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Teacher’s Manual in an American Context:
A Tool to Enhance Quality of Classroom Teaching

Mansur Ahmad, PhD

Introduction:

Islamic Schools in North America can be broadly divided into two types: full time and
weekend. Full time schools, although fewer in number, have a significant advantage over
the weekend schools in the matter of trained teachers. All the full time schools have to
meet certain state requirements—course materials and certification of the teachers being
a few of them. This manuscript will not address the issues of full time schools. The aim
of this article is weekend schools, which by their sheer nature, do not fall under the
preview of any regulatory committee.

As has been the tradition of setting up such schools, some parents, usually immigrants
and people in fields other than teaching and theology, decide to start a school for the
benefit of their own children. Some such schools do not have a stable physical base, they
move from one basement to another every week. Some have a stable base in a masjid, or
at the facility of a full time Islamic School. The facilities for teaching in these varied
settings are also far from meeting any standard. Few things are common to these schools:

1) A group of enthusiastic parents, who wish to provide the religious education to their
children,

2) Children of different age grouped together, who otherwise attend a structured public
school which follows a well-defined and well-tested curriculum.

3) Use of a published text book for weekend schools. Some parents however depend on
books imported from their home countries, or they assemble some lessons together
according to their viewpoints or goals.

4) The teachers—they are volunteers and usually without any teachers training.

The expectations: The expectations of the parents and teacher are often not the same.
Parents expect that a child who attends a part time Islamic school will be able to read the
Quran, will understand Arabic, and will have a sound understanding of Islamic
principles. In addition parents expect that the child will continue to express interest in
his/her religion and continue to learn. Since this paper is focused towards Islamic
Teachings, we will not discuss expectations about learning Arabic. Usually the teacher
begins a class with similar expectations as the parents, but during the course of the
academic year the expectations of the teacher deteriorates. The teacher looses interest in
reaching the goal either due to lack of a clear goal or due to the absence of tools to reach
the goal. After few years of education, parents lose interest when they notice sufficient
academic progress has not been made. Parents who continue to attend such school do so
to continue a social contact. Children resent attending classes, as the teaching is not well
organized. Such students are either dragged to the school or they come mainly to meet
their friends.
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Tools to reach the expected goal: The goal is achievable if the school can acquire
certain necessary tools. First and foremost tool is a trained teacher. In addition, and
probably not in lieu of, is a curriculum that guides the teacher how to teach. Most of the
time part time Islamic schools lack both these tools.

Trained teachers: The need for trained teachers can not be refuted. However availability
of a trained teacher is a major issue that every school faces. Most of the Muslim
communities either do not have enough teachers who are trained in education, or even if
there are trained teachers, they may not be interested in teaching one extra day at a
weekend school. If such teachers are available in the community who teach at regular
public schools, such persons depend on a well-organized curriculum and teachers
manual. When such teachers come to a weekend Islamic school, they feel at a loss due to
unavailability of manuals. Since it is not easy to generate trained teachers solely for the
purpose of weekend school, we have to resort to the second best way of achieving our
expectation, i.e. by providing a well-designed curriculum and teacher’s manual which
could help an untrained teacher to deliver an effective class room education.

THE CURRICULUM:

A new curriculum in US context: Although several published books on Islamic
teachings are available, we identified some critical gaps in these books. Most of the
lessons were prepared to provide religious information. These lessons provided rules and
regulation which are part of the religion. That is alright, but emphasis is given to how the
rituals are to be performed, not on why a particular ritual or work is beneficial for
everyone. Children are by nature inquisitive and expect logical answers to their questions.
Unfortunately, some of the lessons in some books actually degrade other religions. While
we as Muslims do believe in the superiority of Allah’s religion, demeaning other
religions only harms the developing minds.

To form an effective curriculum, the system is divided into two broad parts: ‘Formative’
and ‘Implementation’.

Formative phase starts from kindergarten class and extends all Flow of knowledge
the way up to 8" grade. Lessons included in this phase are
systematically selected to develop overall knowledge base on Intro ——»  Details

all areas of Islam. The lessons in the formative phase are again K¢ ~5" 6 —8"
divided in two sections: ‘Introduction’ and ‘Details’.

