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Erratum

In Sahnoza Kayadibi, Saim Kayadibi, Surayya Shoamirova’s article,
“Turkiye as a Popular Hub for Higher Education Learning Among Muslim
Countries: Challenges and Opportunities for International Students”,
which appeared in the JEMS, Volume 5, Number 2, Spring 2024 issue,
the author Surayyo Shaamirova’s name was misspelled. We regret the error.






Editorial

s we prepare the May 2026 issue of JEMS, we are addressing the

implications of Artificial Intelligence (AI) for knowledge genera-

tion and the publication of scholarly work. We recognize that Al
tools are increasingly present in academic life; when used responsibly, they
can assist with certain aspects of scholarly work. At the same time, we
remain committed to upholding the principles that sustain ethical scholar-
ship. These principles include intellectual honesty, transparency, account-
ability, and respect for the integrity of knowledge production.

Starting with this issue, JEMS now uses a system that detects Al use
in the preparation of research articles, book reviews, and essays. As we
believe in our contributors’ ethical commitment to producing authentic
scholarly work, we expect authors to follow the JEMS policy, available
on the website, which requires them to declare the use of Al in preparing
their manuscripts. It states:

“The authors used [name of Al tool, such as ChatGPT, Claude, Gram-
marly] to assist with [specific purpose: grammar checking, language edit-
ing, literature review, etc.]. All content has been reviewed and revised
by the authors. The authors take full responsibility for the accuracy and
originality of the work.” For those who did not use Al tools, a declaration
is also requested. The policy states: “No artificial intelligence tools were
used in the preparation of this manuscript.” For more information on the
guidelines for the use of Al please visit our website at https://scholarworks
.u.edu/iupjournals/index.php/jems/about/submissions

We ask all contributors to adhere to the policies and guidelines to
expedite the processing of your submissions. JEMS prides itself on its rig-
orous, blind, peer-reviewed process, and we hope you can support it. As an
editorial team, we value our contributors’ continued commitment to ethical
scholarship and to sustaining the trust upon which academic engagement,
dialogue, and debate depend.

The articles in this issue come from diverse countries and contexts.
The central thread across all research articles is a focus on students and
their learning in Muslim societies. Three of the research articles are from
Southeast Asian countries. The first article, by Arbaiah Abdul Razak,
Suhaimi Mhd. Sarif, and Yusof Ismail, presents a case study examining

Nasser, ., & Davids, N. (2026). Editorial. Journal of Education in Muslim Societies, 7(2), 1-2. D01 10.2979/jems.00050 -
Copyright © 2026 International Institute of Islamic Thought


10.2979/phileduc
https://scholarworks.iu.edu/iupjournals/index.php/jems/about/submissions
https://scholarworks.iu.edu/iupjournals/index.php/jems/about/submissions

2 Journal of Education in Muslim Societies - Vol. 7, No. 2

how to raise students’ awareness of ‘Well-being’ or ‘Sejabtera’ in business
administration at an Islamic University in Malaysia. The second article, by
Akhmad Nurul Kawakip, Ali Murfi, and Taufik Taufik, provides a policy
analysis of inclusive education in Indonesian Madrasahs, with a focus on
a Magasid Shari'ah perspective on inclusion. The third article, by Rakim
Sammy, addresses integrating Islamic studies and Arabic language (ISAL)
in secular public schools: Educational reforms in the Bangsamoro autono-
mous region in southern Philippines.

The fourth article by Raudah M. Yunus, Victoria Toledo, Khadijah
H. Dhoondia, and Aasim I. Padela examines Muslim students’ learning
experiences at the Bioscience-Islam Interface: Insights from Two Cultural
Contexts with a focus on Malaysia and the United States. The fifth article
by Abdul Rahim Wardak and Jagbir Singh Narwal presents the results of
a study on the right to education in a Muslim-populated district in India.

The authors of the essay in this issue are Ayman Agbaria and Muham-
mad Khalaily, who discuss the concept of ethical leadership in Islam,
particularly in classical texts, and explore the sources of ethics in promi-
nent texts. We are also pleased to feature an interview with Dr. Nadeem
Memon, an educational expert, conducted by Dr. Isra Brifkani, JEMS
Book Reviews Editor.

The book reviews in this issue offer a rich and complex analysis of
current books on education in Muslim societies, with topics ranging from
a book on a small Muslim village in China to working migrant women in
Jordan to educational leadership in the MENA region.

Finally, we would like to remind our readers and contributors to review
the journal’s aims and scope before submitting articles. Our focus is to
share work on education matters, including policy, curriculum, and peda-
gogy in Muslim societies. For complete guidelines, please visit https://
scholarworks.iu.edu/iupjournals/index.php/jems/about/submissions

Ilham Nasser
Salam Institute for Justice and Peace (USA)

Nuraan Davids
Stellenbosch University (South Africa)

Co-editors JEMS



Articles

Awareness of the Concept of ‘Well-being’
among Business Administration Students
in an Islamic University in Malaysia

Arbaiah Abdul Razak, Suhaimi Mhd. Sarif and Yusof Ismail

The concept of well-being, known as sejahtera in Malay, has deep roots in Malaysian
society, influencing politics, economics, social life, and particularly education. Thus, this
study is justified to explore current awareness of this concept among the younger genera-
tion whilst answering the increasing calls to nurture well-being and sustainability-
mindedness among university students through educational interactions. An exploratory
qualitative study was conducted among Bachelor of Business Administration (BBA)
students at an Islamic university in Malaysia on the notion of ‘well-being’, with the aim

ARrBAIAH ABDUL Razak is an Assistant Professor at the Kulliyyah of Economics &
Management Sciences, International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM) with expertise
in management, technology, and healthcare. She holds a PhD in Management from an
Australian university, a Master of Information Technology, and a Bachelor of Biomedical
Science from Malaysian universities. She combines extensive academic and professional
experience, including leadership roles in higher education administration, ICT consul-
tancy, and public service. She teaches mainly in management, entrepreneurship, and
leadership, with research focusing on innovation, leadership, organizational culture,
knowledge management, and social capital, reflecting her commitment to practice-
informed, values-based scholarship. She can be contacted at arbaiah@iium.edu.my.
SunArMI MHD. SARTF is a Professor of Strategic Management at the Department of Business
Administration, Kulliyyah of Economics and Management Sciences, International Islamic
University Malaysia (IIUM). He obtained his academic and industrial training in Malaysia
and completed advanced research training in commerce at Murdoch University, Perth,
Western Australia. With almost three decades of experience in teaching, research, and
consultancy, his scholarly interests span strategic management, sustainable development,
ESG and SDGs, business ethics, knowledge transfer, strategic alliances, and innovation
management. He is actively engaged in community-based and policy-relevant research. He
can be contacted at suhaimims@iium.edu.my or albanjari@yahoo.com.
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of increasing students’ awareness of the global sustainability agenda. Using in-depth,
self~reported interviews with open-ended questions, the researchers captured the students’
natural perceptions. Content analysis of the responses revealed two key findings: first, all
participants were aware of the concept of well-being; second, they expressed a wide range
of interpretations and meanings related to well-being. ‘These findings suggest that while
awareness is high, the understanding of the well-being concept is diverse and shaped by
individual perspectives and levels of awareness.

Keywords: well-being, sejabtera, intrapersonal awareness, interpersonal aware-
ness, exploratory study.

INTRODUCTION

he concept of well-being or ‘sejabtera’ in the Malaysian context is

believed to have existed since ancient Malay societies (Dzulkifli et

al., 2018). According to Dzulkifli et al. (2018), the origin of the well-
being concept is probably not local, but the core meaning of the well-being
concept, as understood by early societies, has molded the concept of state-
hood in the Malay Peninsula. While the word ‘well-being’ is self-explan-
atory and has been widely understood by many, according to the standard
Malay language dictionary, the word ‘sejabtera’is more complex, multifac-
eted and has various meanings, including safe and prosperous, happy and
peaceful, protected from disaster such as trouble and disturbance (Institute
of Language & Literature, 2005). Holistic and balanced features are also
incorporated in the concept ‘sgjabtera’ itself (Dzulkifli, 2020).

'The word ‘sejahtera’ is an indigenous Malay concept that has social, eco-
nomic, and political importance in Malaysian culture. One of the cultural
expressions of sejahtera is made through a patriotic song titled ‘Sejabtera
Malaysia’ that reflects a peaceful and harmonious living among the Malay-
sian multi-ethnic community (Johan & Hamzah, 2019). Rahman et al.

Yusor IsmaIL is a retired Academic Fellow at the Kulliyyah of Economics & Manage-
ment Sciences, International Islamic University Malaysia (ITUM). He studied Accounting
in Malaysia, Finance and Marketing in the U.S., and Strategy in the U.K. He worked
in auditing at Bank Negara Malaysia and served for more than 30 years as a Lecturer at
ITUM. His research focuses on strategy, ethics, and management from Islamic perspec-
tives, and he actively writes case studies. His works, including Strategic Management with
al-Tawhid Orientation, Managing Organizational Policies and Strategies in an Islamic
Way, and Strategic Management through Student Lenses, reflect his commitment to inte-
grating Islamic principles into management. He can be contacted at yusof.edu@gmail.com
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(2016), on the other hand, referred to the level of Malaysian citizens’
well-being as based on the Legatum Prosperity Index, which assesses
countries’ prosperity beyond GDP per capita, reflecting both economic and
social well-being. In the context of education in Malaysia, the National
Education Philosophy (NEP) that was formulated in 1988 emphasizes
‘well-being’, a direct translation of ‘kesejahteraan’ that is a derivative from
the word ‘sejahtera’ (Zulkifly, 2021). The concept of well-being in NEP
refers to personal attributes of the Malaysian individuals—particularly the
young generation—with balanced and harmonious elements of intellectual,
spiritual, emotional, physical, belief, knowledge, competency, moral, and
responsibility (Al-Hudawi et al., 2014). Based on this understanding, this
paper defines well-being in an inclusive way that covers safety, prosperity,
happiness, peace, protection from disaster, holism, balance, and harmony,
operationalizing it as both a state and an aspirational value that the uni-
versity aims to cultivate.

An early attempt to implement the well-being concept in the Malay-
sian higher education context was the Kampus Sejahtera program in the
Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) in 2001. The Kampus Sejahtera under-
lined sustainability as the theme of the program, which was based on the
principle of wellness of mind, body, and soul that needs to be nurtured
within the USM community by ensuring that the students and staft exist
in balance with their environment (Dzulkifli & Ramli, 2008; Akib et al.,
2017; Syed Azhar et al., 2020). According to Akib et al. (2017), various
extracurricular activities were conducted under the Kampus Sejabzera pro-
gram with the aims to raise awareness among the USM students about
the importance of keeping peace and harmony with their environment
and practicing a sustainable lifestyle. Among the extracurricular activities
are eliminating the use of polystyrene and plastic containers, recycling
waste, planting trees, advocating a tobacco-free environment, reducing
flood challenges, developing sustainable businesses for the community,
and training high school students to solve community problems. These
extracurricular activities were consistent with a problem-based, student-
centered learning (SCL) method that was in line with the essence of the
well-being concept pedagogy.

'The well-being concept, or Sejahtera, is common among the majority
of Malaysians—young and old—for instance, in the salutation of ‘Sela-
mat Sejahtera’ or ‘Peaceful Greetings’. In fact, the word ‘sejahtera’ was
used as the MySejahtera mobile application developed by the Ministry of
Health Malaysia, serving as a key controlling and monitoring tool in the
nation’s fight against the COVID-19 pandemic. However, understanding
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the well-being concept from a one-dimensional perspective (e.g., health
or culture) might miss its broader positive connotations. It can give a dis-
torted meaning to its good values and virtues (Dzulkifli, 2018). There have
been increasing calls to nurture well-being and sustainability-mindedness
among university students through educational interactions (Tripon et al.,
2023). However, Tripon et al. (2023) suggested that students’ awareness of
these concepts can be affected by university culture and systems.

Furthermore, Abdelrahim and Zafer (2024) argued that sustainabil-
ity issues need to be handled through awareness raising, and conceptual
change in universities is very important to make students fully aware of
the issues with overall well-being. Since the concept of well-being has
been central to Malaysian education philosophy for more than 30 years,
examining its familiarity among young people is valuable. Policy makers
and educationists would be curious to know the type of awareness of the
well-being concept among students at the tertiary level of education, and
the activities that can further promote awareness of the well-being con-
cept. This concern is relevant given that students’ awareness of the global
sustainability agenda is still low (Chen et al., 2021).

This paper is organized into four parts. The first part presents the
conceptual background of well-being and its relevance in a specific context
of the International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM). The second part
explains the study methodology. The third and fourth parts discuss the
answers to the research questions posited in the study and conclude the

findings.

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

The tertiary educational institutions, such as universities, have a crucial
responsibility to develop human potential to become holistic individuals
who are capable of contributing to the harmony and betterment of family,
society, and the nation at large. This is a universal mission statement for
every educational institution that concurs with the Malaysian NEP. As
explained in the previous introduction section, the concept of well-being is
central to the NEP and well-suited to the concept of sustainability. Based
on education philosophy, it is expected that Malaysian citizens who have
achieved the state of well-being would be able to contribute to sustainable
development for self, others, and their environment.

Since 1983, the International Islamic University Malaysia (ITUM) has

used the term “well-being” in various policy and institutional documents.
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According to Kamal (2021), the equivalent of well-being or sejabtera in
Arabic is a/~falah (victory), al-islah (transformation), and a/-tajdid (renewal).
In the case of IIUM, the idea of well-being was in line with the United
Nations’ education for sustainable development (ESD) agenda. The IITUM
has aimed towards sustainable development since its inception and explic-
itly specified this in the university’s second mission statement as follows:

To produce better quality intellectuals, professionals, and scholars by integrating
quality of faith (iman), knowledge (“i/m), and good character (akhlag) to serve as
agents of comprehensive and balanced progress as well as sustainable development

in Malaysia and in the Muslim world.

Since 2019, IIUM has been extensively repositioning the university’s
missions in line with the well-being concept and the fourth United Nations
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) on quality education. The updated
educational goal for IIUM aims to nurture insan sejahtera or graduates
who are balanced, harmonious, and grounded in Islamic values through a
holistic, values-based and integrated approach to learning aligned with the
NEP and global sustainability agendas (International Islamic University
Malaysia, n.d.). This goal focuses on creating a conducive, knowledge-
seeking ecosystem rooted in zawbid (the affirmation of the absolute One-
ness of Allah), promoting research and innovation that support magasid
al-shariah (the higher purpose of Islamic law) and the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs). Central to this goal is the key role of IIUM to develop
individuals who possess beneficial knowledge, specialized competencies,
and strong moral character, embodying integrity, trust (amanabh), faith
(iman), ethics (akhlag), and God-consciousness (fagwa) towards building
a virtuous civilization with mercy to all creations (rabmatan lil-alamin).
The focus of IIUM’s educational goals is to nurture graduates to
embody well-being or sejahtera individuals, supported by a conducive learn-
ing culture and responsible research. The graduates are the young genera-
tion, central agents to the Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)
agenda, as they are current learners and future leaders of all sustainability
activities (Pauw et al., 2015). The principles of ESD are to empower learn-
ers to make informed decisions, undertake responsible actions for environ-
mental integrity, economic viability, and create a just society for present
and future generations (Jickling, 2005; Kioupi & Voulvoulis, 2019; Rieck-
mann, 2018). The ESD agenda has evolved around several key competen-
cies. According to Rieckmann (2018), one of the competencies that is of
particular importance for learners to develop is self-awareness competency.
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In the context of IIUM, a clear gap emerges in students’ understanding
of the concept of well-being (sejahtera), as their awareness levels vary and do
not yet reflect an internalized grasp of the holistic well-being philosophy
envisioned by the university, which is in line with the ESD agenda. This
gap highlights the need for more structured investigations, such as through
learning activities and educational interaction, to further develop students’
awareness and conceptual clarity of well-being.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Guided by social cognitive theory (SCT), this study concurs that individuals
learn by observing others and interacting with their environment, which
shapes their personality and behavior. This theory supports the idea that
intra- and interpersonal awarenesses are in interplay between personal,
behavioral, and social influences (London et al., 2023). Awareness is a form
of affective skills that is important for learners or students’ success in study,
career, and life. Within an educational context, awareness skill development
encompasses multiple interconnected dimensions that extend beyond the
receiving level to include internalizing the values. Goleman (2002) explains
that the awareness skill is the foundation of emotional intelligence, referring
to the ability to recognize our own and others’ feelings. Developing this
awareness not only enhances interpersonal interactions but also strength-
ens one’s ability to manage emotions effectively. As part of self-awareness
(as an intrapersonal skill), there are several types of students’ awareness
skills that are more interpersonal, namely: social, task, and concept aware-
ness (Goldman, 1992; Gutwin et al., 1995). According to Leal Filho et
al. (2018), internal self-awareness refers to students’ ability to reflect on
their own feelings, continually evaluate and further motivate their actions,
feelings, and desires. In this context, Rieckmann (2018) refers to external
social awareness as students’ ability to know of his/her connections and
interactions with others within a group. In addition, task awareness refers
to students’ ability to engage with their assignment or work, and concept
awareness is students’ ability to perceive how a particular idea fits into their
existing knowledge (Goldman, 1992; Gutwin et al., 1995).

The internal awareness concentrating on self-reflection, emotional
regulation, and motivation, enhances students’ academic outcomes by
fostering self-management. In contrast, external awareness encompasses
multiple dimensions of social awareness (sensitivity to others’ emotions and
social contexts), task awareness (engagement with academic or occupational
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assignments), and concept awareness (recognizing the relationship of new
ideas to existing knowledge frameworks) (Merlin & Soubramanian, 2024).
External or internal awarenesses is particularly important for university
students, as Dubey (2024) notes that it directly influences their com-
munication and collaboration skills, essential for academic group work,
community engagement, future professional success and social well-being.
Thus, this study explores the importance of well-being concept from both
the intrapersonal and interpersonal awareness dimensions covering the self,
social, task, and concept awareness.

Social Awareness

Social awareness encompasses the students” ability to perceive, interpret,
and respond aptly to social cues within group contexts, enabling effective
interpersonal interactions. This form of awareness is critical for fostering
cooperation, empathy, and positive peer relationships (Elsayed et al., 2024).
Socially aware learners are sensitive to group dynamics, adjusting their
actions to maintain harmonious interactions, thereby enhancing collabo-
ration and group productivity. Moreover, Tabash et al. (2023) emphasize
that social awareness plays a prominent role in educational leadership and
team management, where sensitivity to others’ emotions and social cir-
cumstances promotes inclusive environments and effective conflict resolu-
tion. As educational settings grow increasingly diverse, cultivating social
awareness becomes indispensable for sustaining multicultural and inclusive
educational communities (Gémez-Leal et al., 2022). Thus, social aware-
ness enables learners to understand social cues, foster cooperation, support
inclusivity in the collaborative effort, and enhance effective conflict resolu-
tion in diverse educational settings.

Task Awareness

Task awareness is characterized by the students’ recognition and under-
standing of the specific demands of academic assignments or vocational
tasks. This awareness fosters sustained engagement and goal orientation,
which are crucial for successful task completion (Elsayed et al., 2024). A
study conducted by Poveda-Brotons et al. (2024) shows that learners who
are attentive to task requirements demonstrate enhanced self-regulation
and organization, which directly correlates with improved academic per-
formance. Task awareness also contributes positively to performance in
both individual and collaborative learning contexts by facilitating focused
effort and effective time management (Kasim et al., 2022). Therefore,
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enhancing task awareness is a strategic priority for educators aiming to
improve cognitive engagement and academic outcomes. Therefore, task
awareness promotes understanding of academic or vocational demands,
enhancing engagement, goal orientation, self-regulation, and effective time
management, thereby improving individual and collaborative performance.

Concept Awareness

Concept awareness refers to the students’ ability to perceive how new ideas,
information, or perspectives fit into their pre-existing cognitive schema.
This capacity is fundamental for deeper learning, as it enables cognitive
assimilation and knowledge construction (Elsayed et al., 2024). Accord-
ing to Okada et al. (2025), concept awareness supports mastery of com-
plex academic tasks, including language acquisition and problem-solving,
by helping learners relate novel content to known frameworks, promot-
ing meaningful understanding. In business studies, for example, concept
awareness is facilitated through immersive and experiential learning where
learners have a direct encounter with the phenomena and are willing to act
constructively to address issues of sustainability and well-being (Chong et
al., 2022). Thus, fostering concept awareness is vital for promoting higher-
order thinking and transfer of learning among students.

Educators must support students’” awareness skills development. There
is an increasing need for educational institutions to increase student aware-
ness towards sustainability (Sierra & Sudrez-Collado, 2021; Msengi et al.,
2019). In fact, empowering and mobilizing youth is one of the priority
action areas in the ESD framework (UNESCO, 2020). This is because
it is the young generation who will face the consequences of unsustain-
able development and who will continue to create indigenous solutions
to local problems. Rieckmann (2018) outlined eight ESD competencies:
systems thinking, anticipatory thinking, normative competence, strategic
competence, collaborative competence, self-awareness, integrated problem-
solving, and critical thinking. In this study, self-awareness is arguably the
most critical competency in the ESD because it forms the foundation for
other competencies. Without self-awareness at the core of human beings,
students (and teachers as well) may struggle to reflect on their values,
beliefs, behaviors, and the impacts of their actions on the environment and
society. For instance, a study conducted by Msengi et al. (2019) among stu-
dents in a United States university revealed that most research participants
were neither aware of campus sustainability initiatives nor able to clearly
define sustainability. The study suggested that universities can educate and
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empower students to believe in and take the necessary actions to promote
change toward a healthier, more sustainable world.

'These findings indicate the existence of a bigger issue beyond students’
knowledge or familiarity with the definition of ‘sustainability’. Thus, higher
educational institutions must provide more learning supports and oppor-
tunities for the young generation to develop their awareness of indigenous
knowledge, such as the concept of well-being that is closely linked to
sustainability—at least in the context of IIUM—to undertake changes
needed to correct the course of sustainable development locally and even
globally. Exploring the familiarity of the well-being concept among IITUM
students is therefore significant for the University educators and leaders to
assess the achievement of its educational missions and goals.

Taken all the discussions together, the study of well-being concept
awareness operates between two dimensions: (a) intrapersonal awareness,
reflecting students’ capacity for self-reflection on their own values towards
well-being; and (b) interpersonal awareness, encompassing how students
develop understanding through social interactions, collaborative learning,

Interpersonal
Intrapersonal
Awareness
Awareness )
.. - Social and
- Personal cognitive i
environmental
factor

factors

Awareness
Development

- Enhance behavior

towards concepts,

values, roles, tasks

Figure 1. The research framework developed for this study
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specific task completion, and peer engagement involving the well-being
concept. During the awareness operation, students are able to construct
knowledge and transfer well-being values into authentic educational and
sustainability initiatives. This multidimensional framework, as shown in
Figure 1 recognizes that awareness is not a static possession of information
but rather a dynamic interplay between personal, social, and environmen-
tal factors that has a developmentally progressive capacity that emerges
through intentional curriculum design, supportive learning environments,
and opportunities for reflective practice and authentic application.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

'This study adopted an exploratory qualitative research approach. It exam-
ines students’ familiarity with the concept of well-being. It assesses stu-
dents’ perceptions by asking them to describe the meaning of well-being.
This question was pertinent because it allows researchers to explore a topic
with paucity in the literature and to maximize the discovery of generaliza-
tions leading to the description of such a topic in the area of social science
and psychological life (Stebbins, 2001).

The researchers purposely identified seven students who took busi-
ness administration courses like Principles and Practice of Management,
Organizational Behavior, and Human Resource Management that have
embedded well-being concept in their study plan and course assignments.
They sought the students’ cooperation to write their opinions in response
to the open-ended questions. Using mixed-structured research questions
allows participants to express their responses in their own words, guided
by their existing knowledge, without predefined answers (Zill, 2016).
Saunders et al. (2009) said research questions can be categorized into
close-ended, open-ended, and mixed-structured types. Mixed-structured
questions combine both close-ended and open-ended elements within the
same research instrument. The mixed questions allow researchers to find
patterns within numerical/categorical data and to understand the meanings
behind a phenomenon using textual data.

'The mixed-structured research questions are also reliable for smaller
groups of research participants because each unique response can be
closely examined to reach a specific conclusion, unlike a survey that
reaches hundreds of people. The research instrument was developed by the
co-researcher, who has more than 30 years of experience in teaching man-
agement studies at the IIUM. The instrument development aligned with
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the research objectives and was validated by a professor in management
to ensure its credibility and validity. Baker and Edwards (2012) suggested
that an adequate sample for qualitative research can range from 1 to 100
or more research participants, depending on the research aims, validity,
and availability of time and resources. This study identified undergraduate
students in a business administration program at IIUM. These research
participants were students enrolled on a number of business courses that
espoused the well-being concept as one of the study themes. These students
were considered competent to express their opinion on the research topic.

Initially, the study targeted nine participants who were contacted by
the main author via the WhatsApp mobile application using a purposive
sampling method. Out of nine, a total of seven participants answered the
open-ended questions. The research instrument used to collect the data
is supplemented in Appendix 1. The answers were in the form of textual
information that had been self-recorded by the research participants in the
online form provided in a Microsoft Word format. The students provided
tacit consent by responding to the form.

The data were analyzed using a qualitative data analysis software,
namely Atlas.ti (version 9). This technique classifies the text data into sys-
tematic coding categories based on the study questions. Repeated readings
of the answers led to the categorization of the text data into relevant themes.
In this way, the results were validated through the identification of students’
expressions in comparison with the operational meanings of the well-being
concept provided in the paper’s introduction and background discussions.

The researchers approached two independent researchers to validate
the research instruments, data collection, and data analysis. The indepen-
dent researchers provided a rigorous review. All the research adhered to
research ethics.

RESULTS

The objective of this study is to explore how familiar Malaysian IITUM
students are with the concept of well-being and how they express its mean-
ings. All the research participants met the pre-determined study criteria,
i.e., they (i) studied full-time at IIUM when the University implemented
the well-being policy in the year 2019 through the establishment of the
University’s Sejahtera Academic Framework (SAF), and (ii) enrolled in
bachelor’s degree programs under the management faculty. Hence, the
research participants were validated and trusted.
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Based on the conceptual framework developed for this study
(Figure 1), all the data was coded and the results from Atlas.ti show two
(2) main categories and four (4) emerging themes within the responses.
A visual output in the form of a word cloud is provided at the end of the
result discussions to show the overall word frequencies in the data. To
explore whether the research participants were aware of the well-being
concept, a preamble close-ended question was asked: “Have you heard the
word well-being or ‘sejahtera’®” followed by a categorical answer of ‘Yes’
or ‘No’. The next question asked about the types of awareness towards
well-being concept. All the research participants answered ‘Yes’ to this
preamble question. Table 1 provides a brief profile of the seven IIUM
students who participated in the study. There were more female partici-
pants than males. First-year students outnumbered their seniors. All the
research participants were Malaysian.

Table 1. The participants’ profile (N = 7)

Participant Characteristics Number
Gender

* Female 6

* Male 1
Level of study

* Second year 3

* First year 4
Nationality

* Malaysian 7

* Non-Malaysian 0

Social Awareness

All the research participants have heard about ‘well-being’ through at least
three sources. Five out of seven participants heard about the well-being
concept from their lecturers in class, one from friends, and the last one
from reading the university’s posters and announcements. These results
indicate that the research participants had the type of social awareness of
the well-being concept, as they were able to understand it through their
connections and interactions with others (i.e., lecturers and friends) and
the university environment. In addition, the participants learned about
well-being via online media such as the WhatsApp mobile application, the
ITUM website, and Google Meet video conferencing software.
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Indeed, the findings agree with previous studies that found that social
awareness among university students is facilitated by online social media
technology (Ceisil, 2018; Jwain, 2020; Madhavi, 2019) such as electronic
applications for messaging. Social media technology has great potential as
a tool for raising awareness, educating, and preparing learners or users to
become active citizens through social networks.

Task Awareness

Six out of seven participants reported that the concept of well-being
was introduced to them in one of their management courses, such as
Principles & Practice of Management, Strategic Management, Decision
Making & Control, and Foundation of Islamic Economics. While tak-
ing the courses, five of the seven participants were required to submit an
assignment on the concept of well-being. This academic activity further
enhanced the participants’ skills on well-being concept by engaging in
their course assignment.

'This study found that assignment has important impacts on students’
learning process that facilitates knowledge construction, develops aware-
ness of the task, and creates responsibility fulfilment among students.
'This finding is supported by Broekkamp et al. (2002), who explain that
in completing an assignment, learners would choose appropriate learning
strategies and make metacognitive judgements about a particular knowl-
edge which makes the learning process more self-regulated, effective,
and meaningful. Task awareness is also important for learning subjective
knowledge, which has multifaceted meanings depending on the contextual
setting and is value-laden and interdisciplinary, such as well-being.

Concept Awareness

To assess the awareness of well-being concept, an open-ended question
asked: “Describe what you wrote about well-being in your assignment”.
'The participants gave various descriptions about well-being in relation
to sustainable development goals, strategic management in an industry,
healthy eating behavior, waste management, and general well-being. Spe-
cifically, one participant explained the well-being concept by reflecting on
an extracurricular activity in which she contributed to peace and harmony
with the environment and others through recycling waste.

'The student was able to develop her knowledge and behavior regarding
well-being and sustainability concepts through all the cognitive, affective,
and psychomotor domains. The students were also provided with specific
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learning activities to help them focus on understanding the concepts, getting
teedback for the conceptual meanings from the lecturers, and clarifying any
doubts they had. These findings were consistent with prior studies that indi-
cated students’ knowledge about sustainable development can be exempli-
fied by their ability to identify well-being concepts with relevant behavioral
actions, as well as through the problem-solving process (de Lima et al., 2018).
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Figure 2. The visual representation of word frequencies in the data

The word cloud in Figure 2 highlights “sejabtera” or well-being as the
central concept, surrounded by terms related to peace, harmony, sustain-
ability, community, and balanced living. It reflects the students’ ideas about
the meaning of well-being concept derived from their awareness of living
and interactions with others in the university environment throughout the
learning activities. Overall, the cloud suggests that ‘sejabzera’ in this study
context is construed as a holistic state of sustainable well-being.

DISCUSSION

Examining awareness of the well-being concept among Bachelor of Busi-
ness Administration (BBA) students is valuable for policymakers and
educators in Malaysia, who consider it central to the National Educa-
tion Philosophy (NEP). The results provide an understanding of how

students develop awareness of well-being concept that is closely linked
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to sustainability and ethics. This study identifies three interconnected
dimensions of well-being awareness with direct implications for business
education curriculum development or redesign. The results of the content
analysis of the study’s open-ended questions suggest six themes. Firstly,
well-being has been associated with sustainability, ethics and governance.
'The value has been part of the culture, but has not been systematically rein-
forced. The role of universities is central to a national education system that
acts as human “developers” rather than “producers” and prepares them for
a sustainable future. More importantly, universities need to be the trans-
formation agents in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
through the provision of effective learning services to all groups of learners
(Leal Filho et al., 2019; Purcell et al., 2019). According to Leal Filho et al.
(2019), the extended definition of ESD is to provide a learning process that
prepares people of all walks of life to cope with issues that threaten local
and global sustainability. Based on Leal Filho et al. (2019)’s prior study,
they found that the level of awareness towards SDGs was considerably high
at universities, but with limited applications in real activities.

Secondly, the concept of well-being was established and incorporated
within sustainability initiatives. Re-norming it makes it appear to be a
new value. Numerous perspectives of ESD should be implemented in ways
that are locally relevant and culturally appropriate (Wals, 2009). Thus,
within the context of IIUM, the local sustainability agenda is linked with
an indigenous concept of well-being that is consistent with the National
Education Philosophy and ITUM educational goals. Thus, it is imperative
to develop the young Malaysian generation with balanced and harmonious
elements of intellectual, spiritual, emotional, physical, belief, knowledge,
competency, moral, and responsibility in line with the NEP and IIUM
aspirations to produce well-being individuals (Al-Hudawi et al., 2014). The
concept of well-being mentioned in the education policy is neither strange
nor limited to Malaysia’s context (Dzulkifli, 2020). UNESCO’s pillars of
learning subscribed to a similar outcome to produce balanced graduates
(Lawale & Bory-Adams, 2010; Ghorbani et al., 2018).

'Thirdly, a value-laden concept of well-being or ‘sejahtera’ has been iso-
lated for a long time in community life. As a result, society fails to recog-
nize it as part of its values. This study found that all participants had heard
of the well-being concept from at least three sources, i.e., lecturers, friends,
and the university’s communication materials. The participants encoun-
tered the word ‘well-being’ through various online platforms, such as the

WhatsApp mobile application, the IIUM website, and Google Meet
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videos. These results indicate that the participants had social awareness
towards well-being through their connections and interactions with others
and the environment (Goldman, 1992; Gutwin et al., 1995).

Fourth, well-being or sejahtera, as the equivalent terms in the Malay
language, seemed to have been engulfed by the use of a foreign language,
particularly English. The participants said that they enhanced their knowl-
edge of well-being by completing their course assignment which developed
the participants’ metacognitive judgements about a particular concept and
created meaningful meanings to them (Broekkamp et al., 2002; Fransen
et al., 2011; Yilmaz & Yilmaz, 2020).

Fifth, the spirit of well-being exists in practice but is not enriched in
rigorous academic literature. One notable participant demonstrated her
assimilation of well-being and sustainability concepts through recycling
waste activities. This finding indicates that the participant has a high level
of concept awareness. She can integrate the concept with relevant behav-
ioral actions and provide possible solutions to specific problems (Aydin &
Keles, 2021; Michael et al., 2020).

Finally, the concept of well-being, or ‘sejahtera’, has been part of tra-
ditional Malay culture. The influence of foreign culture or English terms
like ‘well-being’ seems to replace or diminish the prominence of the local
culture. Overall, the participants were able to reflect on their own feelings
about well-being at the individual (i.e., expressing a deeper understanding
of the well-being meaning) and societal (i.e., initiating action for com-
munity and environment betterment) levels. They provide support for
internal and external awareness in education for sustainable development.
According to Rieckmann (2018), learners should be able to reflect on
their role in the local and global community and continually evaluate and
motivate their actions, feelings, and desires towards developing a better
and sustainable world.

