
Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform FacultyFall 2007 Fall 200720 9

Taking Responsibility for Anti-Muslim Discrimination in our Schools
Sarah Childers, Indiana

Amir is in fifth grade. Today is the day of his 
family history report, which he must give 
in front of the rest of his class at Skyline 

Elementary in Daly City, California. He’s nervous 
because his family is from Iraq, and some of his 
family has the last name Hussein. Once he finishes 
his report, he asks if anyone has questions. Amir’s 
teacher asks him if his family in Iraq supports the 
war. Amir doesn’t know, his family has been here 
for many years and he doesn’t even know any of his 
family that’s in Iraq. The teacher asks, “So you don’t 
know if they are terrorists?” Amir shakes his head.

In Minnesota, a Muslim girl who wears the tradi-
tional Islamic head-scarf, or hijab (hee-job), is repeat-
edly taunted by a schoolmate, called “terrorist”, told 
to “go back to your country” and “the Qur’an is full 
of lies.” She tells her school counselor, but no action 
is taken.

A guest has been invited to speak 
to Mr. Escamilla’s social studies class at 
Enloe High School in North Carolina. 
Kamil Solomon, the head of a group 
dedicated to “helping Christians share 
Jesus with Muslims,” proselytizes to 
the class and distributes pamphlets 
describing the prophet Muhammad as 
a “criminal” and “demon-possessed.” 
The Enloe High School social studies 
department chair writes to thank Mr. 
Solomon, “It is our responsibility as 
educators to give our students the tools 
by which to evaluate, question and 
research issues they may encounter.” 

From name-calling, harassment, bullying and 
teasing, to assault and beatings, anti-Muslim hate 
crimes in schools have been steadily on the rise over 
the past ten years. The number of civil rights com-
plaints received by the Council on American-Islamic 
Relations (CAIR) rose 25.1% from 2005 to 2006. This 
marks the third straight year in which the number of 
civil rights complaints to CAIR reached a new high. 
The 2006 figures also represent the highest number 
of complaints since 9/11. Similarly, anti-Muslim hate 
crimes have risen 9.2% in 2006. 

In 2006, 7% of anti-Muslim civil rights cases 
began with incidents in schools. These incidents 
occur between students, but many, as the examples 
cited earlier show, are initiated by teachers and 
school systems. Often anti-Muslim incidents are trig-
gered by the victim’s perceived ethnicity or religion 
(52%), Muslim-sounding name (21%), and the wear-
ing of hijab (6%).

Given the frequency of instances of discrimina-
tion at the hands of teachers and students, what 
is our responsibility to students who are Muslim, 
or who are perceived to be Muslim? How can we 
gain understanding and compassion for what these 
children are going through, not just at school but in 
this society? What support can we give them? And 
how can we pursue adult and student learning in an 
effort to eliminate these biases and support our mis-
sion for social and educational equity?

To begin to understand and gain compassion for 
Muslim and Arab students, we have to look at our-
selves in the mirror to reflect on our own beliefs and 
practices. As a nation, we generally do not know 
very much about Islam, Muslims, or Middle-Eastern 
cultures. In CAIR’s 2006 American Public Opinion 
poll about Islam and Muslims, only 2% responded 

that they considered themselves “very 
knowledgeable” about Islam and 
Muslims, and 39% considered them-
selves “somewhat knowledgeable.” 
Additionally, only 20% had Muslim 
friends, and only 13% had Muslim 
colleagues. Only one-fourth consid-
ered themselves to be tolerant and 
accepting of Muslims. 

For many Americans, our primary 
exposure to Islam and Muslims is 
through the media. However, accord-
ing to a study conducted by California 
State University at San Bernardino 
“the American media has been a pri-
mary agent responsible for creating 

racist stereotypes, images and viewpoints of Arab 
Muslims before and after September 11, 2001.” This 
media exposure, for the majority of Americans, is 
the number one information source about nearly 
one-third of the world’s population.

Bringing perspective into the classroom about 
Islam, Muslims, terrorism and the war is crucial. 
As part of NSRF’s mission to “foster social and 
educational equity,” it’s our responsibility to further 
educate ourselves, and to provide unbiased informa-
tion to students and teachers alike, whether or not 
Muslim or Arab students are a part of our schools 
or classrooms. See the sidebar on page 23 for adult 
reading suggestions.

