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ABSTRACT 
 

 

The impetus for this research comes from the ongoing community debate over the 

increasing number of Islamic schools being established in order to meet the needs of 

Australia’s growing Muslim population. The thesis traces the history and development of 

Islamic schools in Australia in the last thirty years. It acknowledges some of the early 

difficulties that they faced but then seeks to explore the apparent contradiction between the 

growing demand for the schools and increased public opposition, in particular since the 

events of September 2001. In Australia this took the form of growing Islamophobia 

accentuated by the Australian values debate after 2003, and the portrayal of the Muslim 

community by the media as a monolithic entity tainted by radicalised militant Islam. 

 

The research carried out over several years, starting in 2004, seeks to fill a gap in the 

limited literature on the subject to date. While there has been growing research on what 

Muslims think about life in Australia and how the wider community perceives Islam, there 

has been very little work done on the Islamic schools which are currently attended by about 

20% of young Muslims in Australia. This thesis is constructed around three central 

questions posed to staff and former students at the schools. The first looks at what is taught 

in the faith units and who teaches these subjects. Linked to this is the question of the extent 

to which an Islamic ethos pervades the ‘hidden curriculum’, that is the other subjects taught 

in the curriculum and the daily rhythm of school life. The second question considers the 

impact of the Australian values debate and whether staff and students agree with the charge 

that Muslim values are different from Australian values. This question also takes into 

account the frequently made accusation that the schools teach intolerance of other faiths as a 

central tenet of Islam. Finally the thesis seeks to respond to the allegation that the schools 

form ghettos that isolate the students from mainstream Australian society and thus function 

as agents of exclusion. 

 

The research is based on more than 80 personal interviews with both Muslim and 

non-Muslim staff as well as alumni. What makes the research different from previous 

research is that it is not based on a survey in one city but is based on personal interviews 

covering the schools in the six capital cities where they have been established. Comparisons 
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are also made with the situation in Europe and North America where Islamic schools have 

been established with varying degrees of success. 

 

The debate on the existence of the schools forms part of a wider discussion on the 

success or failure of multiculturalism as well as the much older debate about faith schools as 

part of the education system in a democratic secular society. 

 

The conclusion reached is that essentially the schools are trying their best to educate 

their students to be good Australians and good Muslims. They still face a number of 

problems as well as continuing community hostility. However the students themselves see 

no incompatibility between Muslim values and Australian values, and most, though not all 

of these young Australians, feel that their schools have provided them with ‘shelter from the 

storm’. This enables them in time to take their place as Australian Muslims in our 

predominantly secular society, firm in their faith and confident in their identity. 
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PREFACE 
 

This thesis originated with my research on Islamic schools as part of the 

Graduate Diploma in Islamic Studies from the University of New England that I 

undertook in 2004. 
 

I undertook the diploma as part of my Professional Development as a teacher 

of Comparative Religion at the Friends’ School in Hobart, Tasmania, and as an 

occasional guest lecturer and tutor in Asian Studies at the University of Tasmania. I 

had no professional qualifications in Religious Studies when I was appointed to both 

these positions and my knowledge was largely based on living or travelling in 

countries in Asia where the world’s great faiths originated. 
 

I had started my teaching career at The Friends’ School in Ramallah in 1966 in 

what was then part of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. When I left a year later after 

the Six Day War in June 1967, it was part of the Occupied West Bank and later on 

was to become the main centre of the Palestinian Authority. At the school I taught 

World History and Ethics to classes composed of a mixture of Christians (Orthodox, 

Catholic and Protestant) and Muslims. 
 

Subsequently I travelled in other predominantly Muslim countries in South 

West Asia and North East Africa. These included Iraq and Kuwait as well as Egypt 

and Sudan, and after 1975, undertook another journey eastwards through Turkey, 

Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and Indonesia. 

Some of these countries I was to revisit in subsequent years right up to the time of 

writing this thesis. 
 

  After teaching Comparative Religion for several years at The Friends’ School, 

I felt that it was appropriate that I should acquire some professional qualifications in 

this area. As Islam was very much in the news, it seemed to be a good idea that I 

should learn more about the second largest of the world’s great faiths.  Having seen an 

advertisement for the course in Islamic Studies at the University of New England, I 

started on the Graduate Diploma in 2001. 
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When it came to my fourth year of study (I undertook the course part-time and 

through distance education), I was wondering what original area of research to 

undertake for my thesis or extended essay. Having just read Abdullah Saeed’s book, 

Islam in Australia, I was intrigued with his chapter on Islamic Schools in Australia as 

I did not know there were any. My supervisor, Dr. Howard Brasted, encouraged me to 

pursue this topic and as it was largely based on fieldwork, I visited a number of the 

schools on the mainland during my school vacations, in Sydney, Melbourne and 

Perth. 
 

  This was possible because Tasmania then had a three term year, so our school 

holidays were on at a time of year when mainland schools were still in full swing. 

All the schools I wrote to welcomed me and I was able to talk to principals and imams 

as well as other staff and sometimes students.  
 

After completing the thesis, my supervisor suggested I extend it to a Ph.D. 

with the focus on values and curriculum, as these were topical controversial issues, 

following the beginning of the Australian values debate in 2003, and some earlier 

controversies over what was taught in the schools. 
 

Many Australians knew little about these schools and in the media there is a 

lot of misinformation. The schools and their students have sometimes been subject to 

racist attacks, especially since the events of September 2001, and what they taught 

was to be very much the focus of the Australian values debate, launched by the 

Liberal Party’s Minister for Education, Brendan Nelson, with the release of the poster 

listing the nine values in April 20051. 
 

I felt it would be worthwhile to continue my research in this area and get to 

visit more of the schools and colleges, especially when I found that very little had 

been written about them in Australia. This meant that most of my work would be 

based on field research carried out during my school holidays. In addition, I would 

endeavour to find as much as I could from existing scholarship. The journey took me 

to all the capital cities where the schools were situated and the distant suburbs where 

many of the schools are located. In addition to this, I visited homes and university 

                                                
1 See Appendix Three for the poster 



Islamic schools in Australia  Preface 

 xi 

campuses as well as a number of other places where I could interview former students 

of the schools, ranging from a donut shop and a state library to a cold dark railway 

platform and a student barbecue. It involved finding trains and buses, taxis and river 

boats, as well as a lot of flying and walking, but it has been both a fascinating and a 

worthwhile experience, taking me to parts of Australia that I had never visited before. 

 