In summary, awareness constitutes an essential affective skill that
underpins emotional intelligence and academic success. It encompasses
distinct yet interconnected domains: self-awareness (intrapersonal), social
awareness, task awareness, and concept awareness, each contributing
uniquely to learner development (Elsayed et al., 2024). Collectively, these
awareness dimensions facilitate holistic learner growth across cognitive,
emotional, and social spheres, fostering adaptive competencies vital for
today’s complex educational and professional landscapes (Gkintoni et al.,
2023). Therefore, the themes found in this study are represented in the
well-being awareness framework as shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. The students’ awareness framework

Intrapersonal Awareness Interpersonal Awareness

* Self-awareness on the » Social awareness enhances collaborative
well-being or sejahtera learning and peer relations. The learners
concept associated learnt the well-being or sejahtera concept
with sustainability, through their connections and interactions
ethics and governance with others and the environment.

* Task awareness supports effective academic
engagement. The learners made metacognitive
judgements about the values of well-being
or sejahtera concept during the completion
of their course work and assignment.

+ Concept awareness facilitates knowledge
construction and transfer. Well-being or
sejahtera concept was established and
incorporated within sustainability initiatives.

CONCLUSION

Undergraduate students learnt about the concept of well-being from lec-
tures, assignments, and readings. The most effective way to learn about a
concept is through coursework or curricular activities. In this study, the
students learnt about well-being concept through their coursework. They
enhance their social awareness of the well-being concept through group
interactions while completing a task or assignment. The well-being concept
is being reinforced among the students through task awareness when they
engage effectively in academic work. Their write-up and oral presentation
convey the students’ understanding and interpretation of the well-being
concept. All activities that the students went through mutually reinforce
the concept of well-being.

Overall, the findings show that students are aware of the concept of
well-being or ‘sejabtera’, demonstrating alignment with the university’s
vision and mission to promote value-driven and balanced human devel-
opment rooted in the Islamic worldview. However, the wide variation in
students’ interpretations suggests that while awareness is present, the con-
ceptual understanding of well-being remains inconsistent, highlighting the
need for clearer and more structured integration of well-being principles
across the curriculum and co-curricular activities. These insights are mean-
ingful to the university as they provide evidence to evaluate the effectiveness
of its current educational philosophy and offer direction for strengthening
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programs that cultivate holistic well-being. This study contributes empiri-
cal understanding of students’ perceptions of well-being, supports the edu-
cational and institutional improvement efforts, and enriches the scholarly
discourse on well-being within Islamic higher education.

Implications for Future Research

'This study used an exploratory qualitative approach. Its ontological focus
was grounded in the real-life context of a small group of students at a
Malaysian university, which may limit the transferability of the findings
to other settings. Understanding students’ awareness of well-being and
how they develop their understanding of this concept is critical in today’s
increasingly unsustainable environment. Therefore, similar studies are rec-
ommended in other educational institutions in Malaysia, especially given
the country’s comprehensive National Education Philosophy that aims to
develop personal well-being in every student.

From an epistemological perspective, the study generated new knowl-
edge about the development of awareness of the well-being concept by
exploring how students interpret and practice it. Exploring the level of
well-being among lecturers and teachers may also provide valuable insights
to support the development of students’ awareness. Methodologically, this
exploratory qualitative study gathered meanings from students on the
specific phenomenon of well-being, rather than seeking to generalize the
findings to other contexts.

Theoretically, the implications of the well-being concept for future
research require the development of a comprehensive framework of well-
being beyond tangible measurements. Starting from the framework, future
researchers could investigate specific aspects, such as motivation and lead-
ership, or examine the concept of well-being in other native languages in
another country. In practice, the well-being awareness framework could
provide a map for organizations to develop guidelines and procedures
for talent development, increasing their accountability and responsibility
towards a peaceful and sustainable self, others, and environments.
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APPENDIX 1

STUDENTS’ FAMILIARITY WITH THE CONCEPT OF “WELL-BEING”
INTRODUCTION

We plan to write a case study on students’ familiarity with the concept of

“Well-being”, which refers to “Sejahtera” in the Malay language.

We will use YOUR opinions to compose the case, and not reveal your
personal identity (name, matric. no).

If we do a face-to-face or online interview with each of you, we think you
may have to spend more time with us.

By sending you a list of questions, we believe you can provide your answer
after each question, check and refine it before sharing it with us.

INSTRUCTIONS

Questions 1 to 4, and 8 to 10 require you to choose a very short answer,
such as ‘yes’ or ‘no’; or a one-word answer. You need to delete the unwanted
answer/s. Only questions 5b, 6 and 7 require you to explain.

Kindly provide/type your answer immediately after each question.

Please send the completed attachment via email or WhatsApp to your
instructor. Thank you for sharing your opinions with us.
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PART A QUESTIONS

Kindly provide your matric. no. for us to know who has submitted the
attachment:

Matric. No. .....cceuvenen....

Q1 Have you heard the word “Well-being”, which refers to “Sejahtera” in
Malay? (delete the unwanted) YES / NO

IF YES, Answer Qla or Q1b, where applicable, and proceed to Q2, Q3,
Q4, and Q5

IF NO, jump straight to Q6 and Q7.

Qla When did you first hear /read about the word “Well-being” and/or
“Sejahtera” in your University (IITUM)? or

(“in your university” means you heard or read the posters, announcements,
mentioned by lecturers, friends)

Q1b When did you first hear /read about the word “Well-being” and/or
“Sejahbtera” related to your University? Please state the year:

(“related to your university” means the word was mentioned indirectly, such as
during an official occasion)

Q2 Please name the medium (one source only) through which you heard
the word (terminology) being used. Example: WhatsApp.
(Proceed to Q3)

Q3 Was the concept of “Well-being” and/or “Sejahtera” being introduced
in one of your courses? YES / NO

Q4 What was the name of the Course (e.g., PPOM or MGT 2010) that
introduced you to the concept of “Well-being” and/or “Sejahtera” ........

Q5a Were you required to submit an assignment related to the concept of
“Well-being” and/or “Sejahtera” YES / NO

Q5b If your answer is “yes”, describe what you wrote about “well-being”
and/or “sejabtera” in your assignment.

Q6 Whether or not you have heard and read about the words “Well-being”
and/or “Sejahtera”, please suggest what your University should do to make
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you (and other students) know about the concept? You need to describe
only one (1) suggestion. Perhaps you can explain adequately in 100 words.

Q7 If you are requested to explain the meaning of the concept “Well-being”
and/or “Sejahtera” casually (without referring to a book or the Internet) to
someone who does not know Bahasa Melayu (or Malay language), what
would be your explanation? Could you please explain in 50-100 words?

PART B QUESTIONS

Student background
(Please delete the inapplicable answer/s)

Q8 Gender: Male or Female
Q9 Level of study: 123 4
Q10 Citizenship (delete the inapplicable): Malaysian / Non-Malaysian

Q11 Approximately how long did you spend reading and typing your

answers to all of the above questions: ..... minutes
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in Madrasahs in East Java, Indonesia
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This study analyzes the implementation of inclusive education policies in Indonesian
madrasabs by assessing policy effectiveness, challenges in practice, and the relevance
of maqasid shari’ah in developing a more inclusive and equitable education system.
Employing a multiple case study approach, data were collected from three cities in East
Java through 15 in-depth interviews, participatory observations, document analysis,
and two Focus Group Discussion (FGD) sessions. The analysis was conducted manually
using open, axial, and selective coding. The findings reveal that madrasabs adopt inclusive
education based on national policies and Islamic values (hifz al-'aql and al-’adalah), yet
they continue fo face structural and social barriers. The main challenges include the lack of
official recognition for Special Education Support Teachers (Guru Pendamping Khusus,
GPK) within the national administrative system, limited training for regular teachers,
and persistent social stigma against students with special needs. Curriculum adaptations
remain unsystematic and largely depend on the internal policies of individual madrasabs.
This study contributes to the literature by integrating maqasid sharT’ah as an
analytical framework for inclusive education policy, an area that has received limited
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scholarly attention. Policy reforms are necessary to formally recognize the role of GPK,
enhance teacher training programs, and strengthen inclusive cultural practices within
madrasahs. By combining Islamic values with a more systematic policy approach,
madrasahs can become a progressive and equitable model for inclusive education within
Indonesia’s Islamic education system.

Keywords: inclusive education, madrasah, magqasid shariah, education policy, Special

Education Support Teachers (GPK).

INTRODUCTION

nclusive education is a key component of transforming education systems
to ensure that every individual, including students with special needs,

obtains the right to quality education without discrimination (Fergu-
son, 2008; Miles & Singal, 2010). This agenda aligns with global policies
such as Education for All (EFA) and the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), yet implementation in various contexts still faces challenges in
the areas of regulation, infrastructure readiness, teacher competence, and
social acceptance (Ainscow & Viola, 2024; Vislie, 2003).

In Indonesia, a regulatory framework for inclusion is available through
Law No. 8/2016 and Minister of National Education Regulation No.
70/2009 (Kementerian Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan, 2009). Neverthe-
less, field practice remains sporadic and uneven, particularly in madrasahs.
Official data underscore the disparity: more than 75% of children with dis-
abilities have never received schooling (Kementerian Koordinator Pemban-
gunan Manusia dan Kebudayaan, 2023). At the global/regional level, the
UNESCO—GEM Report highlights persistent inclusion gaps, indicating
alag between commitment and implementation (UNESCO, 2020; 2023).
In the context of madrasahs, the Ministry of Religious Affairs has issued
the Director General of Islamic Education Decree No. 758/2022 as an
official guideline for the implementation of inclusive education, indicating
that policy adoption is being accelerated (Kementerian Agama Republik
Indonesia, Direktorat Jenderal Pendidikan Islam, 2022). However, imple-
mentation at the school level remains gradual.

At a pedagogical level, recent evidence shows that inclusion anchored
in the curriculum (curriculum-anchored inclusion) risks producing “partial
inclusivity,” in which students simultaneously experience inclusion and
exclusion in classroom texts and routines (Cohen, 2022). This condition
helps explain why the gap between written policy and day-to-day learning
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practice persists, especially in madrasahs that are strengthening teacher
readiness and school culture for inclusion.

From an Islamic perspective, magaisid shariah can function as a con-
ceptual framework that affirms education as a fundamental right through
principles such as hifz al~agl (preservation of intellect) (Wahyudi & Latif,
2023). Other studies affirm the alignment of inclusive education with the
mandate to protect and fulfill the rights of persons with disabilities in
national policy (Anshari, 2024). Thus, a strong normative footing is avail-
able, yet a to-do list remains at the implementation level.

Compared with local approaches, cross-country approaches offer valu-
able lessons. In Western Europe, Italy abolished special schools and fully
integrated students with special needs (Vislie, 2003), whereas in the United
States, advances in inclusion still confront segregation based on race and
socioeconomic status (Ferguson, 2008). In Muslim-majority contexts,
Malaysia mainstreams inclusive education in national policy and teacher
training (Malaysia Education Blueprint, wave 2013-2025; 2023 perfor-
mance update) (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2013; 2023); Turkey links
inclusion policy with religious schools/Imam Hatip as part of the country’s
religious education landscape (Sahin, 2019); and in Egypt, the legal frame-
work of Law No. 10/2018 promotes equality of access, although implemen-
tation challenges remain prominent (Elhadi, 2021; Government of Egypt,
2018; Humanity & Inclusion, 2022a, 2022b, 2023; UNESCO, 2021). These
findings affirm that the success of inclusion depends on strong policy syn-
ergy, teacher readiness, and support from the educational ecosystem.

Despite the availability of theological and regulatory support, the
implementation of inclusion in madrasahs faces constraints: a fragmented
curriculum (Wibowo, 2022) and a medical paradigm that positions dis-
ability as an individual limitation rather than a social barrier that can be
addressed through reforms of the education system (Muttaqin et al., 2023).
Another gap in the literature is that research on madrasahs in Indonesia
remains limited and tends to be descriptive as most studies focus on gen-
eral schools. Methodologically, many studies end at policy analysis and
do not explore the experiences of key stakeholders. Therefore, this study
adopts a qualitative multi-case study approach to understand more deeply
the dynamics of inclusive policy implementation in madrasahs and their
enabling and constraining factors.

The theoretical framework linking maqasid shari’ah with strategies for
implementing inclusion in madrasahs remains underdeveloped. This study
addresses that gap by formulating an analytical framework that bridges the
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two and serves as a reference for policymakers in designing a more inclusive
and just Islamic education system. Building on this conceptual-empirical
gap, the following section presents the research questions, objectives, and
significance of this study.

To achieve these objectives, the study seeks to answer the following
key questions:

1. How is inclusive education implemented in madrasabs in Indonesia?
2. What are the key challenges in the implementation of inclusive education in madrasahs?
3. How can the principles of magdisid shariah be applied to support inclusive education in

madrasahs?

'This study aims to fill academic and policy gaps in inclusive educa-
tion in madrasahs by developing an approach that integrates the principles
of maqasid sharTah as an analytical framework for implementation. This
approach offers a new perspective that has not been widely explored in the
inclusive education literature, particularly in the context of Islamic education
in Indonesia. In line with the clarification of scope, the findings are posi-
tioned as an indicative analysis grounded in analytical generalization (not
nationally representative). Using a case-study approach focused on in-depth
exploration, this research offers richer empirical insights and evidence-based
policy recommendations for madrasahs to implement inclusive education.

Accordingly, this study not only contributes to the development of
inclusive education theory within Islamic education but also provides a
practical basis for the formulation of education policies that are more
inclusive and just in Indonesia.

METHODS

Research Design

This study employs a qualitative method with a multiple case study approach
(Yin, 2009) to explore in depth the implementation of inclusive education
policies in madrasahs. The multiple case study approach was chosen as it
enables comparisons between several madrasahs implementing inclusive
policies, thereby identifying patterns, challenges, and broader strategies
in inclusive education practices (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Additionally, this study examines how maqasid shari’ah can serve
as a conceptual foundation for the development of inclusive education in
madrasahs, particularly in relation to hifz al-’aql (preservation of intellect)
and al-’adalah (justice) as fundamental principles for a more just and inclu-
sive education system (Auda, 2008).



Policy Analysis of Inclusive Education in Madrasahs in East Java, Indonesia + Kawakip et al. 31

Although the study is situated in three East Javanese cities, the find-
ings are intended as an indicative analysis of broader trends in Indonesia’s
madrasahs rather than a nationally representative account; accordingly,
claims are framed as analytic generalizations (Yin, 2009) with attention

to transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Participants and Data Sources

'This research was conducted in three cities in East Java (Malang, Sidoarjo,
and Surabaya)with a focus on madrasahs that have implemented inclusive
education policies. Purposive sampling (Patton, 2015) was employed to
select participants based on their involvement in the implementation of
inclusive education. The number of participants was determined until
data saturation was reached, meaning no new information emerged from
interviews and observations (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

To support transferability rather than statistical representativeness,
thick contextual descriptions of sites and cases are provided so readers can
judge the applicability of insights to other Indonesian settings (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985).

This sampling strategy aims to support transferability rather than
statistical representativeness, consistent with the study’s analytic general-
ization goals.

Data Collection Techniques

A variety of data collection methods were employed to obtain a compre-
hensive understanding of inclusive education implementation in madrasahs

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Data Analysis Techniques

Data analysis was conducted manually using a systematic coding approach
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The initial stage of analysis involved open
coding, where data from interview transcripts, observation notes, and
documents were analyzed to identify key themes (Strauss & Corbin,
1998). Once the main themes were identified, the process continued with
axial coding, which aimed to connect data categories based on emerging
patterns within the context of inclusive education policy implementation
(Saldafia, 2021).

After analyzing the relationships between categories, the final stage
was selective coding, which focused on synthesizing the main categories
into a broader research narrative (Miles et al., 2014). In this stage, the
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researcher developed an interpretation of the inclusive education policies

implemented in madrasahs and how the emerging challenges and strategies

could be linked to the concept of magasid shariah (Auda, 2008).

Table 1. Data Collection Techniques

Method Description

Documentation Examines national regulations, madrasah policies, curricula,
and teaching guidelines related to inclusive education
(Bowen, 2009). Administrative data, academic reports, and
learning modules were also analyzed to understand how
inclusion is structurally implemented.

Participatory Conducted over three months with a frequency of twice

Observation a week in each madrasah. The observations were carried

In-depth Interviews

Focus Group
Discussion (FGD)

out directly by the researcher, focusing on teacher-student
interactions involving students with special needs, inclusive
teaching methods, and barriers encountered in policy
implementation (Angrosino, 2007).

A total of 15 semi-structured interviews were conducted
with madrasah principals, teachers, and inclusive education
experts. Each interview lasted 60-90 minutes and was
recorded (with participant consent) to ensure analytical
accuracy (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015).

Two focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted with
teachers from various madrasahs to evaluate challenges

in the implementation of inclusive education and to
collaboratively formulate practical solutions, following
standard FGD protocols (Krueger & Casey, 2014). In
addition, we conducted 15 semi-structured interviews with
madrasah principals, classroom teachers, Special Education
Support Teachers (Guru Pendamping Khusus, GPK),

and inclusive education experts. Patterns emerging from
the interviews, FGDs, and classroom observations were
iteratively compared to validate and enrich the findings.
We assessed that thematic saturation had been reached—
that is, no new substantive codes or dimensions emerged
in successive interviews—by the time the 15 interviews
were completed. The study’s credibility and reliability

were enhanced through triangulation, member checking
(participant confirmation), and an audit trail (audit trail).

To enhance the reliability of the analysis, the coded data were inde-

pendently reviewed by another researcher as a cross-checking measure,

ensuring that interpretations remained consistent and unbiased (Lincoln &

Guba, 1985). Additionally, the analysis process was conducted reflectively,
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considering the social and cultural contexts of madrasahs, thereby ensuring
that the research findings were valid and contextually relevant (Merriam &

Tisdell, 2016).

Data Validity and Credibility

To ensure the validity and credibility of data, this study applied source
and methodological triangulation strategies (Denzin, 2012). Source tri-
angulation was carried out by comparing data obtained from interviews
with madrasah principals, teachers, and inclusive education experts, while
methodological triangulation was implemented by combining interviews,
observations, document analysis, and FGD (Patton, 2015).

In addition to triangulation, this study also employed member check-
ing, where analyzed interview results were reconfirmed with participants
to ensure that the researcher’s interpretation accurately reflected their
intended meaning and experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). If discrepan-
cies or inaccuracies were found in the interpretation, the data were revised
to better align with actual realities (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015).

'The entire research process was systematically documented through an
audit trail, which recorded every stage of the study, from data collection
to final analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This documentation ensures
research transparency, allowing all methodological steps to be traced and
reviewed if necessary (Krueger & Casey, 2014). With this approach, the
credibility of the study is further strengthened, ensuring that the results
are reliable and applicable to academic discourse and the implementation
of inclusive education policies.

Finally, when referring to “Indonesia” as the study scope, we do so as
an analytic frame informed by multi-site evidence from East Java; we do
not claim statistical generalizability to all Indonesian madrasahs.

RESULTS

Implementation of Inclusive Education in Madrasahs: Synergy
Between Government Policies and Magasid Shari'ah

Inclusive education in madrasahs represents the realization of the right to
education for all children, including students with special needs. In East
Java, inclusive education is regulated under Governor Regulation No.
30/2018. However, in its implementation, madrasahs face various chal-
lenges, one of which is the recognition of Special Education Support
Teachers (Guru Pendamping Khusus, GPK), who have not yet been fully
accommodated in the national education database (DAPODIK).
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A teacher highlighted this challenge:

In practice, the government has not granted GPKs access to be included in the DAPODIK
database. We are often registered as subject teachers, guidance counselors, or homeroom

teachers. This is one of the shortcomings of government policy. (G-S-03-W)

This administrative disorder results in GPKs lacking formal status as inclu-
sive education personnel, leading to unclear rights and welfare. Neverthe-
less, madrasahs continue to take the initiative in implementing inclusive
education based on magaisid shari'ah, particularly in the aspects of hifz
al-agl (preservation of intellect) and al-'adalah (justice).

Within the framework of maqasid shari’ah, we treat a/~adalah (jus-
tice) as a fundamental value (a/-giyam al-asisiyyah) that underpins the
general objectives (magasid ‘ammah). In this study, a/-~adilah functions
both as a normative value guiding policy interpretation and as an opera-
tional principle to ensure fairness in educational access; accordingly,
inclusive education is understood as a means to prevent marginalization
and guarantee equitable opportunities for students with disabilities and
special needs.

A madrasah principal explained how inclusive education in madrasahs
is rooted in Islamic teachings:

The first thing we do is build a culture and understanding of religious values regarding
inclusive education. This aims to ensure that teachers and parents understand the essence
of inclusive education. Establishing an inclusive education culture in madrasabs is a col-
lective effort based on Islamic teachings of rahmatan lil ‘alamin and, of course, magasid
shariah. We believe that in Islamic teachings, seeking knowledge is not only a right but an
obligation for every individual. (KM-M-02-W)

'This statement shows that madrasahs are not only following government
policies but also building an inclusive education system based on Islamic
values.

Follow-up interview evidence confirms this normative foundation.
A teacher refers to the story of ‘Abdullah ibn Umm Maktam—whose
encounter with the Prophet prompted the revelation of Surat ‘Abasa—to
emphasize human equality (al-musawah) and justice (al-'adalah) and to
inspire inclusive practice in the madrasah:

The story of Abdullah ibn Umm Maktim—a companion of the Prophet Muhammad who
was blind from birth and whose encounter prompted the revelation of Surat Abasa—
affirms human equality (al-musiwih) and justice (al-adalab) before God and teaches the
importance of concern for persons with disabilities. This story becomes an inspiration for
me to cultivate inclusive education by providing equal opportunities for every individual

to contribute and to develop their potential. (G-M-09-W)
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Another teacher explicitly refers to Qurianic teachings—such as al-T'in
(4), al-Hujurat (13), and al-Isra’ (70)—as a moral impetus to advance justice
and equality of access to knowledge; these principles are routinely com-
municated to parents and the madrasah community to respond to negative
attitudes toward disability:

Teachings in the Quran—such as al-Tin (4), al-Hujurat (13), and al-Isra’ (70)—shape
my awareness of the importance of inclusive education in the madrasab. These principles
motivate me to serve as an inclusive education teacher. At every meeting with students’
parents, I share Islamic principles of justice and equality in seeking knowledge with the
madrasah community to respond to limited awareness and negative attitudes toward dis-

ability among educators, parents, and the wider society. (G-S-10-W)

At the same time, an inclusive-education expert observes that although
some madrasahs in East Java have begun improving accessibility, these
efforts remain inconsistent or unfinished, indicating a gap between policy
intent and implementation; the expert recommends raising awareness and
providing training for staff and students to cultivate a more inclusive culture:

In the present context, some madrasahs in East Java have taken steps toward accessibility,
but these efforts are often inconsistent or incomplete. There remains a gap between policy
intentions and actual implementation regarding accessibility standards. Nevertheless, 1
believe that—grounded in Islamic teachings—awareness-raising and training programs

Jfor staff and students can cultivate a more inclusive madrasah culture. (E-S-01-W)

From the administrative and infrastructure side, a madrasah principal
urges prioritizing the improvement and maintenance of accessible facilities,
as well as the formulation and enforcement of a comprehensive accessibil-
ity policy, aligned with maqasid syari’ah to ensure equal opportunity and
participation:

1In terms of facilities, the madrasah needs to prioritize the improvement and maintenance

of accessible infrastructure. In other words, the madrasah needs to formulate a comprehen-

sive accessibility policy and ensure its enforcement. There is still much work to be done to

make the madrasah truly physically accessible to all students. Therefore, mainstreaming the

rinciples of maqgasid syari'ah is crucial for building an inclusive educational environment
gasia sy 8

that supports equal opportunities and participation. (KM-M-06-W)

In line with the dimension of hifz al-’aql within the maqasid, a teacher
emphasizes that education protects and develops the intellect for all—
including students with disabilities—thus requiring inclusive provision:

Preservation of Intellect (hifz al-aql): education is a means to protect and develop the
intellect. Magasid syari’ah encourages the provision of knowledge to all members of society,

including persons with disabilities, to ensure their intellectual growth and participation in

community life. (G-SB-11-W)
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Overall, these findings link normative commitments (al-musawah,
al-adalah—specified here as a fundamental value underpinning the
magqasid Gmmah—and hifz al-’aql) with concrete policy and infrastructure
needs, suggesting that a maqasid-based orientation can drive compliance
and accessibility reforms.

Inclusive Learning Practices in Madrasahs: Curriculum
Adaptation and Learning Models

In practice, madrasahs implement inclusive education by adapting curri-
cula and teaching methods to accommodate students with special needs.
A teacher at a madrasah stated that academic standards must be flexible:

The policies set in the madrasah align with existing regulations, but academic standards
related to subject matter will be adjusted to meet students’ needs. (G-SB-07-W)

Madrasahs apply two main approaches in their inclusive learning system:

1. Regular class with support, where inclusive students learn alongside regular students
with the assistance of a GPK.
2. A special class or inclusive learning space that supportsinclusive students who experi-

ence difficulties in regular classes.

A teacher confirmed the flexibility of this approach:

The policy in the madrasah follows government regulations, inclusive students attend regu-
lar classes, but if they face difficulties in learning, they will be transferred to an inclusive
class. (G-S-05-W)

Additionally, madrasahs implement Individualized Enrichment Programs
(Program Pengayaan Individu, PPI) to ensure that each inclusive student
receives support according to their needs.

Complementing these instructional adaptations, the informants
emphasized that sustained awareness-raising and structured training for
both staff and students are required to instill an inclusive culture within
learning routines, thereby narrowing the gap between written policy and
day-to-day classroom practice:

1In the present context, some madrasahs in East Java have taken steps toward accessibility,
but these efforts are often inconsistent or incomplete. There remains a gap between policy
intentions and actual implementation regarding accessibility standards. Nevertheless, 1
believe that—grounded in Islamic teachings—awareness-raising and training programs

Jor staff and students can cultivate a more inclusive madrasah culture. (E-S-01-W)

This pattern indicates that curricular flexibility (Program Pengayaan
Individu, PPI; adaptive placement) needs to be combined with systematic
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capacity strengthening so that policy is translated into daily pedagogical
practice.

The Role of Special Education Support Teachers (GPK): Between Moral
Responsibility and Social Challenges

The role of GPKs in supporting inclusive education is crucial, particularly
in helping students with special needs adapt socially. One GPK expressed

pride in the inclusive education policy:

1 am pleased with the new policies on inclusive education, as they allow children to learn
and engage with their social environment. In the past, many children with special needs
were neglected and felt incapable of learning. With the government’s support recognizing
that all children have the right to proper education, I, as a GPK, feel proud. (G-M-05-W)

However, in practice, GPKs face several social challenges, especially the
lack of acceptance from some regular teachers and students. A GPK stated:

At our madrasah, we receive full support from the principal, including training for GPKs
and student participation in extracurricular activities. However, some regular teachers
still underestimate inclusive students in class. Regular students mock inclusive students,
and some teachers or staff say things like: “Ihat’s your problem, student.” This makes me
disappointed because we should all be responsible. (G-S-08-W)

This challenge shows that changing attitudes and culture in madrasahs
remains a work in progress in implementing inclusive education.

Additional interview data also identify three operational constraints
that affect the effectiveness of GPK in inclusive madrasahs: (1) teacher
status—administratively, some GPK are not yet registered as teachers
of inclusive schools; (2) facilities that are not yet adequate; and (3) lim-
ited opportunities to participate in professional development compared
to general schools. Nevertheless, the teachers argue that Islamic values
(al-adalah, hifz al-din, hifz al-’aql) can strengthen the implementation
of inclusive schools: “Although the implementation of inclusive schools
in madrasahs faces challenges—(1) teacher status; administratively not
yet registered as teachers of inclusive schools; (2) lack of facilities; and
(3) limited participation in training compared to general schools—Islamic
values (al-’adalah, hifz al-din, hifz al-’aql) can support the implementation
of inclusive schools” (G-M-12-W).

Although social acceptance and resources are not yet evenly distrib-
uted, the moral significance of the maqasid (al-adalah, hifz al-din, hifz
al-agl) provides a shared rationality to underpin GPK advocacy and insti-
tutional change.
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Summary of Research Findings in a Table

Table 2. Summary of Research Findings

Category Key Findings Supporting Data
Implementation Madrasahs implement inclusive (KM-M-02-W; G-M-
of Inclusive education in line with national policy 09-W; G-5-10-W;
Education Policy and the values of maqasid shari’ah. E-S-01-W; KM-M-
Specifically, al-musawah (equality), 06-W; G-SB-11-W).
al-’adalah (justice), and hifz al-"aql
(preservation of intellect) guide policy
implementation and accessibility
priorities.
Curricular Two inclusive learning models are (G-5-05-W; G-SB-
Adaptations and implemented: regular classes with 07-W) for placement
Learning Models  support and special classes. Madrasahs & flexibility; PPI
also implement the Individualized explicitly mentioned,
Enrichment Program (Program (E-S-01-W) for the
Pengayaan Individu, PPI) and need for capacity
require sustained awareness-raising strengthening.
and structured training to instill an
inclusive culture.
Implementation Key challenges include the recognition ~ DAPODIK — (G-S-
Challenges of GPK in DAPODIK, social stigma, 03-W); accessibility
and resource constraints. Additional & training — (E-S-
constraints include accessibility thatis ~ 01-W; KM-M-
inconsistent/incomplete, gaps between  06-W); operational
policy intent and implementation, and ~ constraints for GPK —
limited opportunities for professional (G-M-12-W).
development.
Role of Special GPK plays a crucial role yet faces GPK support/pride
Education Support administrative barriers and a lack of (G-M-05-W), social
Teachers (GPK) support from some regular teachers. A barriers (G-5-08-W),
magqasid-based rationality (al-'adalah, operational constraints
hifz al-din, hifz al-aql) underpins GPK  (G-M-12-W).
advocacy and culture-change efforts.
DISCUSSION

Implementation of Inclusive Education in Madrasahs: Synergy Between Policies,
Structural Challenges, and Magasid Shari’ah

Inclusive education has become a global agenda, emphasizing that every
individual, including students with special needs (A4nak Berkebutuhan
Khusus—ABK), has equal rights to access quality education without dis-
crimination (Ferguson, 2008; Miles & Singal, 2010). Inclusive education
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policies have been adopted in various national regulations in Indonesia,
including Law No. 8/2016 on Persons with Disabilities and Ministerial
Regulation No. 70/2009 on Inclusive Education. However, the findings
of this study indicate that the implementation of inclusive education in
madrasabs still faces several structural challenges, particularly in the formal
recognition of Special Education Support Teachers (Guru Pendamping
Khusus, GPK) and the application of an adaptive curriculum.

As one informant stated, GPKs are not yet fully recognized in the
national education database (DAPODIK), resulting in unclear employ-
ment status within the national education administration system. This
issue affects their welfare and rights as inclusive education personnel (G-S-
03-W). The gap between policy and implementation is also evident in
a study highlighting that the concept of inclusive education within the
Merdeka Belajar (Freedom to Learn) policy has not yet been systematically
implemented in madrasahs (Suriaman, 2023; Rofiah et al., 2023).

From an Islamic perspective, madrasahs have both moral and spiritual
responsibilities to ensure educational access for all students. The values
of magqasid shariah, particularly hifz al-’agl (preservation of intellect) and
al-adalah (justice), serve as the foundation for developing an inclusive
education system (Wahyudi & Latif, 2023). A madrasah principal empha-
sized that the implementation of inclusive education should be based on
the values of rahmatan lil ‘alamin, ensuring that inclusion is not only
dependent on government policies but also oriented toward social justice
in Islam (KM-M-02-W).

However, compared to other countries such as Malaysia and Turkey,
which have implemented more systematic approaches to inclusive educa-
tion, madrasahs in Indonesia continue to face challenges related to infra-
structure, teacher training, and social acceptance of students with special
needs (Ainscow & Viola, 2024). A study revealed that some countries in
Western Europe have eliminated special education schools and fully inte-
grated students with special needs into regular schools (Vislie, 2003). In
contrast, Indonesia’s approach still tends to separate inclusive students into
special learning spaces or limit their access within the regular education
system.

From the perspective of magasid shariah, the principle of hifz al-aql
underscores the fundamental right to education, meaning that inclusive
policies must ensure full access for students with special needs. Addition-
ally, the principle of al-'adalah demands a fair distribution of educational
resources, indicating that the formal recognition of GPKs and capacity
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building for regular teachers are urgent needs. Therefore, magasid shari‘ah
serves not only as a conceptual foundation but also as a policy framework
that promotes fairness and prioritizes the rights of inclusive students.

Curriculum Adaptation and Learning Models: Between Flexibility and
Structural Barriers

'The study findings indicate that madrasahs apply two main approaches in
their inclusive education system:

1. Regular class with support, where inclusive students learn alongside regular students
with the assistance of a GPK.
2. A special class or inclusive learning space, which is designed to help students who face

difficulties in regular classrooms.

Although these approaches aim to provide flexibility, not all madrasahs
have curricular systems that can effectively accommodate the individual
needs of inclusive students. One teacher highlighted that academic stan-
dards must be flexible and adjusted to students’ capabilities, yet national
policies have not provided clear guidelines on how curricula should be
optimally modified (G-SB-07-W).

Comparisons with other countries show that Malaysia has developed
a more comprehensive inclusive education system, with well-defined cur-
riculum adaptations and intensive training for educators (Muttaqin et al.,
2023). Meanwhile, a study in the United States highlights that although
inclusion rates have increased, segregation based on socioeconomic status
and racial background persists (Ferguson, 2008). These findings indicate
that while the challenges differ, the implementation of inclusive educa-
tion in various countries still requires a systematic approach with well-
structured policies.

In the madrasah context, a more flexible and magasid shariah-based
curriculum adaptation can serve as a solution to enhance the effective-
ness of inclusive education. The implementation of individualized learn-
ing models, such as the Individualized Enrichment Program (Program
Pengayaan Individu, PPI), can help students with special needs access to
learning that aligns with their potential.

The Role of Special Education Support Teachers (GPK):
Between Dedication and Social Challenges

'The role of Special Education Support Teachers (GPK) is crucial in ensur-
ing the success of inclusive education in madrasahs. GPKs are not only
responsible for assisting students with special needs in learning but also
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play a vital role in fostering an inclusive social environment. One GPK
stated that the presence of inclusive education policies has significantly
enhanced students with special needs’ confidence in interacting with their
social surroundings (G-M-05-W).

