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I.       Malaysia’s Youth Problem

Introduction

Malaysia has reached an important time in its young history. It remains one of, if not the only modern, majority Muslim, democratic nations in the world. It has experienced more growth and change in one generation than perhaps any other nation in history. Many of the well-educated professionals driving Malaysia’s high-tech economy themselves grew up in small rural villages, many of which were without basic modern conveniences. Now, this same generation of people is the driving force behind one of the most progressive nations in all of Asia. 

The development that Malaysia and its people have undergone is nothing short of astounding, and the rate of change continues essentially unfettered. For the majority Muslim population in particular, the changes have had mixed results. Malaysia’s Muslims – most of whom are Malays – have reaped many of the benefits of the economic success that has been achieved over the past twenty years. This economic success has translated into greater opportunities of all kinds including educational advancement as well as business and entrepreneurial expansion. 

Despite the material success that has resulted from Malaysia’s economic and physical development, there has been a serious downside to Malaysia’s growth. Social ills in the nation have risen steeply, especially among younger Malaysians (Badaruddin, 2002). Particularly troubling is the nature of the problems occurring among the Muslim young people. Such a high prevalence of social problems among youth directly threatens the current and future direction of the nation, which in turn jeopardizes every other aspect of national importance including the growth that has made Malaysia the economic jewel of Southeast Asia. As the nation continues to move forward with its Vision 2020 plan, the youth of today are in line to be the future inheritors of a fully developed and modern Malaysia. The current number of children in Malaysia is estimated to be around 48 percent of the total population. This number is significant considering they will make up the working class group in the year 2020—the target year of Malaysia’s 2020 Vision, where the country is set to be a fully developed nation (Badaruddin, 2002). Due to the increasing level and alarming nature of a variety of social ills, however, the health and well being of young people, along with the future success of the entire nation is in question. 

YOUTH AND NATION BUILDING:  THE YOUTH FACTOR IN MALAYSIA’S “VISION 2020” 

In his ‘Vision 2020’ working paper entitled “The Way Forward,” Prime Minister Dato' Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad outlined his vision for a fully developed Malaysia to be attained by the year 2020. In it, he details his version of ‘full development’ as a nation that “is fully developed along all the dimensions: economically, politically, socially, spiritually, psychologically and culturally. We must be fully developed in terms of national unity and social cohesion, in terms of our economy, in terms of social justice, political stability, system of government, quality of life, social and spiritual values, national pride and confidence (Mohamad, 1996).” Putting forth such an ambitious program for his nation, the Malaysian Prime Minister’s concept of development greatly depends on the abilities, morality and competencies of the people of Malaysia. His Vision 2020 challenge was no less than a call for all Malaysians to not only embrace the idea of a modern and progressive Malaysia, but for each and every Malaysian to engage in the process of ongoing refinement, self-improvement and learning in many different areas. Only with a populace dedicated to progress on all levels can Dr. Mahathir’s challenge of Vision 2020 be achieved. 


Vision 2020 is a long-term nation-building plan that is still at least one generation away from realization. As such, the Vision’s aggressive ideals are highly dependent on younger Malaysians, who will be the future leaders of the country when the Vision comes to pass in or around 2020. Young Malaysians, who make up 60% of the population, are the driving force in the country’s march towards being a fully developed nation (Rajah, 2003). Youth in general represent a unique sector of the population. By and large, they are more idealistic, willing to give selfless service, sensitive to the needs of society, and open to new ideas and impulses, then their elders. These characteristics of youth can greatly influence the development process in Malaysia. They are more open to national appeals for service, hard work and honest efforts. Their creativity and openness to new ideas and ways of life enable them to be effective agents of change. They are more mobile. They are also more open to undertake new experiments, risky endeavours and adventures. Young people with these and other traits, abilities and energies, can be a great asset to a nation in its striving towards its development goals (Hamzah et al, 1997). 
As such, how the country deals with its young now and over the course of the next two decades is critical to achieving the complete vision put forth by the Prime Minister. Young Malaysians, therefore, should be looked at as the most important variable in Malaysia’s drive toward development. This requires knowledge of what they need to develop into the type of human beings and citizens that are not only competent, but have the capacity to lead the nation toward progress and success.

