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ABSTRACT

FROM BUBBLES TO THE POND: HIGH SCHOOL TRANSITIONS OF MUSLIM
ADOLESCENTS FROM AMERICAN PRIVATE K-8 ISLAMIC SCHOOLS TO
SECULAR PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOLS

Bashir A. Shaikh, Ph.D.

George Mason University, 2012

Dissertation Chairperson, Dr. Dennis R. Dunklee

The transition from middle school to high school disrupts continuity in
adolescents’ lives and forces them to make various adjustments. Research spanning the
past thirty years consistently shows that students’ academic, personal, and interpersonal
functioning suffers after making such a transition. The research further highlights that
some combination of three sets of factors shapes such transitions for various groups of
students: (a) magnitude of changes between the feeder and receiving schools, (b)
adolescents’ personal and background characteristics, and (c) their positioning in the
national socio-political discourse. This study extends high school transition research to a
rapidly growing, but largely overlooked, private feeder school and the student population
whose identity has emerged as the new “other” in the current national political discourse.

What changes and challenges do Muslim adolescents encounter in their high

school transitions when they move from American K-8 Islamic schools to secular public



high schools? What adjustments do they make as a result? What difficulties, if any, do
they face in maintaining and supporting their Islamic identity and religio-cultural lifestyle
in such schools? If they experience anti-Muslim/Islam prejudices and discrimination,
how do those affect their academic, personal, and social functioning during their high
school years? In an attempt to answer these questions, this study explored the process
involved in high school transitions, specifically, when Muslim youths move from
American K-8 Islamic to secular public high schools. A qualitative “grounded” theory
design involving multiple in-depth interviews and follow-up phone calls and emails was

used to investigate the transition process.



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

The move to a high school disrupts continuity in adolescents’ lives and forces
them to make various adjustments. Research spanning the past thirty years consistently
shows that students’ academic, personal, and interpersonal functioning suffers after
making such a school transition (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Benner, 2011). The research
further highlights that some combination of three sets of factors shapes the transition
outcomes for various groups of students: (a) magnitude of changes between the feeder
and receiving schools, (b) adolescents’ personal and background characteristics, and (c¢)
their positioning in the national socio-political discourse. While private religious K-8
Islamic schools and Muslim communities across America have seen a rapid growth in
numbers during the past two decades (Merry & Driessen, 2005), and both Islam and
Muslims have emerged as the new “other” in post-9/11 national political discourse
(Jackson, 2010), not a single study existed in the current research literature at the onset of
this study that investigated high school transitions of the Muslim adolescents when they
move from K-8 Islamic schools to secular public high schools.

What changes and challenges do Muslim adolescents encounter in their high
school transitions when they move from private K-8 Islamic schools to secular public
high schools in the United States? What kinds of adjustments do they make as a result?
What difficulties, if any, do they face in maintaining and supporting their Islamic identity

and religio-cultural lifestyle in such schools? If they experience anti-Muslim/Islam
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prejudices and discrimination, how do those affect their personal, academic, and social
functioning during their 9-12 school years? These are some of the questions that are the
underlying foundation for this study. In an attempt to answer these questions, this study
explores the process involved in Muslim adolescents’ transitions when they move from
K-8 Islamic schools to secular public high schools. The following sections provide the
context of the study, the statement of the problem, purpose and the research questions,
and significance of the study.
Context of the Study

Challenges of High School Transitions

Adolescents negotiate a variety of complex developmental and societal transitions
as they move from childhood to adulthood (e.g., pubertal onset, changes in peer
networks, etc.). It is within this backdrop that they must navigate their transition from
junior high or middle school, to high school. Contrary to the developmental transitions
however, which are continuous and gradual, high school transitions are abrupt, and
interrupt the continuity of life (Rice, 2001). They subject adolescents to various
organizational and social discontinuities (Anderson, Jacobson, Schramm, & Splittgerber,
2000). As adolescents move to a high school, they often encounter a larger and more
bureaucratic organization with increased student population sizes and heterogeneity;
changes in the structure of the school day; more teachers with varying teaching styles,
rules, and expectations; more choices in curricular and extracurricular activities; stricter
school policies; anonymity and role loss; and a more complex social system (Anderson et

al.; Barber & Olsen, 2004). For many, entry into ninth grade also marks their first



exposure to a fully departmentalized curriculum, near universal academic tracking, and
high-stakes grading (Benner & Graham, 2007). In such an environment, their academic,
personal, and interpersonal functioning suffers (Barber & Olsen). It is no coincidence,
therefore, that the student attrition between grades 9 and 10 has tripled in the past 30
years nationwide, from 4% to 13% (Abrams & Haney, 2004).

High school transitions affect virtually all adolescents in some way. Many, for
example, initially experience some declines in their average grades (Rice, 2001; Barber &
Olsen, 2004). Even those who have been labeled “gifted” or “high-achieving” in their
middle schools, find transition into high school to be an unpleasant experience (Phelan,
Davidson, & Yu, 1998). Declines in school support, satisfaction, and sense of belonging;
less positive attitudes toward subjects; decrease in self-concept and self-esteem; declines
in parental support; experiences of stereotypical encounters, prejudice, racism, and
discrimination; and more negative reactions to teachers and peers have also been
documented (see Barber & Olsen; Benner & Graham, 2009; Holcomb-McCoy, 2007;
Nieto, 2005). Fortunately, for most adolescents, when adequate preparedness and
support are present in their lives, these changes are fairly small and short-lived. There
are many students however, who experience large changes in one or more of the above-
mentioned areas. Their gender, prior problematic schooling experiences, the combination
of socio-economic status and race/ethnicity, school location (e.g. rural, inner-city or
urban), and beyond-control concurrent stressful life events (e.g., parental divorce, house
move, etc.) contribute to “the greatest difficulty” in making successful transitions

(Anderson et al., 2000). As a result, they are far more likely to feel “stressed” or “being



left out,” to be retained in ninth grade, channeled into lower academic tracks, or dropout
altogether (Heck & Mahoe, 2006; Roderick & Camburn, 1999; Smith, 2006).

In essence, “systemic” school transitions, such as entering a new high school, in
conjunction with myriad changes in adolescents themselves, are unique in their nature
and process (Rice, 2001). Inherently, such transitions involve substantial changes in the
new environment in which adolescents find themselves, which require adaptation, for
example, in roles and behavior (Reyes, Gillock, Kobus, & Sanchez, 2000). How students
adjust to those changes is shaped by their interactions with the new environment (Rice).
One factor in the adjustment equation is the characteristics of the new setting, and the
extent to which they differ from that of the pre-transition setting (Kelly, Ryan, Altman, &
Stelzner, 2000). Additionally, the personal and background characteristics that
adolescents bring to the transition affect their response to the new environment, and
contribute to their adjustment (Benner & Graham, 2007; Kelly et al.; Rice). For
minorities, residual effects of racism, i.e., stereotypes and prejudices, and their
manifestations in daily schooling experiences, and social stratification perpetuated, albeit
unintentionally, by macro-level education policies, structures, and processes, comprise a
third factor that influences their interactions with the new environment and their
adjustment outcomes (Holcomb-McCoy, 2007; Nieto, 2005). Ultimately, some
combination of these three factors shapes adolescents’ post-transition adjustment
outcomes, which are either positive, and enhance adolescents’ resilience against stress
and increase their chances of engagement; or negative, and compromise their chances of

integration and academic success (Benner & Graham; Heck & Mahoe, 2006; Rice).



Muslim-Americans, Islamic Schooling, and Transitions to Public High Schools

In the absence of an official census, estimates of the rapidly growing Muslim-
American population vary widely from 2 million to 7 million (U.S. Department of State,
2009). The Pew Research Center (2007) provides a more conservative estimate of the
Muslim population to be around 2.35 million, with approximately 850,000 below the age
of 18. Regardless of estimates, the Muslim youth’s presence in the American K-12
education system is significant. Although a vast majority of the Muslim parents send
their children to public schools (Merry & Driessen, 2005), the number of parents who
send their children to private Islamic schools is growing rapidly (Badawi, 2006; Joseph &
Riedel, 2008). In addition to their children’s academic well-being, Muslim parents
choose Islamic schools for religious education, Islamic environment, and preservation of
their children’s religion and identity (Badawi, 2006). Moreover, in the post-9/11 national
and geo-political environment, fears of prejudice, discrimination, and safety are forcing
more parents to choose Islamic schools for their children (Joseph & Riedel). This shift is
evident from the rapid increase in the number of full-time Islamic schools in the past two
decades, i.e., 50 in 1988-89, 250 in 1999-2000, and 370 to 400 in 2001-2002 (see
Badawi, 2005; Maughan, 2003, as cited in Merry & Driessen).

Despite the rapid growth in number of full-time Islamic schools, an overwhelming
majority of these schools still offer only primary or K-8 classes, and very few are high
schools or K-12 schools (Merry & Driessen, 2005). “This trend is likely to continue due
to the Islamic schools’ lack of facilities and resources, and the lack of programs and

services” (Badawi, 2006, p. 28). Islamic schools are unable to provide, either completely



or at a satisfactory level, amenities such as fully equipped science labs, physical
education facilities and/or equipment, and libraries for the higher grades (Merry &
Driessen). The lack of finances also affects these schools’ ability to offer competitive
salaries to hire and retain a highly qualified teaching staff (Badawi). Even the well-
established Islamic schools do not offer additional programs and services that resource-
rich public high schools offer, such as gifted and talented programs, special education
classes, ESL and other remedial programs, extracurricular activities, and elective courses
(Merry & Driessen). As a result, Muslim youths from these schools typically move to
public high schools (Alghorani, 2003; Zine, 2007).

Magnitude of institutional changes. American K-8 Islamic schools are
educational institutions, funded and administered by American Muslim communities, and
are designed to teach their children some variation of the core curriculum taught in public
schools along with Arabic language (the language of Quran) and Islam (Badawi, 2006).
Additionally, such schools are typically structured to facilitate Islamic practices and
development of Muslim identity (Alghorani, 2003). Additionally, they “...provide a
culturally congruent space and a more seamless transition between the values, beliefs,
and practices of the home and school environment. They also provide a space free from
racism and religious discrimination that many [Muslim] students encounter within public
schools” (Zine, 2007, p.1).

K-8 Islamic schools are different from public high schools in several
organizational, social, and cultural aspects. For example, they: (a) are generally home-

like and smaller in size, with smaller student populations, low student-teacher ratios, and



a majority of female teachers (Badawi, 2006); (b) offer Islamic education and religious
practices as a core part of their academic programs, which also offers positive assessment
of Islamic teachings, practices, and historical personalities (Alghorani, 2003; Badawi);
(c) are guided by Muslim cultural values and norms in dress code, personal, and
interpersonal conduct (Zine, 2007); (d) follow daily routines, academic practices, and
rules regarding time-off for prayers, modified schedule in Ramadan, and extended school
closings for the two Muslim holidays of Eid, and thus providing an “identity-safe”
environment for the Muslim youths (Zine); (e) actively involve parents and local Muslim
communities in school governance and their children’s education (Alghorani; Badawi);
(f) provide familiar faces among peers, teachers, and other school adults due to the direct
parental and community involvement (Badawi; Zine); and (g) seek to neutralize social
differences based on race, ethnicity, class, language or nationality because Islamic
teachings ban such distinctions (see Al-Romi, 2000). In addition to the organizational
culture, the youth culture in these schools also conforms to Muslim cultural values and
norms (Alghorani; Badawi).

On the other hand, American public high schools: (a) are large and bureaucratic in
nature, with higher perceived anonymity and safety risks for youths (Mizelle, 2005; Rice,
2001); (b) are guided by secular and Judeo-Christian cultural values and norms (Hodge,
2002; Sabry & Bruna, 2006); (c) follow somewhat different routines, academic practices,
and rules in their day-to-day functioning, some of which conflict with the personal and
interpersonal conduct required by Muslim religious identity (see Hodge; Sabry & Bruna;

Zine, 2007); (d) use secular curriculum and many different instructional approaches,



some of which can be biased against Muslims or conflict with Muslim norms (see Hodge,
Sabry & Bruna); (e) discourage active or more meaningful parental involvement in their
children’s education (Newman, Newman, Griffen, O’Connor, & Spas, 2007); (f) are new
settings for the adolescents, which bring new teachers and support staff as well as peers
from various feeder schools (Mizelle); and (g) have different attitudes about social
differences, i.e., race and other social categorizations are part of their daily functioning
(Nieto, 2005). Above all, the prevalent youth culture in public high schools, with its
culturally permissive norms of consuming alcohol and drugs, partying, dating, and
premarital sexual relations, also contradicts Islamic teachings on personal and inter-
personal conduct (Hodge; Sabry & Bruna; Zine).

As aresult, high school transitions of Muslim youths, from K-8 Islamic schools to
public high schools, involve confronting and adjusting to a much greater magnitude of
simultaneous institutional changes i.e., organizational, social, and cultural, than their
peers from public middle, junior high, or K-8 schools.

