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Speech Impediment

OST IN THE RECENT
I firestorm over the na-

tion’s first bilingual
Arab-English public school—
the Khalil Gibran Internation-
al Academy in Brooklyn, N.Y.,
which opponents have argued
will become a breeding ground
for militant Islam--is the
statistical truth that Arab-
language programs are already
on the rise. The National Capi-
tal Language Resource Center
{NCLRC) in Washington esti-
mates that the number of pub-
lic schools offering full-time
Arabic instruction for K-12
students has quadrupled from
less than 10 in 2001 to more
than 40 today. With enroll-
ment up some 150 percent in
university programs since
2001, the Department of Edu-
cation is scrambling to meet
the demand. Most of the
growth in higher-education
Arabic programs comes from
non-Arab and Muslim stu-
dents, says Kirk Belnap,
director of the National Mid-
dle East Language Resource
Center in Utah, an organiza-
tion created after the 9/11
attacks and funded by the De-
partment of Education. “Some
kids do look at it as an employ-
ment skill,” says Belnap, “but
most want to be engaged so
they can promote East-West
understanding.”

But not everyone is
onboard. Though the Khalil
Gibran middle school claims
no religious affiliation—it takes
its name from a secular Chris-
tian poet—an organization
called Stop the Madrassa
Coalition wants to shut it
down. Tts camipaign attracted
worldwide media coverage and
successfully pressured the
school’s Arab-American princi-
pal, Debbie Almontaser, to step
down after she defended her
interpretation of an INTIFADA
NYC T shirt popular with many
local Arab women. “No matter

how you slice it, a lot of thig is
about Islamaphobia or a fear
of Arabs,” says Dora Johnson,
project director of the K-12
Arabic Network at the NCLRC.
“It’s not about how a language
is taught. It’s about bias, and
how do you deal with that?”
Many parents, students and
educators are asking the same
question, especially since the
federal government is tirmly
supporting the notion of
Arabic instruction in public
schools. Two years ago, after
the State Department discov-
ered, to its chagrin, that only
10 of its 34,000 employees
were fluent in Arabic, it
launched the $114 million
National Security Languages
Initiative, which includes Star
Talk, a nationwide program
designed to promote “strategic

SULTUNE CLASH: Supporters of the first Arabic-English public school

languages™Chinese and Ara-
bic—for kindergarten to col-
lege students. But as the num-
ber of Arabic-language
students and programs in-
creases, small but media-savyy
groups like Campus Watch, a
university-focused organiza-
tion, and the Madrassa Coali-
tion {the word “madrassa” may
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evoke images of militant Tslam
in the West but it simply
means “school” in Arabic) have
vowed to step up their fight,
The coalition has gone nation-
wide as the Citizens for Ameri-
can Values in Public Education
(CAVPE), claiming that its
mission is to halt radical Is-
lamist agendas in curricula.
“We do not oppose teaching of}
Arabic in public schools,” says
Stuart Kaufman, president of
CAVPE. “But we are at war
with a branch of Islam, [and]
a tactic they intend to use is
education and the inculcation
of children. Look at the
madrassas in Pakistan. The
fear ... is not ill founded.” :
So will conflict-wary public
schools think twice before :
implementing Arabic pro-
grams? Seasoned educators g
aren’t too worried. “Acadennia i
well aware of these groups that
try to create a sort of academic.
censorship;” says Mahmoud Al
Batal, associate professor of
Arabic at the University of
Texas, who has been teaching
his native language to Ameri- -
cans for more than 20 years.
“They have a small impact, but
students are much more soph%
ticated than the people behind;
Campus Watch. Their sheer
numbers are saying that this
language is important, so
please, step aside and just alloy
usto learn” More and more
schools are starting to listen. §
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