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Abstract
	Islamic schools’ participation in school choice programs varies widely across the states; those that do participate are often relatively quiet about their involvement. This paper and supporting research publication, The ABCs of School Choice,1 are an attempt to share information about school choice and to explore the sensitive dynamics of Islamic school participation in, or avoidance of, school choice. 
	School choice is a method of funding education first developed in 1955 by Nobel Laureate economist Dr. Milton Friedman and his wife, Rose, also a noted economist.2 The Friedman’s believed that by giving parents control over a child’s state allocated funding for K-12 education, parents would make far better choices in how and where their children were educated than a governmental entity blindly assigning their child to a school that served the needs of the public school system more directly than serving the individual educational needs of the child.
	This system, which the Friedman’s named a voucher system, was first adopted by the city of Milwaukee in 1991. Since then, 24 voucher programs have been adopted in other states and cities. Innovations in the voucher idea have also been developed so that now, there are 61 school choice programs in 30 states plus the District of Columbia.3
	This success has not been easy to achieve. Opponents of school choice fight hard, in state legislatures, in the courts, and in the court of public opinion. School choice threatens teachers’ unions control over public schools that they have enjoyed for the last few decades. School choice gives parents control over their children’s education, giving parents the freedom to choose to remove their children from public schools and enroll them in private schools if they believe this is the best educational setting for their children. A new school choice innovation, Education Savings Accounts, offers a parent the option of designing a course of study for their child, allowing a child to take courses at a private or public school, to be educated at home, to take courses online, and to receive tutoring and learning therapies.
	Opponents challenge the constitutionality of school choice, primarily based on resistance to allowing public funds to be used in a religious school setting. Nonetheless, the U.S. Supreme Court4 and several state courts have ruled in favor of school choice, stating clearly that parents are free to choose a religious school, yet opponents continue to mount this challenge in most states that adopt school choice.5
	To blunt the opposition and promote the opportunities parents want for their children, school choice coalitions are formed in states, often including religious groups in addition to business and parent groups. Common participants are Catholic schools, Christian schools, and in a few states, Jewish schools. Islamic schools have not participated in most school choice coalitions, even though students at those schools would be eligible to access funding to pay tuition through vouchers or other forms of school choice.
Statement of the Problem
	From my experience as an advocate for school choice across the nation, I have two key observations which may explain why Islamic schools may not participate in school choice coalitions or other public displays of support: 1) Islamic schools tend to be somewhat isolated from interaction with school groups of other religions, school choice advocates, and with the legislative process, and 2) Islamic schools are often used as a reason why school choice should not be adopted in a state.6
	Regarding the first observation, Islamic schools, that may not be commonly recognized public advocates, are not alone. It is common for private schools, religious and secular, to quietly educate their students, avoiding drawing attention to themselves. This is a cultural phenomenon that crosses all religions. Private schools typically have small budgets and staff, with little time to engage in volunteer legislative advocacy activities. Private schools also typically fear the imposition of additional government regulatory burdens should they become a focus of state legislators, so the best course of action is to simply, quietly do a great job educating children. Islamic schools are no exception.
	Islamic schools, like many private schools across the country, may lack knowledge about changes in education funding that would be helpful to their students. Many private school leaders are unaware of school choice, or have only received information that in today’s world might be called, “alternative facts” – inaccurate or misleading information. Yet school choice is moving forward quickly today, and it is necessary for private schools to know the details about it. When school choice is enacted in a state, private schools need to know what that will mean for their students, and the prospects for new students. Private schools also need to understand what changes or regulations may have been adopted that may impact the schools if the schools accepted children using publicly-funded scholarships to pay tuition. Preferably, private schools should be involved in, and consulted about, school choice legislative proposals in their states as they are being developed, instead of after they become law.
	Regarding my second observation, Islamic schools face unique cultural challenges. There is grave distrust of Islamic culture by many who fear the rise of violence by individuals who invoke the name of Islam to justify their criminal acts. This is not news, yet for our purposes it is important to note that this fear and concern extends to Islamic schools and what lessons are taught in those schools.