Personal and background characteristics. Muslim adolescents, who attend
American K-8 Islamic schools, also possess many distinct personal and background
characteristics that can greatly influence their transitions. Those who attend Islamic
schools for many years, tend to adopt an Islamic lifestyle and identity, and develop a
strong sense of belonging to the Muslim community (Alghorani, 2003; Badawi, 2006).
Adopting an Islamic lifestyle and Muslim identity in a public school, both at the personal
and interpersonal level, can be particularly challenging for observant Muslim youths

(Hodge, 2002; Sabry & Bruna, 2006; Zine, 2001, 2007). Moreover, they also possess



additional social identities based on gender, race, ethnicity, and socio-economic status,
some or all of which can also be a source of conflicts in social settings of public schools
(Zine, 2001). Finally, two-thirds of American Muslims are first generation immigrants,
and African Americans constitute the bulk of the remaining one-third (Pew Research
Center, 2007). Parents from both groups may prefer a passive role in their children’s
school life due to either a personal lack of understanding of the American public school
system or lack of trust based on a history of racism (see Holcomb-McCoy, 2007; Nieto,
2005; Sabry & Bruna). As a result, in both cases, Muslim children can be deprived of
parental support during their transitions to public high schools.

On the personal level, compliance with two of the five basic tenants of Islam, i.e.,
Salat or five daily prayers (at least one of which falls during normal school hours) and
month-long fasting during Ramadan, become mandatory for Muslim adolescents when
they reach puberty (Hodge, 2002). However, observation of the prayers and fasting have
been found to be difficult (Carter & El Hindi, 1999; Hodge). For example, if the lunar
month of Ramadan falls during the academic year, students who are fasting may not have
the physical stamina to complete rigorous tasks, such as those that might be required of
them in physical education classes (Hodge). Moreover, attempts to follow Islamic
injunctions in the area of modesty can also be difficult in public schools. For example,
Muslim youths, especially girls, may prefer to wear sweat pants and long-sleeved T-shirts
instead of shorts and tank tops in physical education classes (Hodge; Shaikh, 1995).
Finally, taking time-off for the two religious holidays of Eid (which follow the lunar

calendar), can also be challenging and stressful if those fall during a school year. It can



result in missed homework or tests, and added workload and stress (Sabry & Bruna,
2006). Perhaps most important, a lack of understanding on the part of public schools
regarding accommodation can, in such situations, contribute to a decline in Muslim
students’ self-esteem, sense of school belonging, and increase the likelihood of their
disengagement (see Sabry & Bruna; Zine, 2001).

At the interpersonal level, physical contact between members of the opposite sex
is limited within Islamic tradition (Hodge, 2002). Mixing, even with limited physical
contact, can be challenging for Muslim adolescents in a culture, where inadvertent
touching and casual hugs, as well as partying and dances, are common occurrences
(Hodge; Zine, 2007). The wearing of a Hijab (Muslim headscarf), although often
misunderstood, helps the Muslim student relay a message, and regulate social distance.
However, it also invites ridicule or misperceptions of being “oppressed” (Zine, 2001).
Similarly, traditional adolescent dating habits, which may include sexual relations, are
incompatible with Islamic values (Hodge). Although Muslim boys can simply refrain
from asking girls out, Muslim girls who are asked out may have difficulty providing an
acceptable explanation for choosing not to date, and may invite peer stereotypes and
jokes (Haddad & Smith, 1996). Such conflicts can create isolation and a significant
degree of peer pressure, and cause anxiety, loneliness, and depression (Zine, 2001, 2007).

Muslim adolescents also possess other, sometimes conflicting identities based on
their race, ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status (Nasir & Al-Amin, 2006; Zine,
2001). These additional identities can further add to their adjustment challenges in public

schools (see Zine). For example, the experiences of a Muslim female African-American,
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who wears a Hijab on a largely white campus, is likely to be compounded by the fact that
she belongs to “multiple stigmatized groups” (Nasir & Al-Amin), which can lead to
feelings of loneliness and depression (Zine). Moreover, as the following account by a
female Muslim African American student reported in Zine suggests, it can also be
difficult for them to gain acceptance among peers, even from the same race, because of
their multiple social identities.

It was really really hard because of my religion somehow they [the other

black students] wouldn’t know how to react to me. For example, I didn’t

date, I wouldn’t take drugs. Even going out, I remember they would talk

about going to all these parties and I would feel so out of place. (p. 405)
Such forced choices can lead to feelings of alienation and marginality (Zine).

It is important to note that two-thirds of Muslim parents living in the United
States are new immigrants (Pew Research Center, 2007). They tend to have little or no
first-hand public school exposure, except perhaps from popular television shows or
movies (Joseph & Riedel, 2008). Their perceptions of public schools as places of
temptations and a source of problematic behavior, coupled with their perceptions or
personal experiences of prejudice and discrimination, make them naturally anxious and
fearful about their children’s physical and emotional safety (see Nasir & Al-Amin, 2006;
Sabry & Bruna). Moreover, parental lack of first-hand public high school exposure, or
history of stereotypes and discrimination, and the likely non-inviting characteristics of
public high schools, can also deprive Muslim youths of much needed parental support

(Heck & Mahoe, 2006; Sabry & Bruna). Finally, many Muslim immigrants tend to settle
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in major urban areas, at least initially (see Shlay, 2003). Similarly, a majority of African
Americans also tend to live in major urban areas. As a result, in many cases, the only
choice available to Muslim children is an urban or inner city high school, and school
transitions involving inner-city high schools have been shown to be much more difficult
(see Benner & Graham, 2009; Cooper & Liou, 2007). Essentially, some or all of these
distinct personal and background characteristics can make adolescent Muslim children’s
transition from K-8 Islamic schools to public high schools much more challenging.
Negative manifestations of their portrayal as the new “other”. With the end of
the Cold War in 1989, Islam and Muslims have been posited as the new “other,” inimical
to “Western values” and “culture” (see Huntington, 1996; and for critique, see Said,
2001). In many ways, since the tragic events of 9/11, there has been a redrawing of the
symbolic boundaries of the United States nation to include (if partially and conditionally)
African Americans, Latinos, and East Asians, while positioning Muslims, Arabs, and
South Asians as true outsiders (Agathangelou & Ling, 2005; Murray, 2004; Nayak, 2006;
Volpp, 2002). The speed with which Muslim, Arab, and South Asian communities
across the U.S. were attacked and harassed after September 11, 2001, and the fact that the
situation continues to deteriorate, reveals the consequences of such positioning and the
vulnerable place these communities occupy in the public's imagination of the nation
(Akram & Johnson, 2004; Murray; Volpp). A recent national poll, conducted by Gallup,
reveals that 53 percent of Americans have misgivings about Islam, and 63 percent of the
population knows little about the faith (Gallup, 2009). In another survey, six-in-ten

American adults think Muslims are subjected to a lot of discrimination (Pew Research
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Center, 2009). Media and many politicians have also played a major role in shaping such
negative public discourse about Islam and Muslims (Akram & Johnson; Ibish, 2003).
According to Gallup (2009), the research by Media Tenor, a research firm that monitors
and analyzes media coverage of key issues, shows that the percentage of negative media
reporting on Islam has increased from 60 percent in the beginning of 2007 to 90 percent
near the end of 2009. It is within this national environment, that the Muslim adolescents
make their transition from K-8 Islamic schools to public high schools.

Public institutions, such as schools, often reflect the relationships and tensions
that exist in society at large (Abu El-Haj, 2007; Zine, 2001, 2007). For Muslim youths in
public school environments, school is the primary site within which these young people
confront their status as national “outsiders” and “enemies” (Abu El-Haj). September
11™ was a major turning point for them, in both their academic and social lives, because
of the ways in which they have been verbally (and sometimes physically) attacked and
ostracized by peers, and occasionally even by teachers (Sirin & Fine, 2007). Many have
experienced: (a) name calling, taunts, and teasing from peers; (b) fights; (c) pulling of
their headscarves by peers; and (d) having things thrown at them (see Ghaffari, 2009;
McBrien, 2005; Zine, 2007). In some cases, teachers and counselors have also displayed:
(a) racism and phobia against their Muslim students, particularly female, whom they
considered “oppressed”; (b) unwillingness and inability to include Muslims’ historical
and contemporary contributions and perspectives into the existing school curricula; (c)
lowering of expectations about their Muslim students and channeling them into lower

academic tracks; (d) cultural and religious insensitivity; and (e) an overall lack of
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knowledge about Islam and Muslims (see Abukhattala, 2004; Douglass & Dunn, 2001;
McCreery, Jones, & Holmes, 2007; Niyazov & Pluim, 2009; Zine, 2001). Such
outcomes can compromise a Muslim youth’s self-esteem, emotional well-being, school
engagement, and ultimate academic success (Sabry & Burna, 2006; Zine, 2001).

Putting it all together—Transitions from K-8 Islamic schools to public high
schools. In sum, Muslim adolescents who attend American K-8 Islamic schools and
adopt visible Muslim identity, are likely to experience more complex and difficult
transitions to public high schools than their mainstream or other minority peers. Figure
1.1 represents the three main sets of factors that can shape those transitions. Muslim
adolescents may be confronted with, and adjust to, a higher degree of institutional
(organizational, social, and cultural) discontinuities or changes during their transitions
than their public school peers. Moreover, their background and distinct religious identity
(in addition to other, sometimes marginalized, social identities based on gender, race,
ethnicity, etc.), may make it much more challenging for them to adapt to a new
institutional setup without some understanding and school support. Finally, their
portrayal as the new “other” or “enemy” in the current national discourse may affect their
perceptions and support resources, their attitudes towards and interactions with their new

schools and vice versa, and their overall academic and social well-being.
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(c)
Manifestations of
Portrayal as the “Other”
® National “outsiders/enemies”
o Negative media portrayal
o Stereotypes and prejudices
o Discrimination and harassment
¢ School peers
o Taunts/ostracized
o Attacks (verbal and physical)
® Teachers and counselors (some)
o Racism and phobia

o Unwillingness to accommodate
o Lower expectations
o Cultural/religious insensitivity
o Lack of knowledge
High school (b)
Magnitude of Institutional Transitions of Personal and Background
Discontinuities or Changes | Muslim Adolescents Characteristics
® Organizational from American K-8 fe Multiple social identities
o Environmental Islamic to Public (based on ethnicity, race,
o Procedural High schools gender, SES, and religion)

o Distinct religious lifestyle

o Conservative interpersonal conduct

o Seemingly conflicting identities
¢ Background

o Two-thirds Immigrant parents

o Academic
¢ Social
o Diversity and role loss
o New peers
o New teachers

e (Cultural o 30 percent African Americans
o Secular and Judeo- o Compromised parental support
o Majority in urban schools

Christian
o New Youth Culture

Figure 1.0. Factors involved in the high school transitions of Muslim adolescents

Statement of the Problem
Transition to a high school is one of the defining parameters of development in
the second decade of life (Barber & Olsen, 2004). Such a transition has tremendous
implications for students’ self-concept and identity development, academic success,

career choices, and long-term social well-being (see Fuligni & Hardway, 2004). It is no
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coincidence that 9™ grade has been called a critical “make-or-break™ year for many
students by the National High School Center, and “necessitates support from, and
collaboration among, teachers, parents, counselors, and administrators at both educational
[school] levels” (Kennelly & Monrad, 2007, p. ii). Over the past three decades, high
school transitions have been studied in great detail, in various contexts and for various
student populations (see Barber & Olsen, 2004; Benner & Graham, 2007, 2009; Eccles &
Midgley, 1989; Heck & Mahoe, 2006; Mizelle, 2005; Reyes et al., 2000; Rice, 2001;
Roderick & Camburn, 1999; Scott, Rock, Pollack, & Ingels, 1995; Wehlage & Rutter,
1986). Those studies have led to important findings and policy formulations, and helped
delineate a number of important factors affecting high school transitions of different
student groups. However, at the onset of this study, not a single study existed in the
available literature that investigated high school transitions of Muslim adolescents who
attend American K-8 Islamic schools, and later move to public high schools. This is a
major gap in the education literature regarding a rapidly growing segment of our nation’s
school population. This current study is a modest effort toward filling that gap.
Purpose of the Study and Guiding Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to explore high school transitions of Muslim
adolescents from American K-8 Islamic schools to public high schools. It focused on the
process and challenges involved in their transitions and their adjustments to the new
institutional (organizational, social, and cultural) setup of public high schools in general,
and adaptation of their Muslim identity and religio-cultural lifestyle in particular. The

study was guided by the overarching question:
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What is the process involved in high school transitions of the Muslim adolescents,
and adaptation of their religio-cultural identity and lifestyle in the new
institutional setup, when they move from American K-8 Islamic schools to secular

public high schools?

Furthermore, it focused on seeking definitive answers to the following sub-questions:

1)

2)

3)

4)

What are some salient characteristics that distinguish K-8 Islamic schools from
secular public high schools? How do such characteristics influence students’
personal and interpersonal conduct? How do the youths self-identify prior to high
school transitions?
What kinds of transition mentoring and support do they receive from their
families and friends, Islamic schools, and public high schools? Which of those do
they find helpful? How can such efforts be improved?
What are some key changes and challenges they encounter in their new schools
during transitions? How do those affect their personal, academic, and social
adjustments?
What additional factors related to their personal and family backgrounds, Islamic
schools, and public high schools do they find helpful during their adjustment
efforts?