YOUTH SOCIAL ILLS AS A THREAT TO NATION BUILDING

‘Youth’ is a strategic sector of the population. Organized youth are a major power in any society that can -- and have throughout history – brought about many changes. Most Asian countries have experiences of youth power. In a number of countries, political parties vie among themselves to secure support of youth either to capture state power or to stay in power. This itself is an indication that the future of a nation depends largely on youth. The direction that today’s youth take is quite decisive for the future of any nation (Hamzah et al, 1997).
Despite the clear need for a strong and well-prepared youth population, Malaysia is struggling with the reality of increasing rates of social ills among its youth. A list of such ills common to Americans, Europeans, and many other Asians, like the rise in the rates of divorce, crime, out-of-wedlock pregnancy, drug abuse and HIV infection, have been appearing in Malaysia in great number (Badaruddin, 2002). Cases of child-abuse, runaways, drug abuse, truancy, school dropouts, vandalism, gangsterism, bohsia and others are also on the rise (Cheu, 1997). Particularly due to the high and growing prevalence of such problems among the Muslim youth, everyone from policy makers to social scientists to the average adult on the street are perplexed and concerned. Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad himself revealed that Malays constitute the majority of those involved, but was at a loss as to why Malay youth are more susceptible to these social ills as compared to youth of other ethnic communities in Malaysia (PKK - Muslimedia, 1997). The great concern for moral degradation and social ills that have been expressed by the Prime Minister and other leaders thus points to a very real problem in Malaysia. 

Numbers on the steady increase in social ills among youth in Malaysia tell a very troubling picture. For instance, criminal cases involving juveniles has increased by 62% from 2,408 cases in 1980 to 4,012 cases in 1995.  In the period of 1990-95, 60% of the juvenile cases involved teenagers between the age of 16 to 18 years.  Almost 35% involved children between 13 to 15 years old, while 6% involved children between 10 to 12 years old (Malaysia, 1997). For cases of drug addiction, a total of 1,288 drug abusers were detained under Section 39(B) of Akta Dadah Berbahaya 1952, 2,216 under Section 39(A), 1,112 under other sections of the same act and 7,857 under other acts related to drugs in 1996 (Utusan Malaysia, 18 January 1997).  Statistics show an increasing number of inmates over the years from 1993 to 1997, from 7,901 to 14,155 whereas the One-Stop Centers (Pusat Serenti) could only accommodate 12,600 in 1997 (Ministry of Home Affairs, 1998). This indicates that the rate at which drug abuse cases has increased is so high that the government does not have the capacity to handle the problem effectively (in Anonymous (c), 2003). 

Research done on various other social problems among Malay and Chinese students in the Klang valley in 1996 found that 98% of Chinese students returned home after school compared to 50% among the Malays. The research also found that 70% of youths aged between 13 and 21 years were smokers while 40% watched obscene videos, 28% involved in gambling and 14% were involved in heavy drug addiction (Berita Harian, 15 February 1997, in Anonymous (c), 2003).


It was also reported in the same study that in 1995, 36% or 7,300 of those infected by HIV were youths aged between 20 and 29 years. The incidence of crime among youths rose from 2,480 in 1970 to 4,012 in 1995, and girls involved in immoral activities also rose from 325 in 194 to 859 in 1995 (Anonymous (c), 2003). Furthermore, teenagers abandoned 55 babies in 1992, 41 in 1993 and 49 in 1994. The number of teenaged drug addicts had soared from 7,750 in 1992 to 9,727 in 1993 and 10,153 in 1994 and runaway cases rose from 4,772 in 1992 to 4,939 in 1994 (Cheu, 1997).

Available statistics from the past decade highlight the prevalence and seriousness of the problem of social ills among Malaysian youth. Recently, some attempts have been made to better understand the nature and causes of the problems, which many say is rooted in the dramatic changes that have occurred in the country over the past generation. 


It is well known that Malaysia is experiencing a tremendous pace of development. From a country that only 20 years ago was primarily a producer of tea, rubber, tin, and cooking oil, it is now one of the world’s largest exporters of semiconductors (Badaruddin, 2002). The national government’s Seventh Malaysian Plan (RM7) plainly associates the rise in social ills among Malaysian youth to the industrialization, rapid urbanization, and rural-urban migration that has occurred over this period. Others attribute the problem to an unbalanced approach to development, where physical development has been given priority over spiritual and social requirements (2002). 


Abraham (2002) cautioned that the future (for Malaysia) is bleak in the face of globalization if social ills are not handled properly. Likewise, if globalization is not properly managed, various urban problems will continue harassing children, who are currently victimized by a severe deficiency in public recreational and ‘safe’ spaces (Badaruddin, 2002). Cheu (1997) however, believed that the instability of the Malay family and community is largely due to the rapid erosion of absolute values in traditional culture and not due to the advancement of information technology per se. He further argued that rejecting advanced information technology or globalization is no remedy to overcoming its disintegrating effects; rather, it may be viewed as a form of escapism (in Badaruddin, 2002).

LOOKING BEYOND THE NUMBERS: THE NATURE OF THE CRISIS 


The numbers of youth social ills are alarming, yet, even they do not tell the complete picture of what is happening with our young people. Malaysian youth today are in the middle of a tidal wave of changes happening around them, leaving them vulnerable and exposed to a variety of dangers. The combination of excessive materialism and consumerism, the influence of foreign and western media, the demise of traditional values and culture, less time spent at home and with parents, the loss of the extended family, the lack of discipline, corruption among leaders and other adults in society, loss of regular and constructive contact with adults, an increasingly problematic education system, ineffective youth organizations, and other factors have all contributed to the growing problems and hopelessness among youth. Too many adults within Malaysia are quick to blame young people for the rise in promiscuity, drug use, black metal culture and other problems, without giving thought to what adults have done to contribute to these problems.  Too many of us do not take the time to see the world through the eyes of young people to understand what is happening around them and influencing their life decisions.

