Approaches
a. How would you describe your overall leadership style?
i. In your leadership efforts to produce good students (i.e., students of good
character), what do you rely on the most? (OR: what tends to be the most

Boston University - Charles River Campus
Institutional Review Board
Approved: 01/29/19 - 01/28/20
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successful, from your perspective?) -- for example, is there a particular
trait you rely on, or do you rely on trusted staff, etc.
1. Please provide an example if possible.
b. Are the challenges you’ve mentioned relatively new, or are they challenges
you’ve faced throughout your career as an educational administrator?
i. What experiences in your past have enabled you to successfully deal with
these challenges?
c. What specific resources do you rely on? (PROBE: academic background,
research, religious, personal, relationships, mentors, peers, etc.)
d. Are there specific community resources (e.g., the Mosque) that you view as
helpful and/or supportive in your school’s mission? If so, how do these resources
contribute to the school mission and goals?

[if time]
3. Muslim Identity and American Culture

a. In our previous interview, you discussed the importance of cultivating Muslim
identity among high school students, while also highlighting American values and
culture. Can you describe any challenges you’ve faced in pursuing these goals
simultaneously? (PROBE: related to students, parents, teachers, or community)

i. How would you describe the dynamic between these two cultures within
the school?

ii. How has the domestic and international tensions among Muslims and
Non-Muslims (e.g., religious extremism, terrorism) affected the culture of
the school and/or these specific goals? (e.g., new challenges?)

b. In our last interview, we briefly discussed some differences in the views of
parents with regard to the type of Muslim identity they expect the school to
support (e.g., varying levels of “strictness” in interpretation and/or behavior).
Can you please elaborate?

i. How does this impact your ability to manage the school?
ii. Does this pose other challenges?

Last question:
If asked, what advice would you give other Islamic school administrators facing similar
challenges?

[Reserve Questions]

4. Does [your state] or the federal government, in your opinion, pose any challenges with
regard to the school mission and goals (PROBE: Licenses, state curriculum, other state
mandates)?

5. Do financial issues ever become a factor in your pursuit of the school’s mission and goals
(beyond academics)? If so, how?

6. Do you think the challenges you face are similar to the ones faced by leaders of other
Islamic high schools in the U.S.? Why? Please explain.

i. Are these challenges unique to Islamic-American high schools?

Boston University - Charles River Campus
Institutional Review Board

Approved: 01/29/19 - 01/28/20
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