Given the wide variety of cultural and ethnic 
backgrounds of Muslims, each individual’s customs 
and practices will vary. (Only 15% of all Arabs are 
Muslim; the countries 
with the largest Muslim (continued on page 23) 

NSRF’s Living History...
(continued from page 7)

to speak up for myself by feigning to speak up for 
the others who actually represented me. Before long 
it was obvious that doing so was important to do 
- period.   Somehow, somewhere along this journey, 
before I knew of the word “ally,” I learned deeply 
the importance of alliances across difference. My 
personal education taught me the impact of oppres-
sion and how it maintains a status quo of privilege 
and access.

 My work in leading for equity is to interrupt 
this pattern. This is my work. To be interruptive 
does not always make me a well-liked person. To 
take up the difficult conversation of what needs to 
happen to achieve equity is a commitment to rela-
tionship and a commitment to transformation - to a 
different way of being. How can I hold this so pas-
sionately? This for me is not about choice. I cannot 
sit in a school on any given day and see an indi-
vidual life that has not been impacted by inequities 
- inequities of poverty, violence, sexual identity, or 
educational achievement. I have seen enough of 
this - it is time for systemic interruptions. I never 
want anyone to feel the sense of unwant or unsafety 
that I experienced. If my passion for equity scares 
people away, my hope is that I have at the very least 
scared them away from hurting a child in our care.  
Truth be told, while there is a tremendous amount 
of work and transformation for us collectively, I 
have learned that tension is temporary and usually 
has to do more with our individual journeys and 
less with our collective one.

Who	has	taught	you	the	most	about	school	leader-
ship?
Most of the leaders I have worked under have 
been strong women. My own mother, my Lebanese 
grandmother Sitto, and my Italian grandmoth-
er have all been strong women leading with 
solid, value-laden visions of what family means 
and looks like.  They did this in the company 
of the strong men who are my father, grandfa-
thers and three brothers.

Donna Christy, my professor in my stu-
dent-teaching days, trusted and pushed me to 
trust my instinct before I stepped into a class-
room. Lois Jones from Oceana gave me a vision 
of what it means to lead a class and to lead a 
school. The woman who has been my strongest 
inspiration for professional leadership and trans-
formation is LaShawn Routé-Chatmon, the new 
Executive Director of BayCES. I had the immea-
surable fortune to have her as my BayCES school 
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coach for five years.  Our alliance formed across 
difference. LaShawn is a strong woman of color, 
a mother of three boys, and an educational 
leader who was supporting the work of a strong-
willed, white, gay man, a high school principal. I 
am still unpacking the power behind our relation-
ship. LaShawn has helped me to understand the 
privilege of my position at the school and in 
life, and the connection between the two. She 
taught me to see that I had to step up and do or 
I had to step back. In our deepest, hardest, most 
visceral conversations, never, ever, ever did our 
discussions focus on anything other than what is 
best for young people and in particular, the young 
people who needed us most.

As	you	transition	from	being	a	school	leader	to	a	
coach	of	other	school	leaders,	Greg,	what	is	your	
next	challenge?
 When I consider what challenges I have in my 
future, I have to say that the one that means most 
to me is the challenge of ensuring that my work is 
meaningful and relevant.  While leadership seems to 
pull me further from the classroom, I never want to 
be so far removed that my work is not informed by 
what is happening in the classroom that day. One of 
the ways I strive to maintain this sense of humility 
and purpose is by ensuring the democratic prac-
tices that always encourage and support the diverse 
voices of those whom our educational system is 
supposed to serve most but actually serves least 
and least well.  In particular, we must involve our 
youth in all of our conversations. None of this work 
can be done without the presence and leadership 
of our students. We must consciously educate and 
support our kids to be able to participate in creating 
and meeting extraordinarily high expectations and 
outcomes.  Our students need to be active partici-
pants in shifting their own culture. I want to believe 
I am part of a movement in our society in which our 
students and their families will achieve equitably 
and not based on social predictors, and will experi-
ence less pain and more joy than currently is our 
reality.

Read Talking Back: What Students Know 
About Teaching by the students of Leadership High 

School in conjunction with 826 Valencia to hear 
Greg’s students’ voices.