Young people today are living in a time unlike any before. For the first time in history, the lifestyle of a young person in Malaysia can be directly influenced by the trends of his counterparts on the other side of the world. Youth of today are citizens of a global culture – a culture that does not stop at the local kampung, state, or nation, but one that stretches across continents. This culture must be understood, for it is not value-neutral. It is fueled by human desires and whims, and as such, leaves youth particularly vulnerable to its lures. 


Violence, materialism, sectarianism, cultural ambiguity, and an increased sense of ‘meaninglessness’ color today’s global culture. Conversely, it is also a world rich in information, resources, opportunity and expertise. Nevertheless, incidents like Columbine High School (U.S.) a few years ago and the school shooting in Germany that followed have awoken people to the realization that the modern world, with its one-dimensional emphasis on economic and material success, is taking its toll on the human soul. Social ills everywhere are now reaching alarming proportions. Such problems in the West have existed for decades, but now Asian countries, as well as others where certain social ills were once unheard of twenty years ago, are facing similar circumstances. According to the United Nations (1993), statistically, by the early 1990s, young people in the Asian and pacific region had already constituted the most criminally active portion of the population. 


The global age, with its emphasis on material success, has created an environment that defines people in terms of their economic productivity and value – as resources, rather than human beings. No group is more affected by this than youth, who are especially targeted in terms of their “future earning potential,” and their willingness to spend money. Historically, youth as resources was also their role in such periods as the Industrial Revolution, where young people worked as laborers of all kinds, contributing to the building of the Western industrial nations. The current “information age,” although toned down through child labor laws, is much the same, with youth being valued as resources that will one-day determine the future economic success of the state. 

As such, the environment that youth live in today is loaded with contradictions. For example, Malaysia, a Muslim country with an age-old history of Islamic values and safeguards has completely given way to the cultural promiscuity and superficiality of the west. Despite the Prime Minister’s repeated calls to be wary of allowing foreign cultures to gain a foothold in the country, virtually nothing has been done to stop the flow of foreign media and marketing into Malaysia. Although there remains a strong element of traditional Islamic values and customs on the one hand, there is the increasing presence and influence of the very opposite through what is allowed on the television, in the print media and in the marketplace. These media are undoubtedly a major influence on youth in Malaysia. Research from the west has shown that by the time the average child in the U.S. leaves elementary school (approximately 10 years old), he or she has witnessed 8,000 murders and 100,000 other acts of violence on the television screen (Huston, 1992). As such, the explosion of mass media and its impact on children’s development through television, radio, and print cannot be ignored. 


Furthermore, the decreased role and influence of righteous and caring adults in the lives of youth has created a huge ‘values vacuum’. Influential adults – parents and teachers primarily – are losing their influence on youth and peer groups are increasingly the source of young peoples’ acquisition of values. This has added to the loss of respect that youth have for adults and has increased their desire for rebelliousness. The greatly reduced amount of time adults spend with youth, and their ineffectiveness in transferring Islamic values and knowledge, has resulted in an overall loss of adab in the society at large. A loss of adab within the individual translates into a lack of adab among human relationships. This inevitably translates into a loss of justice within the society as a whole, for adab reflects the proper place of all things according to the will of the Creator (Al-Attas, 1993). Therefore, within individuals themselves, a loss of adab means the loss of balance between the needs of mind, body and soul – a major problem that exists among youth today, who are more prone to adopting extreme lifestyles than ever before. 

II. Alternative Education as Solution to Malaysia’s Youth Problem: 

The Taqwa International Gayong Academy (TIGA) Model

As evident from the above analysis of the youth problem in Malaysia, a comprehensive approach to addressing the growing negative trends must be adopted. The issues impacting youth are not specific; they are structural and systemic and stem from dramatic changes occurring on many different levels within the society. Thus, to address the problem adequately, the solution must also be comprehensive and address the growing systemic weaknesses in major institutions such as the family and schools. 

The following case study of the Taqwa International Gayong Academy (TIGA) is based on the experience of the Academy in the United States where it began and functioned for several years up to the September 11th bombing in New York City. Subsequently, TIGA left the U.S. and returned to Malaysia where it is now running in Penang and continues to serve a smaller number of American Muslim youth. The case study included below is based on the organization’s work in the U.S.

The Founding and Experience of Gayong Academy in the United States: Meeting the Needs of Troubled African-American Muslim Youth

Gayong Academy is a direct response to the very serious problems facing African-American Muslim youth and their education. Founded by a husband and wife team from Malaysia, Gayong Academy aims to provide a holistic, safe, fully Islamic environment for young people who have no where else to go. Those who have been deemed incorrigible, difficult, those who have been kicked out of public schools, and many of whose parents have lost control -- these are the students of Gayong Academy. 