Introduction phase lasts from kindergarten to 5™ grade. During \/
this phase, in age appropriate manner, the students learn broad Implementation
outline of faith, fundamentals, rituals, key concepts, Islamic gth __ 1oth

ideologies and moral values, biographies of prophets with

emphasis on their moral strength, Islamic history etc. Even if a student stops attending
Islamic school after 5™ grade, s/he will still have a good foundation about Islam. In the
Details phase, lasting from 6™ grade to 8" grade, the topics covered in the Introduction
phase are further elaborated. By the end of the 8" grade, students gain valuable insight
about Islam.
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Lessons shown in Figures 1 and 2 are examples of Introductory phase. Lesson shown in
Figure 3 is an example of Details phase. While the students received Introductory lessons
on Musa (A), the example lesson in Figure 3 is an extension to analyze the personality of
Musa.

The Implementation phase starts from 9" grade and ends at 12" grade. The knowledge
learned in the Formative periods is implemented through a vast array of topics. The
topics selected in this phase address the intellectual, spiritual and practical needs of the
students in an American context. Hypothetical real life problems are presented to the
students to analyze the situation and arrive at decisions that are supported Islamically. In
the lesson titled “Interaction with People of Other Faith” Musa’s example is cited.
Students learn that the way Musa (A) interacted with Pharaoh (Then you speak to him a
gentle speech, perhaps he may mind or he may fear. Surah Ta Ha 20:44), they too should
talk politely during any debate, whether religious or otherwise.

Brief outline of the curriculum: Typical weekend schools start their academic year in
September and end the session by first week of June. During the academic year, few
weekends are actual holidays or fall close to holidays and there are occasional snow days.
Four to five weekends are used for conducting test. Therefore, around 25-27 days are
available for actual teaching. The curriculum was developed with about 29 topics, to fully
utilize all the days if snow does not interrupt the class schedule.

For the Formative phase, the curriculum follows a pattern which is flexible to
accommodate important age-appropriate topics. In each year, the lessons are roughly
divided into the following topics:

a) Each year, the curriculum starts with topics on Allah (swt): who is He, what
He does, why it is necessary to follow His orders, His kindness, blessings, etc.
At least two lessons on Allah (swt) are covered each year.

b) Topics on the Qur’an: its revelation, compilation, format, different names,
how it is preserved, how to study the Qur’an, etc. At least two lessons on this
topic are covered each year.

c) Topics on Muhammad (S): his life, life before prophethood, life during
Makkah, life in Madinah, his conduct towards others, his family life, his
teachings, his marriages, why he was in battles, his moral values, teachings
from his life. Two to three lessons on the Prophet (S) are covered each year.

d) Topics on other prophets: each year, the biographies of two or three prophets
are introduced in two to three lessons. Usually, a theme is selected for a
particular prophet (see below).

e) Companions, khalifas, compilers of the Hadith are discussed in at least two
lessons each year.

f) Ritualistic parts of the religion, e.g. steps of salat, types of salat, sawm, hajj,
zakat, etc. are taught in three to four lessons each year.

g) Moral values based on Islamic principles are taught in at least 6-7 lessons.
These topics include kindness, forgiveness, punctuality, perseverance,
truthfulness, honesty, and other moral aspects of Islam.
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h) Other abstract concepts, such as angels, shaitan, ruh, taqwa, etc are covered in
one to two lessons each year.

1) Festivals, celebrations, dietary laws are covered in two or three lessons.

J) For students in higher grades, brief history of spread of Islam to the East and
to the West is covered in one or two lessons each year.

For Implementation Phase, the topics do not necessarily follow the above outline.
Additional topics such as Jihad, interaction with people of other faiths, gender barrier and
relationship, managing personal finances and inheritance, figh, ijtehad, etc are introduced
in age appropriate manner.