Significance of the Study

The recent “visibility” of Islam in the United States, both in the number of its

adherents and negative media coverage, should have prompted a flurry of empirical

studies and scholarly research focusing on Muslims, their emerging institutions, and the
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challenges they face as they negotiate social and civic integration. However, this has not
been the case (Hodge, 2002). Instead, our understanding of this community has been
based more on stereotypical media images (Nasir & Al-Amin, 2006). Although there is
some emerging literature (published and mainly non-published doctoral dissertations) on
Islamic schools and identity development among Muslim youths (see Alghorani, 2003;
Badawi, 2006; Peek, 2005; Zine, 2001, 2007), schooling experiences of Muslim youths in
the public schools (see Carter & El Hindi, 1999; Sabry & Bruna, 2006; Shaikh, 1995;
Zine, 2001), counseling Muslim youths in public schools (see Carter & El Hindi; Hodge),
or status of Muslims in the broader national environment (see Agathangelou & Ling,
2005; Murray, 2004; Nayak, 2006; Volpp, 2002); at the onset of this current study, not a
single study existed in the available literature, that investigated high school transitions of
Muslim adolescents, who attend rapidly growing American K-8 Islamic schools, and later
move to public high schools. This is an important gap in the education literature on a
rapidly growing segment of the Muslim youth. This current study is a modest effort
towards remedying that gap.
Theoretical Significance

Over the past three decades, many theories have emerged to explain why high
school transitions have been difficult for adolescents. Over those years, the theoretical
foci gradually shifted, from viewing the transition challenges as a result of adolescence
and related stressors, to the role of some personal and contextual factors (see Eccles &
Midgley, 1989; Fenzel, 1989; Felner & Adan, 1988; Simmons & Blyth, 1987). However,

none adequately explained the higher, and persistently increasing, attrition rates among
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some minorities. A second set of theories, although originally proposed to explain the
“minority achievement gap,” were used to explain higher attrition rates among minorities
(see Nieto, 2005; Steele, 1997). These theories illuminated how social differences (based
on race, ethnicity, class, gender, and nationality) and the broader socio-political context
manifest in stereotypes, prejudices, racism, and discrimination against minorities (Nasir
& Hand, 2006; Nieto); and contribute to their higher attrition rates (Heck & Mahoe,
2006; Holcomb-McCoy, 2007).

Neither of the two sets of theories account for the role of the additional
institutional differences (organizational, social, and cultural) between K-8 Islamic
schools and secular public high schools, and a distinct religious identity (which
influences the adolescents’ personal and interpersonal conduct), in such systemic
transitions. The work done in social and cross-cultural psychology; i.e., identity
formation and the concept of “identity salience” (Stryker, 1980, as cited in Peek, 2005;
Vryan, Adler, & Adler, 2003), and acculturation and cross-cultural adaptation models
(see Berry, 2003; Ward, 1996) offers some important additional perspectives that can be
used to explain such deficiencies in the earlier two sets of theories. Moreover, although
there has been some work done that explored and explained the reasons behind anti-
Muslim, anti-Arab, and anti-South Asian prejudices and rising Islamophobia in the
United States and the western world (see Agathangelou & Ling, 2005; Nayak, 2006;
Said, 1978; Volpp, 2002), to date, no study has explored the role of increasing
Islamophobia and neo-orientalism in the post-9/11 national environment in regard to

Muslim adolescents’ transitions from K-8 Islamic schools to public high schools.
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On the theoretical level, this study attempted to integrate some of the important
concepts put forward in these multiple sets of theoretical perspectives, along with the
Muslim adolescents’ own perspectives examined in this current study, to develop a
unified “grounded” theory or empirically supported transition process model that can
adequately explain the process and challenges involved in the Muslin adolescents’
transition to public high school and their adjustments to the new institutional
(organizational, social, and cultural) setup of public high schools in general, and
adaptation of their Muslim identity in particular.

Practical Significance

In order for school adults to work with, teach, and counsel students

effectively, they must be aware of how cultural, family, and social

backgrounds affect the transition experiences of students entering the

ninth grade. (Cooper & Liou, 2007, pp. 53-54)

At the practical level, this study provides an in-depth account of the Muslim
adolescents’ transition process and some of its outcomes. The results of this study inform
and assist parents, teachers, counselors, administrators, and others who work with
children and youth, in both American K-8 Islamic schools and public high schools, to
help Muslim parents and their children build bridges between their homes and their
schools and between the two distinct school systems that serve their children.

The first and foremost beneficiaries of the findings of this study are the parents of
Muslim adolescents. As parents gain insights into the transition processes, they should

be better prepared to help their children, both before and during their transitions; and
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interact with their children’s public high schools to ensure a smooth transition, and
ultimate integration (Anderson et al., 2000). Second, the findings of this study can also
enable educators in K-8 Islamic schools to put together transition-mentoring programs for
their students, and engage in collaborative efforts with local public high schools to
facilitate their students’ successful transition.

For public high schools, the findings of this study provide valuable guidance for
educators’ efforts to create optimal school environments for increasingly diverse
populations. This study should broaden their understanding of how Muslim adolescents
negotiate their transitions across the two school systems, and maintain their culturally
divergent religious identity. Public school educators already understand that “modulating
to individual difference appropriately has always been a major challenge in both
counseling and instruction” (Phelan et al., 1998, p. 22). However, the findings of this
study make particular dimensions of the Muslim adolescents’ cultural background,
Islamic identity, and individual differences more comprehensible, “thus adding to the
base of frameworks that are available for selecting counseling and educational strategies”
(Phelan et al., p. 23). Finally, the findings of this study can also help clear up, “... hidden
assumptions by teachers about the ways and whys of student behavior, and vice versa”
(Phelan et al., p. ix), which will improve communication between them, and ultimately
teaching and learning. Educators in various colleges and universities may also discover
that the findings of this study can be an important addition to their classes, particularly in
counseling and teacher training programs, as well as in a wide variety of courses dealing

with socio-cultural processes in education.
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Personal Significance

Finally, on a personal level, the findings of this proposed study had direct
implications for my own role as a parent of children who attend Islamic schools. As a
parent, the findings of this study help me understand the likely transition experiences of
my own children who attend one such Islamic school, particularly in the current national
and geo-political environment, where the negative stereotypes, hostility, and
discrimination against them are on the rise; and do not seem to abate soon. I want them
to achieve their K-8 education, in an “identity safe” environment, and learn and practice
their religion. I also want them to be ready for their transitions into the “mainstream”
high schools when their time comes, and have a successful academic career while
practicing their religion. Therefore, I wanted to understand the process involved in their
likely transitions, and the associated challenges or lack thereof, in order to offer any help
they would need from me as a parent.

Organization of the Study

While this chapter provided the study context, and made a case for exploring the
process involved in Muslim youths’ transitions from K-8 Islamic schools to secular
public high schools, the next four chapters detail other important aspects of this study:

¢ Chapter two provides a synthesis of the literature reviewed throughout the course
of this study as per the guidelines of grounded theory methodology. The
synthesis is organized into: (a) the literature relevant to school transitions in

public school systems, (b) the literature pertaining to high school transitions of the
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Muslim youths from K-8 Islamic schools, and (c) the conceptual framework that
guided the study.

Chapter three details the research methods used in the study. The chapter
describes: (a) the role of researcher background and prior work in methodology
selection; (b) types of grounded theory designs most frequently used and the
rationale for the approach taken for this study; and (c) various aspects of the
research process, i.e., participant and site selections, research relations and ethical
considerations, data collection and analysis procedures, issues of trustworthiness
and transferability, and etc.

Chapter four presents detailed findings in a narrative form, weaving participant
quotes throughout the narrative. The chapter offers: (a) a summary of
participants’ personal background and school characteristics; (b) participants’
Islamic schooling, personal and family lives, and self-identification prior to their
high school transitions; (c) various phases involved in the transition process; (d)
some of the personal, background, and school related factors participants find
helpful during the process; and (e) participant advice for various stakeholders.
Chapter five provides synthesis and implication of the study. The chapter
presents: (a) answers to the research questions; (b) a general discussion of major
findings and study contributions to the existing literature; (c) study limitations;
and (d) implications for school districts and policy, education practitioners
(including education leaders, teachers, and counselors), educator training

programs, and suggestions for the future research.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE AND STUDY
FRAMEWORK

The purpose of this study was to explore the process involved in the high school
transition of Muslim adolescents from K-8 Islamic schools to secular public high schools.
Specifically, the study examines the mentoring and transition preparation support they
receive, the changes and challenges they encounter during their transitions, the
adjustments they make in order to adapt to secular public high schools, and the effects
such transitions have on their ability to negotiate and maintain their Muslim identity and
religio-cultural lifestyle.

Specific focus in this study on exploring the transition process was not
coincidental. Instead, the choice was a result of several important factors. Among them,
absence of any prior research on high school transition of Muslim youth from private K-8
Islamic schools, or for that matter, from any private religious school—Catholic,
Protestant, or Jewish—to secular public high schools was the single most important
factor. The researcher’s deep personal interest (highlighted in chapter one) and prior
work (discussed later in this and the following chapter) were the second important factor.
Finally, the growing calls by many researchers for a multidimensional process-oriented
approach towards conceptualizing high school transitions were the third important factor

in focusing on the transition process (see Benner, 2011; Tilleczek & Ferguson, 2007).
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Such a choice narrowed the available research methodology options however (see
chapter three), which in turn, shaped every aspect of this study including the approach
taken towards the review and synthesis of the existing literature. Instead of segmented
approach commonly taken in quantitative research, a more integrated approach was taken

that is in line with qualitative research, and best expressed by Benner (2011):

What is lacking in the growing literature, however, is coordination—we have
accumulated a large base of information that now needs to be organized into a
coherent body of knowledge. Such organization efforts are necessary to make
meaning of sometimes disparate research findings, to inform high school support
and intervention efforts, and to identify existing gaps in our knowledge of
students’ high school transition experiences in order to identify directions for

future research endeavors. (p. 299)

This chapter presents a brief synthesis of the relevant literature that was reviewed
from multiple domains throughout the course of this study in order to: (a) explore the
current state of knowledge (Creswell, 2005), (b) help develop the study framework for
understanding the issue at hand (Maxwell, 2005), and (c) triangulate emerging findings
against the existing literature throughout the research process (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
The synthesis is divided into three sections. The first two sections cover two main bodies
of literature relevant to the issue: the literature on, or related to, challenging high school
transitions in public schools, and the literature pertaining to the transitions of Muslim
youth from K-8 Islamic to secular public high schools. The third section provides a brief

summary and a visual diagram that served as the framework for this study.
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The Challenge of High School Transitions in Public School Systems

Adolescents negotiate a variety of complex developmental and societal transitions
as they move from childhood to adulthood (e.g., pubertal onset, changes in social roles,
etc.). Within this backdrop, they must also navigate transitions that are “systemic” and
systematically built into the typical structure of public school systems (Rice, 2001). As
students progress through a typical American public school system, they make many
shifts. Some are frequent and within school (e.g., from one class to the next or one grade
to the next) and others unprecedented and across schools (e.g., from one school to the
next or one level of education to the next). Such shifts constitute transitions that they
must negotiate as they move their way through the system. Contrary to developmental
transitions which are continuous and gradual, the systemic transitions can be abrupt, and
interrupt “the continuity of life” (Anderson et al., 2000). They involve a cluster of
changes to which the students must adapt (Barber & Olsen, 2004). For instance, high
school students who move from one class to another in a single day experience changes
in subject matter, teachers, instructional methods, and classmates. Likewise, the move
from one level of education to the next involves major changes in organizational (school
climate and educational practices) and social structures (Rice). The consensus from
anecdotal, theoretical, and empirical studies of varying designs is that academic,
personal, and interpersonal functioning of students suffers after making transition across
the education levels, i.e., pre-high school to a high school (Barber & Olsen).

High School Transitions—Some Negative Outcomes
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The literature over the last three decades suggests that high school transitions
affect virtually all adolescents in some way. Most ninth graders, for example, initially
experience some declines in their average grades (Roderick, 1994; Smith, 2006). They
also frequently experience declines in school support, satisfaction, engagement, and sense
of belonging; less positive attitudes toward subjects; decrease in self-concept and self-
esteem; difficulties in making new friends and loneliness; bullying; experiences of
stereotypical encounters, prejudice, racism, and discrimination; difficulties in time
management; increased stress levels and anxiety; declines in parental support; and more
negative reactions to teachers and peers. (see Barber & Olsen, 2004; Hirsch & Rapkin,
1987; Holcomb McCoy, 2007; Rice, 2001; Seidman, Larue, Aber, & Feinman, 1994;
Smith). There is even evidence that many students who have been identified as “gifted”
or “high-achieving” during middle school, show huge declines in GPA and rate their
transitions as more stressful than their peers (Phelan et al., 1994; Smith). Fortunately, for
the majority of children these changes are fairly small and short-lived. There are others
however, who experience large changes in one or more of the above-mentioned areas
(Anderson et al., 2000). As a result, they are far more likely than their peers to feel
“stressed” or “left out,” channeled into lower academic tracks, retained in the ninth grade,
or dropout altogether (Barber & Olsen; Heck & Mahoe; Roderick & Camburn, 1999).