According to the Directors, Sulaiman Sharif and his wife Nurliza Khalid, these young people are not bad, they are not 'evil,' and they are not sick, despite having been labeled as such by society. They simply have not had the environment, education and guidance needed to flourish. As Muslims, their exposure to Islam is so limited, that when they enroll at the school they often know nothing about their religion. Some are not even Muslim when they enter the school. The work of educating them, therefore, must be holistic and experiential, as many of these youth are not young children but already adolescents. Thus, much of what they learn must go beyond traditional book learning; rather, it must occur through modeling and application in daily activities to give the students ample opportunity to internalize the knowledge they receive. 


According to Dr. Sidek Baba of the International Islamic University in Malaysia, (2002), for education to take place, a fourfold process must occur within a student. First, a person must understand a lesson, teaching or experience. Once the individual has a basic understanding of what they are learning, they must process the experience. Processing means to actually make sense of what has been experienced to the point that it has been internalized, until it has become part of the person, not simply something that has been acquired on face value. Internalization also implies that the person not only understands what has been experienced, but that it is second nature to them and has become part of their fundamental knowledge base. Once this has occurred, the final process is for the student to manifest the learning, or give back to others in the form of teaching, instruction or advice so that the person has a displayed mastery of it. He or she can not only model it, but also teach it to others and pass on the newly acquired knowledge. According to Dr. Sidek, until these four phases have occurred, education has not fully taken place within an individual. This understanding of the full process of education is a central part to the philosophy underlining the Gayong Academy program. 


Through ongoing consistency in application, Sulaiman and Liza work to undue much of the self-destructiveness that their students have acquired from their home lives and previous school environments, as they often conflict with Islamic teachings and norms. Ongoing consistency in application, according to Sulaiman, means uncompromising discipline and dedication to the Islamic way of life. This must be inculcated daily through lessons and teaching, and must result in manifested changes in behavior and attitude on the part of the students. Action takes the form of learning, caring for the school environs, making the compulsory and recommended worship (‘ibadah), eating properly and maintaining a healthy and balanced diet, helping one another, and performing the traditional Malay warrior art of Silat Seni Gayong. To live at Gayong Academy is to be fully entrenched in an environment that is purposefully designed 24 hours a day. From early morning (fajr) prayer to after (‘isha) prayer, Gayong Academy’s disciples are engaged in meaningful activities. Such a high concentration of activity does not exclude time for recreation and rest however, for Islam requires us to honor the rights our bodies have over us. Thus, even leisure time is scheduled at the Academy. It is not afforded to students to fill time, but rather to balance out their day and provide their bodies and minds with a needed break at appropriate times. Purposeful planning of each day makes the Gayong Academy way of life an Islamic way of life – one of balance, moderation and purpose. 

Daily Life at Gayong Academy

“And that those on whom knowledge has been bestowed may learn that the (Qur'an) is the Truth from thy Lord, and that they may believe therein, and their hearts may be made humbly (open) to it: for verily Allah is the Guide of those who believe, to the Straight Way (Qur’an, 22:54).


The range of activities afforded to Gayong Academy students is quite extensive. The daily routine of the school begins with one hour of early morning prayer (solatul fajr) and remembrance of God (dhikrullah) in the form of a standard wird every morning to get the students in the correct frame of mind and to help them focus on the day ahead. Following solatul fajr, the students spend one hour on Islamic studies, including learning the Qur’an both in Arabic as well as its English translation. Following Islamic studies, the students must clean the entire school grounds, from the bathrooms to the gymnasium to their own rooms with each student having his specific assigned task. This daily routine instills the concept of purification (tahara) in the students, as well as the importance of working together to understand how a community is supposed to function. As a place of ‘ibadah, the school must be kept clean as Islam commands physical purity as a prerequisite for worship. Thus, this lesson is not only taught to the students in word, but is put into practice daily by them. Consistency in application is enforced by making sure that the ‘chores’ are performed adequately every day and to the standard required by Islam. 


Following the daily cleaning of the school, the students take a break for breakfast. After having already accomplished much in the way of ‘ibadah, Islamic studies and school maintenance, the students enjoy their first break of the day. Following breakfast, the academic portion of the school day begins. The 30 students are broken into two main groups – older and younger students, which is less reflective of their ages and more toward their academic levels. From here, the two groups are taught four subjects – math, science, social studies, and English/reading -- for approximately one hour each. Sulaiman instructs the older group of students while Liza teaches the younger group. Within the academic lessons, time for individualized instruction is afforded for those that need extra help. Being a 24-hour a day home school and not having to respond to the demands of formal educational settings, Sulaiman and Liza have enormous flexibility in delivering their lessons. They make full use of this freedom to ensure that their students – almost all of whom can be classified as having “special needs” – receive whatever instruction they require.  The Academy is certified by state and local education boards, and their students are qualified to sit for the necessary state examinations at the conclusion of each grade level. In this way, Gayong Academy is preparing its students to advance and quality for formal education beyond the 12th grade level, with the specific target of preparing them for attendance at the International Islamic University in Malaysia. With this program, Sulaiman and Liza feel they are able to provide a solution-based alternative educational program for young people who, for a variety of reasons, cannot succeed in formal and public lower school settings. 