Make Qur’an your friend: One of the advantages of the current curriculum is it requires
students to constantly refer to the Qur’an. Most of the available books do not ask the
students to refer to the Qur’an. Our approach was different. The teacher’s manuals as
well as the homework guide the students to search verses from the Quran. Without much
realization, at the end of the year students have searched verses from majority surahs.
Several parents reported that they grew up attending halagas, and ‘listening’ to someone
who had more knowledge than them. They felt that they understood Islam and Qur’an
from second-hand source, without themselves taking any initiative to learn from the
Qur’an itself. Majority of the parents acknowledged that by using this curriculum their
children were actually “researching” the Qur’an.

As all the students in the school where this author had taught belonged to non-Arab
families, and, thus, had limited Arabic knowledge, most of the homework for the
Formative Phases were based on translation of the Qur’an. No particular translation was
selected. In the Implementation Phase, while the students were still from non-Arab
families, homework guided them to explore the meanings of certain Arabic words used in
the Qur’an and then asked the students to explain why a similar word could have
provided a different meaning. The students thus were able to explore different shades of
meaning of a word, investigate the root of a particular word and understand the depth of
knowledge in the Qur’an.

Biographies of Prophets: In the Formative period, the biographies of two or three
prophets are introduced every year. In addition to describing detail events in the life of a
prophet, one major theme identified for each prophet was discussed. The theme of the
lesson on Prophet Adam (A) is “it is proper to seek forgiveness from Allah (swt) for any
mistake”. For the lesson on ‘Isa (A), the central theme is “to stick to truth even if there is
oppression”. For the lesson on Musa (A), the central theme focused on how to help the
oppressed even if you have to go against a significant power. Lesson on Yusuf (A)
showed that the ultimate planner is Allah (swt). Lesson on Nuh (A) carried the theme that
truth is more important than any kind of relationship. Students learned the stories of the
prophets, but importantly learned key values that made them great. The biographies and
the central themes are used to instill strong moral and ethical characters of the children.
Students are given the message that even the prophets, who were finest human beings and
Allah’s favorites, had to struggle in their lives. Therefore, we all must struggle in every
sphere of our lives.
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Moral values: A society can flourish only if it has strong values and work ethics. The
Muslim community in the US will become significant, not by sheer numerical presence
but by large number of successful people. The success has to come in education, finance,
business and in politics. To develop a generation of successful Muslims, we have to
invest at this time with solid moral values founded on Qur’anic principles. Fourteen
hundred years back, a group of jahils had excelled in every field of life within a very
short time as they had adopted all the Qur’anic teachings. If the children growing in the
US can follow the same teachings, then there is no doubt that they will excel equally. The
lessons in the current curriculum thus strongly emphasize on Qur’anic moral and ethical
values. Strong work ethics are shown from the lives of prophets who had to struggle to
achieve their goals. The lessons repeatedly tell the students that they have to exert, just as
the way the prophets did, in every aspect of their lives.

Information and practical usage: If appropriate with a lesson, a practice is encouraged.
The message given to the children is any good work is Islamic. Following the lesson on
Charity, students were encouraged to bring some item to donate at the local food share.
In addition to food item, if the student brought his or her own toy to give to a needy child,
that was appreciated most. Students thus learn not only sharing, but also giving.

In the homework for the lesson on Responsibility, the focus was on performing few
household chores. The teacher provided the students the table of household or personal
chores that they will be responsible for the next week (and hopefully for the future).
Students performed these tasks, put a tick mark (which is another responsibility) and
returned the table to the teacher next week for grading. Students are told daily household
activities are parts of the religion, and have to be done properly. The life of Rasulallah (S)
is described to show that he did household works, and thus had set an example for us to
follow.

Sun Mon Tues Wed | Thurs Fri Sat
Put shoes in the shoe
rack
Put toys in the toy
chest

Put dishes in the sink
or dishwasher

Put dirty clothes in
the hamper

Check at night if all
outside doors are
closed

Feed the pet (if you
have one)

By using lessons, homework such as the above example and other practical tasks,
students are given the message that Islam is not only five daily prayers and fasting. It is a
complete way of life. It is expected that by realizing the values and teachings of Islam,
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students will appreciate the rituals, and will continue to perform as Allah’s khalifa on the
earth.

