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Teachers	  are	  pivotal	  in	  being	  able	  to	  reinvigorate	  and	  revitalize	  any	  
institution.	  No	  matter	  what	  detailed	  processes	  the	  school	  may	  have	  in	  place,	  nothing	  
can	  do	  more	  than	  a	  teaching	  staff	  that	  has	  the	  ability	  to	  create	  content	  relevancy.	  

	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Even	  looking	  at	  Common	  Core,	  we	  see	  that	  it	  strives	  to	  encourage	  students	  to	  
demonstrate	  independence,	  and	  therefore	  students	  must	  have	  content	  knowledge	  
and	  certain	  skills.	  This	  content	  knowledge	  is	  typically	  relevant	  in	  application	  and	  
develops	  understanding	  about	  the	  world	  and	  its	  cultures.	  Studies	  have	  shown	  that	  
even	  low-‐level	  readers	  who	  knew	  about	  the	  sport	  of	  baseball	  understood	  an	  article	  
on	  baseball	  better	  than	  higher-‐level	  readers	  who	  knew	  nothing	  about	  the	  sport.	  	  

What	  this	  indicates	  is	  that	  our	  teachers	  need	  to	  be	  able	  to	  incorporate	  the	  
world:	  socially,	  historically,	  as	  well	  as	  pop	  culture	  in	  helping	  our	  students	  become	  
well	  rounded	  and	  thus	  becoming	  academically	  literate	  in	  the	  21st	  century.	  Not	  only	  
will	  these	  teachers	  be	  educating	  from	  an	  academic	  perspective,	  but	  by	  incorporating	  
aspects	  about	  the	  world,	  will	  in	  turn	  get	  the	  attention	  of	  their	  students	  as	  well	  as	  
earning	  the	  love	  and	  respect	  of	  their	  students.	  And	  as	  an	  added	  benefit,	  this	  will	  also	  
counteract	  behavior	  issues	  that	  can	  arise	  when	  students	  are	  disconnected	  with	  the	  
content	  and	  the	  way	  that	  content	  is	  disseminated.	  	  

This	  has	  been	  an	  oft-‐touted	  criticism	  of	  our	  Islamic	  schools:	  their	  inability	  to	  
create	  content	  relevancy	  has	  denied	  them	  a	  level	  of	  reinvigoration	  that	  can	  dispel	  
the	  aforementioned	  stigmatization.	  

Professional	  Development	  classes	  that	  help	  teachers	  see	  the	  connections	  
between	  academic	  content	  and	  real	  world	  content	  is	  a	  common	  core	  principle	  which	  
helps	  validate	  its	  position	  in	  being	  able	  to	  use	  it	  as	  a	  tool	  of	  revitalizing	  our	  schools.	  	  	  

Recently,	  I	  was	  fortunate	  enough	  to	  visit	  a	  newly	  established	  multi-‐faith	  high	  
school	  in	  Altadena,	  Ca.	  called	  the	  Peace	  and	  Justice	  Academy.	  The	  organization	  was	  
founded	  on	  the	  fact	  that	  in	  order	  to	  promote	  peace	  and	  justice	  in	  the	  world,	  things	  
that	  all	  of	  the	  monotheistic	  faiths	  believe	  in,	  it	  is	  imperative	  to	  surround	  ourselves	  
with	  like	  minded	  people	  who	  share	  common	  beliefs	  in	  relation	  to	  ethics	  and	  morals.	  
These	  ethics	  and	  morals	  are	  in	  essence	  “trans-‐faith”	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  all	  faiths	  share	  
these	  common	  beliefs	  and	  become	  a	  foundational	  centerpiece	  in	  helping	  to	  promote	  
understanding	  and	  collaboration	  to	  build	  unity.	  	  Looking	  at	  this	  model,	  we	  see	  so	  
much	  of	  our	  Islamic	  history	  during	  the	  Andalusian	  period	  where	  in	  which	  
integration	  of	  the	  three	  faiths	  helped	  build	  society.	  However	  what	  the	  Peace	  and	  
Justice	  Academy	  understands	  is	  that	  the	  educational	  model	  is	  founded	  on	  the	  belief	  
of	  understanding	  and	  commonalities.	  	  



These	  are	  critical	  components	  in	  the	  any	  educational	  model,	  and	  
unfortunately	  Islamic	  education,	  in	  its	  current	  format,	  is	  based	  more	  on	  isolating	  our	  
students	  in	  hopes	  that	  cocooning	  them	  will	  save	  them	  from	  the	  vices	  of	  society	  at	  
large.	  	  Historically,	  this	  is	  what	  happened	  when	  new	  communities	  came	  to	  the	  US	  -‐-‐	  
which	  was	  for	  them	  a	  foreign	  land.	  And	  in	  order	  to	  preserve	  their	  religion	  and	  
culture,	  they	  built	  institutions	  that	  isolated	  them	  from	  the	  society	  they	  were	  
residing.	  This	  model,	  which	  is	  built	  on	  the	  idea	  of	  preservation,	  did	  not	  and	  does	  not	  
prepare	  their	  children	  from	  the	  issues	  they	  would	  face	  in	  every	  facet	  of	  their	  life.	  As	  
educators	  we	  must	  understand	  what	  our	  students	  face	  and	  understand	  the	  universe	  
they	  live	  in.	  We	  need	  to	  understand	  what	  they	  think	  and	  how	  they	  think,	  and	  this	  
brings	  us	  to	  the	  gist	  of	  the	  issue:	  in	  order	  to	  teach	  better,	  we	  must	  connect	  with	  
them.	  