The role played by difficult high school transitions in students ultimately
dropping out concerns educators and policy-makers (Neild, Stoner-Eby, & Furstenberg,
2008). With the increasing research on high school transitions, it is becoming evident

that the negative effects persist into late high school and beyond for many (Barber &
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Olsen, 2004). There is an emerging consensus among researchers and economists that
students’ entrance into adult life without successful high school completion carries severe
economic, occupational, and social disadvantages (Neild et al.). Therefore, it is no
coincidence that the following trends, generally attributed to or mitigated by transition
related difficulties, have caught the attention of many educators and policy-makers:

e Student attrition between grades nine and ten (both due to retention and dropping out)
has tripled in the past 30 years nationwide from 4% to 13% (Abrams & Haney, 2004).
The attrition rates are as high as a 20% for some states (Wheelock and Miao, 2005).

e The attrition rates among some minorities, e.g., Latinos and African Americans,
continuously increased between 1992-93 and 2000-01 to 17 and 20 percent
respectively, while it has remained stable around 7% among whites (Wheelock &
Miao, 2005).

e Dropout rates in large cities sometimes exceed 50% (Education Week, 2007). Forty
percent of ninth grade students in cities with the highest dropout rates repeat the ninth
grade, but only 10-15% of those repeaters go on to graduate (Balfanz & Letgers,
2004).

e School districts requiring two transitions (to middle and high school) experience
higher dropout rates than the districts with one transition (K-8 to high school)
(Alspaugh, 1998).

e Most high school dropouts fail at least 25% of their ninth grade courses, while 8% of

high school completers experienced the same difficulty (Letgers & Kerr, 2001).
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e More than one semester grade of “F” in core subjects and fewer than five full course
credits by the end of freshman year are the key indicators of dropping out
(Allensworth & Easton, 2005).

e Low attendance during the first 30 days of the ninth grade year is a stronger indicator
that a student will drop out than any eighth grade predictor, including test scores,
other indicators of academic achievement, and age (Jerald, 2006).

Delineating the Factors—What Makes High School Transitions Challenging?

“Systemic” school transitions, such as entering a new high school, in conjunction
with myriad changes in adolescents themselves, are unique in their nature and processes

(Rice, 2001). Inherently, during such transitions adolescents encounter substantial

changes in the new setting, that require adaptation (Reyes et al., 2000). How they adapt

to those changes is shaped by the interaction between students and the new setting

(Benner & Graham, 2007; Rice). One factor in the adjustment equation is the

characteristics of the new setting, and the extent to which it differs from that of the pre-

transition setting (Kelly et al.). On the other hand, the personal and background
characteristics that adolescents bring to the transition affect their responses to the new
situation, and contribute to their adjustment (Benner & Graham; Kelly et al.; Rice). For
minorities, residual effects of racism, i.e., stereotypes and prejudices, and their
manifestations in daily schooling experiences, and social stratification perpetuated, albeit

unintentionally, by macro-level education policies, structures, and processes, comprise a

third factor that influences their interactions with the new environment and their

adjustment outcomes (Heck & Mahoe, 2006; Holcomb-McCoy, 2007; Nieto, 2005).
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Ultimately, some combination of these three factors shapes adolescents’ adjustment
outcomes; which are either positive, and increase adolescents’ school engagement and
sense of belonging; or negative, and compromise their academic success and chances of
integration (Benner & Graham; Heck & Mahoe; Rice).

Institutional changes. As adolescents move to a high school in an American
public school system, major organizational and social changes confront them (Anderson
et al., 2000). The organizational changes include both changes in the school climate and
changes in educational practices—procedures, pedagogy, curriculum, and assessment
practices (Rice, 2001). Some organizational changes that confront adolescents in public
high schools include: (a) increase in school and classroom sizes due to increased focus on
“economies of scale” (Rice, 2001); (b) new grade configurations (Heck & Mahoe, 2006);
(c) changes in the structure of the school day (Reyes et al., 2000); (d) new course
scheduling and teacher assignment practices (Barber & Olsen, 2004); (e) fully
departmentalized curriculum and near universal academic tracking (Benner & Graham,
2009); (f) greater freedom in course selection and extracurricular activities (Mizelle,
2005); (g) more rigid discipline or increased emphasis on “rules of behavior” and less
tolerance for misbehavior (Scott et al., 1995); (h) greater emphasis on relative ability and
competition (in contrast with effort and improvement) (Eccles & Midgley, 1989); (i) less
classroom autonomy (Barber & Olsen); (j) more difficult courses (Mizelle); (k) gaps in
curriculum (Anderson et al.); (1) omission from, or misrepresentation in, curriculum and
history books (Holcomb-McCoy, 2007; Sabry & Bruna, 2006); and (m) increased use of

high stakes grading and retention (Abrams & Haney, 2004).
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Adolescents also encounter many changes and increased complexity in social
setups in their new schools, both at the school and individual levels (Rice, 2001; Newman
et al., 2007). At the school level, they encounter: (a) loss of previous teacher and adult
support networks (Benner & Graham, 2009); (b) increased diversity among students (in
terms of race, ethnicity, class, etc.) (Benner & Graham); (c) more teachers with a variety
of teaching styles, rules, and expectations (Roderick & Camburn, 1999); (d) less personal
attention and relations with teachers (Roderick & Camburn); and (e) diminishing parental
support and school involvement due to potential school barriers (Rice). At the individual
level, they also experience: (a) role loss (such as no longer being the most senior, top
athletes or scholars) and anonymity (Newman et al.); (b) disruptions in peer and
friendship networks (Mizelle, 2005); (c) difficulties in making friends due to grouping
and tracking practices (Scott et al., 1995); (d) increased peer pressure emphasizing fitting
in and belonging (Isakson & Jarvis, 1999); and (e) school personnel misperceptions,
prejudice, and discrimination experienced by some racial and ethnic minorities (see
Holcomb-McCoy, 2007).

Characteristics of the adolescent student. Adolescence is a stage in life where
individuals go through tremendous psychological, physical, and emotional changes, and
therefore, become extra sensitive to daily stressors (Lerner & Galambos, 1998). Not only
do they feel differently about themselves, but others who interact with them also view
them differently and expect more from them as they mature outwardly. Despite their
adult-like outward appearance, however, they are still child-like emotionally and

behaviorally (DaGiau, 1997). Because not all adolescents experience developmental
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changes, particularly puberty, at the same age or to the same degree, each individual may

experience daily stressors differently during high school transitions (Lerner &

Galambos). Nonetheless, they all have some specific characteristics, as briefly described

below, that play a role in their adjustment to new schools during transitions.

1.

2.

Self-concept. Self-concept is a combination of self-image (how one defines self)
and self-esteem (how one evaluates self) (Marsh, 1989). Essentially, it is a multi-
dimensional construct that refers to an individual’s perception of “self” in relation
to any number of characteristics, such as academics, gender roles and sexuality,
social identities, etc. (Bong & Clark, 1999). Positive self-concept is essential for
adolescents to successfully adjust in new schools (Tilleczek & Ferguson, 2007).
However, the role loss during high school transitions may lead to anxiety, self-
doubt, and a decline in self-concept, which in turn, may lead to adjustment
difficulties and achievement loss (Simmons & Blyth, 1987). Girls tend to
experience higher declines in self-esteem than boys (Hirsh & Rapkin, 1987).
Aspirations and locus of control. Adolescents’ future aspirations and locus of
control (individuals’ belief about what causes the good or bad outcomes in life)
are two additional important characteristics that help them stay on task and deal
with adjustment stress during their transitions (Barber & Olson, 2004; Cooper &
Liou, 2007). Students who have future goals and aspirations and plans for
reaching them tend to have a more internal locus of control—they believe that
they control an outcome (Cooper & Liou). They are able to work independently

and stay on-task, and are more likely to adjust successfully (Barber & Olson). In
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3.

4.

contrast, students with external locus of control—when they believe that their
behavior cannot create success in school and that success is out of their control,
tend to feel alienated and find their transitions difficult, and in many cases start to
disengage or leave school early (Lan & Lanthier, 2003).

Preparedness. To make successful transitions, adolescents must be prepared to
understand the nuances of academic and organizational differences between a pre-
high and a high school (Anderson et al., 2000). They must also possess the
knowledge and academic skills they need to succeed at the next level. Those who
transition with lower prior GPAs tend to experience more adjustment problems
(Roderick & Camburn, 1999; Newman et al., 2007). Lower prior GPAs and
inadequate preparation affect ninth graders’ curricular placements, the quality of
their teachers, and their likelihood for successful high school transition and
ultimately graduation (Roderick & Camburn).

Prior behavioral problems. Students with behavioral problems prior to high
school tend to have more difficulty making transitions (Mizelle, 2005). For
instance, African-American males are disproportionally placed in classes for
learning-disabled students, a placement made in part on problem classroom
behavior (Holcomb-McCoy, 2007). Once a student is placed outside the
educational mainstream, learning opportunities are reduced, and standardized test
scores are depressed (Anderson et al., 2000). In the end, that all plays into

transition difficulties and disengagement (Heck & Mahoe, 2006).
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5.

6.

Coping skills. Coping skills enable students to deal with the likely problems and
difficulties they may encounter during transitions, for example, how to get needed
information, keep track of multiple assignments, and resolve conflicts (see
Constantine, Donnelly, & Myers, 2002). Coping strategies can be described as
either active (such as problem solving) or passive (such as avoidance, denial,
isolation, rationalization, seeking alternative rewards) (see Geisthardt & Munsch,
1996). Students who use active coping strategies tend to adjust better during
transitions than the ones who use passive coping (Constantine et al.). Females
rely more on active and self-reliant types of coping strategies than males
(Geisthardt & Munsch). Minority students generally use passive coping
strategies, and seek alternative rewards outside of the school in response to
stressful school events (Munsch & Wampler, 1993).

Family background and support systems. Family background affects
adolescents’ transition experiences and the level of support available to them in
many ways (Anderson et al., 2000). For instance, race, ethnicity, gender, SES,
task orientation (individualist vs. collectivist), patterns of language use,
educational resources available at home, parental education level and exposure to
public school systems, and stereotypes attached to their social groups are
important background variables that help with adjustment (see Heck & Mahoe,
2006; Holcomb-McCoy, 2007; Mizelle, 2005; Neild et al., 2008; Rice, 2001).
Many of those variables also reflect the quality of parental support (i.e., their

ability and willingness to support adolescents during their transitions) (Rice).
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Negative national socio-political discourse. Adolescence is the stage of life in
which individuals begin to look around them at their status among their peers, the clues
they receive from adults, and even the larger society and media, for messages about who
they are and what they could become (Holcomb-McCoy, 2007). For minority
adolescents, this task is particularly complicated given the complex and confusing
messages they receive about their identity (Steele, 1997). They encounter many negative
socio-cultural influences in schools that perpetuate the broader national socio-political
discourse (Nieto, 2005). Many experience bias, stereotypes and prejudice, racism, and
discrimination, which negatively affect their psychological, academic, and social
functioning (Holcomb-McCoy). Frequent stereotyping of African American males has
been heavily cited in the literature (see Holcomb-McCoy for a detailed review); such
stereotyping leads to systematically different treatment by teachers and counselors, such
as strict disciplining and increased suspension, and frequent placement in lower academic
tracks that further increase academic and opportunity gaps for them (Holcomb-McCoy).
Such negative stereotypes also discourage many minority parents in the support they
offer their children during their transitions (see Rice, 2001; Sabry & Bruna, 2006).
Easing the High School Transition Difficulties—What Works?

It is evident from the importance of preparedness, highlighted earlier, that a high
school transition does not start with the move to the new school. Instead, it is an
extended process that is set in motion way before the actual school shift, and goes on
long after the first few days or weeks for many students (Mizelle, 2005). In order to help

ease transition-related difficulties, programs that challenge and support students
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throughout middle school, collaborative transition support programs between feeder and
receiving schools, and a healthy high school climate are important preconditions. Studies
have shown that a challenging and supportive middle school experience is crucial in
helping students make a smooth transition to a high school (see Anderson et al., 2000;
Simmons & Blyth, 1987). Although middle schools may not be able to eliminate some of
the background-related risks factors highlighted earlier, they can help students develop
strong academic, coping, and social skills which in turn lead to a strong self-concept,
high aspirations, and fewer prior problems, all necessary personal traits required to
successfully adjust in a high school (Mizelle).

Additionally, helping students make a successful transition to high school requires
programs that specifically address the transition period (Mizelle, 2005). Some of the
transition mentoring and support activities that researchers have found helpful for
students and their parents include:

1. Information gathering. Activities that adolescents find most informative include
spring orientations and counseling, student visitations and shadowing, beginning-
of-school orientations, and study skills or time management classes offered during
the summer before 9th grade (Mizelle, 2005).

2. Parental involvement. Parental involvement leads to higher grades, improved
test scores, better attendance, more positive attitude and behavior, and higher
graduation rates (Mac Iver, 1990). However, parental involvement continuously
drops during both middle and high school years (Newman et al., 2007). Parental

involvement and support during transition can be ensured by inviting them to
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meet with their child and the high school counselor to discuss coursework and
schedules; visit the high school in the spring before, or the fall of, the ninth grade
year; spend a day at the high school to experience student life; and even help
design and facilitate some transition activities (Mizelle, 2005).