TEACHER’S MANUAL:

To support the curriculum, the author has also developed a teacher’s manual. During his
teaching in two different Islamic schools, the author felt the need for developing the
curriculum and the teacher’s manual. During this on-going process, he had shared his
manual with few other teachers in the same school and also at a school in a different city.
Suggestions from these teachers were incorporated to improve the lesson delivery. For
the purpose of the current paper, we will use three lessons which were created by this
author. The teacher’s manual follows the lesson and provides a time frame for each topic.
The time devoted for each class was 50 minutes.

Guidelines: The primary guideline given to the teachers are based on some principles
initially developed by John Milton Gregory, and then re-described by Carl Shafer in his
book “Excellence in Teaching with the Seven Laws: A Contemporary Abridgment of
Gregory’s Seven Laws of Teaching” (Baker Books, 1985). The author feels that this book
should be a mandatory reading for all non-educator teachers to vastly improve their
teaching ability and efficiency. Our modified guidelines are as follows:

1. Teacher has to be familiar with the topic that he or she wants to teach. This
preparation may require only few minutes in case of beginners topic, and
significantly longer time in case of higher classes.

2. Maintaining the attention of the students. It is thus crucial that the class size is
kept small so that the teacher can see the face of each student clearly and that the
student realizes that the teacher’s eye is meeting his or her eye in every minute.
There are different ways to maintain attention: short in-class quiz, in-class
exercise, activity, a short debate, recognition of job well done.

3. Teacher should not use words that the students may not know. Every time a new
word, particularly Arabic word is introduced, the teacher must explain the term
well so that it is comfortable to each student. Care should be taken to limit
introducing only few new words every day.

4. If appropriate, recall past lessons that discussed similar events or similar themes.

If appropriate, provide real life situations where the student has to make a
decision. Explain how the current lesson can be used in the real life dilemmas.

6. At the end of the class, review of the lesson to reemphasize whatever was learnt
the same day. Ask the students to review what they learnt the same day. Each
student may mention one topic that they can remember from the lesson. This has
to be done in a non-intimidating way.

Guidelines given in this section applies to any and all topics. The teacher may remember
within 50 minute class s/he cannot go in-depth on any topic. The purpose of the class is
not to create scholars in Islam, but simply give the students broad knowledge about a
particular topic. The teacher must also carefully plan to finish each topic within one class,
without requiring additional class to finish the topic. This will require the teacher to
address key issues, key concepts. Question answer session is great tool of learning and
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communicating, but it should not be a means to ‘kill’ time. At the beginning of each
class, the teacher must allocate time to discuss and grade prior week’s home work. Time
must be spent to judiciously finish the topic of the week. Proper planning of class time
will not only attract student interest, but also reflect preparedness of the teacher.

The following additional guidelines will greatly help the teachers:

1. Well before the class the teacher must read the chapter s/he intends to cover

Do not assume you know the subject. Even if you do, spending some time to

organize your thoughts and lesson plan will help.

Bring in class your own chit sheet

Use chalk board as much as you can, but —

Use chalk board judiciously so as not to waste time

While preparing for the lesson, keep in mind possible questions you might ask in

exam. At appropriate time during class lesson, let the students know the question

you might ask in exam. Let them take notes.

7. Think of bringing proper material in class as needed — e.g. map of Arabia, US,
chart etc.

8. If you need to give your personal opinion, tell them it is your opinion

9. Always assign home works — not just reading at home that you cannot verify.
Assign short questions to answer, give multiple choice questions, fill up the
blank, true/false sentences etc.

10. If giving some additional homework beyond what is provided in the curriculum,
then the teacher should bring computer printout of homework. Do not write them
on black board. It is a waste of teaching time.

no

o Uk w

For this paper, we will discuss by citing three lessons and accompanying teacher’s
manual that were used in three different grades of Formative Phases.

Example from first grade teaching material: Children in this class are 5-7 years old.
This is a difficult class since the maturity levels of the students are vastly different. Some
students cannot read, while the older students could independently read and understand
short lessons. Further, some students had never been exposed to a class room setting. For
such children, discipline and attention both remained important issues.