Cornel	  University’s	  Center	  for	  Teaching	  Excellence	  has	  this	  to	  say	  about	  
connecting	  with	  students:	  

A number of authors have explored the impact of building rapport on student learning (Benson, et. al., 2005; 
Meyers, 2009, Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005; Witt, et. al., 2004). There are a number of potential benefits: 
 
•  Instructors can better understand their audience and therefore deliver more relevant lectures, and     

    use more appropriate examples and classroom activities resulting in more engaged students and  
    enhanced learning. 

• Students will feel more comfortable expressing their feelings in or out of class. 
• Students are more likely to get excited about the course content and improve their class  

    participation. 
• Students will feel valued and therefore more willing to be intellectually challenged by the instructor. 
• Having strong rapport creates a mutually beneficial and exciting learning environment. 

	  	  

	  

The	  first	  thing	  I	  want	  our	  educators	  to	  reflect	  upon	  this	  idea:	  Students	  do	  not	  
remember	  content,	  they	  remember	  you.	  	  Vicki	  Zakrzweski	  a	  PhD	  who	  contributes	  to	  
the	  Greater	  Good	  Science	  Center	  which	  was	  founded	  by	  Dacher	  Keitner,	  believes	  the	  
same:	  	  

“If I asked you to tell me what you remembered most about your favorite teacher growing up, I bet you 
wouldn’t say much about the subject matter. Instead, I’d expect you to describe how he or she made you 
feel as you learned that subject matter—the sense of excitement or discovery you felt, or the safety to 
take chances and make mistakes, or the confidence that you were valued as a human being, warts and 
all.” 
 

This	  seems	  to	  be	  a	  missing	  component	  in	  Islamic	  schools	  in	  America,	  and	  I	  
dare	  to	  say	  it,	  but	  our	  educators	  lack	  in	  trying	  to	  make	  personal	  connections	  with	  
their	  students.	  Irrespective	  of	  why	  this	  is,	  we	  need	  to	  show	  our	  educators	  that	  this	  is	  
critical.	  

Having	  said	  that,	  the	  question	  is	  how.	  Teachers	  must	  then	  ask	  themselves	  the	  
following	  question,	  and	  the	  answer	  has	  to	  be	  an	  honest	  one:	  

Why	  are	  you	  teaching?	  Is	  it	  because	  there	  was	  nothing	  better	  to	  do?	  Did	  your	  
field	  of	  expertise	  have	  no	  job	  openings?	  Did	  the	  local	  Islamic	  school	  need	  someone	  



and	  you	  fit	  the	  bill?	  None	  of	  these	  are	  reasons	  that	  should	  place	  you	  in	  the	  field	  of	  
education.	  I	  apologize	  for	  being	  so	  forward,	  but	  these	  are	  the	  lives	  of	  human	  beings	  
you	  are	  affecting…for	  a	  lifetime.	  

However,	  the	  right	  answer	  is:	  I	  enjoy	  working	  with	  kids,	  and	  I	  want	  to	  instill	  
in	  them	  an	  intrinsic	  love	  of	  learning.	  Another	  answer	  could	  be	  I	  want	  to	  inspire	  
others	  and	  make	  an	  impact	  in	  their	  lives.	  As	  idealistic	  as	  this	  sounds,	  this	  is	  what	  
drove	  me	  into	  teaching,	  and	  14	  years	  later,	  it	  still	  drives	  me.	  	  

So	  what	  should/can	  you	  do?	  On	  the	  first	  day	  of	  class,	  share	  with	  them	  your	  
interests.	  This	  can	  be	  done	  through	  a	  personal	  website,	  or	  a	  PowerPoint/Keynote	  
presentation.	  Most	  of	  all,	  tell	  them	  why	  you	  enjoy	  teaching.	  With	  that	  in	  mind,	  have	  
your	  students	  create	  a	  collage	  on	  what	  interests	  them,	  Make	  this	  a	  homework	  
assignment.	  However,	  this	  serves	  as	  a	  way	  for	  you	  to	  see	  what	  interests	  them.	  This	  
is	  where	  you	  begin	  your	  study.	  You	  must	  research	  what	  their	  interests	  are.	  From	  
this	  you	  will	  get	  the	  insight	  into	  the	  world	  that	  they	  live	  in.	  Your	  homework	  from	  
this	  point	  on	  is	  to	  tailor	  your	  teaching	  and	  instructional	  practices	  with	  their	  
interests	  as	  the	  backdrop/background	  or	  points	  of	  reference.	  	  
	  