Social support. At the time when friendship and social circles are particularly
important for adolescents, the transition into high school often disrupts those
networks. Such disruptions can interfere with students’ success in high school
(Mizelle, 2005). High school transition programs should include activities that
will give incoming students opportunities to develop positive relationships with
older and other incoming peers, through such activities as: email pen pal
programs, freshman group meetings with counselors, enacting procedural
strategies allowing more interactions with peers and teachers, and summer social
events (Mac Iver, 1990; Mizelle).

. Bringing middle and high schools together. Successful high school transition
programs depend on middle and high school administrators, counselors and
teachers working together to share information about the programs, courses,
curriculum and requirements of their respective schools (Mac Iver, 1990; Mizelle,
2005; Ferguson & Tilleczek, 2007).

. Healthy school climate. A healthy school climate has been shown to be an
important determinant of successful school adjustment (see Barber & Olsen,
2004; Eccles & Midgley, 1989). School climate refers to how stakeholders in the

education process perceive and characterize the school environment (Rice, 2001).
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Theoretical Perspectives—Explaining the Challenging Transitions

Over the past three decades, many theoretical frameworks have been developed or
used to explain why adolescents find high school transitions challenging. Until the late
1980s, most researchers operated within a framework in which adolescents' problems
with high school transitions were believed to result primarily from developmental
changes (Anderson et al., 2000). Since the late 1980s, however, there has been a notable
shift in the focus. Researchers began to examine the impact of contextual factors and
students' abilities to negotiate the demands associated with school transitions. During the
last two decades of the 20th century, four pioneering theories emerged to explain why
high school transitions are challenging for an average adolescent. These theories
addressed, in some manner, the role of the first two sets of challenging factors that were
outlined in the previous section, i.e., institutional discontinuities and adolescent
characteristics. However, none adequately explained why such transitions are more
difficult for many minority students. To better understand why some groups of students,
who are also frequently stereotyped, persist or fail during their high school transitions,
some additional frameworks have been used to explain persistently higher post-transition
attrition rates among some minority groups. Theories in this group also factor in the third
set of challenges, i.e., negative role of broader national socio-political factors. The
following is a brief outline describing the four pioneering theories and two additional
frameworks/theories:

The timing and discontinuity theory. This theory by Simmons and Blyth (1987)

revolves around the twin concepts of timing and discontinuity. The concept of timing
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emphasizes that the gradual adjustment to one change before confronting another,
benefits the coping process. Coping becomes difficult however, when adolescents are
uncomfortable with their bodies due to rapid changes; families because of new
expectations, and in some cases, a move or divorce; peers, because of new gender roles
and initiation of dating relations; and new schools because of the more complex
environment. The concept of discontinuity, on the other hand, emphasizes that the
movement from the primary school environment to a larger and more bureaucratic
secondary school exposes adolescents to various stressors. The timing and the
discontinuity combined, exacerbate development of stress, adjustment difficulties, and
problem behaviors during school transitions.

The stage-environment fit theory. Later work of Eccles and Midgley (1989)
shifted the focus of adjustment difficulties squarely to the school environment.
According to their stage-environment fit theory, declines in students’ self-esteem,
motivation, and academic performance following a school transition are a consequence of
the new environment that does not “fit” or support their current developmental stage.
Secondary schools place greater emphasis on discipline and control, offer less intimate
student-teacher relationships, tend to group students by ability, and use public
assessments and comparisons of students’ ability. Such changes lead to a decline in
students’ self-concept, motivation, and ultimately their academic performance.

The transitional life events theory. Felner and Adan (1988) offer another
framework, which assumes that all changes in life require adjustments, and that the range

of difficulties associated with making adjustments reflects the environmental setting and
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one’s personal history and coping abilities. They refer to the “threshold of vulnerability”
as a benchmark from which to hypothesize expected difficulties negotiating school
changes. For students behaving above their threshold, negotiating school change tends to
be easier because they have solid coping skills, are achieving academically and socially,
and have fewer risk factors in their lives. For students behaving below their threshold,
school change may be difficult because of the concurrent risk factors such as living in
poverty, entering puberty, or other stressors. The limited capacity of larger schools to be
responsive to their needs further threatens their adaptation.

The role strain theory. Other school transition studies conducted by Fenzel
(1989), suggest a different perspective for understanding the potential for increased strain
during times of change. Fenzel views life changes as processes of gaining and
surrendering new roles. For students entering the secondary schools, role changes are
reflected in the new expectations from parents, teachers, and peers. When these
expectations are conflicting, confusing, or demanding, adolescents may develop role
strain, and manifest problem behaviors and stress, that negatively affect their adjustments
during transitions.

Cultural mismatch theories. Early approaches to understanding the role of
social differences, specifically based on race and culture in learning process and its
outcomes, sought to explain racial differences on IQ tests and school achievement by
attributing those differences to biological deficiencies (Nieto, 2005). The biological
deficiency models were soon replaced by cultural deficit models, contending that Blacks

were not biologically disadvantaged, but instead were forced to adopt the “culture of
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poverty” (Nasir & Hand, 2006). Nieto argues that such approaches are not outdated;
instead, the current discourse continues to position marginalized groups as predetermined
low achievers by using labels such as “at risk” and “disadvantaged.” Such labels
contribute to “teacher misperceptions” and “differing expectations” for different groups,
which in turn, have direct implications for their high school transitions and ultimate
academic success (see also Heck & Mahoe, 2006; Holcomb-McCoy, 2007).

During 1970s, the cultural mismatch theory and its many variations, such as
cultural compatibility, cultural congruence, etc., emerged to counter those earlier
discriminatory approaches (Nasir & Hand, 2006). A core premise of these theories is that
schooling occurs as teachers and students negotiate complex social interactions that are
often informed by differing sets of values and norms. Racial and ethnic differences in the
ways of communication, doing, and knowing undermine the school performance of many
minority students (Nasir & Hand). Hence, the differing experiences, values, skills, and
expectations with which children enter school need to be considered (Nieto, 2005).

Steele’s stereotype threats framework. Steele (1997) also examined how
societal stereotypes about certain groups influence the intellectual functioning and
identity development of their members. ‘““Stereotype threat,” according to Steele, is a
“social-psychological threat” that arises when one is in a situation or doing something,
for which a negative stereotype about one’s group exists. This predicament threatens one
with being negatively stereotyped, with being judged or treated stereotypically, or with
the prospect of conforming to the stereotype (Steele). Several studies give weight to

Steele’s account that the internalized biases of teachers and counselors (both minority and
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white) against some minority students are an important factor in shaping the racial and

cultural biases in schools; which lead to discrimination, various “phobias,” and streaming

of minority students into lower academic tracks (see Holcomb-McCoy, 2007).

Gaps in the Current State of Scholarship

It is evident from the above synthesis that the research on adolescents’ high

school transitions spans a wide range of concerns and theoretical perspectives, some of
which have been delineated above. Two major gaps were immediately discernible from
the above synthesis. First, studies with a process-oriented approach towards such
transitions do not exist in the literature as of this study. The bulk of the transition-
related literature involves studies that are primarily quantitative in nature. Not much
exists in the literature that offers a process-oriented view of such transitions. There are
growing calls for a multidimensional process oriented approach towards conceptualizing
such transitions that can help provide an integrative view of the basic components
involved in such transitions, and how those interact over time to produce different
outcomes for different student populations (see Tilleczek & Ferguson, 2007). Second,
not a single study existed in the literature that investigated high school transitions from
American-based private K-8 Islamic schools to American-based secular public high
schools. To better explore and understand the multidimensional process involved in the
Muslim adolescents’ transition from K-8 Islamic to public high schools, the next section
provides a brief synthesis of the literature that may inform this topic.

K-8 Islamic to Secular Public High School Transitions
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Whether it is because Muslim parents stereotype public schools as “morally
corrupt” and wracked by drugs, violence, and sexual promiscuity—or because they want
to save their children’s religious or cultural identity, or shield their children from
discrimination and “Islamophobia,” the establishment of Islamic private schools is
gaining momentum (Joseph & Riedel, 2008). This momentum is evident from the rapid
increase in the number of full-time Islamic schools, i.e., 50 in 1988-89, 250 in 1999-
2000, and 370 to 400 in 2001-2002 (see Badawi, 2005; Maughan, 2003, as cited in Merry
& Driessen, 2005). Since an overwhelming majority of these schools still offer only
elementary or K-8 classes (Merry & Driessen), a vast majority of Muslim students from
such schools continue to move to public high schools (Zine, 2007).

Additional literature was reviewed in order to better understand Muslim student
transitions. The following two subsections provide a brief synthesis of that additional
literature. The first subsection covers a profile of American Muslim communities
(including their history and some of the challenges they encounter in their daily lives in
the “post-9/11 America”), Islamic schools (including their evolving mission, daily life in
a typical K-8 Islamic school, and challenges facing U.S. Islamic schools), and some
specific characteristics of the Muslim youths who move from the Islamic schools to
public high schools. The second subsection outlines some additional theoretical
frameworks, including findings of a pilot study that was conducted prior to the onset of
this main study, that hold the promise of illuminating many aspects of the Muslim
youths’ transitions.

Target Population—Emerging Profile
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Estimating the number of Muslims in America has been a difficult and often
“politically charged” project (Ewing, 2008). The United States Census Bureau does not
collect data on religious identification, in part because of the principle of church-state
separation. Because Muslims represent quite a small percentage of the total American
population, figures drawn from general surveys tend to be unreliable (Pew Research
Center, 2007). Therefore, there are widely varying estimates of the number of Muslims
in the United States, ranging from 2 million to 7 million (U.S. Department of State,
2009). A conservative estimate by the Pew Research Center (2007) puts the number to
be around 2.35 million, which includes both immigrant and American-born Muslims and
their children. The same study further highlights that: (a) 65 percent of Muslim
Americans are foreign-born coming from at least 68 different countries; (b) 39 percent of
the foreign-born have come to the United States since 1990; (c) despite two-thirds being
foreign-born, 77 percent of all Muslim Americans are citizens; and (d) a third of the total
Muslim American population, approximately 850,000, is below the age of 18. Among
the 35 percent American-born, many of whom are converts, 64 percent are African
Americans, 27 percent white, and many have a Jewish background (see Merry &
Driessen, 2005; Pew Research Center). While each of these sub-groups accounts for a
significant share of the total U.S. Muslim population, actual proportions remain unknown
(Pew Research Center).

Muslims in America—‘*“The new kid on the block?” While Muslim Americans
have been characterized by some as “the new kid on the block” in the American religious

landscape, their history tells a complex story (Gomez, 2005). Their journey is unique in
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that it is part of two quintessentially American experiences: the African American and the
immigrant (U.S. Department of State, 2009). While both groups share an identity as
Muslims, their historical, cultural, and socioeconomic circumstances have differed
widely. African Americans have played a key role both in bringing Islam to colonies and
its re-emergence since the 1970s. Approximately 30 percent of African slaves brought to
America between 1619 and 1800s were Muslim; with some exceptions, most were forced
to give up their Muslim heritage (Gomez). However, during the early part of the 20"
century, their off-spring started reconnecting with their Muslim “roots,” first under the
banner of Black Nationalism through groups like the Moorish Science Temple in 1913
and the Nation of Islam (NOI) in 1930, and then by moving toward mainstream Islam
(Ewing, 2008). In the beginning, those groups adhered to beliefs and practices that were
quite distinct from (even ran counter to) the principles of mainstream Islam (Ewing).
Things started to change, first after Malcolm X quit NOI and moved to mainstream Islam,
and then in 1975, when NOI followed suit under the leadership of W. D. Mohammed. As
a result, ties between African American and foreign-born Muslims began to develop,
especially with the establishment and growth of Islamic institutions like schools,
advocacy groups, and national organizations (Ewing).

Of the Muslims born outside the United States, approximately 37 percent are from
Arabic-speaking countries and 27 percent are from southern Asia; there are also
significant populations from Iran (12 percent), Europe (8 percent), and sub-Saharan
Africa (6 percent) (Pew Research Center, 2007). Although small-scale Muslim migration

to the United States began in 1840 and lasted until World War I, the bulk of Muslim
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immigrants came after the enactment of the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965
that abolished the national origin quotas established in 1924 and encouraged non-
European skilled-labor immigration to the United States (U.S. Department of State,
2009). Though most early Arab immigrants were Christians, Arabs who came after 1965
were mainly Muslim (Ewing, 2008). This second wave of Arab migration also coincided
with the Muslim immigration from southern Asia. Many from the two groups came to
pursue advanced degrees, and later became part of the skilled labor force. In the 1980s,
they started focusing on a collective Muslim identity instead of an ethnic ones, and
founded national organizations such as the Muslim Students Association (MSA) and the
Islamic Society of North America (ISNA) (Ewing). This shifting focus became the
precursor for establishing more mosques and Islamic schools by foreign-born Muslim
Americans, and helped strengthen their ties with the American-born Muslims (Ewing).
According to the Pew Research Center (2007), Muslim Americans generally
mirror the United States’ public in education and income levels, with foreign-born
Muslims slightly more affluent and better educated than American-born. Twenty-four
percent of all Muslims and 29 percent of immigrant Muslims have college degrees,
compared to 25 percent for the United States’ general population. Forty-one percent of
all Muslim Americans and 45 percent of immigrant Muslims report annual household
income levels of $50,000 or higher, compared to the national average of 44 percent.
Immigrant Muslims are also well represented among higher-income earners, with 19
percent claiming annual household incomes of $100,000 or higher (compared to 16

percent for the Muslim population as a whole, and 17 percent for the U.S. average). This
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is likely due to the strong concentration of foreign-born Muslim Americans in
professional, managerial, and technical fields (especially in information technology,
medicine, law, and the corporate world); many of whom are instrumental in helping to
establishing new mosques and Islamic schools (Merry & Driessen, 2005).