To maintain discipline and attention, the approach should be to put the students in
semicircular rows with the teacher at the center. The teacher is advised is keep slight
space between students to avoid physical contact. This physical contact is not necessarily
to avoid inter-gender contact, but mainly to eliminate discipline problem.

Each class starts with two actions at the same time: 1) students exchange salaam to each
other, and 2) they take out book, notebook and pencil. This needs about two minutes.
This ritual also reminds the students not to leave the books and pencils at home.

Before the class starts, the teacher is advised to make a list of all the students under a
header called “Best Students” on the right side of the black board. On the left side of the
black board is an empty square. The teacher then announces “I am so happy that every
student in this class is a best student. However, if some one does not do good, his or her
name will move to this box. You do not want to get your name there”. My personal
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experience is that students do not want their names ‘stained’ into the black hole. Once or
twice, the teacher had to move a child’s name closer towards nasty box. Once the student
controls himself or herself, his/her name moves back to the list of “Best Students”.
Overall, the system was not punitive; students choose to remain disciplined as they were
rewarded with the term Best Student. The manual reminds the teacher to use
encouragement instead of punitive approach.

For next three four minutes, the teacher reviews what they have learned in the previous
week. This is the typical starting of class every week. A number of encouraging words
that were developed by Dr. Edward Kubany' can be modified for any Islamic school.
Some of these words that this author found useful are included in the manual. Every day
the teacher thus uses different words as grades on the homework page. The author
noticed that the students eagerly wait to see a new word appearing as their daily grade.

Once the topic starts the manual guides the teacher to run the class. The teacher has full
liberty to improve on the manual, but if the teacher wants to use only the guidelines given
in the manual (s)he will still be able to efficiently conduct the class. The efficiency is
determined by several factors: 1) completion of the study material in the allotted time, 2)
maintaining discipline in the class, 3) delivering the core message of the lesson to the
students, 4) majority of the students have mastered the concept and can employ the
teachings in their lives.

Figures 1a, 1b and 1c show a sample lesson that | had created for a weekend school in
Minneapolis. This lesson was for children in first grade. Some students were able to read
the lesson by themselves. As some students struggled to read, the teacher was advised to
read out the lesson to the class. The teacher’s manual was custom-made for a volunteer
parent who had never taught in a class room setting. The teacher, who was initially
hesitant, actually then enjoyed teaching and completed his full year of teaching. Parents
were highly satisfied with the progress made by the students.

For younger students in early introductory phase, the homework was mostly drawing and
coloring (see Figure 1b). They were not required to refer to the Qur’an. Since some
students in the class could not write adequately, writing was mostly limited to “T” or “F”
for true/false and short words. The homework styles varied, and each lesson came with a
mandatory homework. The homework for the introductory phase (first and second
grades) included some of the following

e True/false
Puzzle
Multiple choices
Matching words of similar meanings
Words that do not belong with other words
Draw a picture
Color the picture
Draw lines to related words

! http://www.noogenesis.com/malama/Kubany encouraging words.html
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Figure 1a. This and next two pages (Figures 1b and 1c) contain an example of a lesson

and teacher’s manual prepared for First grade children in Introductory section of

Formative Phase.
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Rain is a mercy of Allah (swt) to plants and animals

Night is not a mercy of Allab (swt).

Trueffalse (Write T for True; F for False)

Fill in the blanks

a. We can see, because Allah (swt) ave us
b. We can hear, because Allah (swt) gave us
c. We can smell, because Allah (swt) ave us

a
b.

Islamic Studies: Level 2

3.