However, in practice, social stigma against students with special needs
remains a challenge. One GPK highlighted that some regular teachers still
hold negative attitudes toward inclusive students, even perceiving them as
a “burden” in the classroom (G-S-08-W). The study also revealed that one
of the primary obstacles to inclusive education in madrasahs is the lack of
awareness and training among regular teachers in handling students with
special needs (Wibowo, 2022).

Compared to countries such as Turkey, where inclusive education train-
ing has been integrated into teacher education curricula, Indonesia still
needs to strengthen teacher training programs to ensure broader awareness
of inclusivity within the madrasah environment (Ainscow & Viola, 2024).

Research Implications: Policy Strengthening and Transforming Inclusive
Education in Madrasahs

'The findings of this study have several significant implications for strength-
ening inclusive education policies and practices in madrasabs. (1) Formal
recognition of Special Education Support Teachers (GPK) is a crucial issue
that needs to be addressed in the national education system. Currently,
GPKs lack a clear administrative status in the national education database
(DAPODIK), which affects their job security and welfare. Without stron-
ger regulations, the role of GPKs in supporting inclusive education cannot
be fully optimized. Therefore, stronger policies are required to provide
legitimacy to their role as inclusive education personnel in madrasabs.

Besides policy reinforcement, (2) enhancing teacher capacity is a key
factor in the successful implementation of inclusive education. There are
still gaps in regular teachers’ skills in supporting students with special
needs. Many teachers have not received adequate training in implementing
inclusive teaching methods. Thus, a more systematic training program is
needed, including training in differentiated pedagogy, inclusive education
psychology, and inclusive classroom management strategies to ensure eftec-
tive learning for all students.

From a social perspective, (3) cultural change within madrasahs remains
a challenge that must be addressed. The findings of this study indicate that
stigma against students with special needs persists, both among teachers
and students. In many cases, inclusive students continue to experience
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discrimination in social interactions within madrasabs. Therefore, greater
efforts in socialization and education about the importance of inclusive
education need to be reinforced. Community-based programs involving
parents, teachers, and students can be an effective way to build broader
awareness of inclusivity.

From an Islamic perspective, (4) integrating magasid shariah into
inclusive education policies can strengthen the madrasah education system.
Islamic education emphasizes the principles of hifz al-’agl (preservation of
intellect) and al-’adalah (justice), which affirm that every individual has the
same right to acquire knowledge. By adopting a maqasid sharr’ah-based
approach, madrasahs can develop an education system that is not only
aligned with national policies but also rooted in Islamic values, emphasiz-
ing inclusivity and justice for all students.

Research Limitations and Future Research Directions

Although this study provides in-depth insights into the implementation of
inclusive education in madrasabs, several limitations need to be considered.
(1) The geographical scope of this study is limited to madrasahs in East
Java, meaning that the findings cannot yet be fully generalized to other
regions in Indonesia. Since the conditions of inclusive education may vary
across regions, future research should expand its geographical coverage to
include madrasahs from various provinces to obtain a more comprehensive
understanding.

Aside from geographical limitations, (2) this study employs a quali-
tative case study approach, which provides an in-depth understanding
of the dynamics of inclusive education implementation. However, this
approach has limitations in offering quantitative data on the effectiveness
of implemented policies. To complement the findings of this study, future
research could adopt quantitative methods, such as surveys or experiments,
to measure the impact of inclusive education on the academic achievement
and social development of students with special needs.

From a methodological perspective, (3) this study has not examined
the long-term effectiveness of inclusive education policies in madrasabs.
Therefore, longitudinal studies could serve as a promising future research
direction. Such studies could observe how inclusive policies evolve and
how factors such as teacher training, curriculum adaptation, and social
acceptance of inclusive students change over the long term.

Additionally, (4) comparative studies with other countries could play a
crucial role in developing inclusive education systems in madrasahs. Some
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countries, such as Malaysia and Turkey, have developed inclusive education
models in madrasahs with clearer regulations and stronger policy support.
Future studies could explore how inclusive education approaches in other
Muslim-majority countries can be adapted to the context of madrasahs in
Indonesia. Comparisons of policies, curricula, and teacher training systems
could provide broader insights into designing a more effective and sustain-
able inclusive education strategy.

Overall, this study reafhirms that the implementation of inclusive edu-
cation in madrasabs still faces challenges, particularly in regulatory aspects,
teacher preparedness, and social acceptance. However, with policy rein-
forcement, teacher capacity enhancement, and a more inclusive cultural
transformation, madrasahs can become educational institutions that are
more responsive to the needs of all students. Furthermore, a maqasid
shari’ah-based approach offers a conceptual framework that can serve as
a foundation for establishing a more just and equitable education system.
With further research and improvements in policy implementation, inclu-
sive education in madrasahs has the potential to develop into a progressive
and inclusive educational model within the context of Islamic education
and national education policy.

CONCLUSION

This study reveals that the implementation of inclusive education in
madrasabs in Indonesia still faces structural, administrative, and social
challenges, despite having a strong regulatory foundation. One of the
main obstacles is the lack of accommodation for Special Education Sup-
port Teachers (GPK) in the national administrative system (DAPODIK),
which affects their formal recognition and welfare. Additionally, curricu-
lum adaptation and inclusive teaching methods lack standardized guide-
lines, making implementation highly dependent on individual madrasah
initiatives. Socially, stigma against students with special needs persists
among both teachers and regular students, hindering efforts to create a
truly inclusive learning environment.

‘Theoretically, this study offers an original contribution by integrat-
ing magqasid shariah into the policy analysis of inclusive education in
madrasahs—an approach that has not been widely explored in interna-
tional literature. This framework highlights the importance of hifz al-"agl
(preservation of intellect) and al-'adalah (justice) as foundational principles
in establishing an inclusive and equitable Islamic education system. Thus,
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this study contributes not only to the field of inclusive education but also
expands the understanding of magasid shari’ah implementation within the
context of modern education.

From a policy and practice perspective, these findings emphasize that
inclusive education policy reforms must include the official recognition of
GPKs within the national education system. Without clear administra-
tive status, the role of GPKs in supporting inclusive education will remain
hindered. Additionally, training for regular teachers in inclusive teaching
strategies should be made mandatory rather than a voluntary program to
ensure all educators have equal competency in addressing students with
special needs. Madrasahs should also adopt a community-based approach,
involving parents and society in fostering an inclusive culture, considering
that social stigma remains a major challenge.

However, this study has several limitations. First, its scope is limited
to madrasahs in East Java, so the findings cannot yet be generalised nation-
wide. Second, the qualitative research approach provides in-depth insights
but does not offer quantitative data on the impact of inclusive education on
students’ academic performance and social development. To complement
these findings, future research could employ quantitative methods, such as
survey-based or experimental approaches. Additionally, longitudinal stud-
ies are needed to evaluate the long-term effectiveness of inclusive education
policies in madrasabs.

Overall, this study affirms that madrasahs have great potential to
become models of Islamic-based inclusive education, but policy reforms,
educator capacity building, and cultural transformation within schools
remain needed. With stronger regulatory frameworks, enhanced teacher
competencies, and the implementation of a magasid shariah-based
approach, madrasahs can evolve into progressive, inclusive, and equitable
educational institutions that align with both Islamic education principles
and national education policies.
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Integrating Islamic Studies and
Arabic Language (ISAL) in Secular
Public Schools

Educational Reforms in Bangsamoro
Autonomous Region

Rakim Sammy

Muslim Filipinos have historically sought to incorporate Islamic knowledge into their
education. The rise of a new autonomous government in the region, including the intro-
duction of Islamic education in secular public schools, has brought significant changes
to Bangsamoro learners’ educational experience. This study explores how integrating
Islamic Studies and Arabic Language (ISAL) in public schools under the Bangsam-
oro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) affects the educational
experiences of Bangsamoro learners, and opportunities and challenges that arise from
this reform. Using a qualitative narrative approach, the study investigates students),
parents’, and teachers’ perceptions of this educational reform. Data were gathered
through purposive sampling and analyzed thematically. Data triangulation from
diverse respondents ensured the validity of critical arguments and findings. Findings
reveal positive impacts such as enbanced educational experience, deeper cultural aware-
ness, improved religious practice among students, parental engagement, strengthened
community cobesion, and financial and teachers’ professional growth. However, along
with implementation, challenges include gaps in madrasab background, student mis-
behaviour, resource limitations, and systemic tensions between secular and religious
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values rising. These issues have also impacled traditional madrasabs, contributing fo
reduced enrollment and teacher shortages. Therefore, the study suggests further research
on the long-term impact of ISAL integration on traditional madrasahs and proposes
systemic support for coexistence.

Keywords: ALIVE, BARMM, ARMM, ISAL, Islamic education, Madrasah.

INTRODUCTION

he BARMM, formerly the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mind-

anao (ARMM), established in 2019 through the ratification of the

Bangsamoro Organic Law (BOL), marked a significant milestone
in the peace-building process in the southern Philippines (Ragandang &
Podder, 2022). This region, which represents roughly 4% of the national
population, is home to a culturally rich, religiously devout Muslim commu-
nity. Amidst a long history of marginalization and conflict, BARMM aims
to provide more culturally responsive governance in the education sector.
'The government established a regional government, providing regional
allocation and overseeing the demilitarization of numerous combatants
(Abuza & Lischin, 2020). The establishment of the new autonomous region
resulted from a peace agreement that ended nearly fifty years of conflict
between the national government and Moro revolutionaries. The BOL
served as a foundation for establishing the region and addressed many clan
political issues (S6derberg Kovacs et al., 2021). The evidence of BARMM’s
adaptation to the parliamentary system of governance allows for establish-
ing internal and state auditing bodies for government auditing resource
tunds and dismantling private armed groups (Dy, 2022).

The Philippines is a secular state that, under the constitution, man-
dates the separation of church and state. Religious rights and freedoms are
safeguarded within the secular framework, enabling Muslim Filipinos to
enrich themselves with Islamic knowledge and values (Hadji Latif, 2013).
'The Muslim community as a minority continuously struggles to maintain
its religious and cultural legacy, which is reflected in the history of Islamic
education in the Philippines. Despite historical colonization, national con-
flicts, and marginalization, Muslims stood firm to develop and preserve
Islamic and Madrasah education. This situation has arisen from centu-
ries of military suppression, government education policies, and political
manipulation under various colonial and post-colonial Philippine regimes.
These attempts aimed to assimilate them into the secular Western concept
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of modernity (Samid, 2022). The establishment of the Madrasah Education
Program (MEP) indicates recognizing Muslim learners’ culture, customs,
traditions, and interests by addressing their educational needs (Al-Rascid-
Arshad, 2022).

'The Muslim Mindanao Act No. 303 was introduced by the regional
legislative assembly in 2012, strengthening the primary education sys-
tem in the autonomous region. According to its statement of goals and
objectives, it promotes and enhances the madrasah system as a significant
regional part of the education system for which the regional legislative
assembly shall enact legislation. It shall foster a culture of peace in the
region’s primary education system by infusing the principles of peace edu-
cation into the curriculum, thereby promoting the peaceful integration of
learners and achieving values of discipline, respect, multiculturalism, and
citizenship education. Thus, it involves the inclusion of ISAL in the cur-
riculum, covering subjects including the Qu'ran, Aqeedah, Figh, Sunnah,
Seerah, Islamic values, and Arabic language (MMA Act 303).

According to Hidayat (2015), Islamic Education guides learners in
their physical and spiritual development to form dignified personalities and
characters. The preservation of Islamic education in the Bangsamoro region
highlights the Muslim community’s aspirations to nurture individuals with
strong moral character, noble values, and admirable traits. This is evident
in the continued existence of traditional madrasahs as a source of Islamic
knowledge in the region. In today’s global era, the number of people
educated in Islamic knowledge is expected to grow, while the number of
those lacking such education is anticipated to decrease. There is a need to
integrate a holistic education system for Muslims to solve the educational
crisis, aiming to develop righteous servants of God and strengthen the
Muslim ummah (Lantong, 2018). Additionally, it is essential to design a
curriculum that effectively integrates both revealed and acquired knowl-
edge to fulfill the role that Islam assigns (Lantong, 2018). Therefore, the
inclusion is essential as Islamic education promotes peace and development
in the relationship between Muslims and Christians (Guleng et al., 2017).

Muhamat et al. (2015) claim that Islamic education plays a crucial
role in shaping beliefs about cultural change, emphasizing that peace and
development can only be achieved when a specific culture is respected and
tulfilled (Muhamat et al., 2015). The national government and Bangsam-
oro leaders’ collective effort resulted in establishing the MEP to resolve
rising conflicts and end marginalization in the region. This is to provide
quality education that addresses the needs of the Bangsamoro community,
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offering a strong foundation in knowledge and skills rooted in Islamic
values. MEP consists of two approaches; the first effort includes integrating
Arabic language and Islamic values Education (ALIVE) in all secular pub-
lic schools (Bakar, 2011). This program also prepares students to face the
diverse challenges present in society (Cunan, n.d.). Including the ALIVE
program in public schools is essential for developing learners’ reading skills,
enabling them to read and understand the Qu’ran. Concurrently, learning
Islamic values fosters greater participation and engagement in community
development initiatives. Another part of MEP is recognizing traditional
madrasahs that offer K-12 programs (Bakar, 2011). This serves as a pathway
for traditional madrasahs to be part of the mainstream education system.

Mainstreaming madrasah and integration of Islamic education are
crucial in providing a comprehensive learning system that enables Muslim
Filipinos to fulfill their duties and responsibilities as outlined by Islam
(Samid, 2022). It raises awareness among Muslim learners about their
beliefs (Milligan, 2020a) and develops individuals’ intellectual and spiri-
tual aspects (Kulidtod, 2017). Additionally, Islamic education supports
schools in delivering programs through institutional backing, pedagogical
and instructional development, and the enrichment of cultural diversity
within the school community (Sali & Marasigan, 2020). Consequently,
improving access to education has significantly enhanced the material pros-
perity and social mobility of many Muslim Filipinos, helping to alleviate
the mistrust and conflict between Muslims and Christians that historical
tensions have long fueled (Milligan, 2003).

As stated in DO No. 40, s. 2011 Islamic education is vital in devel-
oping Muslim learners, as highlighted by the earlier MEP. However,
the program’s implementation faced numerous challenges, influenced by
the diverse cultural perspectives surrounding its execution (Layola, 2023;
Sali & Marasigan, 2020). A significant reform in the Bangsamoro autono-
mous region education system is restructuring the ALIVE program under
the ARMM government to the public education system’s ISAL curriculum.

Unlike other regions, BARMM enjoys a degree of autonomy that
allows for the incorporation of madrasah education into public education
systems (Ragandang & Podder, 2022). Although integrating Islamic edu-
cation is not a new concept for the Bangsamoro community, transforming
from the defunct ARMM to BARMM has revitalized efforts to institu-
tionalize holistic education. ISAL serves not only religious purposes but
also promotes social cohesion, reinforces cultural identity, and ensures
equitable access to culturally relevant education.
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The new integration structure is a significant reform that addresses
Muslim students’ scholastic, cultural, and spiritual needs; provides access
to high-quality education, closes educational gaps, strengthens community
cohesiveness, and expands current opportunities. As with the previous pro-
gram, issues remain, such as how ISAL fits secular educational programs,
scarce resources, and pre-existing administrative frameworks. These dif-
ficulties significantly affect the general state of education in the area and
the quality of instruction.

To shed insight into the potential and difficulties that arise, this study
examines the effects of ISAL integration on ISAL teachers, parents, and
students. Specifically, this addresses (a) how does integrating ISAL impact
the educational landscape in BARMM’s secular public schools?, and
(b) What are the challenges and opportunities that emerge from this
transformative process?. Furthermore, this paper examines the program’s
complex ramifications, with special attention to the 1987 Constitution’s
separation of church and state principle. The consequences for traditional
madrasahs, which have traditionally offered Islamic education outside the
official system, are also examined. Hence, the study offers pertinent data
to enhance the program, highlight its significance for Bangsamoro parents
and children, and ensure its continued contribution to Bangsamoro society.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Historical context

The historical development of Islamic education in the Philippines
is shaped by a series of policies and initiatives aimed at accommodating
Muslim learners. While the 2001 issuance of Department Order No. 51
by the Department of Education formalized ALIVE in public schools,
earlier efforts can be traced to Republic Act No. 9054, which amended
the Organic Act of ARMM to provide greater autonomy in educational
development. Additionally, the MMA Act No. 303 (2012) reinforced
madrasah as a fundamental element of basic education in the area, while
the Muslim Mindanao Act No. 14 (1992) first suggested the creation
of a culturally sensitive curriculum in ARMM. These legal instruments
enabled the incorporation of ISAL under BARMM.

DepEd Order No. 51, which requires teaching Arabic and Islamic
values in public schools, was implemented by the government. Further-
more, the success of Madrasah education in Indonesia provides insights
into the influence of these policies (Rido et al., 2022). It demonstrates how
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crucial it is to connect Islamic education with more general educational
requirements so that students can successfully manage both. The ALIVE
program implemented in public schools is one of the government programs
under the Department of Education designed for Muslim students in the
country (Harad & Ariola, 2022). The initiative effort to Islamize education
is the result of a decades-long secessionist movement through Islamizing
the secular education landscape and integration of madaris (Milligan,
2004). The backdrop for the current program to Islamize education in the
Bangsamoro region is curtailed by centuries of conflict-enforced integra-
tion, anti-Muslim radicalism, and a Western-Christian orientation concept
of modernity (Milligan, 2020b).

House Bill No. 7130, known as the ALIVE Act, was filled by Mujiv
Hataman, House Deputy Minority Leader Representative, who seeks the
mandate of Arabic language or Islamic values education inclusion in the
education setting to make it more responsive and inclusive to the diversity
of learning needs of Filipino students, aims to make the primary education
system more inclusive. The efforts to institutionalize the current program
have been saddled with challenges of implementation, availability of facili-
ties, textbooks, materials, teacher training, teacher funding, salaries, and
others. If enacted, it will resolve all those challenges with the authority
and mandate of the law (Layola, 2023).

Madrasah educational institutions are essential in regulating religious
instruction, are liable to Islamic knowledge, and transmit values and cul-
ture to young children, as secular schools do not address this, leaving
learners ignorant of religion (Bakar, 2011). Madrasah education is vital
in spreading Islam and enhancing Islamic Moral values among Filipino
Muslims (Bakar, 2011). While there are opportunities for Muslims within
this secular government, Islamic institutions primarily focus on meeting
moral and spiritual needs rather than producing graduates with practical
skills for global challenges and national employment (Hadji Latif, 2013).
Mainstreaming the issue of Islamic education is a significant avenue in pro-
viding the overall educational needs of every Filipino (Guleng et al., 2017).

'The implementation of the ALIVE program marks the dedication of
the Philippine government and Bangsamoro Asatidz’s belief in the worth
and potential enrichment of Muslim children living in a multicultural soci-
ety and diverse religion (Muhamat et al., 2015). It supports the attempt to
mainstream madrasah education into the public education system (Gomez
et al., 2019). Integrating curriculum into the K to 12 curriculum aimed
to supplement Muslim learners’ needs throughout the country (Harad &
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Ariola, 2022). It is an art of Muslim education in the multicultural Philip-
pines to improve access and inclusivity in relevant education for Muslim
learners to help increase awareness for non-Muslims about Islam (Sali,
2023). The goal of Islamic institutions in the sociocultural aspect is to give
color to Islam amidst people’s lives and misperception about it (Supriyatno
et al., 2018), while in the moral-spiritual element, it is to encourage and
inform students and the community to understand Islam deeply, closer
to Allah devoted wholeheartedly and praise Him according to Islamic
teachings (Yahyani et al., 2020). According to Kawangit et al. (2019), the
program educates students on how to avoid extremism and radical acts.
While these historical and policy discussions reveal the efforts to inte-
grate Islamic education into public systems, there remains a lack of empiri-
cal focus on how these reforms affect individual learners and traditional
institutions in the BARMM context. Prior studies have often described
the structural or legal frameworks but have not deeply explored the lived
experiences and social transformations that result from implementation.

‘Therefore, this study aims to fill that gap.

Integration of ISAL

'The ALIVE program for the elementary level, as stipulated in DO
No. 40, s. 2011, encompasses Arabic Language instruction and Islamic
values education. The program aims to develop learners’ functional literacy
in Arabic for Quran comprehension and to help students acquire Islamic
values. These values align with national core values of being God-loving,
humane, nature-loving, and nationalistic, supplementing the regular cur-
riculum for classes with 15 to 40 Muslim learners, if not, collaboration
with neighbouring schools that offer the same program within the district
supervision or school division area. The Arabic language Class has a time
allotment of 40 minutes thrice a week, and Islamic Values will be taught
twice a week for 40 minutes. To qualify for teaching, Asatidz must pass the
Qualifying Examination for ALIS and take Language Enhancement and
Pedagogy training and Arabic Emergent Reading. Grantees in the Accel-
erated Teacher Education Program may also earn a bachelor’s degree and
pass the Licensure Board Exam to become licensed teachers (Llego, 2017).

According to Sali (2023), the ALIVE program’s intended curriculum
lacks appreciation for approaches to student learning and evaluation, and
it needs to provide deliberate plans to achieve the expected learning out-
comes. Harad and Arioala (2022) found that the ALIVE program faced
challenges, including a lack of financial and instructional resources for the
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program, insufficient monitoring and supervision, and inadequate evalua-
tion policies for ALIVE teachers. Sali and Marasigan (2020) identified the
challenges programs face as the lack of classroom infrastructure, limited
teaching resources, learners’ absenteeism, delayed and low salaries, and
cultural variance. Gomez et al. (2019) conclude that the implementation
of the program is affected by the marginal status and otherness of Mus-
lim society in the country. Moreover, it is essential to appoint competent
supervisors for ALIVE, consultants, or trainers deployed in every district
to monitor the program’s implementation (Solaiman, 2017).

Director General Prof. Tahir G. Nalg of Madaris Education stated,
“To provide balanced and quality education for young learners, we will
focus not only on improving their Islamic Studies but also on ensuring
they receive comprehensive quality education.” In relation to that, upon
establishment of the new government, under the Ministry of Basic, Higher
and Technical Education (MBHTE), education human resources hires a
total of 2,374 Asatidz or ISAL teachers as contractual teachers receiving
a monthly compensation of P 16,200. It will be renewed every six months
while waiting for a special eligibility exam to become a permanent Madaris
teacher, provided by the MBHTE. To enhance the practices and profi-
ciency of the newly hired Astaidz, the director general ensures that training
programs are conducted for them (Capistrano, 2021).

In support of ISAL teachers in the region, through the initiative of
DGME, MBHTE, collaborating with Pathways and RCTQ, conducted
a workshop in August 2022 to develop the Teacher’s Weekly Lesson
Guide (TWLG). The workshop was attended by selected writers from
the Ministry, in support of ISAL teachers in implementing face-to-face
instruction in the approaching academic year, and provided six learning
areas for ISAL teachers to implement. A quality assurance workshop was
implemented the same month, focusing on reviewing the alignment of
the output TWLG content and activities with the curriculum require-
ment, reviewing the appropriateness of activities within the context of
ISAL learners, and application of final quality assurance measures for the
packaging and distribution of materials (Research Institute for Teacher
Quality, 2022.

Orientation focusing on the checklist requirements for ISAL teach-
ers was organized by the MBHTE in Sulu province to strengthen ISAL
program implementation. This activity aims to enhance ISAL teachers’
overall performance in the province. Such checklist requirements include
different documents such as daily lesson logs, school registers, class records,
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daily attendance forms, class programs, minutes of meetings with photo
documentation, daily time records, and monthly accomplishment reports,
as the division office needs to equip them with essential knowledge that
will enhance their efficiency and effectiveness in teaching. Furthermore,
the province also envisions organizing a series of workshops to sharpen
ISAL teachers’ knowledge and improve their performance in their profes-
sion (BIO, 2023).

Previous research consistently highlights implementation challenges
such as inadequate teaching materials, limited training for Asatidz, and
weak monitoring systems (Sali & Marasigan, 2020; Solaiman, 2017). Con-
versely, the integration opens the door to increased access to Islamic educa-
tion, encourages moral growth, and strengthens students’ cultural identity.
Building on those findings, this study investigates the implementation of

ISAL reforms in BARMM communities, focusing on the viewpoints of
affected stakeholders.

Educational Transformation and Cultural Identity

Teaching Islamic values to Muslim educators can serve as a moral
crisis solution faced by contemporary Muslims, including those residing
in conflict areas of the southern part of the country, and the government
is trying to institutionalize its moral governance initiative addressing
dominant corruption, manipulation, and ill governance (Lantong et al.,
2023). The transformation of Muslim education mandated by the policy
of government intervention and relevant collaboration with their leaders
and scholars provides an inclusive scheme for enhancing social knowl-
edge, specifically among newly established regions (Gamon & Tagoranao,
2022). The integration of the education program aims to promote and
strengthen madaris as an essential part of education, thereby improving
students’ proficiency and understanding of Islamic teachings, values, and
culture (Kulidtod, 2017). This Islamization of education involves more
than adding content; it is about accepting the Islamic concept as a frame-
work for all knowledge, potentially reorienting education significantly
(Milligan, 2006)

In their research, Salangani and Adil (2024) found that implement-
ing ISAL provides several key themes and experiences to ISAL teachers,
including monthly compensation, interaction with co-workers, handling
learners, and emphasizing the Islamic faith. However, particular areas
must be improved, including timely salary payments and the provision
of permanent positions, which are urgently needed. Furthermore, the
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program should be expanded beyond the region to benefit other Mus-
lim learners nationwide. This underscores the importance of integrating
Islamic education within broader educational systems to meet the needs of
both religious values and contemporary challenges.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Constructive Approach

Constructivism is an educational theory emphasizing active learn-
ing, allowing learners to construct knowledge through their experiences,
interactions, and reflection (Cranney & Morris, 2008). The constructivist
approach will enable participants to build new understanding based on
their knowledge and beliefs (Sawyer, 2014). A constructivist approach
can support ISAL integration by motivating students to engage actively
with the content, connect to what they already know, and lead fulfill-
ing lives. Constructivism encourages critical thinking, discussion, and
introspection to enhance the exploration of Islamic principles, cultural
context, and language ability. Respondents demonstrate knowledge of
Arabic, Islamic doctrine, and cultural peculiarities through real-world
interactions and experiences. The constructivist perspective prioritizes
subject knowledge, ethical development, and personal growth and aligns
with comprehensive education. Constructivist theory, which aligns with
ISAL integration’s pedagogical goals, informs the study’s methodology.
'The narrative inquiry approach aligns with constructivism by emphasiz-
ing how educators, parents, and students interpret their experiences and
generate meaning through social interaction and reflection (Piaget, 1970;
Vygotsky, 1978). Additionally, open-ended questions during data collec-
tion support the constructivist emphasis on lived, situated knowledge by
allowing participants to express their thoughts in context.

METHODOLOGY

'The Qualitative method as a research design provides relevant informa-
tion for the perception of students, parents, and teachers, as the approach
is appropriate to gather data on exploring and understanding meanings of
specific subjects ascribed to social or human problems The research design
used in this study is a narrative inquiry approach, in which the researcher
investigates subjects’ lived experiences to generate information (Creswell &

Creswell, 2017). The study approach focuses on analyzing people’s beliefs,
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attitudes, behaviors, and stories by gathering and synthesizing non-
numerical data to elicit relevant views on various concepts, opinions, and
experiences (Bhandari, 2023). This design was chosen because it captures
rich, contextualized accounts of how individuals experience educational
reform. While a case study could document institutional processes, narra-
tive inquiry is better suited for capturing emotional, personal, and spiritual
dimensions, which are central to this research. This approach justifies the
study’s aim: to elicit respondents’ personal lived experiences and perspec-
tives on the ISAL implementation.

Data collection

Data collection is conducted using an open-ended research question-
naire to allow respondents to provide more of their insights. As such,
these questions facilitate data collection in a real-world context, providing
naturalistic and authentic insights into educational settings. Response to
these questions will uncover unexpected problems or opportunities that
the researchers may not have anticipated, leading to a more comprehensive
understanding (Bhandari, 2023).

The entire study was conducted in accordance with ethical norms.
Participants received informed consent documents outlining their rights,
voluntary participation, and confidentiality guarantees. They were allo-
cated anonymized codes (e.g., ST1, PT3) to conceal their identities. Only
with the participants’ consent were interviews audio-recorded. The research
adhered to ethical norms, and clearance was obtained from the university’s
ethics review board.

Respondents

Selecting participants with experience or perspectives will provide
various pieces of information pertinent to the research question (Nikolo-
poulou, 2023). It is highly relevant to gather data from perspectives most
likely to yield rich, relevant, and diverse information on the topic (Has-
san, 2024). Participants were selected through purposive sampling based
on their knowledge and involvement in the ISAL program from Buluan
and Pandag districts. Including students provides details of their personal
experiences, inputs on how the ISAL program affects their educational
experience, and challenges and foreseen opportunities. Parents” perspec-
tives provide insight into how this program develops the educational learn-
ing of their children and how they benefit from and support the program.
Taking the side of teachers broadens understanding of the impact of this
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program on their roles, the challenges they encounter, and the opportuni-
ties they have seen for their learners. The following tables summarize the
distribution of involved participants.

Table 1. Participants’ distribution criteria

Group Code Number Selection Criteria

Students ~ ST1-ST5 5 Enrolled in ISAL-inclusive public schools
Parents PT1-PT4 4 With children enrolled in public schools
Teachers  TR1-TR5 5 Currently teaching ISAL in BARMM schools

Table 2. Student’s demographic profile

ST1 19 F N/A 12
ST2 18 F . >
ST3 19 M g 0
ST4 20 M N/A 1
ST5 18 F 9 5

Note: N/A indicates students with no madrasah education background

Table 3. Parent’s demograpbhic profile

Code Age Gender Number of Children Enrolled
PT1 38 M 3
PT2 30 M 1
PT3 33 F 2
PT4 35 F 2

Table 4. Teacher’s demographic profile

TR1 32 M 10 4
TR2 35 M 12 3
TR3 28 i g 4
TR4 32 F 13 3
TR5 28 M 7 3
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Data Analysis

After collecting data, content analysis was conducted to identify
initial codes, organize themes, motifs, and patterns within the narratives,
develop coding schemes to categorize these elements, and analyze rela-
tionships (Hassan, 2024). The coding system identifies themes from inter-
view data by reading the interview transcripts, allowing the researcher
to develop a clear understanding of themes across the interviews that
guide the generation of management objectives and the reduction of data
(Sheppard, 2020).

Data were transcribed and analyzed using thematic content analysis
based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework: (1) familiar-
ization with data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes,
(4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) produc-
ing the report. Themes emerged inductively from the interviews and were
validated through triangulation across the three respondent groups to
ensure the reliability and validity of thematic analysis. These included
triangulating data across three respondent groups (students, parents, and
teachers), member checking during interviews to confirm interpretation
accuracy, and identifying thematic saturation to avoid partial or unrepre-
sentative coding. Themes were reviewed iteratively to ensure coherence and
minimize researcher bias.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

'This section presents the triangulated findings from students, parents, and
ISAL teachers on integrating ISAL into public schools in the BARMM.
'The findings are organized into five interrelated themes that reflect both
convergences and divergences across participant groups and align with the
study’s research questions: (1) how does integrating ISAL influence the
educational experience in public schools? (2) What are the opportunities
and challenges arising from this reform?

The discussion is organized into five thematic areas: (1) Enriched
Learning Experiences and Identity Formation, (2) Opportunities for
Educational and Professional Growth, (3) Pedagogical and Resource
Challenges, (4) Systemic and Structural Barriers, and (5) Impact on
Traditional Madrasahs and Community. The findings are interpreted
through the lens of Constructivist Theory, which emphasizes that learners
actively construct knowledge based on their experiences and social interac-

tions (Piaget, 1970; Vygotsky, 1978).
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ENRICHED EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE AND
RELIGIOUS IDENTITY FORMATION

'The importance of ISAL in enhancing students’ educational experi-
ences and promoting religious identity was underlined by all stakeholder
groups. Students discussed how ISALs integration allowed them to simul-
taneously study secular and religious material. ST1 expressed thanks for
learning Arabic despite her lack of experience in madrasahs. ISAL created
a unique environment for students where secular and religious learn-
ing coexisted, previously unavailable in a single educational setting. ST1
articulated this benefit clearly: “As a student who focused on secular educa-
tion and does not have any time to study or enroll in Madrasah, I am very
happy that I could study secular and Arabic at the same time.”

This echoes Lantong (2018), who emphasized the need for holistic
education to merge spiritual and academic learning for Muslim learners.
Similarly, Milligan (2020a) argues that Islamic education fosters cultural
identity in plural societies—a finding validated by parents and teachers in
this study. This integration significantly changed the educational experi-
ence of the Bangsamoro students in secular public schools.

Vygotsky’s theory that learning takes place in socially and culturally
significant circumstances is also reflected in this. ISAL makes knowledge
construction relevant and real, integrates instructional content with learn-
ers’ beliefs, and establishes a culturally responsive classroom. Because
ISAL promoted Islamic values in day-to-day activities, students also noted
improved attitudes and behaviors. Students expressed with pride how
ISAL enabled them to fulfill their religious duties and grow in their faith.
as said by them, as stated in the quote:

ISAL allows me to learn more about Islam, and I try to implement what I have
learned by praying obligatory prayers. ST3
'The e subjects helped me learn more about Islamic teachings, which I am now trying

to implement in my daily activities. ST5

Parents observed similar transformations, with PT3 highlighting how
her daughter now willingly wears a veil, demonstrating the program’s
impact on students’ religious expression and cultural identity. PT4 note:
“I see my children trying to implement what they learned in class and now
perform prayer.”

Teachers affirmed these reports, indicating a rise in religious discipline
and greater student involvement. According to their observations, pupils’
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behavior changed in ways consistent with Islamic principles and manners.
T1 highlighted “When I first met them, they did not even know how to
greet their teacher. Now, when they pass by, they greet us with Salam.”