Challenges facing Muslim Americans. In a multi-cultural secular society like
America, anyone committed to a religious tradition or community is confronted with two
primary concerns that, in some ways, conflict with each other: (a) how to inculcate a
commitment in the form of an identity in succeeding generations; and (b) how to instill a
sense of belonging with the wider society and culture so that their children do not feel, or
made to feel, like outsiders or aliens (Joseph & Riedel, 2008). For the Muslim
Americans who are committed to their religion, this task is much more complex.
According to Joseph and Riedel, foreign-born Muslims face two kinds of pluralism and
diversity in forging individual and communal identities. On the one hand, many have
come from fairly homogeneous societies—especially with respect to religious beliefs and
practices—to one characterized by phenomenal diversity of religions, ethnicities,
lifestyles, attitudes, and so on. On the other hand, in the Muslim communities to which
they come, or which they form, they confront a plurality of ways of being Muslim,
diverse beliefs, attitudes, experiences, modes of practice and worship, and self-
identification. Despite being accustomed to the former, American-born Muslims also
struggle with reconciling the latter and coming to terms with what it means to be a “good
Muslim” (Joseph & Riedel). Just as Muslim Americans are confronted with defining a

“common Islam” to help address the first concern of inculcating Islamic identity in their
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children (to be discussed under Islamic schools), the task of addressing the second
concern of instilling a sense of belonging to the wider society is becoming much harder
as they are being framed as the new “other” (Ewing & Hoyler, 2008).

With the end of the Cold War in 1989, Islam and Muslims have been cast as the
new “other,” inimical to “Western values” and “culture” (see Huntington, 1996; and for
critique, see Said, 2001). In many ways, since the tragic events of 9/11, there has been a
redrawing of the symbolic boundaries of the nation to include (if partially and
conditionally) African Americans, Latinos, and East Asians, while positioning Muslims,
Arabs, and South Asians as the true outsiders (Agathangelou & Ling, 2005; Akram &
Johnson, 2004; Murray, 2004; Nayak, 2006; Volpp, 2002). The speed with which
Muslim, Arab, and South Asian communities across the United States were subjected to
hate crimes, deportations, arrests, detentions, interrogations, profiling, and collective
stigma (Akram & Johnson; Ewing, 2008; Ibish, 2003; Murray; Volpp); and the fact that
the situation continues to further deteriorate (see Gallop, 2009; Pew Research Center,
2009), reveals the consequences of such positioning and the vulnerable place these
communities occupy in the American public’s imagination of the nation.

Such a framing continues to manifest in a dramatic rise in negative media
portrayal and Islamophobia (Abukhattala, 2004; Jackson, 2010; Shaheen, 2001), frequent
stereotyping of female Muslims as “oppressed” (see Andrea, 2009; Hodge, 2002;
Hoodfar, 1993), increased profiling and discrimination (see Akram & Johnson, 2004;
Eqing & Hoyler, 2008; Murray, 2004; Pew Research Center, 2009; Volpp, 2002), and

outright harassment and attacks (Ibish, 2003; Murray, 2004). For instance, recent
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research by Media Tenor (a research firm that monitors and analyzes media coverage of
key issues) reveals that the percentage of stereotypical and negative media reporting on
Islam and Muslims has increased from 60 percent in the beginning of 2007 to 90 percent
near the end of 2009 (Gallup, 2009). Based on a 2009 national poll, the same Gallup
report reveals that 53 percent of Americans have misgivings about Islam, and 63 percent
of the population knows little about the faith. Similarly, in another survey, six-in-ten
American adults think Muslims are subjected to a lot of discrimination (Pew Research
Center). When taken together with their misrepresentation in, or omission from,
textbooks (see Abukhattala; Hodge; Jackson), such framing and attitudes make the task
of inculcating sense of belonging in their next generations much more challenging for
Muslim Americans (Ewing & Hoyler, 2008).

Effects of post-9/11 framing of Muslims as the “other” have been varied on the
three major subgroups of Muslim Americans, i.e., African Americans, Arabs and, South
Asians. African American Muslims have historically focused more on race-related
domestic challenges and economic issues, and therefore avoided run-ins with the national
security state (Ewing & Hoyler, 2008; Maira, 2008). Foreign-born Muslims however
tend to focus more on foreign policy issues related to their countries of origin. Among
them, Arab and other “visibly” Muslim Americans have experienced racism and
“Islamophobia” for many years resulting from “the inertia of traditional American
antipathy toward Arabs and Muslims and the political and religious domestic interests of
both the Zionist lobby and the Christian Right” (Haddad, 2001, p. 91). They have been

subjected to scrutiny and surveillance due to their criticism of United States’ policies in
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the Middle East and support of the Israeli occupation of Palestine (Haddad). South
Southern Asians in the United States, by contrast, have generally had a different
relationship to the national security state due to varied histories of migration and
relationships of the United States with their home states (Jensen, 1988, as cited in Maira).
They have suddenly found themselves to be the objects of intensified suspicion and
surveillance as well as virulent large-scale “scapegoating” as part of the domestic war on
terror and post-9/11 American engagement in South Asia (Ewing & Hoyler, 2008).

Such scapegoating has been particularly hard on Muslim youths. For instance,
Ewing and Hoyler (2008), in their research on the youths from a professional Muslim
South Asian community in the Raleigh-Durham area of North Carolina, observed a
growing sense of tension among their participants between their American and Muslim
identities, caused by humiliating treatment of Muslims (including family members), both
locally and nationally, and the frequent projection in the media of the idea that they are
the enemies. Despite being from middle class professional families, these well-integrated
college-bound students nevertheless found themselves questioning their futures as they
sensed the increasing difficulties of being Muslim in the United States following 9/11.
There were some who sought to hide their Muslim identity or distance themselves from
it, but others have, in increasing numbers, intensified their commitment to Islam or their
Muslim identity (Ewing & Hoyler). Many young Muslim women, “outraged” by the
negative portrayal of Islam and Muslims, feel a strong need to assert their presence. Since
the veil (headscarf) is the most significant visible symbol of contemporary Muslim

identity, many have taken up the veil not only from personal conviction but also to assert
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their identity and existence to demand “fuller” social and political recognition (Hoodfar,
1993).

In many ways, post-9/11 anti-Muslim backlash has also produced unpredictable
positive outcomes for the Muslim American communities. In addition to new and
growing affiliations between various subgroups of Muslim Americans, it has also thrust
them into institution-building and community activism (Ewing, 2008). For instance,
government’s freezing of the assets of several Islamic charities (that funneled charitable
donations overseas) led to a precipitous shift in patterns of Muslim charitable giving, a
shift that has had identifiable institutional effects (Joseph, Howe, Hout, Riedel, &
Shweder, 2008). Charitable giving being a central aspect of Islam, when channels of
giving to transnational organizations were blocked, many Muslims in the United States
increased local giving, which in turn, accelerated the construction and expansion of
mosques and Islamic schools (Joseph et al.; Joseph & Reidel, 2008). American mosques
have also been affected in the process. For instance, as part of the long-term
“Americanization” of Islam there has been a tendency for mosques to function more as
community centers (on the model of churches) than in the countries of origin (Ewing,
2008). These functions intensified after 9/11, because Muslims felt a sense of threat and
turned inward for support from other members of the community as well as Muslim
institutions (Ewing & Hoyler, 2008; Joseph et al.). For many, such institutions play a
critical role in fostering a sense of fully belonging to American society, especially at a
time when this sense has been challenged by homeland security measures and increased

stigmatization (Ewing).
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Finally, in response to the backlash, Muslim Americans in the United States have,
perhaps paradoxically, developed not only the confidence in their communities and
institutions, but also a growing sense of political assertiveness (Shryock, 2008). They are
realizing that many “ideologues” and “Islamophobes” have taken advantage of their
marginalization and painted them as outsiders and a threat to the country (Haddad, 2001);
and “that they can no longer let others define their identity and their future” (p. 101). In
response, they are breaking a “long silence” and pushing back (Haddad; Shryock). They,
along with many grassroots Muslim organizations (like Muslim Public Affairs Council
and Council on American Islamic Relations), are starting to actively assert their identity
and existence as well as demand “fuller” social and political recognition (Hoodfar, 1993;
Merry & Driessen, 2005; Shryock)

Islamic schools—Muslim solution for cultural reproduction. The recent surge
in the establishment of private Islamic schools is not an isolated phenomenon, nor is it
specific to Muslim immigration. It is just the latest instance of a long-standing
phenomenon that goes back at least 150 years. Establishing faith-based schools was the
usual first response of immigrant communities, especially confessional ones, to American
life and the American public school system (Joseph & Reidel, 2008). When waves of
Catholic and Jewish immigrants began arriving in the United States early in the
nineteenth century, many were both predisposed to prefer faith-based schooling as an
alternative while being distrustful of centrally controlled forms of education. Essentially,
anti-immigrant discrimination, plus some skepticism about the melting pot presumptions

of the common schools movement, provided a strong impetus for those communities of
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faith to establish private schools, where familiar structures of language, religion, and
culture could be preserved and reproduced (Sanders, 1977 as cited in Joseph & Reidel).

The reasons for establishing Islamic private schools by Muslim immigrants are
similar, in many ways, to those that motivated Catholics and Jews to establish their own
schools. Muslims arriving in the United States from many parts of Africa, Asia, and the
Middle East have been similarly predisposed, coming as they do from countries where
religious institutions remain centers for education and where public education still tends
to have a religious component (Joseph & Reidel, 2008). The “so-called” secular
environment of American public schools is seen by many Muslims as falling short of the
educational aims they have for their children (Merry & Driessen, 2005). Muslim parents
who choose private schooling for their children do so because they believe the dominant
society, mirrored in the public school, seriously jeopardizes Islamic identity and
community (Cristillo, 2004). Cristillo further notes:

In as much as a private Muslim school is meant to provide a quality

education on par with the public school, its proponents see the school’s

“Islamic environment” as a safeguard to prevent Muslim children from

drifting away from the imagined spiritual community, or Ummabh, of

Muslim “brothers” and sisters.” In addition, by creating overlapping

networks of social relations among members of local households, mosques

and businesses, the private Muslim school provides a physical locus of

collective identity in an otherwise religiously plural society where

Muslims are a minority. (p. 7)
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Moreover, in the post-9/11 environment, fears of prejudice and discrimination as well as
concerns for children’s physical and psychological wellbeing have also spurred the
acceleration in the growth of Islamic schools (see Badawi, 2006; Zine, 2007).

Although Muslim immigration over the last few decades has spurred the recent
growth of Islamic schools, African American Muslims were the first to establish private
Islamic schools, commonly known today as Sister Clara Muhammad schools (Rashid &
Muhammad, 1992). According to Rashid and Muhammad, these schools, in their earliest
forms, were the ideological predecessors of both the Black Nationalist independent
education movements of the 1960s under the Nation of Islam and the current
“Afrocentric” education movement. Borrowing concepts from Islam, Christianity, and
mythology, their primary goal in their early stage was to inculcate a confident black
identity among students, and provide them with a worldview that stressed self-
knowledge, self-reliance, and self-discipline. In the mid- to late 1970s however, under
the leadership of W. D. Muhammad, the Sister Clara Muhammad School system
underwent a profound transition from a focus on Black Nationalism to mainstream Islam
with Islamic identity as its new primary ideological focus (Rashid & Muhammad).

Evolving mission and approaches. Private Islamic schools in the United States
are distinguished from public schools principally by the addition of religious studies
classes and the provision of a self-described “Islamic environment” through which an
explicit emphasis on Islamic “character education” is implemented (Joseph & Reidel,
2008). It is important to note that most full-time Islamic schools promote themselves to

their constituents not simply by providing an Islamic environment but also by promising
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a high-quality education by secular standards, one that can translate into high scores on
the important standardized tests and acceptance into the finest colleges (Cristillo, 2004).
In such perusal, one of the foremost challenges for such schools has been to adapt the
secular frameworks and core curricula of public school systems to an overarching Islamic
model of schooling. The question of how to “Islamize” education has been answered
variously by Muslim schools, but a gradual progression in this national movement can be
observed, moving from a concern over how to Islamize knowledge to an emphasis on
developing an Islamic environment capable of nurturing an Islamic character (Joseph &
Reidel). This shift is forcing such schools to articulate a vision of a common Islam and
Islamic character that is recognizable and acceptable to all, and seems to parallel the
emerging conception among Muslim Americans of what it means to be a “Muslim”
(Cristillo).

With such a shift as well as recent surge in the demand for Islamic schooling,
there has been a growing focus nationwide on some sort of a standardized Islamic
character curriculum, commonly referred to as the “Tarbiyah Project” (Joseph & Reidel,
2008). Consider the following statement from the introductory paragraphs of one such
curriculum:

Islam is found on the principles of belief and righteous conduct. This

connection between values and practice lies at the very heart of the Islamic

way of life. Nevertheless, a crisis in values and character development

exists throughout the Muslim ummah [world] today that is working to

undermine the fabric of the Islamic spiritual, moral and social system.