worBunuespuaaan samdiy panasa swBuido) o

wid Bujweapuaaaw mne iy paasss siBuide) @

Islamic Studies: Level 2

His blessings? Please draw a piCture showing some of Allah’s gifts to

1. Allah (swt) blesses us in s0 many ways. Can You think of some of
us.
6

homeworkweekend 2

Figure 1b. This is continuation of the lesson as shown in Figure 1a. Homework was
simple. To answer Question #1, any item whether natural or man-made is indeed a gift
from Allah (swt). Therefore, any drawing would be a correct answer.
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Figure 1c. Teacher’s manual for lesson presented as Figures 1a and 1b.
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Example from Fourth grade teaching materials: The second set of examples (Figures
2a, 2b and 2c) is a lesson created for children in the fourth grade. Starting from third
grade, emphasis is placed on making regular contact with the Qur’an. The teacher and the
students are asked to bring a copy of the Qur’an to the class. All the students in the class
were non-Arab, and had minimal fluency or understanding of Arabic language.
Therefore, all the students were asked to bring a copy of the Qur’an that has parallel
translation in English. Students were not required to bring a particular translation, but
were encouraged to bring different translations. During the class, the teacher asks the
students to open the Qur’an and find a given verse related to the lesson. The students
became accustomed in handling the Qur’an. The ultimate goal of the author was to raise
the students, who when they are grown-up, will constantly refer to the Qur’an.

The lessons were created with abundant references to the Qur’an that were provided as a
superscript along with the lesson. Students were thus able to read the lesson without
much interruption by the references. During the class, whenever a question was raised,
the teacher asked the students to search the complete verse from the Qur’an. The time
burden was few minutes, however, the benefit was immense.

In the homework section (Figure 2b), the students were again required to open the Qur’an
and find the answer. Not all the answers could be found from the lesson itself. The
guestions were easy, but could not be answered without referring to the Qur’an. Some
questions refer to the verse by surah number, and some questions refer the verse by surah
name. This way, a student learns different way of searching a verse in the Qur’an. Usual
time burden for completing the homework was less than 20 minutes. The author has his
own child in the same class, thus he was able to verify the time needed to complete the
homework. Excessive and tricky homework are harmful; a student will loose interest and
will distance him/herself from the religious teachings.

Teacher’s manual was created to identify time share on each topic. Instead of continuous
lecture by the teacher, the class was interrupted frequently to invite the students to
actively participate in the class. In addition, preplanned activities related to the lessons
were introduced.

As necessary (not shown in the attached examples), hints were given to make quick
sketches on the black board. For example, to teach the sections on the battles of Badr,
Uhud and Trench, the teacher quickly draws several camels, horses to show strength
disparity between two warring factions. A camel was generated by drawing a triangle and
adding few >> beneath the triangle showed a running animal. A horse could be drawn by
making a rectangle. The sketches were simple and few >> representing legs simulated
galloping horses of the Quraish soldiers, and few vertical lines as resting legs showed
waiting horses of the Muslims. The archers were drawn with a simple drawing of the
alphabet D and a straight line that crosses thorough the letter. The teacher, who was not a
comfortable artist, was confident to generate an attention grabbing class with these few
quick sketches.
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Figure 2a. This and next two pages (Figures 2b and 2c) contain an example of a lesson

and teacher’s manual prepared for fourth grade children.
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Figure 2b. Continuation of the lesson as shown in Figure 2a.
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Figure 2c. This is the Teacher’s manual for the lesson shown in Figures 2a and 2b.
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Starting from 6" grade, students are

lum. While much earlier in the introductory phase

students had lessons on Musa (A) and other prophets, the example here shows how one

part of Musa (A)’s life is used in the Details Phase.

IcU

Example from Eighth Grade teaching Material
“Details Phase” of the curr

In
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Figure 3b. Continuation of the lesson as shown in Figure 3a. Homework extends to three
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Figure 3c. This is the Teacher’s manual for the lesson shown in Figures 3a and 3b.
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Dissemination of the materials: Both the lessons and the manuals were sent to several
weekend Islamic schools for evaluation. Overall comments were positive and the school
principals showed keen interest to adopt the curriculum for their own schools. Partial
curriculum was made available on the web, to help parents who home-school their
children. At present, the full curriculum is being extensively reviewed for publication in
book format for wider distribution.

Conclusion: A comprehensive curriculum was developed to address key issues lacking
in the presently available Islamic Studies texts. The issues that this curriculum focused
are a) increasing contact with the Qur’an, b) lessons that reward every good work instead
of being a punitive one, c) an accompanying teacher’s manual which helps any non-
trained teacher to effectively teach in a class., d) students understand Islam as a complete
way of life and e) as with all prophets, every one of us must struggle to reach our own
goals.
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