'This theme reflects how ISAL contributes to educational inclusion and
identity formation—particularly important in BARMM, where cultural
and religious education plays a critical role in community cohesion. The
integration of ISAL into mainstream schools thus addresses the margin-
alization highlighted by Samid (2022), bridging the historical gap between
Muslim learners and formal education.

From a constructivist standpoint, these stories show how ISAL gives
students worthwhile experiences that enable them to relate academic mate-
rial to practical applications. Constructivism strongly emphasizes social
interaction as a means of internalizing knowledge and norms. Students
can reconstitute their identities as Muslim learners in a secular setting
through collaborative learning fostered by peer and instructor modeling.
By incorporating new ideas into their cultural and spiritual frameworks,
students collaborate with peers and professors to co-construct knowledge
rather than being passive recipients

OPPORTUNITIES FOR SOCIAL MOBILITY, PROFESSIONAL
GROWTH, AND ECONOMIC IMPACT

Students identified ISAL as opening future academic and career path-
ways. Students envisioned ISAL as a stepping stone for higher education
and careers in Islamic law and education. ST2 expressed aspirations to
become a Shariah lawyer: “I feel happy about including ISAL in our curric-
ulum because Islamic Studies helps us become good people. It also inspires
me to dream of becoming a Shariah lawyer.” ST3 mentioned that he might
implement and use the knowledge he has to acquire, especially Arabic
text, in the future as this program expands his learning about hadith and
the history of Islam as he said: “Studying Arabic gave me an opportunity
to learn about my religion. Here, I have learned how to perform prayer
correctly, read, Islam’s history, and hadith as well.” Similarly, ST5 viewed
ISAL as preparation for her future college program: “I think this will be
relevant to my future dream of taking up Islamic program in college.”

From a constructivist standpoint, these aspirations demonstrate how
learners scaffold their future goals on present experiences. Students actively
shape their educational trajectories by linking prior cultural knowledge
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to new academic opportunities. This aligns with Hadji Latif (2013), who
argued that integrated Islamic education enhances social mobility and
helps Muslim learners navigate modernity while retaining faith-based
values. Parents chose this optimism. PT2 emphasized the value of ISAL
in broadening opportunities for children without access to traditional
madrasahs: “I support my child financially and morally, considering this
is beneficial to them . . . they can learn Arabic without going to traditional
madrasah.”

Moreover, they acknowledged ISAL’ role in democratizing access
to Islamic education, especially for those unable to attend traditional
madrasahs. P'T4 remarked, “It fulfills my lack as a parent . . . now I do not
worry about educating them about Islam.”

Teachers found the program contributed to their professional growth.
TR1 and R2 described adapting to new pedagogical contexts and incor-
porating classroom management strategies. For them, ISAL provided
economic stability and avenues for professional growth. TR2 stat d: “I can
now learn new teaching strategies I was not implementing before.”

'This aligns with constructivist principles of lifelong learning, where
teachers evolve as facilitators rather than transmitters of knowledge. Con-
structivist theory reinforces this shift: teachers evolve as facilitators of
collaborative learning, consistent with Piaget’s (1970) learner-centered
model. Moreover, ISAL provided financial relief for Asatidz, who previ-
ously relied on voluntary teaching. This confirms findings by Salangani and
Adil (2024) on ISAL' role in professionalizing Asatidz, who previously
served as unpaid volunteers in madrasahs. PT1 note: “The ISAL program
is good, as it provides Asatidz with economic development status, as they
can now have a monthly salary.”

Thus, ISAL generates a learning ecosystem where students and
teachers co-construct new roles, aspirations, and competencies within
BARMM’s educational landscape. Furthermore, this shift from unpaid
religious instruction to compensated state-recognized teaching under-
scores the program’s role in fostering economic and professional stability
for educators.

Constructivism views these developments as evidence of scaffolding—
where learners (and educators) build on prior knowledge to acquire new
skills. Once confined to traditional religious settings, teachers are now navi-
gating formal systems, enhancing pedagogical competencies, and fostering
collaborative learning environments.
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PEDAGOGICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL CHALLENGES

Despite its promise, ISAL integration presents several instructional and
logistical challenges. Limited resources and instructional gaps hinder the
implementation, a concern echoed in prior studies (Harad & Ariola, 2022;
Sali & Marasigan, 2020). Students without a madrasah background, such
as ST1 and ST4, reported struggling with Arabic reading and comprehen-

sion. According to them, as quoted:

I experience challenges such as difficulty reading and answering questions, as I do
not have any background in studying traditional madrasah. ST4

I struggled with ISAL subjects since I have no background . . . I can barely read and
understand every word in the Arabic language. ST1

Teachers echoed these challenges. TR5 estimated that “70% of stu-
dents do not know how to read Arabic,” making differentiated instruc-
tion necessary but difficult given limited time and resources. Parents also
raised concerns. PT1 observed students receiving textbooks that were
mismatched to their grade level. PT1 commented: “My children are learn-
ing the higher level of materials not suited to their grade.”

These findings are in line with Sali (2023), who noted inappropriate
curriculum design and insufficient training for ALIVE implementation.
Constructivist principles stress the need for scaffolding and difterentiated
instruction within the learner’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky,
1978), but systemic resource gaps undermine these practices. Teachers
also complained of incompatible materials, time constraints, and mixed
proficiency levels in classrooms. Teachers highlighted this issue, saying:

Students from public schools are combined . . . some can read, others cannot. TR3

The hard part is the limited time—we must condense the lesson. TR1

'These challenges are exacerbated by delayed salaries, limited instruc-
tional hours (e.g., one hour per day, three times per week), and a lack of
classroom technology. These constraints undermine the program’s peda-
gogical effectiveness and highlight systemic resource gaps in implement-
ing ISAL. From a constructivist standpoint, these challenges hinder the
creation of an environment conducive to active knowledge construction.
Constructivism underscores that effective learning emerges from active
engagement and scaffolding within a zone of proximal development.
However, limited instructional time, inappropriate materials, and uneven
learner readiness constrain opportunities for meaningful interaction, col-
laboration, and reflection—key elements of constructivist learning.
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SYSTEMIC TENSIONS AND CURRICULUM ALIGNMENT

ISAL integration also reveals systemic tensions between secular edu-
cational structures and Islamic values. It generates policy contradictions
between national mandates and regional autonomy under the BOL (Dy,
2022). Teachers highlighted contradictions between Islamic teachings and
secular public school practices. TR3 pointed out that school activities often
conflicted with Islamic values. At the same time, TR1 described students
being required to perform Zumba after flag ceremonies, which contradicts
the religious nature of their prior morning prayers. According to them:

Every flag rising, we lead the prayer before the national anthem, but students must
join Zumba after the anthem. This contradicts what we just taught them. TR1
We encounter difficulties since in public schools they have activities . . . that do not

align with Islamic teachings. TR3

'These tensions reflect the broader challenge of aligning national cur-
riculum standards with BARMM’s religious and cultural specificities.
This systemic tension extends beyond classroom activities. While BA MM
enjoys autonomy under the BOL, integrating religious content into public
education must still adhere to constitutional principles, including the sepa-
ration of Church and State (Hadji Latif, 2013). The absence of permanent
positions for ISAL teachers, despite contractual hiring of 2,374 Asatidz
(Capistrano, 2021), further threatens program sustainability—a concern
raised in prior policy analyses (BIO, 2023).

Constructivist theory stresses the importance of authentic learning
environments aligned with learners’ cultural contexts (Piaget, 1970).
These inconsistencies undermine the authenticity of the learning context,
a critical element for meaningful knowledge construction. When learners
experience conflicting messages between classroom instruction and insti-
tutional practices, it disrupts cognitive harmony, impeding the internaliza-
tion of values. Systemic inconsistencies disrupt this authenticity, creating
cognitive dissonance for students who navigate conflicting norms within
the same institution.

IMPACT ON TRADITIONAL MADRASAHS AND CULTURAL CONTINUITY

One unintended consequence of ISAL integration is the declin-
ing enrollment in traditional madrasahs, corroborating concerns in ear-

lier studies (Bakar, 2011; Milligan, 2020b). Parents observed declining
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enrollment, as students now access Islamic education in public schools.
PT1, who also teaches in a madrasah, noted: “Some Asatidz are now not
actively teaching in traditional madrasah . . . institutions [are] vulnerable
[and] not able to operate.”

Parents observed that children who previously might have attended
madrasahs now receive religious instruction in public schools. While this
enhances accessibility, it potentially weakens community-supported reli-
gious institutions. PT4 stressed the importance of maintaining both sys-
tems: “It is a challenge . . . how we can maintain that our children should
also engage in traditional madrasah.”

Teachers acknowledged the cultural implications, recognizing that
ISAL offers accessibility but risks weakening community-driven religious
education systems. From a constructivist lens, this shift alters the social
learning environment, reducing opportunities for intergenerational trans-
mission of Islamic knowledge within community-based settings.

Constructivism situates learning within cultural and social systems. By
shifting Islamic education into state schools, ISAL reconfigures these sys-
tems, reducing opportunities for community-mediated learning historically
embedded in madrasah environments. This raises critical questions about
preserving indigenous pedagogies alongside formal reforms. Similar pat-
terns were observed in Indonesia, where state integration policies reshaped
madrasah roles without fully preserving their pedagogical ethos (Rido
et al., 2022). This finding suggests the need for a harmonized approach
that allows for coexistence rather than competition between ISAL pro-
grams and traditional madrasah systems, preserving cultural heritage while
advancing inclusive education.

SYNTHESIS AND IMPLICATIONS

A complex image of ISAL integration in BARMM emerges from combin-
ing the opinions of teachers, parents, and students. It increases opportu-
nities for marginalized populations, professionalizes Islamic instructors,
and provides evident educational and socioreligious benefits. It also faces
serious systemic and pedagogical issues, such as threats to conventional
institutions, gaps in student readiness, and curriculum misalignment.
According to the data, ISAL is a transformative policy tool that affects
the pedagogical, cultural, and structural aspects of public education in
BARMM rather than just being an extra subject. However, significant
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improvements are required for the ISAL program to reach its full potential.

'This includes:

* Permanent posts and institutional support for ISAL teachers
* Curriculum contextualization aligned with students’ diverse backgrounds
* Resource investment in culturally appropriate materials

* Integration frameworks that protect and uplift traditional madrasahs

To ensure the long-term viability and success of ISAL integration,
these insights highlight the significance of inclusive policy design and the
active participation of stakeholders across the educational spectrum. The
ISAL program is a revolutionary tool that is changing the educational
environment of BARMDM; it is more than just an academic subject. Its
success hinges on laws and procedures that respect Bangsamoro cultural
identity and constructivist ideals, guaranteeing that educational reform is
inclusive, genuine, and long-lasting.

CONCLUSION

Implementing the program opens opportunities and challenges for
students, parents, and teachers. It further shapes the education system and
learning in public schools in the region. Students have enhanced educa-
tional experiences, allowing them to learn more about their culture and
practice their religion without engaging in a traditional madrasah. Fur-
thermore, it opens up future opportunities that positively influence their
aspirations. It also influences parents’ involvement in education. Parental
engagement and support can be developed by providing important materi-
als and assessing children’s homework. Parents recognized it as a second
tool to improve their parenting styles by associating guidance with their
children. It also allows them to improve religious and cultural enrich-
ment, religious understanding, cultural identity, and community cohesion.
Teachers enhanced their personal and professional development, learning
new teaching approaches, collaborating with public school teachers, devel-
oping their teaching skills, and receiving economic assistance.

Despite its success, challenges still occur, such as students’ difficulty
due to their background, references, and teachers’ absenteeism; lack of
resources, inappropriate books, delayed salary, and classroom management;
time allocation, mixed levels of students’ proficiency, lack of materials, and
systematic issues due to secular and Islamic beliefs. Moreover, the impact
on traditional madrasah operations left it paralyzed due to the low enroll-
ment rate, Asatidz’s absence, and lack of parental support.
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The study’s lack of in-depth interviews with school officials and the
Director General for Madaris Education provides little insight into the
program’s evolution and advancement, traditional madrasahs’ perspectives
regarding its execution, and its effects. As a result, the study’s conclusions
offer helpful suggestions, such as providing ISAL teachers with regular
pedagogical training, granting them permanent work status, and setting
up systems for coordinating between secular and religious educators. Addi-
tionally, pilot projects connecting public schools and traditional madrasahs
may improve cooperation and lessen institutional competition. To properly
understand the influence of the ISAL program on educational change
in BARMM, particularly traditional madrasahs, future studies should
involve policymakers and traditional madrasah administrators.
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APPENDIX 1
STUDENTS

Respondent 1

Resource Challenges: Lack of facilities, inconvenient classroom.
Enjoyment and Social Benefits: Enjoy activities and make friends.

Cultural and Religious Understanding: Happy to study secular and Arabic;
parents happy.

Instructional Challenges: Struggled with ISAL subjects, no background

in Madrasah, extra effort needed.

Educational Opportunities: More prior knowledge for Islamic Studies,
career prospects as ISAL teachers.

Future Aspirations: Benefits in the hereafter.

Respondent 2

Enjoyment and Social Benefits: Enjoyable school experience.

Cultural and Religious Understanding: Helps become a good person.
Instructional Challenges: No challenges due to Madrasah background.
Educational Opportunities: Opportunities in law, Sharia, and teaching.
Life Skills: Persistence, high grades.

Future Aspirations: Benefits in the hereafter.

Respondent 3

Enjoyment and Social Benefits: Enjoys school life.

Cultural and Religious Understanding: Learning about Islam, performing
prayers.

Instructional Challenges: Struggles with Arabic cursive, teacher atten-
dance issues.

Educational Opportunities: Expands learning on Islam, its history, and

hadith.

Future Aspirations: Utilizing Arabic in future situations.
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Respondent 4

Enjoyment and Social Benefits: Joining sports, making friends.

Instructional Challenges: Bullying, lack of interest from classmates, and a
teacher who rarely teaches.

Cultural and Religious Understanding: Reading Arabic text, learning
about Islam.

Personal Challenges: No background in Madrasah, difficulty reading and

answering questions.
Life Skills: Discipline from religion.
Future Aspirations: Uncertain future, but sees potential benefits.

Respondent 5

Enjoyment and Social Benefits: Fun and challenging, maintaining

grades.
Cultural and Religious Understanding: Expanded knowledge of Arabic

and Islam.
Instructional Challenges: Easy due to Madrasah background.

Educational Opportunities: Opportunity to learn more, dream of pursuing
Islamic studies.

Life Skills: Implementing Islamic teachings in daily life.

Future Aspirations: Relevant to future dreams in Islamic studies.

INTERPRETING RESULTS

How does integrating Islamic Studies and Arabic Language impact the
educational landscape in BARMM's secular public schools?

Enhanced Educational Experience: Students enjoy school more, make friends,
and gain a deeper understanding of their cultural and religious heritage.

Future Opportunities: Students see clear career and educational pathways,
such as Islamic studies, law, and teaching, which positively influence their
aspirations.
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Whatare the challenges and opportunities that emerge from this trans-
formative process?

Resource and Instructional Challenges: Schools face significant resource
shortages, teacher attendance issues, and some students struggle with the
new subjects, especially without a Madrasah background.

Personal Challenges: Students need to put in extra effort and face chal-
lenges like bullying and difficulties with Arabic.

Life Skills and Personal Growth: Despite challenges, students develop
discipline and persistence and integrate Islamic teachings into their lives.

PARENTS

Parent 1

Parental Awareness and Support: Aware of ISAL inclusion, buys addi-
tional materials, and helps children with homework.

Religious and Cultural Benefits: Understanding of Allah, community
cohesion through da'wah.

Resource Challenges: Additional materials needed, delayed salaries for

ISAL teachers, and inappropriate book levels.

Instructional Challenges: Discrimination against ISAL teachers, limited
class time.

Economic Benefits for Asatidz: Salaries for ISAL teachers, economic
development.

Impact on Traditional Madrasah: Decrease in attendance at traditional

Madrasahs, shift in focus of Asatidz.
Community Impact: Participation in elections, maintaining peace and order.

Parent 2

Parental Awareness and Support: Aware of ISAL inclusion, supports child
financially and morally.

Religious and Cultural Benefits: Learning religion has a positive impact
on cultural identity and community cohesion.

Educational Opportunities: Learning Arabic without a traditional

Madrasah.

Community Benefits: Proud of the child’s excellence in ISAL subjects.
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Parent 3

Parental Awareness and Support: Aware of ISAL inclusion, supports child
morally and financially, attends meetings and ceremonies.

Religious and Cultural Benefits: Learning religion, interest in wearing the
veil, and practicing Islamic teachings.

Community Benefits: Positive impact on culture and community cohesion.

Enhanced Learning Environment: Interest in studying Arabic increased

during COVID.

Parent 4

Parental Awareness and Support: Aware of ISAL inclusion, supports child
morally and financially, teaches children at home, and enrolls them in a
traditional Madrasah.

Religious and Cultural Benefits: Learning religion and its application in

daily life.
Instructional Challenges: Student misbehavior in ISAL classes.

Enhanced Learning Environment: Benefits the young generation and
tulfills parents’ role in religious education.

Community Benefits: Positive impact on knowledge about religion for
parents and children.

INTERPRETING RESULTS TO QUESTION

How does integrating Islamic Studies and Arabic Language impact the
educational landscape in BARMM’s secular public schools?

Parental Engagement and Support: Parents are aware and supportive of
the ISAL integration, providing necessary materials and helping with
homework.

Religious and Cultural Enrichment: Parents see the integration as ben-
eficial for their children’s religious understanding, cultural identity, and
community cohesion.

Economic and Educational Opportunities: The integration provides finan-
cial benefits to Asatidz and offers students educational opportunities to
learn Arabic and religious studies within secular schools.
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Whatare the challenges and opportunities that emerge from this trans-
formative process?

Resource and Instructional Challenges: Parents note the need for addi-
tional materials, delayed salaries for ISAL teachers, inappropriate book
levels, and discrimination against ISAL teachers. There is also a challenge
with student misbehavior during ISAL classes.

Impact on Traditional Institutions: The integration has led to a decrease in
traditional Madrasah attendance as Asatidz focus more on ISAL teaching
in public schools.

Community Benefits: Despite challenges, the integration fosters commu-
nity cohesion and positive cultural impacts, as well as increased involve-
ment in community activities such as elections.

TEACHER

Teacher 1

Student Engagement and Interest: Excitement about learning Arabic and
greeting with Salam.

Religious and Cultural Benefits: Learning religious practices and values,
shaping cultural and religious beliefs.

Teaching Challenges: Time constraints, need for concise lessons.

Personal and Professional Growth: Adaptation to a new teaching
environment.

Teacher 2

Teaching Challenges: Mixed levels of students, time constraints, delayed
salaries, and inappropriate book levels.

Resource Challenges: Need for materials, particularly technology.

Professional Development: Learning new teaching strategies, adapting to
public school settings.

Student Engagement and Interest: Improvement in students’ knowledge
and attitudes towards religion.
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Teacher 3
Teaching Challenges: Mixed levels of students, contradictions with public

school activities.

Religious and Cultural Benefits: Learning Islamic teachings, improving
religious practices.

Personal and Professional Growth: Gaining experience and learning new
strategies in public schools.

Community Benefits: Promoting da'wah among teachers and students.

Teacher 4

Student Engagement and Interest: Interest in learning Arabic, influence
on peers.

Teaching Challenges: Basic understanding of Arabic among students.

Religious and Cultural Benefits: Learning the Qu'ran and Arabic.

Personal and Professional Growth: Motivating students with words of
wisdom.

Teacher 5

Teaching Challenges: Difliculty in reading, lack of interest among the

majority of students.

Student Engagement and Interest: Some students are showing improve-
ment in interest.

Personal and Professional Growth: Encouraging students through advice
and sermons.

Opportunities: Improving program integration and attention to ISAL
teachers.

INTERPRETING RESULTS TO QUESTION

How does integrating Islamic Studies and Arabic Language impact the
educational landscape in BARMM’s secular public schools?

Student Engagement and Interest: Teachers observe excitement and
improvement in students’ religious practices and values, indicating a posi-
tive impact on students’ engagement with their religion.
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Religious and Cultural Enrichment: The integration strengthens religious
beliefs and cultural identity among students, as they learn Islamic values
and practices.

What are the challenges and opportunities that emerge from this trans-
formative process?

Teaching and Resource Challenges: Teachers face significant challenges
such as mixed levels of student proficiency, time constraints, a need for
more materials, delayed salaries, and inappropriate book levels.

Systemic Issues: There are contradictions with public school activities and
the need to adjust teaching strategies from Madrasah to public school
settings.

Personal and Professional Growth: Despite challenges, teachers experience
personal and professional growth by learning new teaching strategies and
gaining experience in diverse educational settings.

Opportunities: The program offers opportunities to enhance the learning
environment, promote community cohesion, and improve program integra-
tion and attention to ISAL teachers.

CONCLUSION

By coding and theming the data from teachers, we see a clear picture of the
positive impacts, challenges, and opportunities associated with integrating
Islamic Studies and Arabic Language in BARMM'’s secular public schools.
This qualitative analysis provides a comprehensive understanding of how
this transformative process affects teachers and students.

Combined Coding for Parents and Teachers
Positive Impacts

Enhanced Religious Knowledge:

- Students learn Arabic and Islamic teachings, improving their reli-
gious practices and understanding.

- Strengthening of religious beliefs and cultural identity.

- Students become more respectful and demonstrate better manners.
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Community and Cultural Benefits:
- Positive impact on community cohesion and cultural identity.

- Parents feel proud of their children learning about their religion
in public schools.

- Contributions to peace and order during elections.

Student Engagement:
- Excitement and interest in learning new subjects.

- Positive student behavior changes, such as greeting with Salam
and wearing veils.

- Influence of interested students on their peers.

Professional and Personal Growth for Teachers:
- Teachers gain experience and learn new teaching strategies.
- Teachers feel valued and appreciated by the school community.

- Improved teacher-student relationships and collaborative environ-
ment with public school staff.

Challenges
Resource and Systemic Issues:
- Delayed salaries and inconsistent compensation.

- Inadequate teaching materials and resources, including the need
for technology.

- Inappropriate level of books and references for students’ grade
levels.

- Public school activities sometimes conflict with Islamic teachings.

Teaching Challenges:
- Mixed levels of student proficiency in Arabic and Islamic studies.
- Limited time for teaching complex subjects.
- Students’ varying interest levels, with many preferring secular subjects.

- Adjusting teaching strategies from traditional Madrasah to public
school settings.
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Parental Challenges:

Difficulty in supporting children’s Arabic and Islamic studies due
to parents’ own limitations in the language.

Maintaining children’s engagement in traditional Madrasah along

with ISAL in public schools.

Concerns about traditional Madrasahs declining as Asatidz focus
more on public school teaching.

Opportunities

Integration Benefits:

Combining secular and religious education provides a holistic
learning experience.

Increased opportunities for students to learn about their religion
within the school system.

Parents and community members are becoming more involved in
children’s education.

Professional Development for Teachers:

Opportunities for Asatidz to gain formal teaching experience and
receive monetary compensation.

Exposure to new teaching strategies and educational environments.

Potential for permanent teaching positions for Asatidz to improve
job security and dedication.
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APPENDIX 2

“Integrating Islamic Studies and Arabic Language (ISAL) in Secular
Public Schools: Educational Reforms in Bangsamoro Autonomous
Region”

Interview Questions for Students

Introduction and Background: Can you share your experience as a stu-

dent in BARMM's secular public schools?

How do you feel about the inclusion of Islamic Studies and Arabic Lan-
guage in the curriculum?

Challenges and Opportunities: What challenges have you faced related

to these subjects? (e.g., workload, cultural expectations)

Have you noticed any opportunities arising from studying Islamic Studies
and Arabic Language?
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Impact on Learning: How has learning these subjects impacted your
overall educational experience?

Do you find them relevant to your life and future aspirations?

“Navigating Transformation: Integrating Islamic Studies and Arabic Lan-
guage in Secular Public Schools of the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region
in Muslim Mindanao”

Interview Questions for Teachers:

Teaching Experience: How long have you been teaching in BARMM'’s

secular public schools?

What subjects do you teach, including Islamic Studies and Arabic
Language?

Challenges and Adaptation: What challenges have you encountered
while integrating these subjects into your teaching?
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How have you adapted your teaching methods to address these challenges?

Opportunities and Innovations: Have you identified any opportunities
resulting from teaching Islamic Studies and Arabic Language?

Are there innovative practices you have developed in response to this
integration?

“Navigating Transformation: Integrating Islamic Studies and Arabic Lan-
guage in Secular Public Schools of the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region
in Muslim Mindanao”

Interview Questions for Parents:

Awareness and Perception: How aware are you of the inclusion of Islamic
Studies and Arabic Language in your child’s education?

What are your initial perceptions of these subjects?
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Supportand Concerns: How do you support your child’s learning in these
areas?

Are there any concerns or challenges related to these subjects that you
have observed?

Community Impact: How does the community view the integration of
Islamic Studies and Arabic Language?

Do you believe it positively impacts cultural identity and community
cohesion?

“Integrating Islamic Studies and Arabic Language (ISAL) in Secular Pub-

lic Schools: Educational Reforms in Bangsamoro Autonomous Region”
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Interview Questions for Administrators:
Policy and Implementation:

What policies govern the integration of Islamic Studies and Arabic Lan-
guage in BARMM’s secular public schools?

How has the implementation process been managed, and what challenges
have arisen?

Resource Allocation and Professional Development:

How are resources allocated for these subjects (e.g., textbooks, teacher
training)?

What professional development opportunities are available for teachers?
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States and Malaysia upon completing a seminar-based enrichment course on bioscience

and Islam. Using the framework method to qualitatively analyze participants’ essays,

we found overall positive experiences. Generally, students reported acquiring a greater
understanding of Islamic epistemology and increased comprebension of knowledge clas-

sification schema and evidence-strength assessment in the context of religion and science
engagement. Essays also indicated a spectrum of views on the relationship between

bioscience and Islam, from conflict to compatibility and integration. Based on these data,

our integrative curriculum can serve as a model for Islamically oriented institutions of
higher learning that seek to engage religion and science discourses in the classroom.

Keywords: Big Questions; Science and Religion; Reflective Writing; Qualitative
Research; Civil Discourse.

INTRODUCTION

perceived conflict between science and religion continues to shape

global discourses. Mainstream Western narratives commonly trace

the origins of this divide to the Renaissance and its later expansion
during the post-Enlightenment period (Ghorban & Mahmood, 2020;
Harrison, 2006). The Muslim world, however, presents a different his-
torical trajectory. Historians note that after 1050 AD, intellectual activ-
ity among Muslims gradually declined with the weakening of Abbasid
authority, the Mongol destruction of Baghdad, and the fall of Cordoba
(Ofek, 2011). These political disruptions left much of the Muslim world
susceptible to European colonization between the 15th and 20th centuries,
leading to the dismantling of traditional Muslim educational structures
and the systematic separation of religious and secular learning (Tan, 2017).
Consequently, a parallel to the European science-religion divide became
embedded in Muslim societies, a legacy that has contributed to crises
among Muslim students today as they navigate perceived tensions between
scientific instruction in the classroom and their Islamic beliefs.

Student perceptions of the relationship between science and religion
and their experiences in science classrooms and in such discourse in the
formal setting, are important factors that shape their confidence in sci-
entific knowledge, career aspirations, and future professional identities
(Taber et al., 2011a). 'This is especially true for students with religious
orientations, given that some aspects of religious beliefs may appear contra-
dictory to what they encounter in science classrooms (Roth & Alexander,

1997; Taber et al., 2011b). If left unaddressed, such a ‘disconnect’ can lead
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to intellectual and spiritual crises, with subsequent disengagement from
science education (Roth & Alexander, 1997; Sinclair, 2004; Smith, 1995).
Therefore, students’ religious commitments and cultural values should
be factored into curriculum design, as the efficacy of science education is
influenced by one’s worldview, reactions to potentially conflicting evidence,
and emotions surrounding specific topics of inquiry (Southerland et al.,
2011; Southerland & Scharmann, 2013).

While extant discourse on the interrelations between science and reli-
gion revolves predominantly around the Western Christian perspectives,
there is substantive Muslim scholarship on the topic as well. In fact, Islamic
theologians of the classical period devoted many treatizes to describing the
links between rational, empirical, and scriptural perspectives on natural
phenomena (Poya & Rizapoor, 2023). Given the rapid scientific progress
of the 19th and 20th centuries, Muslim scholars attempted to bridge the
gaps between religious and scientific claims in various ways. Four of the
most prominent approaches, each with related curricular implementation
and public dissemination efforts, are the (i) scientific exegesis, (ii) Islamiza-
tion, (iii) sacred science, and (iv) dialectical theology (kalim) approaches
(Padela, 2025). While it is beyond scope to detail each of these initiatives,
a brief description is as follows: the exegetical approach seeks to demon-
strate that the Qur’an contains theories and facts that science uncovers and
hence future discoveries will always find roots within scripture; the Islam-
ization approach aims to integrate Islamic values with modern scientific
disciplines through developing robust Islamic epistemological frameworks
and embedding such training in educational curricula; the sacred science
group calls for a reintegration of science and spirituality, where scientific
inquiry is conducted within a metaphysical framework that acknowledges
the sacredness of nature; and the dialectical theology camp aims to recover
a theology of nature that can serve as the foundation for contemporary phi-
losophy of science (Afandi, 2020; Qureshi, 2021; Majid & Aljunied, 2023).
Today, Muslim communities across the globe explore various approaches
to scientific discovery and seek initiatives that explicitly connect science
and religion to prepare students for contemporary life. Examples of recent
endeavors are the publication of textbooks that outline methods of connect-
ing science lessons with an Islamic worldview, such as the ‘Nazural Science
from the Worldview of the Quran’ book edited by the late Malaysian scholar
Mohd. Kamal Hassan (Hassan, 2017) and ‘Concentric Circles’ authored by
Pakistani and Canadian Islamic scholars Elma Harder and Muzaftar Igbal
(Harder & Igbal, 2006). Other initiatives include developing curricula that
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relate science education to a sense of wonder of divine power and creativity,
and training programs that support science educators to teach ‘holistically’
by integrating history, philosophy and Islamic studies with science such
as the ‘5D Thinking model’ by Dr Necati Aydin and colleagues, and the
‘Holistic Science Teaching’ program by the Pakistan Innovation Foundation
(5DThinking, n.d.; Foundation, 2024; Mirza, 2024).

Despite growing interest in curricula that bridge Islam and science,
there is a scarcity of empirical research on Muslim students’ learning expe-
riences and perceptions of the relationship between these two knowledge
domains. Such perception is critical to capture, especially among those
who have been exposed to educational programs that attempt to integrate
Islam and science, given that improvement of such initiatives is highly
dependent on student feedback indicating effectiveness. Moreover, of the
little literature that exists, most studies are based on Indonesian experiences
and confine their outcome assessment to quantitative scoring of knowledge,
motivation, faith/devotion, and self-improvement. For instance, a study
among 60 Muslim high school students in Bendosewu investigated the
impact of Mathematics-Qur’an integration and reported higher levels of
motivation to study and better understanding of the subject matter post-
intervention (Mauluddiana, 2015). Another study among 64 Muslim high
school students in West Lombok found a positive impact of a science-Islam
integration program on participant knowledge score (Purwati et al., 2018).
Relatedly, a study across four high schools in Purwokerto city demonstrated
that combining Islamic education with natural sciences increased students’
faith and devotion, even though it was unclear how the two constructs were
measured (Sunhaji, 2013). Beyond these studies, we know little about stu-
dents” qualitative learning experiences at this interface and how they view
the relationship between Islam and science as a result of that intervention.

Today, many learning institutions have embedded reflective practice
in their curricula and adopted essay-writing as a tool to develop reflective
learning (Boland et al., 2016). This method of essay-writing, also known
as reflective writing, is an effective learning strategy that assists students
in drawing inferences that connect general concepts to the specifics of the
issues under discussion, thus facilitating a more coherent understanding
(Kang & Jung, 2009; Xie et al., 2008). Moreover, reflective writing is
associated with deeper forms of learning that can transform students’ per-
spectives and practices, in contrast to surface learning, where the learner
typically only memorizes ideas and information and divulges them when
required (Moon, 2004). Studies also showed that reflective writing often
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captured experiences and feelings more authentically (Schon, 1983), while
contributing to personal growth and metacognition (Ramlal et al., 2020).
Boyd et al. had previously adopted this method to assess student learning
experiences (Boyd et al., 2006).

In this article, we explore the learning experiences of Muslim students
who completed an educational program at the intersection of bioscience
and Islamic theology through a qualitative analysis of participants’ reflec-
tive essays. More specifically, we examined the types of knowledge they
gained and how they viewed the relationship between bioscience and Islam
after completing the educational series (described below).

METHODOLOGY

Project Design, Setting, and Curricular Features

Our project ‘Exploring Bioscience and Islam’ involved an educational
program focused on addressing fundamental questions about the human
being, namely its origin, nature, capacities, malleability, and unique-
ness, through bioscientific and Islamic views. The 20-hour curriculum
was designed by a team of bioscientists, theologians, and educators and
was tailored for Muslim high school and university students aspiring to
pursue medicine, biosciences, or the allied health sciences (further details
below). In the US, seminars were held at a Muslim community centre in
the Chicago suburbs in January and February 2023, over two weekends.
In Malaysia, the program was held at the Centre for Foundation Studies
(CFS) of the International Islamic University Malaysia (IITUM) in Pahang
over four consecutive days in July 2023. Further methodological details
have been previously published (Yunus et al., 2024).

Our pedagogical approach focused on critical inquiry, evidence
appraisal, and acceptance of the plurality of answers rather than absolute
truth-finding. With this goal, several innovative elements marked our cur-
riculum design. First, all our seminar instructors had some level of ‘dual’
training in Islamic studies and the biosciences and experience in teaching
high school and college students at this intersection. Second, to promote
critical thinking, we used constructive learning pedagogies; rather than
trying to solve intractable problems and provide definitive answers, our
instruction focused on relational issues and how to assess, align/integrate,
or privilege/marginalize truth claims. Thus, we sought to prevent learners
from becoming fixed on ‘absolute’ truth-finding and instead to focus on
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critical inquiry. Consequently, we introduced an Islamic epistemological
framework during the first seminar, which exposed students to the dif-
terent ways of classifying knowledge sources (i.e., rational, empirical, and
revelatory) to help participants categorize and assess religious and bio-
scientific claims about the human being. This epistemic framework also
outlined how to assess the level of certainty of various propositions, based
on their strength of evidence (Ahmed, 2022). Third, the seminars utilized
multi-modality teaching to cater to varied learning styles and maintain
student engagement. These included didactics, facilitated group activities,
case studies, and reflections on popular media clips germane to the critical
concepts taught within the seminars. Table 1 and our project website! pro-
vide more details on the instructors, seminar topics, big questions engaged
and curricular content.