Greg Peters can be reached at: gpeter@sfcess.org 
and Peggy Silva can be reached psilva@sprise.com



Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform FacultyFall 2007 Fall 20076 23

On March 2nd, armed with our agreed upon 
norms, 53 of us began a text-based reflec-
tive journey with an electronic “Block 

Party” about these quotes from the preface of 
Courageous Conversations About Race (chat mem-
bers agreed to share their thinking publicly, but I 
have removed names because individual confiden-
tiality is one of our norms).

“It is precisely because few educators have 
explicitly investigated the taboo intersection of race 
and achievement that we offer this book. Our ratio-
nale is quite simple: We will never eliminate the 
racial achievement gap unless we have conversa-
tions about race.” (page xiv)

Well, this is why I want to engage in these con-
versations. I don’t know if this quote reflects the 
truth but I am willing to spend a significant amount 
of time exploring the intersection because thus far 
it doesn’t seem like other strategies have worked 
well to reduce the connection between race and 
achievement. Perhaps by having these conversa-
tions unforeseen ideas will emerge in the area of 
“what I don’t know that I don’t know.” So, it’s 
worth the effort to me. 

All the quotes are strongly stated assertions: 
“we will never...,” “just believe me,” etc. As prem-
ises to operate from, I think they can successfully 
frame these conversations in ways that are a healthy 
break from the “business as usual” discourse of 
schools. They are for me promising working hypoth-
eses rather than “the truth.” -M

“White people, emotionally moved by what 
they have heard, often approach him (Glenn) at 
the end of these seminars and ask, ‘So what do I 
do now?’ ‘How can I be anti-racist?’ ‘How can you 
forgive me for having been racist?’ ‘How can I fix 
this?’ Glenn’s answer is simple but profound: ‘Just 
believe me.’” (page xiv)

This is the quote that resonates for me largely 
because there are many times when I have been 
the only person of color in a room full of intel-
lects from the dominant race. The subject is a 
very intellectual discussion on teaching and learn-
ing. I will interject a comment about race and its 
impact on me or students in classrooms pertinent 
to what is being discussed and what was an intel-
lectual discussion becomes charged with emotion. 
First there is silence. More often than not after the 
silence someone will pick up the thread of the 
intellectual conversation and carry on as if I did 

not say anything. I wonder if I am crazy. Did I not 
speak? Am I not speaking a truth that needs to 
be explored deeply in order for us to do our best 
work in schools? Invariably, someone will come 
up to me after the meeting and say “I am so glad 
you said what you said.” I smile, but I am won-
dering “Why in the H E double hockey sticks did 
you not acknowledge or expand on what I said?” 
Another response after the meeting is often a need 
to negate what I might have said. That conversation 
starts off with “You can’t possibly feel that way.” or 
“Things are not that bad, are they?” Once some-
one shared with me after such a meeting that white 
people, including the speaker, were/are afraid of 
being called racists that is why they shy away from 
conversations on race. Once I wanted every white 
person to stand up in a crowd and shout “I am a 
racist!” Great! Now let’s get on with what could be 
a substantive and courageous conversation about 
race . . . -C

As a white ally, I feel stung by the “truth”/pain 
of a colleague of color’s experience when I have to 
reckon with my piece of responsibility, my role in 
causing the pain. In the heat of the moment, I may 
not know what to say. In my discomfort, I may wel-
come the chance to just move on as if nothing has 
been said, or happened. What I am learning, and 
it is an ongoing process of learning, is that it is pre-
cisely at those uncomfortable moments that I need 
to slow down and acknowledge what was said/
happened and own the fact that I don’t know how 
to respond . . . that I need to think about it, or talk 
more with colleagues about it. As a coach/facilita-
tor, I am working on holding the space & time for 
these admittedly intense and awkward conversa-
tions because I know that it is only by working 
in this risky zone that I/we can move forward. 
Concretely, this means changing the agenda and 
being willing to go beyond the tried-and-true steps 
of the protocol, if the protocol’s not working. Based 
on conversations C and I have had in our work, I 
know that this willingness to “hold the space” is 
part of her definition of having her back. -D

