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Non-Muslims hired
as school leaders
look at ways
to build
enrotlment

hte. Having one without
e other is not acceptable.”
The school faces some
ugh challenges.
A growing Muslim popula-
bn in the Puget Sound re-
on, estimated at over
0,000, is concentrated in
orth Seattle, on the East-
de and South King County
each a complicated com-
ute from the school’s Cen-
al Area location, where few
uslim families live.
And building enrollment
_ whether with Muslim or
hon-Muslim students —
ight be tough for a school
hat eschews textbooks and
hat is only now working to-
ard national accreditation.
SS is considering, for the
irst time, adding state test-
ng next spring.
Navigating all this falls to
he school’s new director,
[ ouis Tornillo, a former Cali-
fornia teacher who once as-
pired to the priesthood but
these days follows no partic-
ular organized religion.
While the 61-year-old
lacked the administrative
background the board
sought, members admired
his strong commitment to
education evidenced by 30
years in California public
schools.
And they liked his passion
for the same child-centered
philosophy that is the corner-

but represents a new direc-
tion for him.

“] see myself carrying out
(the founders’) original vi-
sion: a unique, perhaps his-
toric, blending of two ideas
— powerful, child-centered
learning from an Islamic per-
spective,” he said.

Origins of school

Dissatisfied with the kind
of religious education avail-
able to Muslim children at
the time, five women started
the school in 1980 from a
house that would eventually
become the SeaTac mosque.

With generous donations
from wealthy Saudis, one of
the women, Ann El-Moslima-
ny, along with her late hus-
band, bought a former Jew-
ish school building near
Cherry Street and 25th Av-
enue as a home for the new
school.

With the move to Seattle,
enrollment by year three had
tripled to more than 100 stu-
dents, including African-
American kids from the sur-
rounding neighborhood as
well as Saudi children whose
parents were studying at the
University of Washington.

Later it drew Cham refu-
gees, children of Iranian fam-
lies fleeing the revolution
and, in recent years, East Af-
ricans — primarily Somalis.

“World events over the
years have affected the popu-
lation and makeup of the
school,” said Aziz Junejo,
host of a weekly Islamic ca-
ble TV show who sent his
own daughters to the school.

“Even on a limited income
they sacrifice to make sure
their kids are in an environ-
ment where they can main-
tain their culture and learn
Arabic.” ,

Over the years, the school
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Luis Tornillo, the new non-Muslim director of the Islamic

School of Seattle, sits in one of the school’s classrooms.

Sister Ann

The worn halls of the near-
ly 100-year-old building are
familiar to El-Moslimany,
whom many call Sister Ann,
and she moves easily within
them.

The 74-year-old is the face
of the school and over the

years has

' held every
position
there—
teacher,
fundraiser,
marketer.
She’s also
stepped in
as principal
when need-
ed, like she
did last
year.

‘ Except
for a year and ahalf when
the board forced her to, El-

‘Moslimany never drew a sal-
ary. “Sister Ann laid her life
on the line for that school,”
said Jeff Siddiqui, a past

bresident of the board. “She

Ann El-Mosli-
many is one
of the school’s
founders.

broad choice in their own in-
struction and close interac-
tion with Montessori-certi-
fied teachers.

As a teaching model, it has
its disciples and detractors.
In most schools it exists pri-
marily in preschool and kin-
dergarten, usually phasing
out as children move into
higher grades.

But ISS applies the child-
centered theme throughout
the school.

Fl-Moslimany said she was
never concerned that Tornil-
1o is not Muslim, but thought
it more important that he
shared her passion for this
method of teaching.

The school doesn’t regular-
ly test its students, and lacks
resources to track them after
graduation, so comparing
1SS with other schools is dif-
ficult. .

Junejo speaks fondly of the
benefits to this own daugh-
ters— young women who
proudly wear the hij ab and
possess a level of confidence
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need to know. |

“The educational stand-
ards between the Islamic
school and the public school
are not even parallel and it
can be challenging for any
child,” he said. “But the
struggle is worth it.”

Fl-Moslimany said most
ISS students go on to gradu-
ate from high school and
continue to college. And she
said most appear to adjust
well. :

Tornillo, like El-Moslima
ny, said he doesn’t accept
that testing is the only mea-
sure of school and student
performance. Yethe under- .
stands that need for account-
ability, and will begin admin-
istering the state assessment
tests in the upper grades next
year, while looking at more
data-driven ways to track
students once they leave the
school.

Important issues

All these issues were raised
dinner meeting in Bu-

ol L1

ty activist who attended the
meeting. .

“There were teachers and
parents who made the case
that this wasn’t just a place
where children go to learn,”
Elamin said. “It’s an impoz-
tant pillar, an institution that
helped define the Muslim

community and its role in the

Greater Seattle area.”

A steering committee was
spun off from that meeting to
examine how and why the
school was in trouble and to
come up with ways to save it.

“The idea was they’d do all
this work and go to the big
donors and get money,” El-
Moslimany said.

The school depends on do-

. nations for about half its rev-
" enue. Therest comes from

the $5,500 annual tuition
families pay per student.

Block, Elamin and others
on the steering committee
launched a campaign to raise
money at Microsoft, pulling
in under $100,000.

And, El-Moslimany said,
“e limped along through
the last year.”

To stabilize the school,
they needed a strong leader
who would build enrollment
and morale, attract funding
and raise the stature of the
place.

The challenge was finding

_one the school could afford.

While the job description
doesn’t specify religion, “We
all felt the community would
be more responsive to a Mus-
lim,” Block said.

But members discussed at
length the idea of hiring out-
side the faith, something the
school had never done.

With Tornillo as director,
Fl-Moslimany will stay on at
the school temporarily as an
adviser, to offer religious
guidance.

Ultimately, Block said, the

school needs Tornillo to “be