Table 1. Seminar topics, Big Questions addressed and instructors

Seminar topics Instructors

What do we know and Omar Qureshi, PhD

how do we know it? Trained in educational philosophy, ethics, theology, and
Reasoning Exercises in Islamic law. Holds a BA in Microbiology and MEd in
Religion and Science Curriculum and Instruction from the University of

Missouri-Columbia, and a PhD in Cultural and
Educational Policy Studies.

Hamza Karamali, MASc
Holds master’s degrees in Computer Engineering and
Islamic Law and Legal Theory. Founder of Basira

Education.
What is Human Shoaib Ahmed Malik, PhD, PhD
Origin? Holds dual expertise in Science and Religion with a
Human Evolution and PhD in Chemical Engineering and a PhD in Theology.

God’s Special Creation
Omar Qureshi, PhD—see above

What is Human Macksood Aftab, DO, MS
Essential Nature? Holds expertise in neuroradiology and a Master’s degree
Neuroscience, Artificial in History of Science.

Intelligence, and
Human Nature. Hamza Karamali, MASc—see above

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)
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Human Enhancement
and Transhumanism:
Are we changing/
should we change our
being?

Are We Programmed or
Do We Have Free Will?
Discussions on Fate and
Genetic Determinism

Are Humans Unique in
this Universe?

Science and Theological
inquiry about extra-
terrestrial intelligent

life.

Knowledge Cafés

and Harvest: Panel
Presentations &
Moderated Discussions

Aasim Padela, MD, MSc

Holds degrees in Medicine, Healthcare Research,
Biomedical Engineering and Classical Arabic. Had
visiting fellowships at the Oxford Centre for Islamic

Studies and the International Institute for Islamic
Thought.

Hamza Karamali—see above.

Abdurezak Hashi, PhD
Trained in Islamic Studies and completed a PhD in
Theology and Comparative Religion.

Mohd Yusof Muhammad, PhD

Holds undergraduate and postgraduate degrees in
Biomedical Sciences, Human Anatomy and Tissue
Engineering from International Islamic University
Malaysia (ITUM). Had also obtained a postgraduate
Diploma in Islamic studies from the same institution.

Ahsan Arozullah, MD, MPH
Holds a master’s degree in public health and a doctorate
of medicine

Bilal Ali Ansari

Received his undergraduate education in Computer
Engineering at the University of Illinois in Urbana, IL,
and in the Applied Behavioral Sciences at National-
Louis University in Lisle, from where he graduated with
a Bachelors in Arts in the field of Applied Behavioral
Sciences with a focus on adult learning theory
(andragogy). Had studied Arabic and

Islamic Studies at the Jami ‘at al-Hasanayn in
Faisalabad, Pakistan, where he mastered classical and
modern texts

in Arabic, Islamic Theology, Islamic Law, Quranic

Studies, and Hadith
Aasim Padela, MD, MSc—see above.

Raudah M. Yunus, MBBCH, MPH, DrPH

Holds a bachelor’s degree in medicine from Alexandria
University (Egypt), and a master’s and doctorate
degree in public health from the University of Malaya
(Malaysia). Received training in Classical Arabic
Language and Literature.
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Participant Recruitment and Data Collection

In the US, students were recruited through flyer advertisements at
five private Islamic high schools in the Chicago and Milwaukee regions,
recommendations from schoolteachers, and social media posts. Interested
individuals were required to submit a short essay or a video explaining
their motivation for the seminars, and a recommendation letter from their
school. Students who completed the application were registered for the
seminar series and provided logistical details and an informational letter
describing the program agenda and participation requirements. Eligibil-
ity criteria included self-identifying as Muslim, being in the 11th or 12th
grade, and having an interest in pursuing further studies in biosciences
or medicine. In Malaysia, recruitment was conducted by the Centre for
Foundation Studies (CFS) committee at the International Islamic Univer-
sity Malaysia (ITUM). The program was advertised to students through
flyers and a promotional video, and faculty members held an open forum
to discuss program details with students. Those interested self-registered
using an online form or contacted designated committee members to assist
with enrollment. Participant incentives included gift cards and t-shirts.

Upon seminar completion, students were asked to write reflective
essays to illustrate their learning experiences throughout the 4-day pro-
gram. More specifically, they were given the following prompts: Think
about: a) something that inspired you, shifted your thinking, or opened
up a new way of looking at science & Islam; b) how was this experience
beneficial, and ¢) how might this learning experience change your educa-
tional & professional journey. These prompts were accompanied by a verbal
explanation from the seminar instructor and students had the chance to ask
questions and seek clarification about what and how they planned to write.
Additionally, we took a flexible approach by giving students the freedom to
add or describe other relevant aspects of their learning experiences, without
excessively restricting themselves to the given instruction. We describe this
method as the individual experiential reflective writing—a type of reflec-
tive essay that emphasizes unique, individual introspection and authentic
expressions by pondering upon, and deliberating over, a specific event
(learning experience) (Sanchez, 2019). Each essay had to be between 1000
and 1500 words, and the submission deadline was approximately 3 weeks
after the program. Evidently, our program participants were in their late
adolescence and early adulthood. These two developmental stages are sensi-
tive periods during which individuals are known to actively explore ques-
tions about faith and religious identity (Spiegler, 2025).
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'This study received ethical approval from the Medical College of Wis-

consin Institutional Review Board.

Data Analysis

We adopted the ‘framework method’ to systematically explore and
analyze the essay’s content. The Framework Method is a systematic and
flexible approach to qualitative data analysis that identifies “commonali-
ties and differences in qualitative data, before focusing on relationships
between different parts of the data” (Gale et al., 2013). We performed the

following steps in line with Gale’s recommendations:

1. Familiarization With Essay Contents. Two researchers (RY and V'T)
read several selected essays independently and subsequently met to dis-
cuss the general ideas from the essays. This initial step aimed to ensure
a coherent understanding of the essays and familiarize researchers with
the data. Afterward, both researchers read through several more essays
separately and consulted whenever they identified a need for clarifica-
tion on any part of the essays. This was done between RY and VT, with
RY providing most of the input given her presence throughout all the
seminar sessions and prior correspondence with program participants.

2. Development of A Codebook. Next, the two researchers developed
a preliminary codebook based on the data familiarization process,
consensus built in prior discussions, and the overall study objectives.
"The codebook consisted of a list of domains, codes, and subcodes,
along with the operational definition for each subcode.

3. Coding. Subsequently, each researcher independently coded seven
similar, randomly selected essays using the preliminary codebook.
'This process initially produced an inter-rater reliability (IRR) of
57%, thus prompting a second round of coding exercise, given the
minimum acceptable IRR of 70% as recommended by Bryer (2019).
Prior to the second round, the two researchers compared their code
differences and reconciled discrepancies by redefining selected
subcodes and agreeing on criteria to exclude quotes from coding. For
instance, instead of coding all essay quotes that mentioned anything
related to ‘relationship between Islam and science’, it was agreed that
such quotes would be coded only if the nature of the relationship was
explained. Five additional essays were then independently coded,
this time yielding an IRR of 81%. Along these steps, the codebook
was repeatedly refined until the final working analytical framework
was developed and agreed upon.

4. Application of the Working Analytical Framework. Next, the two
researchers independently coded 34 essays each by carefully reading
them line by line and indexing them using the existing categories
and codes (Gale et al., 2013). Data analysis was performed using the
Taguette software (Rampin & Rampin, 2021). The project leader,
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who is a senior researcher with qualitative research expertise (AIP),
met regularly with the two researchers to ensure the accuracy and
consistency of coding and the rigor of the working analytical frame-
work. The main challenge faced by the two researchers was dif-
ferentiating the types of knowledge as described in the essays. This
was resolved by team members creating a list of relevant quotes and
collectively reviewing them to determine which knowledge category
each quote belongs to. Throughout this process, the project leader
facilitated discussions, assisted in resolving disagreements, and pro-
vided interpretive guidance.

5. Interpretation of Data. The two researchers created a summary of
their analysis by tabulating the frequencies of each code/subcode and
their corresponding quotes in separate Microsoft Word and Excel
files. They noted their ideas, observations, and early interpretations
of the data. Afterward, they met with the senior researcher to map
connections between the codes, examine unusual findings, and
establish coherence in data interpretation.

RESULTS

Participants

A total of 230 students attended the seminars, including 50 Ameri-
can high schoolers and 180 Malaysian foundation-level (pre-university)
students. Among the American cohort, 57% were female, 65% were of
South Asian background, and 67% were 11" graders. Meanwhile, among
the Malaysian cohort, 71% were female, and 98% were Malay. We received
68 essay submissions: 21 from American students and 47 from Malaysia.
Details are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Basic characteristics of participants who wrote the reflective essays (n=68)

Variable Frequency (%)
Age (mean, SD) 19.1 (1.7)
Sex

Male 27 (39.7)
Female 41 (60.3)
Ethnicity

Malay 48 (70.6)
South Asian 12 (17.7)
Arab 6 (8.8)
Others 229
Cobhort

USA 20 (29.4)

Malaysia 48 (70.6)
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Overall Learning Experience

Students generally described their learning experiences as positive,
beneficial, inspiring, and transformative. They associated the seminars
with knowledge acquisition and personal development through gaining
new skills and values. Regarding knowledge, students wrote about gaining
factual and conceptual knowledge. The former refers to new information in
the form of terminologies, specific details, and basic elements within any
domain. The latter includes understanding the interrelationships among
concepts, categorizing or classifying knowledge, appraising evidence, and
resolving contradictions between truth claims. Students perceived the
program as one that has equipped them with communication and cogni-
tive competencies such as critical thinking and problem-solving skills.
Additionally, they described a wide range of values gained from the semi-
nars, which include altruism, integrity, growth, self-assurance, and a sense
of religious connection. Many of them expressed a sense of heightened
motivation to study harder and pursue more advanced career goals while
adhering to their religious identity, as a result of attending the program.

Knowledge Gained

We categorized knowledge into factual and conceptual. Factual knowl-
edge was defined as basic information, terms, and details that are necessary
to understand a subject or solve a problem. It includes information such
as dates, events, places, ideas, definitions, formulas, and theories. On the
other hand, conceptual knowledge was defined as interrelationships and/or
functions among the details and elements that make up a larger structure.
'This includes a) information classification and categorization; b) principles,
methodology & generalizations, and ¢) frameworks, models, and struc-
tures. Out of 624 coded essay quotes, more than half (n=344) were related
to knowledge acquisition. Among these, half reflected factual knowledge
gained (n=159), and half were related to the acquisition of conceptual
knowledge (n=185). Within conceptual knowledge, the most salient topic
was the relationship between bioscience and Islam (n=96).

Factual Knowledge. As expected, students’ accounts of the new
knowledge they had obtained reflected the seminar discussion topics.
For instance, one student recalled how Extraterrestrial Intelligent Life
(ETI) was defined in the seminar on human uniqueness, “Extraterres-
trial intelligent life is defined as hypothetical extraterrestrial life that is
capable of thinking, and [doing] purposeful activity” (Participant 2, female,
Malaysia). Another wrote about the Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short
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Palindromic Repeats (CRISPR), “CRISPR stands for Clustered Regularly
Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats and is a simple yet powerful tool
for editing genomes” (Participant 12, male, USA). Meanwhile, one student
described the Arabic term ‘firra’, “The term fitra is used in the Quran and
refers to the intrinsic essence or disposition that Allah has given to each
and every person” (Participant 27, male, Malaysia), while another penned
his encounter with the transhumanist ideology, “Transhumanists believe
that human beings are an incomplete or unfinished product of evolution.
Therefore, their goal is to modify human beings past the limitations of the
weak body that is prone to diseases and ageing” (Participant 39, female,
Malaysia). Finally, while commenting on the notion of shared ancestry in
biological evolution, one participant wrote, “Scientists have found evidence
that suggests different species are related and share common ancestors from
long ago” (Participant 48, female, Malaysia). This newfound knowledge is
directly related to the seminar didactic sessions.

Conceptual Knowledge: Epistemology. Quotes that mapped onto con-
ceptual knowledge were categorized as those relating to Islamic episte-
mology and those describing the relationships between bioscience and
Islam. Quotes on epistemology revolved around knowledge and evidence
classification, knowledge sources, notions of judgment and proposition,
and the contrasts between Islamic and naturalistic epistemologies. For
example, one student wrote, “Three categories of judgments . . . according
to the Islamic epistemology. These include revelatory judgments, rational
judgments and empirical judgments” (Participant 36, female, Malaysia).
Another student described the sources of knowledge, “[The] four sources
of knowledge are the intellect, the five senses, true reports, and intuition”
(Participant 32, female, Malaysia). Another participant echoed this,

According to Muslim theologians, humans have four sources of knowledge, which
are [the] intellect, the five senses, true reports based on the testimony, and intuition
(ilham). These sources of knowledge then [are] supported by judgments which consist

of revelatory, rational, and empirical (Participant 44, male, Malaysia).

'The distinction between Islamic and naturalistic epistemologies was cap-
tured in the following way: “It opened my mind to see the significant dif-
terence between the Islamic epistemology and naturalistic epistemology . . .
Islamic epistemology accepts rational judgment, empirical judgment, and
revelatory judgment, [this is] different from naturalistic epistemology,
which only uses empirical judgment” (Participant 46, male, Malaysia). In a
similar vein, another student wrote, “There are some similarities between
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natural and Islamic epistemologies. Both emphasize the importance of
reason. However, naturalistic epistemology does not recognize revelation
as a source of knowledge, while the Islamic epistemology does” (Participant
2, male, Malaysia).

Conceptual Knowledge: Perceptions on the Relationship Between Bioscience
and Islam Views on the relationship between bioscience and Islam ranged
from notions of conflict and tension to those of compatibility and integra-
tion. Few quotes indicated mixed messages, in which students described
the existence of conflicts amid the possibility of harmony and integration.
Among all the relevant quotes (n=96), the most prevalent view described
the relationship as either compatible, harmonious or integrated (n=61). This
was followed by conflictual (n=21), mixed (n=13) and independent (n=1).
Examples of quotes that exhibit notions of compatibility and integration
include:

There is a frequent belief that science and religion cannot coexist and that one must
develop at the expense of the other. This is a false statement; it fails to capture the
rich and complex nature of the interaction between science and religion. This semi-
nar [series] gave a clearer understanding of how science and religion can coexist and

complement one another . . . (Participant 18, female, USA).

Another student echoed this sentiment, “Islam and science are not at
odds with each other . . . rather when looking through the right lens they
complement each other” (Participant 19, female, USA) while another one
elaborated further, “By exploring the relationship between science and
Islam, we can gain a deeper understanding of both and work towards a
more harmonious relationship between the two” (Participant 7, female,
USA). Additionally, some students viewed bioscience and Islam as harmo-
nious because embracing science is a means of strengthening their Islamic
values and beliefs. As one student put it, “I connected Islam and science,
and how they cross paths, which strengthened my faith” (Participant 13,
female, USA). Likewise, another one expressed her sense of awe, “Science
is a source of knowledge and should be used as a source to strengthen our
Iman, as it allows us to witness the intricate and detailed manner in which
Allah (SWT) has created our universe” (Participant 16, female, USA).
Conversely, some students highlighted a sense of conflict or discord
while describing the links between bioscience and Islam. For instance, one
student wrote, “. . . there [are] conflicts between the Islamic and scientific
perspectives, where Islam states that humans can choose in certain situ-
ations while some scientists state that human activities are all destined
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by genes and other [factors]” (Participant 30, male, Malaysia). In a similar
vein, another student communicated her thought, “We can clearly see that
Islam and science have different points of view” (Participant 26, female,
Malaysia). Another peer resonated this, “We cannot deny that there could
also be conflict(s) as Islamic and scientific views may differ in perspectives
regarding an issue or topic” (Participant 39, female, Malaysia). One partici-
pant highlighted a specific example,

I can conclude that the theory of evolution cannot be [fully] used, as it lacks sufficient
supporting evidence. Since there is a conflict between the scientific and Islamic
perspectives, priority should be given to revelatory knowledge which is, in this case,
based on the sacred text, the Qur'an (Participant 5, male, Malaysia).

Skills and Values

In addition to knowledge, students highlighted numerous skills and
values acquired from the seminars. The skills were cognitive—such as
critical thinking and problem-solving skills—and communication skills.
Meanwhile, the essays describe a wide range of values that could be grouped
into altruism, integrity, growth, and self-assurance.

Cognitive Skills. Students expressed an increased ability to critically
evaluate evidence, make decisions, think outside the box, and solve prob-
lems. They also recounted how the seminar exercises improved their ‘intel-
lectual flexibility’, ability to see things from different perspectives, and
adeptness at comparing different types of evidence. For example, one stu-
dent wrote, “ . . it (the seminar) teaches me how to critically evaluate evi-
dence and how to resolve conflicts between Islam and science” (Participant
31, male, Malaysia). Another one described her experience, “They (instruc-
tors) challenged us to utilize what we have learned . . . and find solutions
by thinking outside of the box. This allows us to improve our communica-
tion skills and enhance our problem-solving ability” (Participant 45, male,
Malaysia). In a similar fashion, one participant narrated, “I have learned
that resolving conflicts requires not only intellectual flexibility but also a
profound commitment to ethical values” (Participant 12, male, Malaysia).

Meanwhile, one student described how the seminars affected his cog-
nitive process, “This [seminar] has shifted my thinking to see from different
perspectives before concluding” (Participant 10, female, Malaysia). Others
described how learning the Islamic epistemological framework helped
them think systematically. One student wrote, “We have been taught how
to handle issues using the epistemic framework as a guide to approach
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the issues systematically” (Participant 8, male, Malaysia), while another
one elaborated further, “This seminar taught me to first find the evidence
from the claim, and [assess] the level of the evidence..” (Participant 6,
male, Malaysia).

Communication Skills. As hinted at by a quote in the previous section,
improvements in communication skills were driven by a learning environ-
ment that encouraged questioning, positive interactions, and network build-
ing. For instance, one student penned his thought, “Professionally, it (the
seminar) helps to enhance my skills to communicate better” (Participant 4,
female, Malaysia). Working in student groups aided the learning experience
as one participant noted, “Not to mention, I make new friends and improve
my social abilities. I have never even met one of my group members before
the seminar” (Participant 36, female, Malaysia). On the other hand, one
participant associated her communication skills with the ability to engage
in constructive debates, “We got to learn so much further on this topic and
hear from many views . . . We also debated a little on evidence from the
Qur’an, science . . . and defend our cases” (Participant 8, female, USA).

Altruism. Upon completing the seminars, students expressed a desire
to serve others by bridging the gap between scientific and religious com-
munities. One student wrote, “It [seminar] motivates me to pursue more
research and share this knowledge with everyone” (Participant 39, female,
Malaysia). Relatedly, another participant pointed out, “This seminar
reminds me again to be a human that is useful to all mankind” (Partici-
pant 16, female, USA). Another one described how the learning experiences
inspired her to bridge science and Islam for a greater cause: “This [seminar]
helps me to develop a more holistic view of the world, and to see how the
two fields can work together to solve some of the most pressing problems
tacing humanity” (Participant 12, male, Malaysia).

Integrity. Participants expressed that their learning experiences
instilled in them a sense of duty to uphold ethics in scientific work, embrace
ethical leadership, and align their educational and professional journeys
with moral and religious values. For instance, one student penned, “I began
to appreciate the importance of ethical considerations in scientific research”
(Participant 48, female, Malaysia). Another student wrote, “Exploring the
intersection of Islam and bioscience has a significant impact on my ethi-
cal awareness . . . Students are better able to make ethically responsible
decisions throughout their academic and professional careers” (Participant
27, male, Malaysia). Another participant summarized his thoughts rather
eloquently, “While science brings tremendous advancements and benefits
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to humanity, we must ensure that these developments align with Islamic
principles, such as respecting the sanctity of life, promoting justice, and
upholding human dignity” (Participant 3, male, Malaysia).

Growth. The concept of growth covers notions of curiosity, open-
mindedness, readiness to embrace uncertainties, intellectual humility, appre-
ciation for diversity in viewpoints, willingness to be challenged and to change
opinions, and the ability to explore science and/or Western philosophy with-
out feeling intimidated or fearing that it would jeopardize one’s religious
beliefs. Several students shared how the seminars taught them to be curious
and open-minded. For example, one student wrote, “This discussion chal-
lenged my own beliefs about free will in religion and science. A main theme
that emerged from the seminar was the importance of approaching complex
issues with an open and curious mindset” (Participant 9, male, USA). Another
one explained further, “I have learned the significance of open-mindedness,
humility, and intellectual curiosity. Embracing these values fosters an envi-
ronment of dialogue and collaboration between diverse perspectives, allow-
ing us to collectively address the complex challenges of our time” (Participant
12, male, Malaysia). One participant shared how his experience of growth
stemmed from his ability to ask questions he was previously afraid to pose,
“This seminar allowed me to ask questions that otherwise may have stumped
me later on in life and weakened my iman (faith)” (Participant 10, female,
USA). In a similar vein, another participant described, “This seminar series
guided me to read Western philosophy books without getting influenced,
which is what I fear and [the reason] I stop myself from reading them in the
first place” (Participant 9, male, Malaysia).

Self-Assurance and Confidence. Confidence, a sense of achievement or
tulfillment, and the ability to defend one’s view were among the expres-
sions students used to describe how their learning experiences impacted
their self-assurance. As one student put it, “I came out feeling more con-
fident about the knowledge and perspectives I gained . . . It [the seminar]
increased my confidence” (Participant 20, female, USA). Another student
echoed this, “This seminar series has given me confidence and interest
in reading more [about] philosophy and controversial topics” (Participant
31, male, Malaysia). With regards to the sense of fulfillment, one student
beautifully illustrated,

“Understanding that I do have free will has made life so much more enjoyable and
fulfilling . . . Not only has this positively impacted my life, but it has also increased
my happiness immensely . . . the more I learn about my religion, the more I feel

confident in my beliefs” (Participant 4, female, USA).
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DISCUSSION

Overall, student essays revealed positive learning experiences derived
from a deeper comprehension of the subject matter and the acquisition of
certain skillsets and values. Given our relatively novel pedagogic and cur-
ricular design, most students focused on describing the knowledge they
gained. There were more quotes on conceptual than factual knowledge,
even though factual knowledge is easier to grasp and articulate. More
references to conceptual knowledge can be attributed to our curricular
emphasis on the Islamic epistemological framework, which served as the
foundation of, and a cross-cutting theme in, all the seminars. Quotes on
conceptual knowledge are aligned with the overarching educational goal of
equipping students with a framework to navigate difficult questions at the
bioscience-Islam intersection, rather than providing them with absolute or
definitive answers. By focusing on thought processes and analytical skills,
students were encouraged to adopt critical thinking and thus were more
likely to become independent learners (Kopzhassarova et al., 2016). These
elements are crucial in cultivating confidence and a more stable religious
identity when they embark on their professional journey.

Notably, our educational intervention targeted premedical students
and was motivated to provide instruction on epistemology so that stu-
dents could place bioscientific knowledge claims within a broader frame-
work. Indeed, medical education typically emphasizes the naturalistic and
reductionistic approaches, breaking down complex human experiences into
simpler biological components. This approach, while valuable for under-
standing specific physiological mechanisms, not only overlooks the holistic
nature of human beings but also fails to address fundamental questions
about the human being. The formal curriculum does not discuss questions
such as human nature, essence, purpose, and future. Informally, however,
answers are subtly supplied with evolutionary mechanisms being discussed
in relation to human anatomy. Similarly, in discussing neuroanatomy, men-
tal health, and topics such as “brain death,” implicit connections between
the brain and notions of the self and personhood are made. In this way, a
biological account of humankind is imparted. While powerful, the limi-
tations of such a worldview are clear. There is little instruction on how to
navigate non-biomedically derived, e.g., religious accounts of the human
being, nor is there an appreciation for the philosophical and methodologi-
cal limits of bioscience. For religiously-inclined students, a crisis of faith
may ensue, or alternatively, the development of a fractured personal and
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professional identity. Hence, exposure to broader rational epistemology,
informed by an Islamic worldview, could help Muslim students navigate
perceived tensions at the bioscience-Islam interface and thus prevent cog-
nitive dissonance and spiritual crises. The essay’s epistemological quotes,
which mostly revolved around typologies of knowledge and propositions,
and the differences between Islamic and naturalistic epistemology, point
to a new awareness among participants that naturalism is not the only
way to know reality. Instead, an Islamically-informed rational epistemol-
ogy offers a more inclusive framework by accepting all three categories of
judgments—empirical, rational, and revelatory. Nonetheless, these prin-
ciples of classification carry little weight if students do not know how to
apply the framework in practice. Indeed, the existing literature shows that
many students at Islamic institutions that integrate Islam and science still
teel disconnected from this notion of integration and are unable to appre-
ciate its theoretical and practical significance (Alamin et al., 2024). This
however, could be addressed through a carefully selected and methodical
teaching strategy. For instance, a common struggle is when Muslim stu-
dents encounter biological evolution; they tend to believe that accepting
evolutionary concepts is akin to compromising or renouncing their faith
(Barnes, 2020, 2021; Firdaus, 2021). Nevertheless, Saefi and colleagues
demonstrated that such ‘disconnect’ could be remedied using a student-
centered and problem-based learning approach (Saefi et al., 2024). Our
findings corroborate the idea that a robust learning framework can equip
students with the right thinking tools and problem-solving skills.As such,
in the essays, participants narrated how the epistemological framework
helped them think systematically, perform evidence assessment, and make
decisions to resolve conflicts—all of which were signs of practical applica-
tion. This was achieved through carefully selected case studies and model
dialogues (based on real scenarios), followed by the last seminar that con-
cluded all preceding sessions and checked student understanding [see
Table 1]. We thus argue that curricula seeking to integrate science and
Islam can embrace pragmatism by ensuring a robust curricular content and
relating it to real-life scenarios.

Essay quotes on the relationships between bioscience and Islam dem-
onstrated nuanced judgments. We speculated earlier that the seminars
would shift student attitudes from a notion of conflict toward one of har-
mony and integration, but the themes captured designate a more complex
picture. Indeed, the most prevalent view was that bioscience and Islam
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are compatible; many students underscored the notions of consonance,
complementarity and integration. Among these students, some expressed
a shift of thought from perceiving the two domains as conflictual or mutu-
ally exclusive to viewing them as compatible after attending the seminar.
Meanwhile, others stated that the two are compatible or mutually sup-
portive; this could be a previously held opinion reinforced by the seminars
or a newly formed view that emerged from a neutral position.

On the other hand, several students highlighted the conflictual nature
of the relationship between bioscience and Islam. However, a closer look
shows that excerpts indicating conflict are mostly focused on specific top-
ics, negating generalization. In other words, students sensed discordance in
certain issues (e.g., human evolution and free will) but did not rule out the
possibility of integration in other topics or a broader integration between
the two domains. We offer the following explanations for these findings.
First, perceptions of conflict over topical issues can be attributed to how
the seminars were conducted; during the program, instructors deliberately
raised controversial topics and provided case studies that highlighted con-
tradictions to stimulate discussions and debates. Some students may have
remained preoccupied with these contentious issues after completing the
seminars, as instructors did not provide definitive answers but instead pre-
scribed a framework to analyze the problem, as described earlier. Second,
notions of conflict could have emerged from a new exposure to perceived
tensions at this intersection, challenging the common view of Islam and
science as always being in harmony. A prior study shows that Muslim
students tend to regard the relationship between science and Islam as one
that is devoid of conflict; this however, is a naive view stemming from low
literacy in this field rather than an in-depth understanding (Alamin et
al., 2024). As such, perceiving the relationship as conflictual can be a sign
that students have become more discerning in their judgment, or that the
sense of discordance is a temporary state in their learning curve as they
gradually achieve intellectual maturity. Studies show that undergoing a
transformation process where a learner’s worldview is challenged or about
to change can often lead to a transitional state of ‘liminality’, or a suspended
state, where ‘the thought process oscillates back-and-forth between old and
emergent understandings’ (Cousin, 2006; Land et al., 2014). Our prompt
assessment (immediately post-seminar) could have captured this phase of
‘liminality’, as a real change requires more time and is more detectable by
a repeat measurement.
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Beyond knowledge and attitudinal shifts, students gained important
skills and internalized positive values. Relatedly, measuring the effective-
ness of an educational program should not be restricted to knowledge gain
or pre-determined learning outcomes. Instead, additional attributes such
as soft skills gained during the process are equally important to capture
and can indicate program success. This aligns with the holistic learning
approach that emphasizes student growth not just cognitively, but also
emotionally, socially and spiritually (Mahmoudi et al., 2012; Surbakti
et al., 2024). Besides, these additional benefits point to the effect of the
‘hidden curriculum,” a phenomenon of how student learning experiences
are shaped by a set of unspoken values, tacit expectations, and implicit
messages they receive in the educational setting (Andarvazh et al., 2017,
Mahood, 2011). Certainly, research shows that student learning often goes
beyond the formal curriculum; the process of socialization that includes the
learning environment, instructor behavior and communication style, peer
attitudes, and social cues can all exert a huge impact on learners (Giroux,
1978; Mahood, 2011). Our essay quotes corroborate the effects of these
elements. Students described a nurturing environment characterized by
positive interaction dynamics that fostered diverse skill sets and values.
Muslim educators and pedagogues should therefore consider addressing
the informal aspects of an educational program in order to optimize stu-
dent learning experiences.

CONCLUSION

For Muslim students specifically, and students with religious orien-
tations in general, successfully addressing issues at the science-religion
interface plays an instrumental role in building stable identities. If per-
ceived tensions at this interface are not adequately addressed, students may
experience a disconnect between their intellectual and spiritual pursuits,
resulting in disengagement from science education. While educational
efforts to integrate Islam and science are increasing, research that evaluates
student perceptions and program efficacy remains limited. Our study fills
this gap by testing a newly developed curriculum among Muslim students
from two countries and exploring their learning experiences with regards
to knowledge acquisition and their views on the interrelationships between
bioscience and Islam. Findings indicate positive, holistic outcomes: student
knowledge gains and nuanced judgments of the relationship between bio-
science and Islam were accompanied by the acquisition of soft skills. Our
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curriculum—based on an Islamic rational epistemological framework—can
thus serve as a valuable model for replication by Islamic educational entities
and learning institutions seeking a more holistic pedagogical approach to
religion and science education. It is worth noting that despite the different
cultural and educational contexts across Malaysia and the US, participants
found the seminars relevant and valuable, indicating the curricular cross-
cultural applicability of our curriculum.
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Right to Education in a Muslim
Populated District in India
Progress, Challenges, and
Recommendations

Abdul Rahim Wardak and Jagbir Singh Narwal

This study examines the implementation of the Right to Education Act, 2009, and
Jfocuses on the functioning of School Management Committees, school infrastructure,
student welfare, the teaching-learning environment, and stakeholders’ awareness in
Nub, a Muslim-populated district in Haryana State. Using primary data collected
from local authorities, parents, students, and school observations. The findings of this
study reveal awareness of the RTE Act, 2009, among local authorities. Most schools
have permanent buildings, drinking water, blackboards, basic sanitation facilities, and
a high level of textbook availability, and the MDM scheme is implemented regularly.
Howewver, parental awareness was low, with concerns about favoritism, minimal reduc-
tion in non-academic workload on teachers, insufficient seating arrangements, lack of
handwashing facilities, sports kits, libraries, teaching aids, and safety measures. The
major challenges in government elementary schools identified were shortage of teachers,
high dropout rate, low parental involvement in the decision-making process, and lack
of infrastructure. The study concludes that there is a gap between the policy intent and
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ground level implementation. Based on the findings, the study recommends the recruit-
ment of teachers, skills improvement programs for SMC members, and an awareness
campaign for parents to know their rights.

Keywords: Right to Education, school management, corporal punishment,
education in Nuh, India.

INTRODUCTION

ducation means all-around quality within the human body, spirit,
E and mind, and it is the capability to resolve life problems (Ballantine

& Stuber, 2017). In India, educational institutions, including schools
and universities, are required to adhere to the principle of equality in
admissions, funding, and other services. India’s Constitution guarantees
equality under Articles 14 and 15, ensuring that there is no discrimination
in access to education based on caste, creed, gender, or religion. This legal
framework has been instrumental in expanding educational opportuni-
ties to marginalized and disadvantaged groups, such as Scheduled Castes
(SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and Other Backward Classes (OBCs). This
tramework has led to the establishment of affirmative action policies, such
as reservations in government-run schools for marginalized communities
(Jain, 2018). The Right to Education Act is a significant leap in India’s
strategy to combat deprivation and educational destitution in society, based
on the principle of equal and universal entitlement for children, irrespec-
tive of religious or ethnic divisions, caste, gender, or economic class. This
provision applies only to early education up to age 14, and higher education
is not considered a fundamental right.

In 2002, the 86th amendment to the Indian Constitution made educa-
tion a fundamental right for children. The first draft of the bill was pre-
pared in 2005, and its implementation measures were outlined. According
to the Act provisions, the central and state governments are obliged to
implement this Rights-Based Approach and reserve 25% seats in private
schools for disadvantaged children (Malhotra, 2018; Lakshmi, 2006). The
bill was approved by the Union Cabinet on 2 July 2009, passed by the Rajya
Sabha on 20 July 2009, and finally passed by the Lok Sabha on August
4, 2009. The bill received presidential consent and became an Act under
the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009. It is
worth noting that it came into effect on 1 April 2010. After this initiative,
India became one of 135 countries to recognize education as a fundamental
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right for every child. When the Indian Constitution was framed, Article
45 was added to the Directive Principles of State Policy, requiring every
state to provide Free and Compulsory Education within ten years of the
enforcement of this Constitution (Gol, 2018). The term Free means stu-
dents should not be denied education and schooling due to a lack of fees
or expenses until the completion of grade 8. The Act further clarifies that
Compulsory Education means the obligation of the appropriate government
to ensure Free and Compulsory Elementary Education for every child
between the ages of six and fourteen years. It is also commonly referred to
as the RTE Act (2009).