After breaking for noon (dhuhr) prayer and lunch, the students continue with their academics until the late afternoon (‘asr) prayer. Following ‘asr prayer, there is a short lesson on the way/practice (Sunnah) and biography (seerah) of the Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings of Allah be upon him). Then, from around 5:00 to 7:00 everyday, the students partake in Silat Gayong class in the gymnasium. Daily Silat class is the most enjoyable time of day for a majority of the children. As kids generally love to be active, many boys are also quite fond of martial arts. Silat, while technically a martial art, meets the physically fitness and activity needs of kids and more. As an art founded and propagated by the Muslim Malays of Southeast Asia, it is a Muslim art, and is steeped in Islamic etiquette (adab) and teachings. It is an all-in-one exercise of body, mind and soul, as the demanding nature of the training requires its disciples to push themselves to their limits. In addition, the art is taught with full God-consciousness, and is taught only according to the laws of Islam and through the guidance of the guru. 


After Silat class and the sunset (maghrib) prayer, the children wash up and prepare for dinner. After dinner, ‘isha prayer is performed and then the children spend the final hour of their day preparing their homework for the following day. After homework at 10:00, it’s lights out. This concludes the daily weekday schedule for Gayong Academy’s disciples. Weekends at the Academy are a little bit more relaxed, as Sulaiman and Liza spend much of their time shopping and stocking up on supplies. To balance out the rigorous weekday schedule, Sulaiman allows the kids more recreational time on weekends, and sometimes parents will pick their children up and take them home for a short break. 


The Gayong Academy daily schedule is purposefully planned for virtually every moment of every day. One of the goals of the schedule is balance – mind, body and soul. “A human being has a body, mind, and soul. To be able to function properly, one aspect should not be developed at the expense of the others. The duty of human kind is to maintain the balance so that each part complements the others instead of being in conflict with them (Al Zeera, 2001).” The right mix of physical, mental and spiritual exercise helps to produce young people who are smart, strong, humble and happy. This is the goal of the Gayong Academy daily program, consistent with that of Islamic education – to produce high quality, well-rounded human beings. The type of education designed not only for the acquisition of information and knowledge, but the full development of students both inside and out. 

Islamic Education and Gayong Academy


Gayong Academy was founded as a response to the grave educational problems facing young Muslim Americans growing up in inner-city environments. Such youth are often labeled as problem cases very early on in life and, as a result, can never escape from these stigmas. To adequately serve this population of youth, Gayong Academy was started with the intention of providing an alternative educational solution to the problems faced by these young people. In effect, the Academy is trying to alter the entire education experience for youth who – for a variety of reasons – do not succeed in the public education systems where they live. 


This notion of altering the education experience as a goal of Islamic education has been purported by Prof. Dr. Syed Muhammad Naquib Al-Attas, Founder and former Director of ISTAC (The International Institute for Islamic Thought and Civilization) in Malaysia, in several of his works. As he writes in his book, “Islam and Secularism” (1993), “…our task at present is to alter the system of education known to us – and in some cases to modify it – so that it patterns itself after the Islamic system of order and discipline.”  As an Academy of Islamic education, this is part of the founding goal of Gayong Academy – to create an educational alternative for youth who have virtually nowhere else to go and to bring order to the lives of young people who have never known it before. Thus, instead of simply providing a different educational setting within the same system, which is just window dressing and bound to fail, Gayong Academy attempts to totally re-create the educational experience for its students. An educational experience completely different than the one they receive in the public school system in that it values them as human beings and aims to develop them in the Islamic mold of vicegerent (khalifah), not simply a citizen of the state. 


Gayong Academy focuses on a population of young people who are, according to U.S. education standards, “special needs” students. It would be quite an accomplishment in and of itself if such an institution existed for so-called “normal” children. Gayong Academy, however, serves a population that is anything but normal. Its young people have been labeled ‘failures’ and ‘problems’ by their society, some at as young an age as seven years old. For example, one young boy who enrolled at the Academy when he was nine years old showed up with a juvenile detention history file one-inch thick! 


Islamic education in the mold of Gayong Academy thus becomes a solution to a very serious problem, one created by Western society and which cannot be cured using secular western methods. The time, money, resources and energy spent by government and non-governmental entities to remedy the problems of the education system in the U.S. testify to this. The secular system has no proven, viable solutions to this problem because the problem is grounded in the way of life of the society itself. The system is the problem yet because no one is willing to overhaul the fundamental values that define the society’s way of life, the problems can never adequately be addressed. Thus, thousands of American children fall through the cracks every year, their lives wasted. As Muslims, we know there is only one answer to this problem, and that is to provide an educational alternative that is entirely based on the Islamic worldview of life, one that aims to develop young people into sound human beings, not simply commodities for some capitalist economy. Education in this light becomes more than schooling, but the way toward full development of children into God-fearing, healthy, law-abiding, productive, and moral human beings. 