55



Lacking a clear moral compass, Muslims today find themselves

marginalized socially, disoriented spiritually and generally in a quandary

about their role and responsibility in modern society. Without a proper

understanding of the Islamic value system, there is little hope that [the

status-quo will change]. (Uddin, 2001, as cited in Joseph & Reidel)

This renewed emphasis on Islam as a system of values and ethics goes beyond the
American context, and is part of a more general trend among Muslims in the West, to
“deculturize” Islam from any specific back-home cultural infringements (Cristillo, 2004).
As a result, the essence of Islam is increasingly conceived among Islamic schools as
residing in the virtuous person, rather than, for instance, in the person who has vast
amounts of religious knowledge (Joseph & Reidel).

Defining Islam in such terms also carries with it consequences for how Islam is
taught and transmitted. It has consequences for both Islamic school staff and Muslim
families (Cristillo, 2004). Because the emphasis is on values and ethics, the teaching of
Islam and Islamic character occurs primarily through the staff’s own religiosity, their
own embodiment of virtue, and their own moral exemplarity (Zine, 2007). Likewise, the
Islamic environment is constituted by “sociomoral” norms of conduct upheld by all who
participate in the school, particularly staff (Joseph & Reidel, 2008). Moreover, such a
framing also calls for reducing contradictions between Islam and Islamic character
articulated in the Islamic schools and the “culturally tainted” version of Islam practiced in
students’ homes (Joseph & Reidel). As a result, Islamic schools are not only helping

define the common vision of Islam and Islamic character, but they are also indirectly
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forcing both staff and parents to adopt that vision in their personal and interpersonal lives
to become better role models for the next generations (Cristillo).

Daily life in a typical K-8 Islamic school. K-8 Islamic schools are generally small
in size with low-student teacher ratios (Badawi, 2006). Physical spaces, schedule and
daily routines are structured to facilitate Islamic environment and practices (Zine, 2007).
According to Cristillo (2004), at a typical K-8 Islamic school, the day begins with
students filing through the front door to ensure that each student has complied with the
school dress code; boys generally wear slacks and collared shirt; girls wear slacks, a
Hijab (enforced to varying degrees after fifth grade in many schools), and a calf-length
top. Students are instructed in appropriate use of Arabic in five daily prayers and in
interpersonal contexts. Religious norms are also enforced to varying degrees; behavior
and food are classified as halal (lawful) or haram (prohibited), and boys and girls are
separated in class, at lunch, and during assemblies after the fifth grade (Joseph & Reidel,
2008). Teachers and peers are framed as “brothers” and “sisters” (Cristillo). Secular
curriculum in core subjects is supplemented with religious studies classes during periods
that might otherwise be used for electives in public schools (Joseph & Reidel, 2008).
The religious studies generally include study of selected portions of the holy Qur’an,
Arabic language, core principles of Islamic theology and worship, and Islamic history
(Cristillo, 2004). Separate prayer areas are established for male and female students and
staff; school days are shortened during the Muslim fasting month of Ramadan, and
students also get week-long breaks for the two Muslim religious holidays of Eid (Zine,

2007). Some scholars compare maintenance of this type of environment (and routines) to
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hidden curriculum (culture) constituted by the use of symbolic knowledge, language, and
religious norms (Cristillo).

Challenges facing Islamic schools. Despite “noble aims and very committed
staff,” American Islamic schools are faced with slow institutional development and
daunting financial and logistical challenges (Merry & Driessen, 2005). Most schools are
understaffed, and very few are able to provide a school nurse, proper science lab
facilities, social workers, fine art classes, special education services, or guidance
counselors (Badawi, 2006). Many also do not have a library or adequate extracurricular
activities including physical education facilities and/or equipment (Merry & Driessen;
Badawi). While Muslim organizations like IQRA and IIIT (International Institute of
Islamic Thought) are making impressive efforts to help develop Islamic studies and
character curriculum to supplement existing curricula, no comprehensive set of curricular
materials presently exists (Cristillo, 2004). Most starting schools borrow curricular plan
templates as well as other materials from neighboring schools and make appropriate
adjustments (Merry & Driessen). There is also an acute shortage of qualified teaching
staff that is well versed in secular curriculum and pedagogy, and can be good Muslim
role models (Joseph & Reidel, 2008). Parents, mostly dedicated mothers with college
degrees, help fill the void (Zine, 2007). Accreditation and state recognition are a top
priority for Islamic schools, both to assure parents about their viability and “avoid
religious stereotyping and keep media distortion to a minimum” (Merry & Driessen, p.
426); yet many are still struggling to procure basic school facilities to meet those

priorities due to both zoning and financial constraints (Cristillo; Joseph & Reidel).
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There may be money available through the local mosque, provided the school is
mosque affiliated; yet mosque affiliation causes other challenges related to control,
pedagogy, and “masjid politics” (Merry & Driessen, 2005). Independence from the
mosque provides more freedom to organize the school according to the aims of the school
board, but independence also brings with it formidable challenges for school budgets.
School fees for a typical student at a well-staffed Islamic school can run to several
thousand dollars a year; this does not include uniforms or textbooks (Cristillo, 2004).
Parents also have to pay if they want their children involved in extracurricular activities
that the school may not provide (Merry & Driessen). Like American public schools,
American Islamic schools are only as good as their staff, facilities and parents make them
(Joseph & Reidel, 2008). Many teachers lament how the fiscal limitations of their school
curb the range of educational experiences their students are able to have, though positive
home reinforcement continues to be the number one reason why students succeed in such
schools (Lareau, 2002, 2003, as cited in Merry & Driessen; Badawi).

Characteristics of the Muslim youths from K-8 Islamic schools. Muslim
adolescents, who have attended American K-8 Islamic schools for many years, tend to
adopt “Islamic lifestyle” and identity, and develop a strong sense of belonging to the
Muslim community (Alghorani, 2003; Zine, 2007). Because of many years of Islamic
education, they are more knowledgeable about Islam than their Muslim peers in public
schools; they know more about the message of Qur’an, core principles of Islamic
theology and worship, and Islamic history (Cristillo, 2004; Joseph & Reidel, 2008).

Moreover, after years of residing in an Islamic environment, Muslim students from such
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schools tend to be more practicing of Islamic rituals, for example, offering five
mandatory daily prayers and observing month-long fasting during Ramadan (Badawi,
2006).

They also tend to adopt Islamic “sociomoral” codes involving modesty in their
daily personal and inter-personal lives (Joseph & Reidel, 2008). Girls tend to wear Hijab
and see it as part of “who they are” (Alghorani, 2003). Both boys and girls tend to prefer
a modest dress code, and avoid many of the behaviors that are part of contemporary
youth culture in public schools, such as alcohol and drugs consumption, casual hugs and
touching between males and females, dating and pre-marital sex, cursing, fighting or
involvement in gang activity (Cristillo, 2004; Zine, 2007). As a result, they confront
fewer social distractions than their public school peers (Alghorani). Such characteristics
combined with positive home reinforcement help them develop strong academic self-
concept and orientations (Cristillo). According to Zine, some liken the life in an Islamic
school with living in a “bubble” or a “ghetto,” and worry that the young people may not
be socially prepared to engage with the “mainstream” society and youth culture.
Theoretical Perspectives—Some Additional Frameworks

Many theoretical perspectives were highlighted in the first section of this
literature review, which help illuminate and explain various aspects of challenging high
school transitions for both average and minority adolescents. However, some additional
frameworks were reviewed to better understand: (a) the modern conception of identity,
often a collection of identities, in multi-cultural societies and how it changes in different

situations involving incongruent spaces; (b) the contemporary framing of Muslims as the
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“other” and the dramatic rise in negative media portrayal and Islamophobia; and (c) how
the process of acculturation unfolds when people in general cross cultural lines. The next
few paragraphs summarize those additional frameworks, and the findings of a pilot study
that played a very important role in framing this final study.

“Identity salience’” and the changing conceptions of identity in multi-cultural
societies. The concept of identity is fundamental in modern social psychology. It is
generally used to define and describe an individual’s sense of self, group affiliations,
structural positions, and ascribed and achieved statuses (Peek, 2005). Contrary to earlier
understandings of identity as fixed and immutable, today identity is more often
considered an evolving process of “becoming” rather than simply “being” (Vryan, Adler,
& Adler, 2003). Individuals possess and construct various situational, personal, and
social identities, which they invoke based on the specific costs and rewards associated
with those identities (Vryan et al.). A particularly useful concept in the identity research
is “identity salience” (Stryker, 1980, as cited in Peek, 2005). According to Stryker,
discrete identities may be thought of as ordered in a “salience hierarchy;” as individuals
become more committed to a given role, that role will assume higher identity salience.
Further, the higher the identity in the salience hierarchy, the more likely that identity will
be enacted in a given situation, or in many situations (Stryker). In essence, this
probability of invoking a particular identity, whether intentional or not, reflects a
commitment to that identity. Although identities and salience hierarchies tend to be
stable, individuals sometimes alter or take on new social identities, shed old ones, or

rearrange an identity's relative salience (Vryan et al.).
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Orientalism. To better understand the current national socio-political “discourse”
on Islam and Muslims, it is important to understand Orientalism or Orientalist
scholarship in the West and its manifestations (Said, 1978). Edward Said, in his seminal
work titled “Orientalism,” argued that much of the Orientalist scholarship (or the
Western study) of the East or “the orient”—in particular Islamic orient—was a discourse
involving political intellectualism bent on self-affirmation rather than an objective study,
a form of racism resulting from a deep-seated historical prejudice of Islam, and a tool of
imperialist domination. Such discourse, according to Said, constructed a binary division
of the Orient and the Occident or “them” and “us” from the beginning, where Orient was
framed as antithetical to the Occident. In the process of such self-affirmation and
dichotomous identity-formation, Orientalists started characterizing Orientals, among
other things, as exotic, servile, dark, erotic, God-obsessed, dangerous, promiscuous, and
immutable. The main problem arose, however, when they started portraying and
generalizing these artificial characteristics associated with the Orientals in their
“scientific” reports, literary work, and other media sources. As a result, such a discourse
created certain negative images about the Orientals—in particular Arab and Muslim
Orientals—in the West, and in doing so, infused a deep prejudice in the Western psyche
towards them.

Said (1978) maintained that such a framing and racist attitude, combined with
Western hegemony over knowledge of the East, provided a justification for the Western
imperialist projects. Orientalists appropriated the task of exploring and interpreting the

Orient’s languages, history, and culture all for themselves, with the implication that the
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East was not capable of composing its own narrative. Far from being objective, Said
wrote, the Orientalist scholars served the interests of power and collaborated actively in
the Western hegemonic designs and colonization. With European declines after the two
World Wars, the center of Orientalism shifted from Europe to America, where due to the
changing world situation, Orientalism took a more liberal stance towards most of its
subjects except Islamic Orientalism. Because of the newly found oil resources or
geopolitical importance of the Islamic orient, the United States has been taking the
positions of dominance and hegemony once held by Britain and France. As a result, the
United States government required academic and expert understanding of the Islamic
orient to come up with effective policies for dealing with them. American Orientalists
looked towards their European forbearers’ scholarship, and in the process American
Orientalism was profoundly shaped by the views of its European counterparts. Despite
increasing globalization and awareness, the western prejudices towards the orient—
particularly Islamic orient—still persist.

The hegemonic Orientalist discourse against the Islamic orient has manifested in
American political and social discourse for over 60 years, with varying degrees of
vengeance, based upon geo-political events involving Muslims, for instance, the OPEC
oil crisis, Iran hostage crisis, and many other events culminating in the United States’
“war on terror” and entanglement in Afghanistan and Iraq (see Abukhattala, 2004;
Agathangelou & Ling, 2005; Andrea, 2009; Ewing & Hoyler, 2008; Haddad, 2001;
Hoodfar, 1993; Ibish, 2003; Joseph et al., 2008; Maira, 2008; Murray, 2004; Nayak,

2006; Nayak & Malone, 2009; Said, 2001; Shryock, 2008; Volpp, 2002). In fact, such
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instances have given Said’s work repeated new credence time and again (Nayak; Nayak
& Malone). Beyond the political rhetoric and media portrayal, the publication of Said’s
work has led many scholars to highlight various manifestations of the Orientalist
discourse and stereotypes in many areas related to public education, for instance,
American textbooks (see Morgan, 2008; Jackson, 2010), and liberal feminist tradition
creeping in female teacher perceptions vis-a-vis “oppressed” Muslim women (see
Hoodfar; Andrea), for instance.