The Right to Education Act (2009) has undergone several amendments
since its enactment. In 2011, the Indian government decided to extend the
RTE Act’s coverage from elementary to secondary education, and pre-
school classes were included in free education; however, this decision of
the government was challenged with the formulation and implementation
of the New Education Policy (2020). In 2014, the Supreme Court of India
held that the provisions of the RTE Act 2009 do not apply to Minority
educational institutions (Prakash, 2014). In 2017, under the RTE Act, a
deadline was set for the disqualified teachers. Teachers who need profes-
sional qualifications should complete teacher-training courses. The aim was
to improve teaching quality in the private and government schools. In 2019,
the no-detention policy was removed and allowed the states to reintroduce
the examinations from classes 5 to 8. Those students who might fail in
exams will be reappeared.

The RTE Act (2009) considers norms and standards for the school
environment, facilities, and parental involvement in school governance.
'The norms relate to pupil-teacher ratio, school infrastructure, buildings,
working hours, development plans, monitoring activities, and teachers’
qualifications. School administrations are advised that teachers should not
provide private tuition, not to punish children physically, and not to harass
them mentally. The RTE Act provides free education for economically
underprivileged children, promotes social inclusion, enhances access to
education, increases school basic facilities, and reduces the teacher-student
ratio. It is a major turning point in Indian Education history to universalize
the Elementary Education System (Parasar, 2025). However, millions of
children are out of school due to socio-economic, cultural, gender, disabil-
ity, and political instabilities (UNESCO, 2015). This study focuses on the
analysis of the RTE Act, 2009, implementation through the perceptions of
parents, students, and local authorities in the Nuh district of Haryana State.
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SCHOOL MANAGEMENT COMMITTEES (SMCS)

'The administration is also guided by the state rules for the implemen-
tation of the RTE Act (2009), which must not burden teachers with non-
academic duties. To implement the RTE Act (2009), School Management
Committees (SMCs) are established in every school. The SMC works
to improve educational quality and strengthen the relationship between
schools and local communities (Rani, 2022). It helps students access their
fundamental rights, participate in curriculum development, and moni-
tor school activities (Naz et al., 2023). It also empowers marginalized
groups, women, and the local community by including them in School
Management Committees (Joseph, 2020). It is similar to School-Based
Management Models. The National Advisory Council (NAC) is estab-
lished to oversee and monitor the activities of School Management com-
mittees (SMCs). The legal mandates for SMCs are the RTE Act, 2009,
and the state rules for the implementation of education programs. The
SMCs began their activities nationwide in 2010. The members of SMCs
are unpaid volunteers. SMCs are comprised of teachers, parents, local
authorities, educationists, social workers, and students. To ensure women’s
inclusion, a 50% quota is specified, with 75% of the members being parents
and guardians. For the appointment of members, election, nomination,
and selection options are identified. The SMCs are reconstructed every
two years in the state.

NUH DISTRICT

On August 15, 1947, the country gained independence. Mewat is
linked to the Meos tribe (Majority Mohammadians). This region, with
its socio-political complexity, once again emerged as a district in 2005.
Some areas of the district were reorganized into the new district of Palwal
in 2008, and in 2016, Mewat was renamed (Nuh) under the Narender
Modi government. The district with 80% Muslim population has been
identified and declared one of the most backward districts in the state of
Haryana by the National Institute for Transformation of India (NITT)
Aayog (Bhati et al., 2024). There are five educational blocks, with an
average teacher-student ratio of 1:38. However, in the Muslim-populated
block of Punhana, the pupil-teacher ratio is 1:50. The education sector faces
various challenges, such as a high dropout rate, a lack of school facilities,
and poor-quality education. Other socio-economic and cultural factors
collectively affect the education. Figure 1 shows that the literacy rate in
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Mewat/Nuh district is 54.08, the lowest in the state, and the highest is in
Gurgaon district. Panchkula and Ambala districts rank second and third,
respectively.

DISTRICT-WISE LITERACY RATE IN

HARYANA STATE
Gurgaon 84.70%
Panchkula 81.88%
Ambala 81.75%
Faridabad 81.70%
Rewari 80.99%
Jhajjar 80.65%
Rohtak 80.22%
Sonipat 79.12%
Yamunanagar 77.99%
Mahendragarh 77.72%
Kurukshetra 76.31%
Panipat 75.94%
Bhiwani 75.21%
Karnal 74.73%
Hissar 72.89%
Jind 71.44%
Palwal 69.32%
Kaithal 69.15%
Sirsa 68.82%
Fatehabad 67.92%
Mewat (Nuh) 54.08%

0.00% 10.00% 20.00% 30.00% 40.00% 50.00% 60.00% 70.00% 80.00% 90.00%

Figure 1. District Wise Literacy Rate in Haryana
Source: Haryana Literacy rate district wise. (2025). https://www.indiacensus.net/states/haryana
/literacy

LITERATURE REVIEW

Access to Education

'The Indian Constitution protects the rights of all Indian citizens, and
Article 5 discusses the right to primary education (Rao, 2004). Article 45
of the directive principles of the Indian Constitution declares access to free
and compulsory education until the completion of elementary school, and
Article 30 permits the minorities to administer their educational institu-
tions (Mothukuri, 2021). Education access does not mean merely school
enrolment; it determines whether a student can enter, participate in, and
benefit from the education provided. The structural inequalities are due
to poverty, lack of resources and weak governance (Lewin, 2009). Access
to Education also means that a person is able to enter and participate in
educational opportunities, irrespective of their social, economic, gender,
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or geographical background. Studies have shown that implementation of
Mid-Day Meal schemes, Free Education Policies, and Community-Based
Management can enhance enrolment and retention rates (Banerjee, 2011).
Previous work by Downes (2014) examined access to education and found
that systemic barriers, as a collective force, create obstacles to full participa-
tion in education. The systematic barriers can be school segregation, early
school leaving, and inadequate support for marginalized groups.

Decentralization and Community Participation

Decentralization improves accountability and students’ learning
outcomes (Briggs & Wohlstetter, 2003). Educational decentralization
can increase school autonomy and community involvement in decision-
making process (Komatsu, 2013). It transfers responsibilities and authori-
ties to all the stakeholders (Ehren et al., 2017). Several researchers found
that decentralization of power to schools brought greater equity among
schools (Bush & Gamage, 2001). Educational decentralization moves
the decision-making process to school heads, teachers, parents, and local
communities, who are directly involved and have a better understanding of
local needs, and the RTE Act (2009) supports decentralization of school
governance (Altrichter et al., 2014). The SMCs promote democratic par-
ticipation in the decision-making process to enhance accountability and
outcomes. In India, SMCs include elected local authorities, parents, teach-
ers, school heads, students, and educationists to decide about the needs of
local schools (Frank, 2012). Various studies on community participation in
school governance in India have reported low levels of community involve-
ment, and marginalized communities have been deprived of their rights
(Duwarah et al., 2015; Sharma, 2023; Das & KP, 2024). Another study
indicated that the socio-economic and cultural constraints affected the
participation of Muslim communities in educational governance (Sultana,
2023). Women’s participation in education governance is poor in rural

India (Patnaik, 2021).

THEORIES SUPPORT RIGHT TO EDUCATION POLICY

Theory of Participation

'This theory is rooted in democratic theory and other social theories that
emphasize stakeholders’ collaborative involvement in decision-making and
the establishment of collective ownership. In the educational sector, this
theory indicates that schools function smoothly and effectively when all the
stakeholders, including parents, students, teachers, and local community
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members, participate in decision-making processes (Arnstein, 1969; Pate-
man, 1970). In school governance, the citizens learn about accountability
and community ownership. This theory is usually used to examine whether
stakeholders share power or are merely consulted. Dewey (1916) argues
that participation does not mean merely a consultation with the school
administration, but also an effective involvement where all stakehold-
ers influence teaching-learning outcomes, enhance local knowledge, and
struggle for school development. Lewis and Naidoo (2004) critically evalu-
ated the theory of participation in the school governance framework and
argued that a policy framework may promote and encourage inclusiveness
through School Governing bodies, but hierarchical power relations often
accomplish the actual practice. Bauch and Goldring (1998) studied teach-
ers’ and parents’ participation in decision-making processes and found that
increased autonomy in schools can support local decision-making but also
creates tensions between professional experts and local participants. Teach-
ers resist parents’ involvement because they perceive it as a threat to profes-
sional jurisdiction or authority, while parents feel marginalized when they
are not involved in decision-making. Mabasa and Themane (2002) argued
that full participation of all stakeholders needs policy support and capacity-
building programs. The study also revealed that power imbalances, lack of
training, and unclear roles lead to poor effectiveness of School governing
bodies. Arvind (2009) stated that participatory governance could work as a
mechanism to enhance empowering the local communities to take owner-
ship of educational outcomes. Limited civic capacity, asymmetric power,
and cultural barriers can limit meaningful participation.

Decentralization Theory

'This theory focuses on authority, power, and responsibility transfer-
ence from the central government to state or local governments. In edu-
cation, decentralization theory shifts the decision-making power from
central education ministries and departments to regional offices, commit-
tees, and school boards enhance efficiency, responsiveness, accountability,
community participation, and educational quality. Decentralization has
roots in different streams, and the pioneers of educational decentraliza-
tion, including Winkler (1989), McGinn (1999), and Fiske (2010). The
Degree of decentralization is different when the central government only
transfers administrative duties to the local offices, and there is no real
autonomy (deconcentration), or transfers authority to semi-autonomous
agencies and entities (delegation). When the real authority is transferred,
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it is called devolution (Rondinelli, 1983). If accountability and capacity
are poor at the community level, they will affect outcomes (Hanson, 1997;

Gaynor, 1998).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The primary goal of this conceptual framework is to ensure free,
compulsory, equitable, and quality education for all children through ele-
mentary school, achieved through participatory and decentralized school
governance. Chapter 2 of the RTE Act (2009) requires the establishment
of SMCs in all schools. The RTE Act ensures the enrolment of all children
without any barriers. The Act prohibits discrimination based on caste, reli-
gion, color, or disability. It sets norms for teachers, school heads, parents,
and local authorities. The SMCs monitor the school activities. The outputs
of the Act can include accountability, social inclusion, improved learn-
ing outcomes, and better school governance. The outcome can be school
achievement. The conceptual framework for the RTE Act (2009) in India

is based on its legal foundation, composition, structure, and outcomes.

Inputs

'The inputs in this conceptual framework are the formulation of RTE
Rules by the state government, the establishment of SMCs in every school,
preparing school development plans, monitoring the activities of school
administrations, receiving grants for infrastructures and basic facilities,
monitoring the Mid-Day Meal program, conducting SMC member
training programs, child rights awareness campaign, and community
mobilization.

Output

The implementation of the RTE Act (2009) and the establishment
of SMCs increase enrolment of children, especially marginalized groups
and disadvantaged communities. The RTE Act and community participa-
tion contribute to infrastructure development, SMC functioning, teacher
deployment, and parents’ involvement in decision-making processes.

Outcomes

At the national level, the RTE Act (2009) helps educational access and

leads to equity and inclusion. The marginalized groups, children with dis-

abilities, and girls’ education are supported. The RTE Act (2009) improves
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educational quality and empowers local communities. The Act also sup-
ports decentralization at the grassroots level. The effective implementation

of the RTE Act, 2009, and the SBM policy will yield achievements in

school education.

86t Constitutional Amendment |
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Figure 2. Conceptual framework for Indian SBM (SMC)

METHODOLOGY

'This is an empirical field-based survey study with statistical insights.
The study area included all educational blocks (Firozpur, Nagina, Nuh,
Taoru, and Punhana). Almost all schools were from rural areas throughout
the district. The data collection technique was a structured questionnaire
approved by the Research Advisory Committee (ARC) and the depart-
ment’s Research Supervisor, developed from the main features and sections
of the Right to Education Act (2009). The data was collected on infrastruc-
ture, school facilities, learning environment, utilization of funds, teachers’
behavior, sexual harassment, satisfaction of heads of school with the perfor-
mance of School Management Committees, awareness about the Right to
Education Act, 2009, Mid-Day Meal program, teachers’ attendance, and
challenges in the schools. Additionally, the secondary data were collected
from PhD theses, government reports, journal articles, and books. The
collected data is analysed through the descriptive analysis method.

'The study included 30 government elementary schools selected through
systematic interval sampling. The district has 260 independent middle
schools divided into 5 educational blocks, with an average of 52 schools per
block. The sampling interval was calculated by dividing 52 by the desired
sample of 6 schools per block (52 + 6 = 8.66), rounded to 9. A random number



Right to Education in a Muslim Populated District in India - Wardak and Narwal 17

between 1 and 9 was selected as the starting point, after which every 9th
school was selected. N= total population Size (total number of units = 260)

N = desired sample size (30)

N
K- N, 260
n 30

= 8.699 = 9 (round off)

The total sample size (participants) of the study was 247 informants, includ-
ing 120 parents, 120 students, and 7 Education Officers. The students and
parents were selected through the systematic sampling Interval technique.
Systematic sampling provides more precise estimators than simple random
sampling (Mostafa, 2017). It is a type of probability sampling with a ran-

dom starting point and a fixed period interval.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Demographic Characteristics of Participants

In this study, a total of 7 local authorities, including Block Education
Officers, Superintendents of Elementary Education, and Coordinators of
the District Education Office, were interviewed. One third of the local
authorities were female. All five blocks (Nub, Nagina, Punbana, Tauro,
and Feruzpur) are considered. The findings show that 70% of students and
64.2% of Parents were male, and 30% of students and 35.8% of Parents
were female. The dominance of 55% Scheduled Castes (SC) and 34% Back-
ward Castes (BC) primarily reflects the participation of marginalized stu-
dents and parents, and only 11% of them were from General Castes (GC).
'The findings also show that 95% of selected schools were from rural areas.

Table 1 shows that the education office of Nuh district is facing a
shortage of senior education officers, including the head of the Education
Department, the head of Elementary Education, and Block Education
Officers. Only one education block office had a permanent officer. The
in-charge officers lead the district’s education department, whom the
local government temporarily appoints. Most of the inhabitants of
the district are scheduled and backward classes. This research study was
conducted in an educationally backward area of Haryana state. In India,
casteism is one of the major factors that affects the education of children
and creates social exclusion in society. The study is inconsonant with
Suhrawardy’s (2025) study, which discussed marginalized and disadvan-

taged communities.
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Local Authorities Demographic Characteristics (7)

gﬁ:lccljtion Official status Gender Age A‘:;zge
Tauro BEO (Block Education Officer) Male 42
Nuh FLN Head (Foundation For Female 48

Literacy)
F.P Jhirka BEO (Block Education Officer) Male 48 49
Nagina BEO (Block Education Officer) Female 49
Nuh DEEO (Deputy Superintendent) Male 56
Punhana  BEO (Block Education Officer) Male 56
Nuh BEO (Block Education Officer) Male 57
Parents & Students Demographic Characteristics (240)
Gender Percentage Castes  Percentage Locality Percentage
Male 67 SC 55 Rural 95
Female 33 BC 34 Urban 5

G 11

Perception of Local Authorities on Right to Education Act, 2009

The findings of Table 2 disclose that the local authorities are aware of
the rules for the implementation of the RTE Act, 2009, and confirm the
presence of school management committees (SMCs) in every school. How-
ever, 44% of participants are satisfied with SMC activities in government
elementary schools in Nuh district, and only 14% agree that SMCs reduce
teachers’ non-academic workload. The monitoring of schools by SMCs
and the improvement in the education quality are acknowledged (56.50%).
Other issues like favoritism (72%), physical punishment of children (78%),

and sexual harassment (14%) are reported.

Table 2. Perception of Local Authorities on RTE Act, 2009

Percentage
Aspects

Yes No
Are you aware of the RTE Act, 2009? 100
Is there an SMC in every neighboring school? 100
SMC is for two years. 100
Local authorities monitor the work of SMC. 85 15

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued)

Aspects Percentage
Yes No
SMC helps improve the education quality. 60 40
Are you satisfied with SMC activities in the district? 44 56
Do you think parents are satisfied with SMC Decisions? 57 43
SMC decreases the non-academic burden on teachers. 14 86
Is there favoritism in the schools? 72 28
Is there physical punishment of children in the school? 78 22
Has any sexual harassment case been registered in the last three years? 14 86

Anticipating Table 2 shows that the local authorities were aware of
the rules of Haryana state for the implementation of RTE, but they were
worried about the corporal punishment of children by the teachers, and a
small number of local authorities reported sexual harassment. The findings
of this study are in consonance with Stephens (1994), who discussed chil-
dren’s safety and security. A large number of local authorities confirmed
corruption and favoritism in the nomination and election of SMC members
for school management. They were not satisfied with the work of SMCs
in the district. One third of the participants confirmed the political influ-
ence in the nomination and election of school management committees in
government schools. The majority of participants acknowledged favorit-
ism in the election process and the school administration’s invitation of
parents to the school. This study supports the research work of Dwivedi
& Naithani (2020), who assessed the primary education in rural areas, and
highlighted corruption and poor monitoring mechanisms. Based on the
findings, there is a gap in the implementation of the RTE Act, 2009, in

the district, despite high awareness among local authorities.

School infrastructure & basic facilities: Students’ Perceptions

'The findings in Table 3 indicate that almost all schools in Nuh Dis-
trict (98.33%) had permanent buildings, with 95% availability of white
and black boards, but the arrangement of seats and benches varied. How-
ever, the tables were inadequate, just (42%). The findings also reveal that
88% of participants reported availability of functional drinking water,
with 45.50% of access to hand-washing facilities. Among the participants,
75.83% reported having separate toilets for girls and boys, and 57.50%

reported that toilets and washrooms were clean.
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Table 3. School infrastructure & basic facilities

Percentage
School Building & Classrooms
Yes No
The school has a permanent building 98.33 1.77
Adequate seating (desk & bench) for all students 41.67 59.33
Classrooms are well-ventilated and lit 87.50 12.50
Black and white boards in every classroom 95.00 5
Average percentage 80.63 19.65
o o percentage
Drinking Water & Sanitation
Yes No
Functional drinking water facility 88.33 15
Toilets are clean and usable 75.83 23
Separate toilets for boys and girls 57.50 43
Hand-washing facility with soap 47.50 71
Average percentage 67.29 38.00

Table 3 shows a lack of adequate seating, separate toilets for girls and
boys, and handwashing facilities. The findings of this study support a study
by Singh (2017), who evaluated the implementation of the RTE Act in Guja-
rat and found limited public awareness among the community members and
a shortage of school infrastructure and facilities. The study also supports the
findings of Lewin (2009), who found that these deficiencies in facilities are
due to weak governance and an unequal distribution of resources.

Safety & Accessibility in Schools

The findings in Table 4 show uneven implementation of safety mea-
sures in government elementary schools in Nuh district. In addition, Table
4 indicates that the majority of schools (75.83%) had boundary walls and
security gates. However, there were 26.67% of safety measures and only
12.50% of the participants confirmed availability of ramps for differently
abled children. 65% of participants also confirmed the availability of ramps
for differently-abled children, but functionality of the ramps was uncertain.
'The results indicate that the government elementary schools in the district
need proper implementation of child safety and health policies.
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Table 4. Safety & Accessibility in Schools

Percentage
Facility Components in Schools Yes No
Boundary wall/gate for security 75.83 12
First-aid kit available 12.50 85
Ramps for differently-abled students 65.00 35
Fire safety measures 26.67 78
Average percentage 45.00 60.00

Table 4 shows that the selected schools observed facing serious chal-
lenges, especially in first-aid kits, which are required for each school
administration in an emergency. The fire safety measures were poor, and
only a few school administrations had fire extinguishers.

Teaching-Learning Environment

'The findings of Table 5 show that 40% of participants acknowledged
display of students’ activities, 35% teachers used teaching aids, and only
10% schools had functional libraries. However, there was a high percentage
(93.33%) of textbooks distributed among the students, with appropriate
age, and 69.17% of schools had LCDs with touch screens playing videos for
students. The classrooms of government elementary schools in Nuh district
were not highly motivating and stimulating for teaching and learning. On
average, the teaching-learning environment was reported at 55%.

Table 5. Teaching-Learning Environment

Classroom environment & learning materials Percentage

Yes No
Display of students’ work / chart on walls 40 60
Teachers use teaching aids (charts, figures, etc.) 35 65
Functional school library 10 90
Availability of textbooks for all students 93.33 6.77
Books are age-appropriate and accessible 84.17 15.83
Availability of digital learning tools 69.17 30.83

Total Average percentage 55 45
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Table 5 indicates that the students claimed that teachers use outdated
teaching methods and that their activities are not displayed on school walls.
There was a lack of libraries in government elementary schools. The Hary-
ana government distributed digital screens, and school administrations
play videos for children to encourage them to attend classes. These digital
screens increased student attendance in the district. The results align with
previous work (Rout, 2014) on rural schools in Odisha state, which found
improvements in admissions, attendance, infrastructure utilization, and
student engagement in school after the implementation of the RTE Act.

Student Health & Mid-Day Meal (MDM)

In Nuh district, the government elementary schools have Mid-Day
Meal program, and the health of children is checked by the health care
providers through a governmental scheme. Table 6 reveals that 98.33%
of participants confirmed that the Mid-Day Meals provided by schools
were hygienically prepared (80%). The MDM includes grains, pulses,
and vegetables. However, 50% of participants confirmed that students
wash their hands before serving the MDM. On the health side, 79.17%
of participants reported hygiene awareness sessions, and 74.17% reported
conducting regular health checkups. On average, students’ health, hygiene,
and MDM were reported positively (80%).

Table 6. Student Health & Mid-Day Meal (MDM)

Percentage

Mid-Day Meal (MDM) Quality

Yes No
MDM is served daily 98.33 1.77
Meal includes grains, pulses, and vegetables 98.33 1.77
Food is hygienically prepared 80 20
Students wash their hands before eating 50 50
Health and Hygiene
Regular health checkups are conducted 74.17 25.83
Hygiene awareness sessions were conducted 79.17 20.80
Average percentage 80 20

Table 6 shows that the food provided to the children includes grains,
pulses, and vegetables. The food was hygienic, and the awareness about
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cleanliness was provided to the children. Public health providers were
checking up on the children at schools. The reason for the full implementa-
tion of the MDM program was teachers’ and SMC members’ involvement
in the school kitchens. The teachers and SMC members were also eating
the food provided in schools. Unfortunately, school heads in a few schools
were observed serving the vegetables from the school kitchen.

Teachers and Training

The attendance of teachers and the workload data indicate teachers’
regularity with 80 percent, but the student-teacher ratio was poor, with
only 14.17% of schools having a 30:1 student-teacher ratio, which is pre-
scribed in the RTE Act. The findings of Table 7 also revealed that 73.33%
of teachers are burdened with non-academic duties such as supervisory
duties, data entry, and overseeing the mid-day meal program in the schools.
Regular training of teachers in the education department and other gov-
ernment agencies for professional development was reported by 37.50% of
participants.

Table 7. Teachers and Training

Percentage

Teacher presence and workload

Yes No
Teacher attendance is regular 80 20
Student-Teacher Ratio is within prescribed norms (30:1) 14.17 85.83
Teachers engaged in non-teaching duties (admin/ MDM/etc.) 73.33 26.67
Teachers receive regular training 37.50 62.50
Average percentage 51 49

Table 7 shows the lack of trained teachers and educators in the govern-
ment elementary schools in the district. There was a high teacher-student
ratio, insufficient professional development, and the teachers were bur-
dened with non-academic activities. This study supports Mondal and Islam
(2023) study on the implementation of RTE, which found a shortage of
qualified teachers. The study supports the study by Bhattacharjee (2019),
who found improvements in school access and the development of school
infrastructure after the implementation of the RTE Act, but challenges
remained in teacher training and the monitoring system.
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Parents’ perception of the RTE Act, 2009 & SMCs

The findings of Table 8 show that parents are aware of only 6.7% of the
Right to Education Act, 2009. The findings also show that 78.3% of par-
ents reported the presence of School Management Committees in govern-
ment schools, with 69.17% favoritism, 45% corruption, and 29.17% political
influence on the election and nomination process of SMCs. Only 40% of
participants were aware of equal representation of males and females in the
formation of SMCs in schools. 60.83% parents reported corporal punish-
ment, and 0.83% sexual harassment of children.

Table 8. Parents’ awareness about the RTE Act, 2009

Percentage

Aspects

Yes No
Have you heard about the RTE Act, 2009? 6.7 93.3
In the school where your child studies, does the school 78.3 21.7
have a school management committee?
Have you ever been invited to the formation of the SMC? 62.5 375
Do you know that (50 per cent) of SMC members are 40 60
female?
Does the SMC help in the enrolment of children? 62.5 37.5
Is there corruption in the election or nomination of the 45 55
SMC members?
Is there any political influence in the election or 29.17 70.83
nomination of SMC members?
Is favoritism practiced in the election of SMC? 69.17 30.83
Have you ever heard of a child being physically punished 60.83 39.17
at school?
Have you ever heard that any child is sexually harassed? 0.83 99.17
Parents’ average awareness 45.50 55.50

Table 8 reveals that parents also confirmed the occurrence of physical
punishment and sexual harassment in schools, indicating serious child
protection concerns. Due to the social stigma and cultural barriers, many
families were not ready to share with the authors the stories and cases of
the children who were the victims of sexual harassment by teachers and
others. The study findings support a study by Leach and Sitaram (2007)
on sexual harassment of girls’ schools in South India, which found that
girls are facing sexual harassment both within schools by male peers
and outside the schools by older men. This sexual harassment causes a
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reduction in educational engagement, and parents withdraw their children
from schools.

Challenges in Schools in Nuh District

The findings of Table 9 reveal that both parents and local authorities
reported a shortage of teachers (76%) and a high dropout rate (80%), and
73% of participants also acknowledged that there is low participation of
parents in the meeting and school gatherings, and only 34% of participants
were concerned about the quality of MDM.

Table 9. Main Challenges in Nuh Schools

Aspects Percentage
Yes No
A lack of infrastructure 37.5 72.5
Shortage of teachers 71.7 28.3
Poor mid-day meals 35 64
High dropout/low attendance 76 24
Low parent participation 60 40
Average 56.04 45.76

The results in Table 9 show that, overall, the mid-day meal program
was satisfactory. However, there was a shortage of teachers, a lack of infra-
structure, a high dropout rate, and low parental participation in meetings
or SMC formations. It indicates a major gap in the empowerment of the
local communities to participate in educational governance. Various stud-
ies on community participation in educational governance revealed that
women, marginalized groups and rural people poorly participate, especially
Muslim women (Duwarah et al., 2015; Sharma, 2023; Das & KP, 2024;
Sultana, 2023; Patnaik, 2021).

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY

The findings of this study highlight the urgent need for awareness pro-
grammes for parents’ involvement in school education and decision-making
processes in backward districts such as Nuh, Haryana. These programmes
on the Right to Education (RTE) Act must be based on local languages
to enhance parents’ understanding of their legal rights and responsibili-
ties. The institutional capacity should be strengthened at the school and
block levels to reduce students’ absenteeism and teacher shortages. The
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state government must recruit qualified teachers and fill the administrative
vacancy to ensure effective implementation of the RTE Act, 2009. It is felt
that there is a need for a child protection mechanism in the Nuh district.
The district education department can conduct training programmes on
child rights, inclusive education, and safe schools. Finally, this study con-
tributes to achieving the goals of universal elementary education and free
education in marginalized regions in India.

CONCLUSION

Constitutionally, access to education is a Fundamental Right of every
child in India, and the government focuses on inclusive education for all.
In Nuh district, the majority of inhabitants are Muslims, the literacy rate
is low, and it is an educationally backward district in Haryana State. In
five educational blocks, only one head was on permanent posting, and the
temporary in-charges led the Office of Education Department. The imple-
mentation of the RTE Act, 2009, enhanced access to education, improved
infrastructure, increased accountability among teachers, ensured hygiene in
the Mid-Day Meal for children, ensured drinking water, and ensured sepa-
rate toilets for boys and girls, and ensured sufficient textbook distribution.
Almost all schools had permanent buildings and whiteboards. However,
Schools face critical situations of teacher shortage, poor teaching-learning
environment, weak safety measures, corporal punishment of children, and
low parental awareness of the Right to Education Act, 2009. Favoritism in
the election and nomination process was reported, and Limited community
participation was observed, which indicates poor transparency.
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Practitioner’s Note

Not Just Power
Ethical Leadership in Islamic Classics

Ayman Agbaria and Muhammed Khalaily

This paper draws on the authors’ experience in leadership development with Palestin-
ian youth in Israel to explore the pedagogical potential of classical Islamic texts. It is
structured around three central questions: Are leaders born or made? Are they guided
by ideals or shaped by pragmatism? Do they lead through reform or mission? Using a
humanities-based approach, the paper examines how the works of Ibn Abd Rabbib,
Al-Farabi, and Ibn Tufayl invite critical reflection on leadership as a relational, ethical,
and contextually grounded practice.

Keywords: Islamic humanities, leadership development, ethical leadership.

INTRODUCTION

his reflective paper contributes to the growing scholarship on leader-
ship from an Islamic perspective. Although leadership studies are well
established (De Hartog & De Hoogh, 2024; Gardner et al., 2024;
Kremaric et al., 2020), the intersection between leadership and Islamic
thought remains insufficiently explored (AlSarhi et al., 2014; Arar & Saw-
alhi, 2023; Arar et al., 2022; Faris & Abdalla, 2018; Maarouf, 2011; Mir,
2010; Ruhullah & Ushama, 2025; Safi, 1995). Specifically, the academic
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literature offers limited insight into how Muslim leaders emerge, develop,
and practice leadership. This gap presents a challenge for practitioners seek-
ing culturally resonant frameworks for cultivating leadership.

In addressing this challenge, this paper engages with three founda-
tional questions in leadership studies: Is leadership innate or cultivated?
Should leaders be guided by ideals or pragmatism? Do they lead through
reform or mission? These questions correspond to the formation, purpose,
and orientation of leadership, respectively. Rather than surveying con-
temporary leadership theories, this paper turns to classical Islamic texts
as generative resources for culturally grounded leadership education. It
aims to encourage the integration of these materials by leadership devel-
opment practitioners seeking culturally grounded and ethically informed
approaches. The following section outlines the conceptual framework of
Islamic humanities as a lens for leadership development.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

As leadership studies have developed into a distinct academic field,
they are typically organized into three interconnected domains of educa-
tion, training, and development (McManus & Perruci, 2015). Leader-
ship education focuses on theoretical foundations and historical models.
Training emphasizes practical skills such as communication and decision-
making. Development aims to foster ethical reflection, self-awareness, and
long-term adaptability. Yet in practice, especially in contexts where youth
face systemic barriers to participation and recognition, these domains
often remain fragmented and unevenly prioritized. Training is frequently
emphasized over ethical and cultural formation, leading to leadership
development that is misaligned with the sociopolitical realities of margin-
alized youth. In such a context, leadership development calls for culturally
grounded frameworks that anchor leadership identity in tradition, values,
and collective purpose.

Grounding leadership education and development in the humanities
offers a promising pedagogical response to this challenge. It enables emerg-
ing leaders to cultivate ethical agency even as they navigate unjust systems.
'This approach finds conceptual alignment with contemporary leadership
theories that emphasize moral engagement and contextual awareness. For
example, both transformational leadership (Bass, 1985) and adaptive lead-
ership (Heifetz et al., 2009) theories frame leadership as a morally engaged
and context-sensitive process. They affirm that the historical narratives
leaders construct and the ethical commitments they uphold are central to
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their legitimacy and impact (Ciulla, 2004). In this regard, Ciulla (2019)
argues that leadership is fundamentally an ethical practice that should be
examined through interpretive and contemplative lenses, not solely through
behavioral or empirical ones. Therefore, Ciulla calls for the integration
of the humanities (e.g., philosophy, literature, and history) into leader-
ship development, warning that without such a foundation, programs risk
becoming mechanical and detached from the dilemmas leaders encounter
in their sociopolitical realities. Classical texts, Ciulla argues, offer a par-
ticularly valuable space for ethical inquiry in leadership development.

Hutchins (1999, p. 69) famously noted that the classics are “contempo-
rary in every age.” For Sample (2002, p. 59), these works reveal “timeless
truths about human nature,” challenging the illusion that modern leaders
are immune to ancient flaws. “One of the great fallacies of our age,” he
writes, “is the belief that we are fundamentally different from our ancient
forebears.” Frank and Moore (2010) argue that reading canonical works
bridges the gap between liberal and professional education, not by offer-
ing prescriptive models but by raising difhicult questions about leadership.
Similarly, Eastwood (2010) observes that the literature deepens students’
understanding of leadership.

Building on this broader humanistic approach, Islamic humanities
offer a particularly significant contribution to leadership education. They
enable practitioners to explore core concepts such as power, justice, and
knowledge through Islamic perspectives, enriching their understanding
of leadership in culturally relevant ways. Rather than confining Islam to
legal or doctrinal frameworks, this approach treats classical texts as living
sources of moral reflection and intellectual growth. For those engaged
in youth leadership development, especially within marginalized com-
munities, such texts offer more than historical insight. They serve as
pedagogical tools for fostering youth leaders’ ethical identity and cultural
authenticity.

RESEARCH CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY

This study is grounded in humanities-based methodologies for lead-
ership education (McManus & Perruci, 2015). These methodologies
challenge dominant social science paradigms in leadership studies by
emphasizing engagement with literary, philosophical, and historical texts.
‘They aim to understand leadership as a culturally embedded, ethical, and
interpretive practice, moving beyond universalized or technical models.
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Building on this tradition, the study draws from the authors’ sustained
involvement in Baytona (“Our Home” in Arabic), a nonpartisan Arab
youth movement founded by Palestinian activists in Israel as part of the
Arab Center for Alternative Planning’s (ACAP) Qadaya program. Baytona
was established to promote political education, cultural identity, and civic
participation among Palestinian youth (Muslim, Christian, and Druze)
who are citizens of Israel. The movement affirms both the Palestinian
historical narrative and the broader intellectual legacy of Islamic civiliza-
tion as a shared common ground for the youth engaged in its activities. In
doing so, it emphasizes critical reflection, intellectual autonomy, and active
participation in the public sphere.