Although	  much	  of	  the	  following	  must	  be	  in	  line	  with	  your	  personality,	  please	  
smile,	  laugh,	  incorporate	  humor	  etc.	  I	  even	  change	  my	  accent	  from	  time	  to	  time,	  use	  
different	  tones…	  anything	  to	  alter	  the	  monotony.	  
	  

Every	  Monday	  I	  have	  something	  called	  Monday	  Morning	  Inspirations	  (MMI).	  
I	  model	  the	  MMI’s	  for	  the	  first	  few	  weeks	  and	  then	  let	  the	  students	  take	  over.	  These	  
inspirations	  can	  come	  in	  the	  form	  of	  reflections,	  poems,	  movies,	  songs,	  Quran,	  
hadith	  etc.	  I	  can	  use	  this	  as	  way	  to	  incorporate	  writing	  reflections	  and	  journals.	  I	  
actually	  have	  one	  student,	  who	  for	  the	  past	  few	  years,	  emails	  me	  inspirations,	  
questions,	  and	  reflections.	  This	  is	  a	  connection…this	  is	  impact.	  	  
	  
Here	  is	  a	  sample	  letter	  that	  the	  student	  wrote:	  
 

Salam Mr. Khan 

Wow I was about to send you an email I just had to finish my homework first. 
That's actually the primary reason I opened my email haha. Well sorry I haven't 
sent you any of my inspirational weekday emails recently I've been working on 
my science fair project for school and I had finals a few weeks ago so I couldn't 
find the time to get all of it together. I also haven't been checking my phone or 
email for quite a while now and its had a weird affect on me. I've found in the past 
that the main things that distracted me and or disappointed me was checking my 
phone and email to see if people have been sending me messages or anything. 
Now that's not what I rely on for a pick me up and I could confidently say that I'm 
at one of the happiest periods of my life. I really wanted to get a Droid razr m for 
a while and found out that I really didn't need it so I'm just sticking to my flip 
phones. Recently I went to a Ted X youth talk at caltech which was very exciting. 



I've always wanted to go to one and finally came across the chance to 
experience the knowledge of so many great people. The theme was brain food, 
or in other words, what motivates you to be who you are and what motivates you 
to do what you do. It was very interesting. I've also been spending a lot of time 
outside. Even if I'm not necessarily exercising I just like to be outside. Sometimes 
I do my homework outside or read. The other day I had nothing to do and it was 
raining so I just went into my garage, opened the door, and took apart my entire 
skateboard and put it back together just to hear the pitter patter of the cool rain. 
That was a very peaceful and joyful experience. I've also found that when I 
stressed about schoolwork, I did worse than when I just sat back and tried to 
understand what the teacher was saying rather than just writing notes as fast as I 
can. I still take notes but I understand it more when you listen to the teacher 
rather than just the PowerPoint. One day my science teacher pulled me after 
class and she asked me how she can make the class more enjoyable. (Its her 
first year so she’s new to this kind of stuff). I said every first day of the week we 
should do inspirational journal entries. We’ve been doing that for a while and its 
been a great addition to class. Inspirational weekdays are catching on haha. Well 
I can go on and on about what's been going on lately. Well once again I'm sorry 
for taking so long to respond but I hope this weeks inspiration makes up for that. 

Music: sometimes you can't make it on your own by 
u2 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aUSiM7fnzzU 

Movie (once again its a YouTube video): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l-
gQLqv9f4o 

Quote:  

I am part of a lost generation 

And I refuse to believe that 

I can change the world 

I realize this may be a shock but 

"happiness comes from within." 

is a lie, and  

"Money will make me happy." 

So in 30 years I will tell my children 

They are not the most important thing in my life 

My employer will know that 



I have my priorities straight because 

work 

is more important than 

family 

I tell you this 

Once upon a time 

Families stayed together 

but this will not be true in my era 

this is a quick fix society 

Experts tell me 

30 years from now, I will be celebrating the 10th anniversary of my divorce 

I do not concede that 

I will live in a country of my own making 

In the future 

Environmental destruction will be the norm 

No longer can it be said that 

My peers and I care about this earth 

It will be evident that  

My generation is apathetic and lethargic 

It is foolish to presume that 

There is hope. 

Now read it again in reverse (you may have heard this before but i thought it was 
interesting) 

Well Mr. Khan hopefully I'll be able to get back to you next week and hope that 
you have been doing well.  

From: _________ 



If	  you	  notice,	  the	  student	  actually	  includes	  different	  forms	  of	  inspiration	  in	  addition	  
to	  his	  message:	  a	  movie,	  a	  song,	  and	  poem/quote	  

 
Don’t	  be	  afraid	  to	  ask	  students	  about	  their	  experiences.	  Don’t	  fear	  deviating	  from	  
the	  content	  from	  time	  to	  time.	  Be	  comfortable	  in	  changing	  things	  up,	  move	  around	  
the	  class,	  and	  don’t	  ever	  sit	  down	  for	  long	  periods	  of	  time…ever.	  	  
	  
These	  are	  just	  some	  things	  that	  a	  teacher,	  not	  just	  at	  an	  Islamic-‐school	  teacher,	  
needs	  to	  do.	  Change	  things	  up,	  so	  you	  can	  change	  the	  lives	  of	  others.	  