Acculturation and cross-cultural adaptations. Acculturation is the dual process
of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact between two
or more cultural groups and their individual members (Berry, 2003). At the group level,
it involves changes in social structures and institutions and in cultural practices. At the
individual level, it involves changes in a person’s behavior, values and attitudes, and
identity (Berry). Adaptation, on the other hand, refers to changes that take place in
individuals or groups in response to environmental demands (Berry). In cross-cultural
psychology however, it refers to both the process of dealing with acculturation and the
long-term outcome of it (Berry). Cross-cultural adaptations can be primarily
psychological (e.g., related to sense of well-being or self-esteem) or sociocultural (e.g.,
the ability to “fit in” or acquire culturally appropriate skills to negotiate the daily
intercultural living) (Ward, 1996). Sociocultural adaptations follow a learning curve with
rapid improvement demonstrated over the first few months of cross-cultural transition,
and then a gradual “leveling of” of newly acquired culture-specific skills; psychological

adaptations, on the other hand, are more variable over time (Ward).
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Acculturation process, both at group (cultural) and individual level, essentially
involves three stages: contact, conflict, and adaptation (Berry, 2003). Cross-cultural
contacts occur for a number of reasons and continue long after initial contact in culturally
plural societies when “ethnocultural” communities maintain features of their heritage
cultures (Berry). As a result of the “continuous first-hand contacts,” every side makes
both short and long-term adaptations (Berry). Sometimes these mutual adaptations take
place rather easily through the processes of culture shedding and culture learning on the
part of non-dominant groups; however, they can also create culture conflict and
acculturative stress as manifested by uncertainty, anxiety, and depression (Berry). In the
case of conflicts, acculturating groups and their members use one or more of three coping
strategies: problem-focused coping (involves attempts to change or solve the problem),
emotion-focused coping (involves attempts to regulate emotions associated with the
problem), or avoidance-oriented coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, as cited in Berry).
Finally, the long-term adaptations, both psychological and sociocultural, are made;
which may or may not improve the “fit” between individuals and their environments
(Berry).

Prior work and pilot study findings. This study was informed in many ways by
various projects that I carried out during doctoral coursework at the George Mason
University, such as (1) a mixed-method evaluation study of a comprehensive Islamic
education program at a local K-8 Islamic school, (2) a brief review of curricular practices
in public schools both past and present,(3) an internship that involved shadowing school

administrators in a local public school system, and (4) a limited scope pilot study to
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explore high school transitions from K-8 Islamic to secular public high schools. In fact,
the very idea of this research was born out of that small pilot study, which was conducted
for a qualitative research methods class. Three Muslim adolescents (two male and one
female) were interviewed for an hour to ninety minutes. Three questions guided the
study: (a) what are the challenges Muslim adolescents face when they transition from K-8
Islamic schools to public high schools? (b) how do they deal with those challenges while
trying to adjust in the new environment and sticking to their religious value system? and,
(c) what kinds of parental, peer or school support do they get during their transitions?

Despite its limited scope and tight schedule constraints, a hallmark of any
doctoral course, the pilot study informed this main study in many ways; for instance,
reframing of the main issue as a multi-dimensional process, some preliminary findings,
and decisions regarding research design, participant selection, and preliminary interview
protocol. First and foremost, it helped adjust the overall approach towards
conceptualizing the issue, from the nebulous idea of the transition as more of a temporary
or transient event involving challenges for the Muslim students, to a more appropriate
conceptualization of it as a multi-dimensional process situated in the broader context of
“systemic” school transitions, with a set of inputs, changes and challenges, adjustments,
and outcomes over time.

Moreover, many constructs or themes emerged out of the pilot study, some of
which were not fully developed. For instance, discontinuities between the two school
systems (i.e., in the environment, curriculum, religio-cultural underpinnings of

organizational procedures, and socio-cultural life); psychological challenges (i.e.,
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anxiety, stress, worries about stereotypes, and sense-of-loss); the concept of Muslim
identity and related challenges for more practicing Muslim students (i.e., difficulties in
observing obligatory religious rituals, modest dress code, increased workload due to
observing two religious holidays of Eid, peer curiosity and peer pressures, bullying and
stigmatization, and occasional prejudicial encounters with teachers); coping strategies
(i.e., participation in sports and Muslim Student groups or clubs, selective socialization,
support from other groups sharing additional social identities, closeness with female
teachers); and some sources of support during transitions (i.e., school policies against
bullying and stigmatization, school’s exposure to Muslims, teacher attitudes about
diversity, strong Muslim Student Association, school and teacher support, and parental
involvement). In sum, the pilot study findings along with the additional doctoral
coursework projects, and the wide swath of the literature and theoretical frameworks
reviewed and highlighted above, provided many important insights that helped shape the
study framework outlined next.
Putting It All Together—The Study Framework

The most important thing to understand about your conceptual framework

is that it is primarily a conception or model of what is out there that you

plan to study, and of what is going on with these things and why—a

tentative theory of the phenomena that you are investigating. (Maxwell,

2005, p. 33)

Building upon the context outlined in the chapter one (depicted in figure 1.0) and

the subsequent synthesis of literature detailed in the previous two sections, the framework
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depicted in figure 2.0 outlines the essential elements of the process involved in high
school transitions of the Muslim adolescents from American K-8 Islamic schools to 9-12
secular public high schools. The top part reiterates the core of the process, that is, the
“institutional discontinuities” or cluster of changes students encounter in their new
schools cause a major disruption in the continuity of their lives, which requires
adaptation to the changes (effect). The adaptation process involves, and is primarily
shaped by, the interactions between them and their new schools. During such
interactions, the Muslim youths encounter many challenging situations, where they have
to make various adjustments and to strike a balance between altering their behavior to fit
in with the changed circumstances, and at the same time, preserve the “essence of who
they are.”

The bottom part of the diagram outlines the various elements or sets of factors
involved in the transition process. One element is the type and the magnitude of
institutional changes Muslim youths encounter in their new high schools, i.e.,
organizational, social, and cultural changes (depicted as a). On the other hand, the
personal and background characteristics they bring into the process (depicted as b)—
specifically related to their prior schooling, various identities and personal choices, and
family background—constitute the second element and affects their response. Moreover,
the likely negative manifestations of the national “Orientalist” discourse—involving
stereotypes, prejudices, discrimination, and violence—in daily schooling (depicted as c),
comprise the third element that influences their interactions with the new environment

and their adjustment outcomes. Finally, the quality of transition mentoring and support
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they receive both prior to and during their transitions constitutes the fourth element

(depicted as d). Ultimately, the interactions between the various elements during the

adaptation process (depicted as e) lead to many short and long-term outcomes (depicted

as f). The framework diagram also outlines a basic typology for various adjustments the

Muslim youths make during their adaptation process. Essentially, each adjustment can

involve or go through some or all of the five stages, i.e., expectation/perception/feelings,

contact/exploration, challenge/conflict/stress, response/coping, and outcome.

Cause: Disruption due to
Institutional Discontinuities

Type and Magnitude of
Institutional Changes
® Organizational
e Social
e Cultural (a)

Outcomes: (f)

Short and Long Term

Primarily s Hi Interactions ~ Muslim
—» Effect: Adaptation ———— Public High Adolescent
shaped by School between
Manifestations of National
“Orientalist” Discourse (C)
Transition Mentoring
and Support (d) K-8 Islamic
v Schooling
, a
Adé{ptatlon Process Personal and Personal
—| (Adjustments made | €] Background “—| Choices
in High School**) (g) Characteristics
) —
Family
** Adjustment Typology:

® Expectation/Perception/Feelings
® Contact/Exploration

® Challenge/Conflict/Stress

® Response/Coping

® Outcome

Figure 2.0. Framework for the transition process—Context and components
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODS

The purpose of this study was to explore the process involved in Muslim
adolescents’ transitions from K-8 Islamic schools to secular public high schools in
selected areas of the United States; specifically, the study focused on the transition
mentoring and support they receive, the changes and challenges they encounter,
adjustments they make in order to adapt to the new institutional setup of secular public
high schools, and the effect such transitions have on their ability to maintain their religio-
cultural identity and lifestyle. The study was guided by the overarching question:

What is the process involved in high school transitions of the Muslim adolescents,

and adaptation of their religio-cultural identity and lifestyle in the new

institutional setup, when they move from American K-8 Islamic schools to secular
public high schools?
Furthermore, it focused on seeking definitive answers to the following sub-questions:
1) What are some salient characteristics that distinguish K-8 Islamic schools from
secular public high schools? How do such characteristics influence students’
personal and interpersonal conduct? How do the youths self-identify prior to high

school transitions?
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2) What kinds of transition mentoring and support do they receive from their
families and friends, Islamic schools, and public high schools? Which of those do
they find helpful? How can such efforts be improved?

3) What are some key changes and challenges they encounter in their new schools
during transitions? How do those affect their personal, academic, and social
adjustments?

4) What additional factors related to their personal and family backgrounds, Islamic
schools, and public high schools do they find helpful during their adjustment
efforts?

Researcher Background
As the researcher, I brought to this study both a keen interest and first-hand

experiences with several aspects of its context. My interest in the issue stemmed from
the fact that my own children have attended a K-8 Islamic school since kindergarten, and
were enrolled in grades six, four, and one at the onset of this study. Throughout much of
that time, I voluntarily worked with my children’s Islamic school in various capacities. I
also worked on various academic projects focusing on different aspects of the two school
systems (K-8 Islamic schools and public schools) during my doctoral program including,
but not limited to, a doctoral internship in public schools and a pilot study investigating
high school transitions of three Muslim adolescents from American K-8 Islamic schools
to 9-12 secular public high schools. That involvement helped me develop insights into
the study participants’ backgrounds, organizational and socio-cultural functioning and

differences between the two school systems, along with some transition experiences of a
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small sample of Muslim youths. Despite certain biases that flow out of such experiences,
potentially shaping the way I perceived the data and interpreted the text, both the
knowledge and sensitivity gained, and the deep personal interest in genuinely
understanding the process has strengthened my expertise and credibility as the primary
instrument for data collection and analysis.
Familiarity with the Study Context

As a parent of children who attend an American K-8 Islamic school, and will be
going to secular public high schools, the outcomes and implications of this study are not
only academic but also personal. Since my children started going to an Islamic school,
my family (as many other Muslim families I came to know throughout the years) had
consciously engaged in efforts to selectively socialize, and limit our children’s exposure
to media (both news and entertainment media) in order to shield them from anti-Muslim
prejudice during their formative years and supplement their Islamic schooling. In many
cases, we adjusted our home environments and practices so that our children could move
between home and school environments easily. These family choices and close work
with the Islamic school provided me with a deeper understanding of many participants’
backgrounds, their family choices and challenges, and various important aspects of
Islamic schooling in the United States (i.e., goals, curriculum, teaching, organizational
and socio-cultural setup, potential shortcomings, and challenges).

After setting my focus on possible dissertation research concerning the process
involved in high school transitions of the Muslim adolescents, I made conscious efforts to

use many of my academic projects during my doctoral program, involving both Islamic
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and public schools, to further develop insights into the context of my study. For example,
for a graduate research methods course titled “Evaluation Methods Used in Educational
Programs and Curricula,” I conducted a mixed method evaluation study during the spring
of 2006 at an Islamic school.

Similarly, on the public school side, I used an independent study and my
advanced doctoral internship, both during the fall of 2006, as vehicles to further gain
insights into the curriculum development and functioning of the public school system.
The independent study, titled “Curricular Practices—Past and Present,” combined with
the above-mentioned evaluation study at the Islamic school, provided me with an
opportunity to understand the differences in curricular practices of the two school
systems. During the advanced doctoral internship, where my primary goal was to
observe the institutional climate and functioning of public schools, and various leadership
roles school administrators played during their day-to-day work, I also got the
opportunity to gain first-hand exposure and insights into the functioning of a local public
school system.

Pilot Study Foundations and Exposure to the Issue

Prior to the spring of 2006, all my understanding and exposure to American
public school systems was based on many literature reviews and academic projects I had
worked on, discussions I had with colleagues in my education leadership and policy
classes who worked in different local public school systems, and the media. It was
during the spring of 2006, when I conducted a pilot study, where I interviewed three

Muslim youths (two male and one female) for an hour to ninety minutes each in order to
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explore their high school transitions from K-8 Islamic to secular public high schools.
That was also the time when I was conducting the evaluation study at the Islamic school
(prior to both the independent study and internship involving public schools) mentioned
earlier. Questions guiding that pilot study included: (a) what are the challenges Muslim
adolescents face when they transition from K-8 Islamic schools to public high schools?
(b) How do they deal with those challenges while trying to adjust in the new environment
and sticking to their religious value system? And, (c) What kinds of parental, peer or
school support do they get during their transitions?

Despite its limited scope and tight schedule constraints, the pilot study contributed
to my understanding of both the subject and the research design for the full study in many
unique ways. First and foremost, it led me to adjust my approach towards
conceptualizing the issue, from the nebulous idea of the transition as more of a temporary
or transient event involving challenges for Muslim youths, to a more appropriate
conceptualization of it as a process with a set of inputs, changes and challenges,
adjustments, and outcomes over time. The ensuing reflections and further review of
literature led me to situate Muslim youths’ transition process in the broader context of
“systemic” high school transitions, which has been keenly studied during the last three
decades (see Benner, 2011). I also realized that I needed direct hands-on exposure to the
day-to-day functioning of American public school systems in order to avoid similar
blind-spots before starting my final study. As a result of that realization, I used my

advanced doctoral internship to shadow administrators in select public elementary,
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middle, and high schools in order to help me personally observe different aspects of
public school functioning.

The insights from the pilot study, and the ensuing reconceptualization and
internship, led me to revise my research questions and choice of the research design in
order to focus on exploring the Muslim adolescents’ transition as a process. On the
research design, the context and content of the interviews from the pilot study provided
many new directions. I realized that I needed