Specifically, this study draws on insights from a year-long leadership
development program conducted in two cohorts in 2023 and 2024 and
designed by the authors for Baytona’s local branch directors. Operating
across Arab localities nationwide, the group consisted of 23 directors
(9 male, 14 female) from Muslim, Christian, and Druze backgrounds. All
participants were in their early twenties and held academic degrees. As
part of their training to lead school-aged youth groups in their respective
villages and towns in alignment with Baytona’s goals, the participants met
regularly at the movement’s headquarters in Eilabun, located in the Galilee
region. These gatherings included coordination meetings, enrichment ses-
sions, and a recurring training module focused on leadership development
through Arabic classical Islamic texts. In this module, participants engaged
directly with primary sources authored by influential Muslim philosophers,
jurists, theologians, and historians.

Set against the backdrop of structural marginalization, cultural era-
sure, and identity fragmentation faced by Palestinian citizens of Israel
(Agbaria, 2017; Jaraisy & Agbaria, 2025), participants were encouraged
to engage directly with the classical texts, without relying on mediating
authoritative interpretations. Rather than relying on abstract summaries or
secondary interpretations, this direct engagement enabled them to reclaim
the texts as their own, confront their embedded assumptions and limita-
tions, and explore how these texts resonate with or challenge their lived
experiences as emerging young Palestinian leaders navigating the socio-
political realities of the Israeli context. In this module’s discussions, the
first author acted as facilitator and the second as observer. Both authors
maintained detailed field notes and conducted monthly debriefings to
reflect on emerging themes and synthesize key insights, which inform the
analysis presented in this paper.
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THREE LEADERSHIP QUESTIONS IN THREE CLASSICAL ISLAMIC TEXTS

What follows is an exploration of three classical Islamic texts, each
engaging a core leadership question that reflects a foundational contour
of leadership thought. The first question, whether leadership is innate or
cultivated, raises an ontological inquiry into what leadership is and how it
comes into being. The second question asks whether leadership should be
guided by ideals or shaped by pragmatism, addressing the ethical orienta-
tion that drives a leader’s decisions. The third question considers whether
leadership advances through gradual reform or missionary transformation,
posing the question of how leadership engages with sociopolitical change.

Are Leaders Natural-Born or Self-Made?

'The narrative in Al-‘Iqd al-Farid (The Unique Necklace) by Ibn ‘Abd
Rabbih (860-940) (translated in Safi, 1995, p. 204) provides a compel-
ling lens to examine whether leadership is innate or cultivated. The story
recounts a moment in the court of Abu Ja'far al-Mansur (714-775), founder
of the Abbasid Caliphate, who asked his advisors: “Who is the Hawk of
Quraysh?” The hawk, symbolizing sharp vision, autonomy, and courage,
and Quraysh, signifying tribal nobility, together evoke the image of the
ideal leader. In response, his companions named Abu Ja'far al-Mansur
himself, as well as Mu‘awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan and ‘Abd al-Malik ibn
Marwan, two prominent Umayyad caliphs. These responses pointed to
leadership based on lineage, institutional authority, and dynastic succes-
sion. However, Al-Mansur rejected each suggestion. Instead, he named
‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Mu‘awiyah (731-788), known as ‘Abd al-Rahman
al-Dakhil, who fled the Abbasid overthrow of the Umayyad dynasty and
reestablished Umayyad rule in al-Andalus. In Al-Mansur’s words, true
leadership emerges through perseverance, autonomy, and moral resolve in
times of crisis. In Al-Mansur’s words:

Mu’awiyah rose to his stature through the support of ‘Umar and ‘Uthman . . .
‘Abd al-Malik, because of previous appointment; and the Commander of the
Faithful through the struggle of his kin and the solidarity of his partisans. But
‘Abd al-Rahman did it alone . . . depending on no one but his own resolve. (Safi,
1995, p. 204).

In our leadership program, we encouraged participants to ask: What makes
someone a leader? Can leadership exist without formal authority or inher-
ited status? What inner resources, such as patience, resilience, and resolve,
are necessary to lead without institutional support? In the discussions
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inspired by the text, we often reflected on how the story differentiates
between positional authority and earned leadership. ‘Abd al-Rahman’s
legitimacy did not come from lineage or official succession but from ini-
tiative and vision shaped in adversity. In Weberian terms, Mu‘awiyah
represents traditional authority based on inherited customs and lineage.
‘Abd al-Malik reflects legal-rational authority grounded in bureaucratic
rule and institutional legitimacy. Al-Mansur occupies an intermediate
position, maintaining power through tribal networks and administrative
control. ‘Abd al-Rahman, by contrast, exemplifies charismatic authority,
as his leadership arose from his ability to inspire loyalty not in palaces, but
across deserts and distant shores.

His transformation of trauma into a purposeful vision reflects what
George (2003) describes as authentic leadership, namely the ability to
derive meaning and direction through self-reflection on life experiences.
Rather than succumbing to loss, he cultivated resilience and moral clarity.
Lacking a title, an army, or a state, and operating amid political collapse
and institutional chaos, ‘Abd al-Rahman demonstrated highly skilled
adaptive leadership (DeRue, 2011), which ultimately enabled him to estab-
lish lasting authority and legitimacy and to reconstruct a new political and
social order.

Participants in our work frequently related to ‘Abd al-Rahman’s chal-
lenges, reflecting their own experiences of marginalization, isolation, and
the weight of leading without formal recognition. For young Palestinian
citizens of Israel, navigating a hierarchical and differentiated citizenship
regime that structurally positions them as inferior and grants only partial
rights, ‘Abd al-Rahman’s story offers more than historical insight. It chal-
lenges dominant models of leadership rooted in status, hierarchy, or institu-
tional validation and instead affirms the possibility of leadership emerging
from lived struggle and moral agency. For many participants, the story
redirected attention from questions of origin to questions of obligation,
foregrounding what it means for leadership to emerge from the margins,
to act, decide, and remain accountable within unequal civic conditions.

Unconditioned Idealists or Reserved Pragmatists?

While earlier debates addressed the origins of leadership, this inquiry
focuses on how leaders orient themselves once in power. It asks not how
leaders come to be, but how they navigate ethical dilemmas in practice.
Do they remain committed to moral ideals, or do they adapt by balancing
principle with pragmatism?
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This tension between uncompromising idealism and adaptive pragma-
tism finds deep resonance in Al-Farabi’s (872-951) seminal work Ara’ ahl
al-madinah al-fadilah (Opinions of the Inhabitants of the Virtuous City),
which, among other things, addresses the qualities and demands of leader-
ship (see Galston, 2014). His portrayal of the ideal ruler (see Walzer, 1985,
pp- 247-250), referred to as the sovereign, initially appears to affirm the
unconditioned idealist:

the sovereign over whom no other human being has any sovereignty whatsoever”
must embody moral excellence, intellectual brilliance, and rhetorical mastery. Such a
leader must love truth, despise falsehood, aspire to the highest ideals, and be “strong
in setting his mind firmly” on what ought to be done, carrying it out “without fear
and weak-mindedness” (Walzer, 1985, pp. 247-250).

These attributes suggest a vision of leadership grounded in unwavering
ethical conviction. Yet this vision simultaneously invites critical reflection
on how such ideals can be sustained amid socio-political complexities.
Crucially, Al-Farabi acknowledges the rarity of ideal leadership. “Now it
is difficult to find all these qualities united in one man... such men being
altogether very rare,” he writes. In response, he proposes pragmatic alter-
natives rooted in collaboration and ethical flexibility. If a single virtuous
sovereign cannot be found, then “when one single man who fulfils all these
conditions cannot be found but there are two... the two of them will be the
sovereigns of this city.” And if even this cannot be achieved: “When all
these six qualities exist separately in different men... and when these men
are all in agreement, they should all together be the excellent sovereigns”
(Walzer, 1985, pp. 247-250). The six essential traits (i.e., philosophical
wisdom, legal mastery, analogical reasoning, prudent judgment, persuasive
guidance, and physical-military capability) reflect a model of leadership
that balances moral aspiration with situational responsiveness.

This ethical realism may be described as adaptive ethical resilience,
understood as the capacity to lead with integrity while responding thought-
tully to contextual constraints. This concept aligns with contemporary
models of shared and distributed leadership, which emphasize collective
responsibility, strategic adaptability, and ethical responsiveness (Pearce &
Conger, 2002; Hickey et al., 2022).

Al-Farabi’s broader classification of cities has also served as a valuable
pedagogical tool in our youth leadership programs, providing a frame-
work for exploring the friction between moral ideals and sociopolitical
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realities. He distinguishes between three city types: al-madinah al-fadilah
(the virtuous city), where rulers and citizens pursue happiness through
wisdom and virtue; al-madinah al-jahila (the ignorant city), which pri-
oritizes wealth, honor, or pleasure without understanding the good; and
al-madinah al-dilla (the misled city), which aspires to happiness but is
guided by falsehoods. These typologies represent systems of governance as
well as distinct moral and epistemic orientations. The “cities” they describe
embody ethical frameworks that are expressed through language, behavior,
and aspirations, influencing how leadership is shaped and practiced.

As emphasized throughout our program, Al-Farabi expresses cautious
optimism, arguing that even imperfect rulers can maintain political order
provided they uphold the virtues of their predecessors through ethical
stewardship and pragmatic governance. His work challenges participants
to move beyond binary distinctions between idealism and pragmatism,
inviting them to consider how the two can coexist and reinforce one
another. Through reflection on the figure of the virtuous ruler and the
typology of cities, participants grappled with hard questions. When should
a leader stand by difficult truths? When is it ethical to compromise? Can
one shape the moral fabric of society without alienating those who resist
change?

'These complex questions were not addressed in abstract theory but in
relation to participants’ practical engagement with Palestinian youth in
Israel. Notably, Baytona’s leaders carry out youth activities while navigat-
ing structural discrimination, constrained public spaces, land and housing
precarity, under-resourced schools, limited employment opportunities,
heavy policing, organized crime, internal fragmentation, civic apathy, and
neoliberal ideals that prioritize individual mobility over collective respon-
sibility and identity. Within this context, they must discern when to stand
by difficult truths or seek compromise, how to cultivate civic norms with-
out reinforcing alienation, and how to remain ethically grounded while
engaging with officials, families, and the youth they serve. Moreover,
engaging with Al-Farabi’s work allows participants to reclaim epistemic
agency in academic and political contexts that frequently marginalize
Islamic intellectual traditions, treating them solely as subjects of religious
or historical study while overlooking their relevance to disciplines such as
sociology, education, political science, and especially leadership education
and development.
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Leaders: Reformers or Missionaries?

While earlier discussions asked whether leaders are born or made,
probing the origins of leadership, and whether they are unconditioned
idealists or reserved pragmatists, exploring their ethical orientation, the
distinction between reformers and missionaries addresses a different
dimension, namely, the motivation and scope of their action. Reformers
work incrementally from within, adapting to institutional realities and
prioritizing long-term change and sustainability. Missionaries, conversely,
pursue profound transformation, guided by a vision that may challenge
prevailing paradigms and norms. It is a question of method, pace, and the
leader’s relationship to resistance and institutional inertia.

The classical text Hayy Ibn Yagzan by Ibn Tufayl (1110-1182) pres-
ents a case study for this question. Ibn Tufayl, a physician, philosopher,
and statesman, tells the story of Hayy, a man raised in complete isola-
tion on an unpopulated island. In the absence of human socialization
and cultural conditioning, of revelation and scripture, of language and
tradition, Hayy undergoes a profound existential moratorium marked
by exploration and reflection. Through observation and contemplation,
he gains deep knowledge of the natural world and arrives at a vision
of the divine. As Hayy reaches the peak of divine enlightenment, Ibn
Tufayl reflects:

These hints and no more I am able to relate concerning what Hayy Ibn Yaqzan
witnessed at this lofty plane. Do not ask me to add anything more in words. That
would be next to impossible. . . . Again and again he returned to that sublime state,
more and more easily, more and more sustainedly, until he reached the point that
he could attain it whenever he wished and remain as long as he liked. He would
stay riveted to his station, turning away only to attend the needs of his body”
(Ibn Tufayl, 2009, pp. 162-163).

When Hayy meets Absal, a devout man from a neighboring island, the two
exchange insights and discover that they have arrived at the same truths.
Hayy reaches them through reason and reflection, while Absal comes to
them through religious tradition. One arrives without a revealed book, the
other through scripture.

Absal had no doubt that all the traditions of his religion about God, His angels,
bibles and prophets, Judgement Day, Heaven and Hell were symbolic representations
of these things that Hayy Ibn Yaqzan had seen for himself. The eyes of his heart
were unclosed . . . All the paths of exegesis lay open before him. All his old religious
puzzlings were solved . . . (Ibn Tufayl, 2009, p. 167).
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Hayy arrives at profound metaphysical truths concerning the oneness of
God, the purposeful order of creation, the immortality and perfection
of the soul, and the necessity of ethical self-cultivation. He believes that
sharing these truths can deepen others’ religious convictions and experi-
ences. He believes that sharing these truths can enrich others’ spiritual
understanding. Motivated by this conviction, he urges Absal to return
to his island and communicate these insights to its people. “Hayy deeply
pitied mankind and hoped that it might be through him that they would
be saved. He was eager to go to these men to reveal and explain the Truth”
(Ibn Tufayl, 2009, p. 169). Absal, more cautious, doubts whether his society
can truly comprehend such insights. Still, they embark together.

Hayy begins his mission by engaging the intellectual elite, whom Absal
believed to be the most capable of grasping higher truths. As Absal explained:
“Of all men this group approached nearest to intelligence and understand-
ing. If Hayy were unable to teach them, it would be all the more impossible
for him to teach the masses” (Ibn Tufayl, 2009, p. 169). However, Hayy’s
method did not replicate the reflective path that led to his own enlighten-
ment. Instead of guiding others through experience, he relied on explanation.
This approach faltered: “The moment he rose the slightest bit above the literal
or began to portray things against which they were prejudiced, they recoiled
in horror from his ideas and closed their minds” (Ibn Tufayl, 2009, p. 169).

Realizing that abstract truths cannot stand alone, Hayy comes to
understand that insights must be translated through ritual, tradition, and
shared language to become transformative. He observes with growing
dismay that “preaching is no help, fine words have no effect,” and that the
elite “are engulfed in ignorance” and “distracted from the thought of God
by business” (Ibn Tufayl, 2009, p. 170). “Hayy saw clearly and definitely
that to appeal to them publicly and openly was impossible. Any attempt
to impose a higher task on them was bound to fail” (Ibn Tufayl, 2009,
p. 170). Disheartened by the people’s resistance to philosophical spiritual-
ity, if there is such a thing, Hayy and Absal retreat to their isolated island.
There, they devote themselves to contemplation and spiritual practice,
choosing a life of reflection apart from society.

With this ending, Ibn Tufayl affirms that social transformation demands
more than personal enlightenment. It requires collective readiness, patient
pedagogy, and the humility to recognize the limits of imposing truth on
an unprepared society. Hayy’s leadership project fails not due to a lack of
knowledge, but from a deep disconnect between vision and method. Hayy’s
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efforts fail not because his insights are false, but because he cannot contextu-
alize or communicate them effectively. He sought to transform others with-
out guiding them through the reflective journey he himself experienced. He
explained in words, not through action or example. He worked with elites
rather than building relational trust with the broader community.
Leadership, especially as a reformer, requires moral patience to accom-
pany and accommodate others through resistance. In withdrawing, Hayy
comes to grasp what he had previously dismissed. Rituals and traditions are
not mere distractions but necessary means by which individuals and societ-
ies preserve continuity, stability, and legitimacy. His story reveals that the
failure of transformation lies not solely in the people’s resistance, but also
in the leader’s inability to meet them where they are. By expecting others
to leap to truth without guiding them along the path he himself traveled,
Hayy underestimated the ethical and contextual demands of leadership.
As participants in the program deliberated on when a leader should
confront, and when they should compromise or even retreat, they grappled
with questions such as: Can moral clarity justify bypassing cultural and
social readiness? Is it ethical to impose truth on a community unprepared
for its implications? For these Palestinian youth workers, it became increas-
ingly clear that leadership must be exercised patiently and responsibly.
The story affirmed for them that the effectiveness of leadership lies not in
the urgency of its message, but in the readiness of its audience, and that
at times, lasting transformation begins not with confrontation, but with
careful engagement grounded in cultural understanding and emotional
relatedness. The tale suggests that leadership requires not only vision but
also strategy, timing, and relational awareness. Facing a growing erosion of
social cohesion and public trust, participants found in the story of Hayy Ibn
Yaqzin a model that does not offer easy victories but encourages reflection
on the art of translating vision into forms that others can receive. Insights,
truths, and messages must be embedded within the pedagogical scaffold-
ing necessary for others to grasp them. Ultimately, transformative leaders
work incrementally, engage structures, speak the language of the people,

and tolerate ambiguity (Bass, 1985).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

Beyond the aim of curricular diversification, incorporating classi-
cal Islamic texts into leadership development programs centers ethical
reflection and critical discernment as foundational elements of leadership
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formation. As participants grapple with the complexities of their commu-
nities, these texts serve as rich repositories for reimagining leadership as
a value-driven and contextually grounded practice. Nonetheless, engage-
ment with these tensions invites reflection and, at times, resistance. Spe-
cifically, participants have raised three recurring objections, each of which
mirrors a key tension. The first tension, between conviction and action,
surfaces in claims that these texts are impractical. The second, between
being right and being effective, arises from concerns over accessibility,
complexity, and the lack of a unified theory of leadership. The third,
between inner formation and outward influence, emerges in critiques of
inclusivity and representation. Far from being dismissive, these objections
sharpen the inquiry into how leadership education and development are
meant to cultivate ethical depth and critical engagement.

In fact, classical Islamic texts themselves provide powerful venues
to reframe and reconsider such objections. The first critique, that these
texts lack practical tools, is challenged by how the texts redefine prac-
ticality itself. Rather than resting on a narrow definition of practicality
as procedural efficiency or managerial competence, classical texts frame
leadership as a moral and interpretive endeavor. By shifting the focus
from what leaders do to who they are and how they decide, these texts
propose a value-driven understanding of practicality. A second objection
points to their conceptual density, linguistic difficulty, and lack of formal
structure. Yet this complexity is not a flaw but a pedagogical strength.
It encourages sustained inquiry, fosters critical thinking, and cultivates
intellectual humility. Finally, the objection regarding inclusivity, based on
the fact that these works emerged from elite, male-dominated traditions,
opens space for critique from within the tradition. While this critique is
necessary, many classical texts themselves question hierarchical power
and inherited authority. They invite reinterpretation and ethical reflection
that can transcend their historical contexts. Overall, these texts encourage
them to move beyond fixed models and universal templates of leadership,
and instead adopt a slower, relational, and reflective engagement with their
sociopolitical realities.

To remain Palestinian, to remember, and to act ethically in the ser-
vice of youth is easy to say but difficult to realize. In the face of persistent
efforts to erode Palestinian political life, and at times, their very existence,
as witnessed in the war in Gaza, turning to Islamic humanities becomes
not only meaningful but necessary for both Palestinians and Jews in Israel.
These texts offer a framework for emerging Palestinian youth leaders to
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shift their focus from external performance or managerial skills to cul-
tivating inner ethical clarity. As these works provide opportunities to
deliberate on a leader’s internal struggles, moral dilemmas, and aspirations,
they support leadership development grounded in the ability to act with
integrity, to distinguish right from wrong in complex situations, and to
remain committed to consistent values under pressure. In doing so, they
nurture a leadership ethos rooted in shared humanity. This kind of ethi-
cal formation holds promise not only for Palestinians but for all, Jews and
Palestinians alike, who seek justice, dignity, and peaceful coexistence in
deeply divided societies.
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BOOK REVIEWS

Between Sacred and Secular Knowledge: Rationalities and

Education of a Muslim Village in Northwest China

YANBI HONG
Routledge, 2022, 178 pages

Between Sacred and Secular Knowledge was developed from Yanbi
Hong’s doctoral dissertation at the University of Hong Kong. Although
not a Muslim himself, Hong presents a detailed in-depth study of Muslim
education in Redstone, a small village in the northwestern province of
Gansu, near the city of Linxia—a city where the predominantly Mus-
lim population is so well-versed in Islamic knowledge that it has been
nicknamed the Little Makkah of China. Hong (2022) explains that his
study not only highlights (quantitative) statistics but also relies heavily on
qualitative field research and interviews to obtain a clearer depiction of the
reality. The question that begs to be answered is whether this image also
reflects the status quo of education among Chinese Muslims as a whole,
only in rural areas, or only in Redstone? In fact, a Northwestern Chinese
Muslim could easily have informed Hong that the “Islamicity” of Muslims
in Linxia is very different from that of a Muslim in the rest of Gansu, or
in neighboring Qinghai province, which again is very different from the
Muslims in Beijing, Henan, Yunnan, or the southeast generally. Of course,
the disparity is again very wide between rural and urban Muslims. So then,
does this study only offer a snapshot in time and space, or does it raise
broader questions and suggest solutions?

Hong (2022) introduces his study with a historical review of Muslim
education in China, noting that research in the field of Muslim education
around the globe spiked after 9/11. In a broader note, he also reviews the
history of education of rural and ethnic minorities in China. Interest-
ingly, the increase in enrollment and literacy after 1949 dropped after
1980, especially among girls, a phenomenon attributed mainly to economic
factors. Hong follows with an exposé on the ten different ethnicities of

Chinese Muslims, namely the Hui, Uyghur, Kazak, Dongxiang, Kyrgyz,
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Salar, Tajik, Uzbek, Bonan, and Tatar; as well as a brief history of Islam
and Muslims in China. Looking at the very wide variation in educational
attainment across Muslim ethnicities, Hong attributes this to both eco-
nomic disparities and perceptions of education. He concludes that the
Hui (the largest Muslim ethnicity) have demonstrated many alternatives
to either complete accommodation or separatism as a minority group,
though he agrees that Chinese Muslims should be viewed as part of the
wider Islamic world.

Hong mentions two very unique aspects of the Muslims in China.
Namely, that they have developed a system of “jingtang” (or mosque) edu-
cation and the “Han' kitab”. Jingtang education was developed during the
Qing dynasty using the jingtang script—a specific transliteration system
of writing Persian or Arabic terms in Chinese characters. The curriculum
is built on the Thirteen Classics. This legacy explains why these villagers
seem to value jingtang education above public education: a typical “school”
day in a mosque—from dawn prayers to 10 p.m— plus a ten-year curriculum
including Persian, Arabic, Han kitab, Quran, Islamic Studies, humanities,
sciences, and Chinese Islamic calligraphy, a very unique style of calligraphy
now termed “Sini” ().

In Chapter 2, Hong justifies his choice of ethnographic qualitative
research, arguing that it can fill gaps that arise in quantitative surveys. He
briefly describes the field site and, in the following chapter, provides much
more detail on how he selected his interview subjects, 67 in all. Redstone
has a population of 1,850, of which the large majority (84%) is Muslim.
Its net income per capita is comparable to the rest of Linxia prefecture
but much below the provincial and national levels. Available side jobs
are in the restaurant and construction industries, while seasonal migrant
jobs consist of picking cotton and cordyceps (which Hong calls caterpillar
fungus). Cordyceps is a highly valued ingredient of Chinese medicine, and
picking them pays well. This becomes important later in the book when
we see many children skipping school weeks at a time, especially in higher
grades, to help pick cordyceps in Tibet for extra family income.

Part of the fascination of this book lies in the detailed descriptions of,
for example, local Islam, which is divided into three main sects: First, the
Old Teachings (£#) or Sufi orders which are in turn subdivided into four
schools; then the New Teachings (#1#) or Ikhwan; and finally the Santai

(=48) or Qudiriyya sect. This interesting categorization not only divides



146 Journal of Education in Muslim Societies - Vol. 7, No. 2

the population into “mosque households” similar to parishes but also raises
the social issue of who can marry whom. Thus, though there is just one pri-
mary school and one “teaching place”, there are six mosques, four of which
are New Teachings, and two are Old Teachings. In a mosque, administra-
tion is run by the “xuedong“ (%*#) or director, who leads the “xianglao”
(£%) or committee members. The actual religious affairs are conducted
by the “abong” (sinicized pronunciation of the Persian “akbund”) or imam.
A note here: the reason for using sinicized Persian among Muslims, espe-
cially those of the Northwest, is that Islam here was brought in by Central
Asians, whose brand of Islam came from Persia rather than Arabia. A stu-
dent in training in the mosque is called a manla (J#$i) (sinicized mullah).

Generally speaking, there are three types of institutions offering
Islamic education: state-sponsored Islamic colleges (ten in all of China),
jingtang education based on community mosques, and Chinese-Arabic
colleges. The latter is a modern form of education in which the curriculum
includes not only Arabic, the Qur’an, and Islamic Studies but also secular
subjects such as Chinese language, history, politics, basic law, physical
education, English, math, and computer science. These schools do enroll
girls, in contrast with the other two. Despite the fact that it takes ten years
for a manla to graduate into an ahong, and the grueling daily schedule,
tamilies still largely prefer jingtang education to public education. Some
of the factors cited include accommodation, close relationships with the
families, looser discipline, and even looser scheduling. Currently, although
most Muslim families still favor jingtang education, often pulling out their
children from public school after 2-3 years, few of them (2-3%) manage
to graduate as ahongs, or even find jobs as imams. Hong wonders what still
drives this preference despite an obvious economic disadvantage.

In Chapter 4, Hong describes the national state policies regarding edu-
cation, and how these are not exactly implemented at the local level, for
instance, the ban on school-age children in compulsory education to attend
religious schools. It should be noted that this field study ended in 2011, and
policies have changed significantly in the last decade or so, making this
finding a historical note rather than a current snapshot. Hong mentions an
interesting policy shift, in which the state uses carrots rather than sticks to
secure compliance. In general, the state considers religions as backward and a
threat to the regime and social stability, though they seem to regard favorably
Islam—at least in the early 2000s—since it bans alcohol and favors mod-
ernization. The public school is viewed as a representative of the local state,
and public education is a pathway to “cadre” (government employee) status.
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Chapter 5 details the interesting phenomenon of the binary world of a
Chinese Muslim through the lens of their names. All Muslim children in
Redstone get a “scriptural” name at birth, that is, an Arabic name. Some do
not even get a Chinese name until they attend public school, when teachers
assign one. This system of two names gives the Chinese Muslims a binary
identity. They view public education as an instrument for achieving a good
economic life, and religious education not just as a moral compass but as
a path to their identity.

Chapter 6 examines the impact of the market on religious education.
Unfortunately, in recent years, the financial income of mosques has been
declining, and the social status of ahongs along with it. Some imams neglect
their mosque duties to work part-time or run businesses. Hong concludes
that the emerging trend is that jingtang education is now shifting from
the training of ahongs to the transmission of Muslim culture, fulfilling
religious demands in daily life, and improving Muslim women’s cultural
level and modern scientific knowledge.

Since the low level of education of girls in Redstone is a glaring fact,
Hong delves in Chapter 7 into the status of Muslim girls while acknowl-
edging a current decline of this gender gap. He recognizes that under-
education is prevalent among minorities in general and cautions against
the naive thinking that Muslim women are oppressed and need saving.
He contends the solution might lie in using rather than opposing cultural
and religious views. One crucial factor might be the marriage age, which,
despite the official legal age of twenty for females and twenty-two for
males, is more often at least two years earlier. In Redstone, seventeen is
considered almost too old for a girl to marry.

Though many parents see the value of public education in terms of job
outcomes, discrimination in hiring often means income does not match
expectations. Why do girls drop out of school despite the advent of free
education in 20062 Marriages are mostly still arranged, and girls in public
schools are perceived as having a lower moral status. Also, though a higher
educational level brings higher income, this also shrinks the pool of suitors.
Marriage is costly for men who have to help support their family, pay a
bride price (mahr), pay for the wedding feast, and construct a new house.
'The distorted sex ratio (too many males as a result of years of the one-child
policy) is another strong factor causing boys to drop out of education early
to start earning money.

Hong concludes in Chapter 8 by discussing four main questions (not
the same questions he poses at the beginning): How is the myth of public
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education deconstructed by local Muslim parents; what is the role of reli-
gious education for Chinese Muslims in modern society; how do iden-
tity, ethnic culture, and education for ethnic minorities interact with one
another; and what are the theoretical implications of this study. As for pub-
lic education, the high dropout rate may be due to unmotivated teachers,
a lower likelihood for girls to secure a good marriage, and a disappointing
income even with higher education. Religious education needs reform, and
evidence of this has already emerged locally, fragmenting it into traditional
jingtang education, the reformed one, and Chinese-Arabic schools. Train-
ing of ahongs is becoming less prevalent, though the people’s enthusiasm
for religion is not declining.

'The determining forces of identity lie beyond the field of education and
are strongly supported by market forces. In the binary world of Muslims
in Redstone, religious education gives identity in a majority Han (non-
Muslim) society. Secular demands for boys and the tradition of early mar-
riage for girls play a large role in their choices for education.

Hong ends by stating that the perceptual approach is important and
acknowledges that the stories in his research are “only droplets of water
from a flowing river”, but they give clues as to the direction in which the
water flows. The key issue is to make rural education more relevant to the
Muslims’ pursuit of individual well-being and good family life. The author
suggests that the state should wield less control and provide more support
to local schools; that parents should be more actively involved in their chil-
dren’s education; and that the state should abandon its assimilation policy
and give religious education a proper place, in other words, allowing the
development of multiple identities. Regarding the purpose of education, if
a complete education means religious and public education, then the Hui
are doing better than the Han, who only seek job attainment.

Hong states the central questions in his research: What are the func-
tions of state or public compulsory education from the perspective of local
rural Muslims? What are the reactions of those Muslim families to public
education? How do Islamic beliefs influence their perceptions of education,
both secular and religious? How do modernization and marketization pro-
cesses affect these perceptions? Are these questions satisfactorily answered
in this book? Indeed, Hong presents a plethora of interview quotes, life
anecdotes, and descriptions, thus painting a vivid picture of local opinions
and actions.

Arguably, such a study about education does not require the researcher
to be knowledgeable about the Qur’an and Islamic studies. However,



Between Sacred and Secular Knowledge + Tung 149

notwithstanding the use of Orientalist spellings such as “Koranic” and
“Mecca”, certain statements make ambiguous and inaccurate claims, such
as “Strictly according to Islamic scriptures, local Muslim women do not
have the right to initiate a divorce but only accept it.” Maybe the local Mus-
lims, led by their imams, believe so, though this is incorrect Islamically. A
problem arises when organizations, authorities, or other researchers, using
this book as a starting point for social interventions, may not realize that
certain solutions might be as simple as correcting the local people’s Islamic
knowledge starting at the level of the imams.

This book is more than an academic exercise in an ethnological
approach to the question of Muslim education in China. It offers an
in-depth look at attitudes, opinions, and the socioeconomic aspects shap-
ing life in a small mostly Muslim village in Northwest China. Despite the
picturesque read, Muslim readers need to dot the i’'s and cross the t’s to
grasp a fuller picture. What we see is the microscopic structure of a leaf
on a tree in a forest. It does not provide a complete view of the forest. It
is encouraging that a non-Muslim researcher manages to grasp the value
of religious education, albeit in just a tiny rural area. In fact, it is all these
fiercely surviving “droplets of water” that have sustained Islam in China
over centuries of upheaval.

Fawzia Mai Tung
Author and independent researcher

Mesa, AZ

Note

1. Han is the largest ethnic group in China, comprising 91% of the population and largely
non-Muslim.
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Education migration and displacement have been prominent aspects
of development in Jordan. Although Jordan has one of the most highly
educated populations in the Middle East, more women than men attend
higher education and attain academic success. Yet, despite educational
achievement that affords professional status and some sense of indepen-
dence, college-educated women in Jordan who migrate from largely rural
provinces to Amman for work and opportunity struggle to attain their
goals and to build a secure future for themselves. Premised on an ideol-
ogy of creativity and self-reliance to spur economic growth and solve
social problems, neoliberal policies as part of Jordan’s modernity project
have sought to foster productive and entrepreneurial citizens who identify
opportunities and take risks. Women in Jordan, however, must also navi-
gate familial expectations and social values that constrict them in ways
modernity eschews.

It is within this landscape that Fida J. Adely positions her work titled
Working Women in Jordan: Education, Migration, and Aspiration, an ethno-
graphic account of the desires, creative agency, and challenges faced by
young, educated Jordanian women who internally migrated for jobs in the
capital city of Amman, which is one of the most expensive places to live in
the Middle East. Based on 15 years of research with women and some of
their family members, Adely considers how educational and social struc-
tures function as a double-edged sword, facilitating and blocking women’s
entry into employment, with attendant consequences for themselves, their
tamilies, and society at large. Working Women in Jordan problematizes the
concept of “development” by considering its effects (i.e., educational oppor-
tunity expansion, privatization, urbanization, and work outside the home)
on women’s life trajectories, gender roles, marriage or singlehood, and
kinship relations. The lived experiences of women as they navigate a host
of financial, workplace, and social changes provide, at times, an intimate
portrait of their views, conditions, and status in a Muslim society.

The concept of ghurba, an Arabic word describing estrangement or
separation, is a particularly appropriate construct chosen by Adely to inter-
pret the experiences of women’s internal migration from local communi-
ties and towns to Jordan’s urban centers. Ghurba, generally understood
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as being a foreigner in a new land, can also refer to the feeling of being
a stranger in one’s own country. It is this latter meaning that Adely uses
to capture the conflicted feelings of women who miss their families and
communities as they pursue economic and professional opportunities in
Amman. Their loneliness is palpable in a Jordanian society centered on
family life—where connections, contacts, and people knowing who you
are—is paramount for personal and professional success. In the vein of Lila
Abu-Lughod’s (1993) work Writing Women'’s Worlds, Adely—with the help
of other female researchers and cultural informants engaged in the ethno-
graphic inquiry—considers “the complicated and unpredictable trajectory”
(2024, p. 4) of young women in Jordan who have left their provincial village
or town for work in the capital city. Trained in fields such as engineering
and computer science, the women attribute their higher educational attain-
ment to cultivating their desire for more opportunities and better jobs in
the urban center as compared to the governorates, some located close and
others much farther away from the capital city. Amman, therefore, takes
center stage as both a physical and aspirational space navigated through
the creative agency of the women interviewed. Because “there is no one
typical story” (Adely, 2024, p. 3), the women’s migration narratives traverse
a complex landscape of opportunity and hardship, as well as independence
and limitation, as just being in Amman has afforded the women some
liberty and autonomy.