The Modern Madrassah


“Islam’s ultimate purpose is to reveal the Unity of the Divine Principle and to integrate the world of multiplicity in the light of that Unity. Spirituality in Islam is inseparable from the awareness of the One, of Allah, and a life lived according to His Will (Nasr, 1987).” The ultimate goal of Gayong Academy is to actualize tawhid (unity/oneness of God) in everyday life -- not only in living, but also in educating. It is difficult today to find an environment, a community, one place even where a fully tawhidic lifestyle is promoted and practiced. At Gayong Academy, the founders set out to create an environment and educational program that fully “integrates the world of multiplicity in the light of Divine Unity.” 


Unlike many madrassahs around the world, Gayong Academy does not attempt to take its students back to the 7th century to live and understand Islam. It is a fully modern school with technology, computers, and “contemporary” knowledge. Unfortunately, many in the Muslim world nowadays believe that any modern inventions are beyond the realm of God because they are the products of countries ruled by those that do not believe in Islam or tawhid. According to Prof. Malik Badri, however, any idea to the effect of creating a split in the universe between “of God” and “not of God” is also a split between science and religion, which goes against the basic Islamic concept of tawhid. He goes on to say, “when their hearts move closer to God and they have a clearer vision of the universe, people realize that the globe and all it contains represent but an insignificant atom in the infinite domain of God. Moreover, God says in the Qur’an that it is He Who created human beings and whatever the human mind and hands have made: “God has created you and your handiwork” (Qur’an, 37:96) (2000).” 


By applying the Qur’an in this manner, Gayong Academy fully integrates modern technology and knowledge into its curriculum, always with taqwa (God consciousness) and worshipful obedience. The Directors make full use of digital video and sound equipment, computers, and intercoms to augment the life of the students and the functioning of the greater school community. Such technology is used to put on semesterly Silat productions for the parents and community, provide computer programs to help students with Qur’anic recitation, produce Silat instructional videos, and others. In this way, the Academy has proven that modern technology and traditional Islamic practice are not mutually exclusive. Thus, following the advice of the second caliph of Islam, Umar al-Khattab (may Allah be please with him), who once said, "Teach your children with contemporary knowledge, for they are born in an era which is different from yours," Gayong Academy approaches education in a way that aims to prepare youth for the modern world in a way not only consistent with Islam, but in such a way that proves that technology can be used to advance and heighten the Islamic lifestyle. 

A True Leadership Academy

“O David! We did indeed make thee a vicegerent on earth: so judge thou between men in truth (and justice): Nor follow thou the lusts (of thy heart), for they will mislead thee from the Path of Allah: for those who wander astray from the Path of Allah, is a Penalty Grievous, for that they forget the Day of Account. (Qur’an 38:26).”


Gayong Academy exists to teach students to uphold the Qur’an and work toward reclaiming their rightful roles as vicegerents on earth. Muslims, by the Creator’s own definition, are supposed to be God’s deputies on earth to establish justice, peace and the Sacred Law. Muslims as a whole, however, have lost not only the greater vision of their purpose and role as leaders for all mankind, but also the methodology and knowledge of how to reclaim it. As a result, under Western secular leadership and education systems, the modern world is embroiled in violence, poverty, injustice, disease and inequality (Al-Attas, 1993). Never before perhaps has there been a greater need for people to return to Qur’anic principles to make the world livable, equitable and just for the whole of humanity. This, however, requires a group of leaders who are not only strong, but also knowledgeable in the affairs of both this world and the hereafter. 


Gayong Academy’s approach to this need is leadership development grounded in the tawhidic notion of the ‘unity of the self.’ According to Zahra Al Zeera, (2001), “Because of this special position granted to the human being in Islam, any Islamic education system should first acknowledge and develop integrated human beings. The (Islamic) education system should address the Muslim learner as a whole person who possesses a body, mind, and soul, and prepare the various faculties of that person to realize the wholeness of life and hence the unity of the Divine Principle.” To nurture students not simply to become good citizens, nor to be good Muslims even, but leaders -- true khulafah -- capable of tackling the world’s problems, an education system must be able to teach wholeness of life, both in theory and practice. This, in effect, represents the ultimate Islamic educational experience as well as the ultimate leadership-training program. One that prepares youth how to problem-solve in any environment and in any situation they may find themselves through full reliance on God -- the realization of tawhid. This is the legacy of the Messenger of God (saw), whose life was the greatest example of a ‘master-of-all-trades’ the world has ever known. Along these lines, Michael Hart (1978), in 'The 100, A Ranking of the Most Influential Persons In History,’ says, “My choice of Muhammad to lead the list of the world’s most influential persons may surprise some readers and may be questioned by others, but he was the only man in history who was supremely successful on both the secular and religious levels.” 