	In many states, legislators reject the idea of school choice after they realize that students who choose Islamic schools could also get publicly-funded vouchers to pay tuition. One notable case is the Indiana example. While voucher legislation was moving through the House and Senate, a whisper campaign developed, questioning the teachings in Islamic schools and fearing the possibility that children could use vouchers to attend an Islamic school that taught hatred toward Americans and a culture or values that conflict with our state and federal constitutions.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Indiana’s solution to concerns about what might be taught by Islamic schools was to include additional statutory language designed to make sure all private schools accepting students paying for tuition with vouchers would teach the fundamentals of the United States’ founding and the American constitution, and these schools would be prohibited from teaching anything that conflicted with the core principles of American democracy. In addition, language was added allowing state officials to randomly and without notice visit schools accepting students using vouchers to pay tuition.7 
	While it is clear that no school, Islamic, Catholic, Jewish, or public may teach violence or hatred toward America, in Indiana, questions unique to Islamic schools were impossible to answer conclusively. Why has Islam, the faith promoted in Islamic schools, been singled out to justify violence against Americans? The answer may be obvious to Muslims, but it is not obvious to those who have little, if any, knowledge of the faith or communication with Muslims in the community. This question, unanswered, allows people to be fearful and uncertain about the schools.
	The second question creating a major stumbling block is whether Sharia Law or its principles and cultural norms are being taught in Islamic schools in America. Sharia Law is widely regarded as being contrary to American law.8 Some well-meaning advocates have attempted to understand Sharia Law and its application in the US, yet it would be wrong to say that there is a common understanding about Sharia Law. For example, as recently as January, 2017, public schools in southern Indiana were highly criticized for teaching about Sharia Law.9 
Recommendation
	In this presentation, I do not seek to examine why individuals use the Islamic faith to justify violent acts, or to understand and explore Sharia Law. My purpose in raising these issues is to report that Sharia Law and violence in the name of Islam stand as reasons used by policymakers and community activists to fear Islamic school participation in school choice programs. This is a problem that will not be resolved without first recognizing the conflict, directly, and bringing it to light. 	
	Although there is a fear of Islamic schools, the law and the US constitution is blind to such fear. The First Amendment guarantees freedom of religion for all religions, not some. And the US Supreme Court has ruled that school choice funding that goes directly to parents for the education of their children is constitutional – the choice of school, religious or sectarian, rests entirely with parents, not the state.10 Also, if any school or educator engages in behavior that inspires violence against the United States and its citizens or inspires unlawful rejection of the laws of the United States, there are specific laws already on the books to address such situations.
	My purpose in presenting information about the obstacles unique to Islamic schools, preventing broader participation in and advocacy for school choice, is to begin a discussion at the conference that may continue long after the conference has concluded. Reasonable people in states should come together to address differences and determine whether those differences may be reconciled and resolved – which would benefit children who need scholarships to attend a better school. Islamic schools in Indiana, for example, have been proven to offer a quality education that is a true benefit to the children they serve.
Literature
	Regarding the lack of reliable information about school choice that is common among private school leaders, I can help! A PDF of The ABCs of School Choice is submitted with this paper. It is a publication of EdChoice that explains each school choice program currently operating in the United States. In the ABCs, you will find information about eligibility, funding, participation, regulations and litigation relevant to each school choice program in America.11
	Information gathered for the ABCs of School Choice is provided by departments of education, departments of revenue, and attorneys who have litigated cases. This information is updated annually, at the end of each year, then published in the spring of the year. Information regarding state statutes comes directly from state legislatures. Knowledge about legislator and public concerns about Islamic concerns has been gathered from personal experience working across the country, from advocates and legislators in states, and from news accounts.
Conclusion
	It is unclear whether Islamic schools will have an interest in expanding their participation in school choice coalitions and school choice programs. Early investigation into this question revealed a lack of information about the questions being raised concerning Islamic schools receiving students using school choice funding to pay tuition, and the relative seriousness of those questions. It is also unclear whether it will be possible, or too contentious, to integrate Islamic schools into a positive conversation in state legislatures. It is my hope that by presenting information at the ISNA Education Forum, I can share information that is enlightening and helpful to the schools, and that we can begin a productive dialogue that will be useful and ultimately to the benefit of parents who seek great schools for their children.
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