Adely argues that neoliberal policies and gendered ideologies and prac-
tices have contributed to a complex interplay of factors aftecting women’s
lives. The book’s introductory chapter offers a brief discussion of structural
contexts that shape women’s internal migration in Jordan, including how
education shapes women’s views of desirable labor and career pathways,
how geographical disparities dictate their job prospects, and how urban-
rural divides foster uneven economic development. The historical context in
Chapter 1 provides background for understanding female mobility, while
Chapter 2 considers women’s reasons for moving to Amman in pursuit of
their professional and personal projects. Dimensions of state development
in Jordan, namely education, labor, and migration, are often repeated and
would benefit from in-depth explication to reveal “the ways in which class
hierarchies are gendered, racialized, and grounded in spatial representa-
tions of internal others” (Adely, 2024, p. 25). In Chapter 3, despite the
need for careful editing here and throughout the text, Adely considers how
women navigate the urban center that affords greater mobility, indepen-
dence, and leisure in their efforts to make a life for themselves. Chapter 4
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discusses the complex dynamics of family, power, and change, with Adely
asserting that women’s autonomy and success are intricately entwined
with their ability to care for their families. Adely’s ethnographic findings
reinforce that, despite their creative agency, women, as opposed to men,
have “less liberty (and greater potential repercussions) in opposing fam-
ily, particularly when it comes to migration and marriage” (2024, p. 100).
In Chapter 5, Adely examines marriage, singlehood, and homemaking,
especially in relation to how migration has implicated marriage prospects
and expectations. The lives of older single women are also cited as an
area deserving more research attention. In the short concluding chapter,
Adely restates her overall argument that the daily practices of Jordanian
women who migrate internally for work in Amman represent incremental
social change. Throughout the text, short interludes on women’s migration
experiences are placed at the beginning of each chapter and often further
illustrate the themes discussed in the respective chapters.

While Adely writes in an approachable prose, the book is not without
flaws. 'The methods section in the introduction especially needs greater
detail to aid interpretation of the study’s findings. A total of 43 women
were interviewed, but there is no sense that many of their ideas and insights
are represented in the text. Adely mentions meeting several times over five
years with a small group of women, but the exact number constituting that
“small group” is never stated. The length of the interviews and the exact
years in which they were conducted with the Jordanian women are also left
unsaid. Such vagueness in demographic details is evident throughout the
book. The women participants ranged in age from 24 to 48 years old, and
the majority were in their twenties when first interviewed. However, details
about the province or governorate and hometown from which each woman
migrated to Amman, and the number of subsequent interviews that were
conducted with each study participant, are largely missing. For contextual
reporting in qualitative research, it would be appropriate and illuminating
to include the university major, professional field, workplace type (public
or private), and Jordanian identity (Palestinian Jordanian or East Bank
Jordanian) for each participant, as generally expected from anthropological
inquiry, and to ground data collected over the last two decades in Jordan.
Precise methods-telling should state that Jordan has 12 provinces (gover-
norates) and reveal how many governorates are represented by the women
participants to support the claim that some of the women “felt stymied
and excluded due to their provincial origins and class differences” (2024,
p. 81). The readership would also benefit from the identification of the
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research questions asked across the interviews, as well as from the inclusion
of findings that address how each woman’s perspectives have changed or
remained the same over time.

While “neoliberal policies and ideology are powerful constitutive
structures” (Adely, 2024, p. 53), specific neoliberal forms of governance,
forces of global capitalism, and patriarchy are not thoroughly elaborated
upon by Adely. Because the book does not attend to the intersection of
religion and culture that also shapes life and gendered patterns for women
in Jordan, understanding women’s daily practices does not extend much
beyond the lens of economic precarity. Because Jordanian women’s partici-
pation in the labor force has contributed to the exploitation of low-wage
temale labor from other countries (i.e., the exploitation of other women’s
labor) to meet familial or household needs, the global division of labor
deserves much more research attention, as Adely rightly observes. The
book lacks a detailed discussion of state-building in contemporary times
and of women’s contributions to it. Working Women in Jordan, therefore,
represents a start toward uncovering women’s internal migration stories
but remains incomplete.

Despite these shortcomings, the presentation of the varied accounts of
the experiences of educated single women in Jordan successfully captures
the “interplay between what is possible, what is expected (what “ought” to
happen), and what is destined” (Adely, 2024, p. 145) from their migration
to Amman for work. Adely’s effort centers on women’s experiences to reveal
the often imperceptible changes in gender norms, family dynamics, and
the labor market. Adely, however, does not give sufficient attention to the
issue of divorce, despite Jordan being ranked third in the Arab world for
the highest divorce rates. Future ethnographic studies will need to attend
to the issue of being “single again” and how that influences women’s inter-
nal migration and aspirations. Importantly, the book would also benefit
from a more comprehensive application of Tim Cresswell’s (2010) multi-
scalar mobilities (physical, symbolic, and embodied) to analyze Jordanian
women’s migration experiences and practices. While physical mobility or
place-based movement is adequately addressed in the text, symbolic and
embodied mobilities deserve greater treatment and development. Because
ethnographic research in Jordan is rare and studies of women’s everyday
practices are rarely given attention in the development literature, Work-
ing Women in Jordan is a contribution to the fields of Higher Education,
Women’s Studies, Middle Eastern Studies, and Contemporary Arab Stud-
ies. More investigation is needed, however, on the systems of internal
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othering that single women encounter daily in Jordan. How these systems
influence women’s life aspirations warrants increased research attention in

the Arab world.

Patricia K. Kubow

International and Comparative Education, Professor
Indiana University

Bloomington, IN
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Demystifying Educational Leadership and Administration in
the Middle East and North Africa: Challenges and Prospects
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ABDELLATIF SELLAMI, AND JULIA MAHFOUZ
Routledge, 2024, 262 pages.

Demystifying Educational Leadership and Administration in the Middle
East and North Africa exemplifies the historical and sociopolitical context
that shapes the practices of leadership in the Middle East and North Africa
region (MENA). There is a prevalent deficit narrative regarding the prac-
tices examined under the rubric of educational leadership and administra-
tion. This volume aims not only to analyze the construction and practice of
educational leadership and administration in the MENA region but also to
inquire into how leaders make meaning of the colonial past and the global
present. This book interrogates the manner in which educational leadership
is the ongoing terrain or concern to produce identity.

A central theme in the volume is the ongoing impact of colonial educa-
tional systems. In the editorial introduction, current leadership challenges
are placed within a historical context that explains how colonial schooling
systems were created to “shape local intellectual development” while also
limiting local populations’ ability to oppose political dominance (p. 2). The
editors argue that local initiatives are often disregarded. These structures
expect passivity among those in working schools.

Several country chapters demonstrate how these historical patterns
continue to influence current systems. In Turkey, Bellibas, Karatas, and
Aydogdu explain the ongoing impact of a “centralist philosophy inherited
by the Republic” that forms public administration and educational policy-
making (p. 13). While chapters on Egypt and Jordan emphasize the role of
education ministries in controlling curriculum, leadership roles, and reform
policies, disregarding or limiting principals’ ability to meet community
needs. These decisions are often justified by claims of national unity.

The volume’s emphasis is on the epistemic understanding of the
MENA schooling system. Instead of viewing authoritative control only
as an administrative issue, the editors connect it to the implementation
of external leadership models and reforms. By making this connection,
the volume highlights what Arar et al. (2024) describe as pedagogical
imperialism, in which Western theories are imported with little regard for
local social, cultural, or religious contexts. As the editors note, “Western
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initiatives to promote education have often ignored particular realities” of
MENA societies (p. 2).

One of the volume’s insights is its analysis of the gap between research,
policy, and practice across the region. Several chapters describe how schol-
arship on educational leadership remains inconsistent, fragmented, and
insufficiently connected to policymaking processes. Although the knowl-
edge base in ELA has “reached a certain point,” the editors argue that it
remains ineffective and is rarely evaluated within the broader social and
political structures that shape the MENA region (p. 3). For example,
Hammad, Ahmed, and Barakat’s chapter on Egypt shows that although
research on educational leadership is growing, it remains disconnected
from educational “policy and practice” (p. 54). The chapter on Morocco, by
Elmeski, suggests that consistent change has been absent from educational
reform. While in Algeria, state authority figures shape how leaders imple-
ment change in schools and universities. Although policy documents often
state that leadership drives change, few studies examine how leadership
functions in practice or how leaders navigate systemic structures.

The volume questions whether global reform models often do not suit
the MENA region and warns against a universal reform approach that
fails to account for contextual implications. The chapters demonstrate how
adopting reforms without regard for local, religious, and social traditions
can aggravate existing inequalities. Likewise, in Turkey, school adminis-
tration is influenced by Western concepts that, in some instances, may not
benefit the region’s school system. In some instances, despite global support
for skill development in Jordan, Tunisia, and other countries, such initia-
tives remain remote from local culture.

This volume lays important groundwork for understanding how, in
the MENA region, moral and relational expectations support educational
leadership. The volume shows how responsibility and community leader-
ship styles are consistently overlooked in dominant administrative frame-
works. Instead of viewing this as resistance, the authors regard it as a way
of knowing and leading that requires comprehensive scholarly attention.

A major contribution of the volume is its assessment of informal power
structures, such as wasta. Several chapters examine how personal con-
nections create a leadership grounded in relationships. Importantly, the
chapters also highlight the impact of wasta on policy changes. In Lebanon,
Mahfouz and Karami describe a “politicized bureaucracy” where religious
and sectarian affiliations are integrated into educational administration
(p. 149). Similarly, Altae describes leadership research as still in its “infancy”
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and discusses tribal influence and imposition in academic positions and
planning (p. 62). Altae points out that the lack of empirical evidence
makes it hard to connect leadership practices with innovation and creativity
(p. 62). Throughout the book, leadership is often presented as a solution,
yet it remains structurally limited in practice.

Instead of viewing wasta merely as a system of corruption, the volume
frames it within a broader relational system. Especially when institutions
may not be reliable in creating actionable change. This more detailed
perspective challenges broad stereotypes and creates space to explore how
power is negotiated, maintained, and sometimes challenged across the
MENA region.

‘Throughout the volume, school principals emerge as key figures but are
limited in their ability to engage with school systems fully. In Lebanon,
Mahfouz describes principals as “unsung heroes” who operate through a
practice of care, attending not only to pedagogical matters but also to the
emotional needs of students and families (p. 144). These leaders often serve
as trusted figures within their communities, even as they lack professional
support.

Additionally, the volume emphasizes the limitations of individual
efforts within highly centralized systems. In Jordan, Al-Attari and Essa
illustrate how reform failures are often attributed to technical problems,
while the more significant issue of centralization sidelines local leadership
teams (p. 157). This analysis supports the editors’ broader argument that
leadership development will remain limited unless it is bolstered by decen-
tralization and trust in local knowledge.

'The country chapters on Kuwait, Qatar, and Oman examine the com-
mon challenges found in the MENA region. In the Kuwait country chap-
ter, the author argues that the Ministry of Education’s reform strategy has
shapedthe leadership. In the Oman country chapter, Hilal and Al-Alawi
reflectively evaluate the country’s reform processes and note that they are
turther hindered. In the final country chapter on Qatar, the reform context
is characterized by broad ambition and professional development. Overall,
the volume demonstrates that leadership must be examined within the
country’s context. In Palestine, Salha and Affouneh offer a unique perspec-
tive on how educational leadership is linked to political and social instabil-
ity, where school leaders navigate structural constraints while working to
maintain access to education and support within their communities.

'The volume offers a comprehensive insight into the educational systems
in the MENA region. Several chapters emphasize moments of agency,
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resistance, and local innovation that challenge deficit narratives. They
reference local communities’ instances of reclaiming schooling as a space
for moral development, guided by values and faith as pedagogical models.

'This volume challenges the negative portrayals of MENA educational
systems. By highlighting and framing leadership practices within their
historical, cultural, and political contexts, the volume creates an important
contribution to understanding the relational dynamics of leadership. Addi-
tionally, it advocates for developing a more localized, critically grounded
ELA scholarship that moves beyond reliance on Western frameworks.

The editors highlight, in their concluding chapter, the importance of
local leadership representation as a way forward for educational leadership
in the region (p. 234). For Muslim societies facing globalization and politi-
cal changes, these recommendations are both timely and essential.

Demystifying Educational Leadership and Administration in the Middle
East and North Africa offers a contribution to the discourse on education
in the MENA region. By examining the structural origins of leadership
challenges and emphasizing local initiatives, the volume offers a valuable
perspective on what leadership should entail. The authors convincingly
argue that educational reform cannot be implemented without considering
local contexts, but that actionable change must emerge from the experi-
ences of school communities and serve their needs.

Fatima Koura
Professor

Rutgers University
New Brunswick, NJ
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Over the past several decades, Islamic schools have grown steadily
across the United States, becoming important institutions for Muslim
families seeking to nurture their children’s religious identity while navigat-
ing the contemporary social, cultural, and political realities of American
life. As Muslim communities have grown and diversified, Islamic schools
have also become spaces where questions of identity, belonging, leadership,
and community expectations are explored. As a result, scholarly attention
to the internal dynamics of Islamic schooling, such as leadership practices,
educational philosophy, and how the Muslim identity is fostered, has
become increasingly important. Is/am, Education, and Freedom contributes
to this growing body of scholarship by examining a particular model of
Islamic schooling and the leadership philosophy that shapes it.

'The book presents a qualitative case study of North Star Academy, a
self-described “progressive” Islamic school in Southern California serving
students from preschool through eighth grade. The authors employ ethno-
graphic methods, including interviews, observations, and narrative descrip-
tions of school life, to examine how the school’s leadership and community
attempt to cultivate six interrelated forms of freedom within the educational
environment. These freedoms—freedom of identity, freedom of acceptance,
treedom of pedagogy, freedom of conflict, freedom of trust, and freedom of
love—serve as the conceptual framework through which the authors inter-
pret the school’s practices and culture. The study explores how leadership
decisions and institutional values shape the school’s approach to community
building, identity formation, and educational practice.

One of the most notable features of the book is its narrative ethno-
graphic style. The authors frequently describe scenes in a detailed manner
that allows the reader to fully visualize the physical and social environ-
ment. Detailed descriptions of conversations and dialogue allow readers
to engage with the interviewees’ voices in a way that feels immediate and
personal, as though they are present in the room with them. The narra-
tive format allows interviewees to speak at length about their experiences
at the school and to share their thoughts on the school’s goals, strategies,
challenges, and impact.
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Some of the most substantive insights emerge from the reflections
of the North Star Academy’s head of school, which provide particularly
nuanced explanations of how leadership decisions are made and how ten-
sions within a diverse Muslim community are navigated. Through these
conversations, the book sheds light on the practical realities of leading
an Islamic school where families and staft may hold diftering opinions
and expectations regarding religious practice, community norms, and
educational priorities. Discussions about communication with parents,
approaches to conflict, and strategies for maintaining a cohesive school
culture offer valuable insights into the leadership challenges administrators
face in faith-based educational settings.

At the same time, the authors analyze the case study through their own
tramework of six forms of freedom, reflecting their broader views on pro-
gressive interpretations of leadership and inclusion. While this framework
provides a clear lens for examining the school, it also gives the analysis a
somewhat evaluative tone, as the institution is frequently discussed in terms
of how well it embodies the authors’ ideas. At times, the questions asked
and the subsequent discussions and debriefs suggest an expectation that the
school aligns with particular understandings of openness and acceptance,
leaving less room for the possibility that members of the school community
and the mosque may hold different religious perspectives on some of these
issues. If openness to diverse viewpoints is understood as a core value of
the school environment, it might also be expected to function as a recipro-
cal principle and expectation, allowing space for differing interpretations
within the Muslim community itself.

'This interpretive lens is also evident in the types of issues that receive
greater focus in interviews and discussions. While many questions begin
broadly, they frequently move into highly specific inquiries related to
LGBTQ _inclusion, transgender identity, or practices such as men and
women praying side by side in the mosque. These topics receive sustained
attention throughout the narrative. In smaller descriptive moments as
well, the narrative sometimes highlights visible markers of religious prac-
tice, such as noting when a teacher was wearing an adaya and hijab, in
ways that subtly reflect the authors” interpretive lens. Together, these
emphases shape the study’s overall analytical framework and the themes
it foregrounds.

Methodologically, the book relies heavily on interviews with mem-
bers of the school community, which provide rich, first-hand narrative
accounts of participants’ experiences and perspectives. At the same time,
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the interviews presented throughout the book overwhelmingly portray the
school community in strongly positive and often quite broad terms, with
limited detailed examples or critical reflections. While this may reflect
genuine satisfaction among participants, the limited presence of dissent-
ing or critical voices within the research sample raises questions about
the range of perspectives within the broader community. Incorporating
additional anonymous or confidential forms of feedback, such as writ-
ten reflections or surveys, could have given participants an opportunity
to share a wider range of viewpoints, as well as specific reflections and
examples, more comfortably. The interview exchanges are also often pre-
sented in a highly polished narrative form, which, particularly for students
and younger alums, can sometimes feel less reflective of the spontaneous
conversational style typical of that age.

Similarly, although the study is presented as ethnographic, much of
the evidence is drawn from interviews and narrative reflections rather than
extended observations of daily school life. Observing classroom dynam-
ics, teacher-student interactions, administration-staff interactions, routine
school activities, and parent interactions in greater depth could provide a
tuller picture of how the school’s stated values and leadership philosophy
are enacted in everyday practice.

There are also occasional stylistic elements that affect the narrative’s
readability. In several instances, lengthy passages of dialogue precede the
speaker’s clear identification in the attribution, which can make it a bit
difficult to follow who is speaking. The narrative voice also shifts at times
between first-person references to the researchers and third-person descrip-
tions of their actions, creating minor ambiguity in perspective. These issues
do not diminish the substance of the research but occasionally interrupt
the flow of the otherwise effective storytelling.

Overall, Islam, Education, and Freedom ofters an insightful look into
one particular model of Islamic schooling in the United States. The book
provides a detailed portrait of a school community that consciously frames
its leadership philosophy around values of freedom, openness, and dia-
logue. For readers interested in exploring how one institution attempts to
cultivate this kind of environment, the narrative offers a vivid and engag-
ing account.

At the same time, the case study represents a very specific model of
Islamic schooling, one that may not be widely representative of the broader
landscape of Islamic schools across the country. As a result, the book is
unlikely to significantly reshape the overall direction of Islamic education
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in the United States unless readers are already interested in pursuing
a similar model. Its most valuable contribution lies less in presenting a
widely applicable blueprint and more in offering insight into how one
school’s leadership approaches questions of community expectations, inter-
nal disagreement, and institutional culture. In particular, the reflections
of the head of school on navigating conflict, communicating with parents,
and maintaining cohesion within a diverse Muslim community provide
practical perspectives that may be useful to educators and administrators
working in Islamic schools, even if they do not share the same institutional
tramework or educational philosophy.

Asmaa Albadawi

Founder & Instructional Coach
Reach & Teach Instructional Coaching
United States of America
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In Conversation with
Dr. Nadeem Memon

Isra Brifkani

INTRODUCTION

r. Nadeem Memon is an Associate Professor at the Centre for

Islamic Thought and Education (CITE) at Adelaide University in

Adelaide, Australia. Nadeem serves as a Program Director for the
Graduate Certificate in Education (Islamic Education), the first online
graduate education program for educators in Islamic schools globally. His
research focuses on teacher education with particular emphasis on Islamic
Pedagogy, comparative faith-based schooling, philosophy of religious
education, and culturally responsive pedagogy. In his research program,
Nadeem is a Chief Investigator on an Australian Research Council (ARC)
Discovery Grant (2022-2025) on Culturally Responsive Schooling. He
also leads a monthly reading group on Faith-Based Pedagogies with edu-
cators and academics from various religious traditions and religious ori-
entations. Some of his notable publications include a sole-authored book
entitled 4 History of Islamic Schooling in North America: Mapping Growth
and Evolution (Routledge, 2020) and six co-edited books, including:

(1) Toward Islamic Schools of Distinction: Teaching and Learning from the Islamic Worldview
(Palgrave MacMillan, forthcoming 2026)

(2) Wellbeing in Islamic Schools: Nurturing Mind, Body, and Soul (Palgrave MacMillan)

(3) Curriculum Renewal for Islamic Education: Critical Perspectives on Teaching Islam in Pri-
mary and Secondary Schools (Routledge, 2021);

(4) Teacher Training and Education in the GCC: Unpacking the Complexities and Challenges of
Internationalising Educational Contexts (Routledge, 2021);

(5) Philosophies of Islamic Education: Historical Perspectives and Emerging Discourses (Rout-
ledge, 2016);

6) Discipline, Devotion, and Dissent: Jewish, Catholic, and Islamic Schooling in Canada (Wil-
frid Laurier University Press, 2013).

In support of Islamic schooling, Nadeem serves as the Board Chair
for the Islamic Schools League of America (ISLA), member of Yaqgeen’s

Institute’s Curriculum Advisory Board; member of the Global Association

Brifkani, I. (2026). In Conversation with Dr. Nadeem Memon. Journal of Education in Muslim Societies, 7(2), 163-174.
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of Islamic School’s Advisory Board; member of University of Cambridge’s
Cambridge Dialogues on Rethinking Islamic Education; member of
Islamic Schools Association of Canada’s Advisory Board; and member of
Ilmuna’s Board of Trustees.

Prior to joining Adelaide University, Nadeem was the Director of
Education at Razi Education, where he spearheaded the design and imple-
mentation of a groundbreaking online teacher certificate program, the
Islamic Teacher Education Program (ITEP), in collaboration with the
University of Toronto. Nadeem holds a PhD in Theory and Policy Studies
in Education from the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE)
at the University of Toronto, Canada. He was born and raised in Toronto,
Canada and currently lives in Adelaide, Australia with his wife and son.

Isra Brifkani: Reflecting back on your career, please tell our readers about
yourself and what drew you to the field of Islamic education.

Nadeem Memon: I was born and raised in Toronto, Canada, to parents
who immigrated from Pakistan in the mid-1970s. I was raised to have a
strong sense of my cultural, religious, and national identities in a way that
helped me always know who I am and where I am from while also know-
ing that I belong where I am. In this sense, I grew up with an appreciation
of being a Muslim-Canadian of Pakistani heritage—something I carried
into my school years and that shaped the way I interpreted and engaged in
learning in my university years. During my undergraduate studies, I recall
a clear turning point that set me on my journey to Islamic education. In
2001, I was completing a degree in English and History with the aspira-
tion to become a high school teacher when I attended an Islamic educa-
tion conference at the University of Toronto. The conference was entitled
“Beyond Schooling—Building Communities that Matter”, also known as
the “Zarnuji Conference” because it addressed a classical text written by
Imam Al-Zarnuji on the role of the teacher and learner in learning. Shaykh
Hamza Yusuf from Zaytuna College and John Taylor Gatto, author of 7he
Underground History of American Education, were the key speakers at the
conference. The conference was a significant turning point for me because
a) I never realized that schooling was not neutral—that there were sig-
nificant debates on what defined schooling; b) I never realized there was a
difference between education and schooling; and ¢) I did not realize that
Muslims had contributed to educational thought and practice philosophi-
cally. I was naive—like most becoming teachers who assume teaching is
just a set of skills related to curriculum planning and instructional practice.
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Many of my taken for granted assumptions about a field of study I was
entering were shattered during that conference, but were equally rebuilt
with hope and potential. This turning point for me led me to complete my
B. Ed and soon after, I pursued graduate studies in education that would
allow me to further explore and understand the field of Islamic education.

IB: In your writing, you often distinguish between Islamic education, Islamic
schooling, and Islamic pedagogy. Please conceptualize these differences for our

readers, and explain why the distinction matters.

NM: Yes, important distinctions. Islamic Education is commonly
understood as either a subject or field of study—think of it as religious
education—the broad study of Islam that includes the many sub-fields
of study, such as agida, figh, seerah, akhlag, etc. Islamic schools then are
institutions—primary and secondary schools—that teach Islamic Educa-
tion along with state or national mandated curricula within an Islamic
learning environment where school policy and practice are informed by
Islamic belief and practice. Islamic Pedagogy is then the philosophy of
education rooted in the Islamic tradition that informs how we do educa-
tion (in all aspects) in Islamic schools. Islamic Pedagogy is not just a list of
teaching strategies—it is “whas” we believe about education (and “why”)
along with Aow it should be fostered. To me, Islamic Pedagogy has been the
missing piece—and it is the turning point or “aha” moment I had during
the Zarnuji conference in 2001. As a community, we have put decades of
work into Islamic Education curriculum for Islamic schools—but we have
not considered—with the same level of urgency (arguably) the develop-
ment of ourselves as educators about how to think about education. My
age-old argument has been that we generally go on the assumption that an
educator who is Muslim and holds a B.Ed or M.Ed from a secular public
university is ready to teach in an Islamic school. Why would we make that
assumption? An Islamic school has a distinct mission—namely to foster
a faith-informed identity—what Dr. Mustafa Styer calls being a “com-
plete Muslim” and what Dr. Omar Qureshi refers to as “Islamic literacy.”
How have we prepared ourselves as educators to achieve this aspiration?
Conventional education degrees focus on theories of human development,
curriculum planning, and instructional practice that are all intended to
teach the state / national curriculum that prepares citizens, professionals,
and shared human values—but it is not designed to foster faithfulness.
If, as we say, Islamic schools have a distinct vision of education—should
not we have a distinct way of preparing educators to achieve that vision?
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Again, my age-old argument has been that no other school with a distinct
vision of education (e.g., Waldorf, Montessori, Catholic schools) would
leave teacher preparation to chance—each of them—whether religiously
informed or not—requires teacher development—both pre-service and
in-service to prepare educators for the distinct approach to education they
aspire. Islamic Pedagogy, for me, is our attempt to get Islamic schools to
understand that we have our own philosophy of education that every educa-
tor in an Islamic school needs to embody if we are to achieve the aspirations
we have set for ourselves.

IB: Which thinkers or educational traditions have most influenced your conception
of Islamic pedagogy, and how have you situated your own work among them?

NM: I have been influenced by both classical and contemporary thinkers.
For classical works on Islamic pedagogy, I have drawn from the works of Al
Ghazali, Ibn Sahnun, Miskawayh, Ibn Khaldun, Zarnuji, and many others.
There are some really good English translations of their work through Prof
Sebastian Gunther also a book on the Classical Foundations of Islamic
Education by Bradley Cook. Contemporary scholars that I have benefited
primarily from are Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Naquib Al Attas on Islamic
Tradition and education. Their work has helped me think about education
from within the Islamic worldview and to read education in the Islamic tra-
dition in relation to other worldviews that inform educational studies today,
such as neo/liberalism and post/modernism. I have also been deeply moved
by the works of Indigenous scholars in the field of education who have cre-
ated space for deliberation on how different ways of knowing and being have
distinct implications for teaching and learning. It is the insightful contribu-
tions of Indigenous scholarship in education as well as decolonial scholars
that have created spaces for my scholarship (along with the scholarship of
many others) on Islamic Pedagogy to make inroads in academia.

IB: Please share some key moments or research projects that most transformed how
you think about pedagogy, purpose, and the overall aims of Islamic education.

NM: Since moving to Australia in 2017 and joining CITE, my colleagues
and I have had a strategic commitment to collaborate with Islamic schools
through school-university partnerships. We developed partnerships with
eight Islamic schools that committed from their side to enroll educators
into CITE’s graduate programs on Islamic Pedagogy. In return, our com-
mitment has been to support their journeys of renewal like a sounding
board or critical friends. We, as academics from CITE, aim to provide
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a critical reading of the field of educational studies, share insights of key
conceptual shifts in Islamic educational thought, and support renewed
thinking through on-going cycles of action research with partner schools.
Educators in each of our partner schools, on the other hand, bring a wealth
of experience about their school contexts, parent aspirations, student needs,
and mastery over state and national educational policy and practice in the
field. What I have learned and that has transformed my thinking about
pedagogy, purpose, and overall aims of Islamic education is that there is
a special synergy when academics and educators work collaboratively to
rethink practice. Academics pontificating in the absence of the realities on
the ground are often fruitless. And educators doing what they do without
engaging in scholarship increasingly feels empty. What I have learned is
that these school-university partnerships have fostered a deeper sense of
what we call “faithful praxis” for all of us—a deep re-engagement with
education as higher purpose through taking both theory and practice
seriously. It is a blessing to be able to work in collaboration with 8 schools
over the past few years in Australia—and do not get me wrong—it has
not been perfect—many of us have lost momentum along the way, but
collaboratively we are starting to see a shift in collective language across
the field of Islamic schooling in Australia. In many ways, the impact has
been a re-centering of the “Islamic” in Islamic schools simply through a
collective commitment to upholding the distinction of education in the
Islamic tradition.

IB: In your work, you advocate for the renewal of Islamic education rather than
Just reform. How do you define “renewal,” and what philosophical or epistemo-
logical principles do you think must underpin 1124

NM: My dear colleague, Prof. Mohamad Abdalla, has been leading us at
CITE in conceptualizing tajdid as a way of capturing our shared inten-
tions and aspirations for the field of Islamic schooling. 7ajdidis commonly
translated as “renewal” or “restoration.” For us at CITE, we use zajdid as
an aspiration for Islamic schools to actively reconnect and recenter the rich
heritage of principles of education in the Islamic tradition for renewed
practice in our schools. We do not see zajdid as a revival of past practices
in Muslim societies nor a wholesale rejection of our post-secular pres-
ent. Rather, we use #ajdid as a call for renewed application of educational
thought—concepts, principles, and values—rooted in the Islamic world-
view that reminds us that education in Islam has a particular purpose and,
by virtue of that, distinct conceptions of teaching and learning. In Islamic
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schools, then, zajdid is a call for educators to read, engage with, and deliber-
ate on educational thought in the Islamic tradition in order to be responsive
to the evolving challenges educators face today.

IB: Looking back, what assumption or belief about Islamic education have you
changed most over the course of your career, and what would you say prompted

this shift?
NM: I think when I first started as a graduate student, I held a deficit

outlook toward Islamic schools. Like many critics of Islamic schools, I fell
into the trap of thinking Islamic schools were no more than public schools
with Muslims in them; that there was not much depth or educational
thought that rooted the schools in a distinct conception of education. After
visiting many Islamic schools across the globe and working with educa-
tors who are passionate about Islamic Pedagogy—I began to realize that
there are systemic dilemmas in the way contemporary schooling has been
technicized—standardized curriculum and high stakes tests, to name a
tew—that have made it difficult for educators to think outside of narrow
conceptions of education. I increasingly realized that many educators in
Islamic schools “get it” and aspire to a more holistic education—the very
reason many of us enter the field of education—and soon realize that we
are working within systems and structures that are simply not designed to
allow for nurturing whole learners. As a result, I have gained an apprecia-
tion that we are in this together—the struggle is a collective struggle to
renew Islamic schools from within and that there is a shared aspiration for
tajdid more than we may realize.

IB: From your perspective as a leading scholar in the field of Islamic education,
what gives you the most hope about where the  freld of Islamic education is head-
ing, and what are some lingering concerns?

NM: I feel like we are on the verge of a tipping point for the field of Islamic
schooling. Over the past five years alone, I have seen more academics
researching and providing thought leadership in the field; more scholars
of Islam leading, collaborating with, and adding conceptual depth to the
field; and more educators committing to ongoing professional learning,
engaging in action research, and showcasing innovative practice. Aside
trom the ongoing growth of schools, I am also seeing more Islamic school-
ing conferences, national and global associations, curriculum and teaching
development initiatives, alumni returning to schools as educators, educa-
tors enrolling in graduate studies, and the list goes on. It is an exciting
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time to be in the field. What is special is seeing collaborative initiatives
where educators, academics, business professionals and scholars of Islam
are thinking through key challenges. Collaborative work is not easy, and
to see initiatives where we are bringing together expertise from varying
vantage points is promising.

IB: As a leading researcher in the field of Islamic education, what research
gaps most urgently need attention in the next decade of Islamic education
scholarship?

NM: The field of Islamic education studies continues to blossom. What
we need is a continued combination of both deeply theoretical work that
informs contextual empirical studies and vice versa. When theory speaks
to practice, and practice demands theoretical input, we know our research
will continue making the impact we need in the field. This is where more
school-university partnerships are needed around the globe that take into
consideration local challenges and draw from diverse theoretical perspec-
tives. What this all means is that we need to re-center Islamically informed
educational theory—both classical and contemporary—in a way that is
conversant with contemporary educational thought to interpret and analyze
empirical studies in Islamic schools. The same goes for research methodol-
ogy. The next decade of scholarship in the field needs to more explicitly use
both theoretical frameworks and research methodologies that acknowledge
and advance Islamically informed ways of knowing, being, and doing edu-
cation. To me, it is less about what topics or research questions are explored
and more about how (methodology) and through what lens (theoretical
framework) research is conducted.

IB: If you were designing a teacher-education model for 2040, what founda-
tional pillars would you consider to be essential?

NM: Personal spiritual development. I feel like the one critical area that
conventional teacher education programs forget is looking inward. And we
know that in the Islamic tradition, personal growth and development of the
self is primary. I feel like personal spiritual development should be essential
in Islamic teacher education programs—looking inward—but also how to
foster the inward turn for students, and then also in ongoing professional
learning in Islamic schools. Also, it should not be something that is done
once a year or intermittently on professional development days. Facilitated
time for educators in Islamic schools to nurture our own internal ihsan
(spiritual excellence) should be a key priority.
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IB: Lastly, as someone who has helped shape the contemporary discourse on
Islamic education, what advice do you have for emerging scholars, educators, and
school leaders seeking to contribute to the renewal of Islamic education?

NM: First, start by surveying the field because, surprisingly, there is a
lot more out there than we often think. I am always humbled to see such
heartfelt and amazing initiatives across the globe—some in one-off class-
rooms and others global initiatives that I simply had not come across.
Secondly, try not to fall into the trap of thinking what is out there simply
is not developed enough. I first remind myself to be strength-based and to
appreciate the depth of thinking and effort that has preceded our work. We
are all standing on the shoulders of giants who have tirelessly contributed
to shaping this field of Islamic education, so acknowledging the work of
those who have preceded us is important. Lastly, collaborate with existing
initiatives and join existing dialogues; this way, when you do initiate anew,
you do so with momentum.
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