Gayong Academy’s teachings on this theme of the Prophet’s Sunnah are based on the notion of his life as the ultimate example of well roundedness and the fully capable human being. To strive for excellence in every sphere of living is the Prophet’s life in sum, and perfect character his most important garment. In a Muslim world that has become misguided and intoxicated with status, titles and superficiality in appearances, Gayong Academy strives to convey the heart of the Prophet’s Sunnah to its students, which is his actions, character, and faith in God. This concept as it relates to the greater tawhidic goal has been well articulated by Al Zeera (2001):

“Therefore, acquiring knowledge, thinking, reflection, and contemplation are only one dimension of the development of human beings. The knowledge acquired should be translated into something more concrete that can be utilized to serve humanity. Thus action is the other dimension of the Islamic school of thought… Both knowledge and action should lead to the attainment of the ultimate goal, which is the perfection of human beings, which leads to the realization of the Divine Principle of Unity (p. 74).”

Consistency in application of Knowledge


The concept of tawhid and “oneness” is a primary theme throughout the Gayong Academy program. Being in America, Gayong Academy has the unique mission of attempting to rebuild the tawhidic way of life for students who have grown up in a culture that has successfully secularized the entire life system. Through Gayong Academy’s aggressive 24-hour a day program, the fluidity and oneness of daily life is re-established through the consistent enforcement of Islamic character (akhlak) and adab. Students effectively learn that religious sciences, rational sciences, physical fitness and domestic responsibilities are all part of the same Islamic life system, and thus, are all forms of worship. They learn -- by doing -- that nothing in life can be taken for granted because God sees everything we do. 


Striving for excellence in every aspect of life cannot occur without the teaching and enforcement of adab. Adab is a critical aspect to the educational process, as put forth by Professor Al-Attas in his many works on the subject. According to Dr. Al-Attas, “The fundamental element inherent in the Islamic concept of education is the inculcation of adab, for it is adab in the all-inclusive sense here meant as encompassing the spiritual and material life of man that instills the quality of goodness that is sought after (1993).” In terms of the importance of re-integrating the life system, Dr. Attas continues, “As to the internal causes of the dilemma in which we find ourselves, the basic problems can – it seems to me – be reduced to a single evident crisis which I would simply call the loss of adab.” Thus, Dr. Attas attributes the entire condition of the Muslim ummah (community), and the entire world for that matter, to humanity’s overall loss of adab. Why adab? Why is this one concept so central to education and the life system according to Islam? Loss of adab is “the loss of discipline – the discipline of body, mind, and soul…Since adab refers to recognition and acknowledgement of the right and proper place, station and condition in life and to self-discipline in positive and willing participation in enacting one’s role in accordance with that recognition and acknowledgement, its occurrence in one and in society as a whole reflects the condition of justice.” Thus, loss of adab leads to the loss of order and justice, both within the individual and, ostensibly, throughout the entire society. A society without justice is far removed from the Islamic society. According to Al-Attas, the condition of Muslim societies today, with their lack of justice along the lines of traditional teachings and knowledge, are directly due to the loss of adab within the individual and the daily life of the greater ummah. 


No true knowledge can be instilled in students without the precondition of adab. Just as every ‘ibadah in Islam must have the prescribed ritual purification preceding it, seeking knowledge must have the proper adab as its prerequisite. This includes humility, reverence, acknowledgement and respect of the legitimate authority of knowledge and the hierarchy of knowledge culminating in the Prophet (SAW). Thus, students in Islam must have the proper attitude and conduct toward legitimate authority, for it is those in legitimate authority who provide the link to knowledge of truth (Al-Attas, 1993). 


Inculcating adab is priority number one for Sulaiman and Liza at Gayong Academy, for the simple reason that their students come from backgrounds void of order and justice of any kind. This lack of order, or adab in their lives prior to their time at the Academy, is manifested not only in their behavioral problems, but also in their lack of education and intellectual abilities. For example, it is not uncommon for adolescents at Gayong Academy to be completely uneducated in the most basic of domestic duties. Many also come to the school without basic academic skills such as reading, mathematics, and their command of the English language. Respect for elders and teachers is another area of their lives that is frequently under-emphasized as it is not uncommon for some of the students to have had displayed violence toward teachers and parents in their histories. As these students enter Gayong Academy, therefore, they must not only learn skills but also basic adab. Once they learn and internalize the proper adab, they then begin to develop self-discipline and the will to strive for perfection. 


To start this process, Sulaiman and Liza maintain a highly disciplined environment and clear rules to help their students begin the cultivation of self-discipline. When students first enter Gayong Academy, the drastic difference in environment is often quite a shock. Most of the students come from environments void of discipline of any kind, and when they enter Gayong Academy, they enter a completely disciplined and structured environment from morning until night. The effects are often similar to what can be considered “culture shock.” For a month or two, it is typical for students to be miserable. This is what Sulaiman calls the detoxification process, similar to what a drug or alcohol addict in a rehabilitation center goes through. However, once the child becomes comfortable with the system, becomes friendly with the other students, and gets past his homesickness, he enters a completely new phase of attachment to the school. This can be seen in the youths’ own words, as well as their own lack of desire to return home during school breaks. 