“Courageous Conversation, as a strategy, 
begins with the premise that, initially, educational 
leaders collectively view themselves and the 
schooling enterprise to be inherently non-racist. In 
fact their tightly held beliefs and understandings 
regarding the significance of race make it difficult 
for teachers to com-
prehend, examine, and 

Listen In on Our Courageous Conversations About Race Book Chat 
Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania, for the Book Chat group

(continued on page 19) 

Anti-Muslim Discrimination...
(continued from page 9)

population are Indonesia and India.) Students who 
dress or appear as Muslims may struggle with teas-
ing or threats from peers or even teachers. However, 
many Muslims do not dress in an obvious way, and 
their inner struggles are just as painful. Consider 
some of these questions to help identify how you can 
best support Muslims in your classroom.

• Are they afraid to come to school? 
• Are they scared to practice their religion in 

school (via dress, prayer, reading scripture, etc.)? 
What accommodation can you offer?

• Do they have family or friends who are affected 
by war? 

• Are they suffering from fatigue, depression or 
lack of sleep with international family?

• Are they interested in discussion about current 
events, religion, or culture, or do they prefer to 
avoid attention?

• Are they scared that their perceived connection 
to current events, or their opinions about current 
events, will be held against them by teachers or 
principals?

• Have they been threatened or assaulted by fel-
low students or teachers?

• Are there students in the classroom who have 
expressed biased opinions or made negative 
remarks? How can you support those students’ 
learning and growth?

Even if there are no Muslim students in your 
class or school, I urge you to consider ways you can 
introduce new ideas and perspectives into the class-
room, like having a guest speaker, such as a Muslim 
teacher or a representative from a local mosque or 
Islamic school.

Finally, I’d like to share my personal connection 
to this concern. Two years ago, while I was work-
ing at the Winter Meeting in Denver, Colorado, I 
received a phone call from my husband, who was 
distraught. Our mosque had been the target of an 
early-morning bombing attempt, which thankfully 
only caused minor damage and hurt no one. The 
bomber was by all definitions a terrorist, as the act 
was designed to bring fear to our community. And 
it was frightening- the bomber left a burned Qur’an 
behind. 

Many positive things came out of this incident. 
Other religious communities rallied to our side to 
stand against hate in our town, and our relation-
ships with those groups were further strengthened. 
However, when my husband was interviewed several 
times on local radio about the incident as a represen-

tative of the mosque, a troubling number of callers 
couldn’t accept what happened; instead, they sug-
gested that someone at the mosque had done this 
deliberately as a sympathy ploy, or that we “had it 
coming” for all of the terrorism in the Muslim world. 
This practice of blaming the victim is all too com-
mon and parallels the tactics used regularly against 
people of color when they raise questions or criti-
cism about racism. 

We cannot afford to be silent about anti-Muslim 
bias in the thinking or the practices of our schools 
and communities. 

“If the 21st century wishes to free itself from the 
cycle of violence, acts of terror and war, and avoid 
repetition of the experience of the 20th century 
- that most disaster-ridden century of humankind, 
there is no other way except by understanding and 
putting into practice every human right for all man-
kind, irrespective of race, gender, faith, nationality 
or social status.” -Shirin Ebadi, Nobel Peace Prize 
Winner and first Muslim woman recipient, 2003

I invite you all to join me in this conversation, 
and hope you will feel free to contact me if you 
have any questions or thoughts on this subject.

Sarah Childers can be reached at 
schilders@nsrfharmony.org

Resources

• Islamicity: www.islamicity.com/education
• Understanding Islam and the Muslims: The 

Muslim Family and World Peace, by TJ Winter 
and John Williams

• The Vision of Islam: Visions of Reality, 
Understanding Religions, by Sachiko Murata 
and William Chittick

• What Islam Did For Us: Understanding Islam’s 
Contribution to Western Civilization, by Tim 
Wallace-Murphy

• The Heart of Islam: Enduring Values for 
Humanity, by Seyyed Hossein Nasr

• Silent No More: Confronting America’s False 
Images of Islam, by Paul Findley (former 
Congressman, D-IL, 1961-1983)

• Progressive Muslims: On Justice, Gender and 
Pluralism, by Omid Safi

• Why I Am a Muslim by Asma Gull Hasan
• Council on American Islamic Relations: 
 www.cair.org
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