Perhaps the greatest testament to how the students develop is commentary by parents on the children’s conduct when they return home for breaks. Often, parents will comment to Sulaiman and Liza with joy at how different their child has become and how much their behavior has improved. This, on occasion, has brought tears to the eyes of some parents; those who thought at one time they would eventually lose their child to drugs or the streets. To many parents, Gayong Academy is a last resort for their children. Thus, when these types of changes occur, when a child has internalized adab to the point that behavioral changes occur even when he is away from the Academy environs, this is the point that justice has begun to be restored to the soul of the child. 


Although the Academy has not been formally studied to date, there are many indicators that the school is achieving remarkable results in addition to the internal and behavioral changes that people see in the children. From the perspective of both the religious and rational sciences taught at the Academy, some students have achieved remarkable results in a matter of months, while others have progressed at a slower pace. However, all children learn, albeit at different rates. This is the major difference between the Academy and the public schools that these students come from. In the public schools, such students are not afforded the opportunities and extra attention that they receive at the Academy. Thus, the schools often give up on them prematurely. The extra care and attention they are all afforded at Gayong Academy, however, is consistent with the Islamic notion of educating students at their own pace and according to their individual needs. 

Inculcating Adab through Traditional Warrior Arts

“Win over one person and you can win over ten of his friends. Fight with one person and you will have to fight ten of his friends.” – Sulaiman Sharif, Co-Director, Gayong Academy.


Often, in the west, education programs that boast elaborate campuses, state-of-the-art facilities, and a wide range of classes and activities, do not produce students that are well rounded, ethical, moral, respectful and righteous. Researchers have produced many theories as to the ‘missing element’ in Western education that does not effectively allow children to develop into sound human beings. Yet, many educators continue to be at a loss as to how the moral and ethical bar can continue to decrease among their student populations, despite the advances in technology and resources available to them. They continue to blame everything and everyone for this ongoing failure, yet never come close to pinpointing the root of the problem. From the Islamic/Qur’anic/tawhidic perspective, the reason why such resource-plenty programs do not produce “high quality” people is secularization and the lack of adab in the society. ‘Mainstream’ education has essentially lost its connection with spirituality and the absolute truth. According to Nasr (1989):

“The unifying vision with which related knowledge to love and faith, religion to science, and theology to all the departments of intellectual concerns is finally completely lost, leaving a world of compartmentalization where there is no wholeness because holiness has ceased to be of central concern, or is at best reduced to sentimentality (p.48).” 


Gayong Academy’s effectiveness in addressing this problem begins with its formula for inculcating adab, which has much to do with its primary foundation as a Silat Gayong school. As a school grounded in the traditional warrior art of Silat Gayong, the ‘way of the warrior’ is implicitly emphasized throughout the program. The modern day warrior is as much in need of knowledge of the Internet and laptop computers as he is of knowledge of traditional weapons of war. It is for this reason that Gayong Academy disciples are trained for excellence in all realms of life, consistent with the tawhidic principle, and to be capable problem solvers in any situation. According to the traditional ‘philosophy’ of Silat Gayong, the way of the warrior is not to fight, but to overcome -- to overcome whatever obstacle may be put before him by relying on God and using whatever lawful means available. Thus, the warrior becomes the ultimate problem solver.


The Silat Gayong warrior, although trained with in-depth knowledge of hand-to-hand warfare, rarely desires to use the physical application of his art. As an art of war based in Islamic teachings, the primary goal of the warrior is to win over people’s hearts, in the manner of the Prophet of Islam (SAW). However, when one’s life, family, property or religion is directly threatened, one has the duty to act and eradicate such a threat. Nevertheless, even in situations that pose a direct physical threat, Silat Gayong teaches that there are often numerable ways of overcoming such a problem beyond resorting to combative means, solutions that may lead toward a better result for all involved. Thus, the Gayong warrior must have a pure character, great self-control, a fearless heart, and a nimble mind in order to overcome a wide array of adversaries. 


Islam is a doctrine that values life and aims to build, rather than destroy. As such, a certified guru well versed in Islamic knowledge and wisdom must carefully guide the teaching of Silat Gayong to see that students do not erroneously apply what they learn. In the case of the Gayong warrior, building a peaceful and God-centered way of life according to the methodology and guidance of the Divine Law is the goal, and inevitably obstacles must be overcome in order to achieve this. The Gayong warrior knows, however, that all obstacles are but tests from God, and that through a life of worship and closeness to Him, they can be overcome, God willing. This is the foundation of knowledge that the Gayong warrior thus implements into his or her daily life, and what guides his approach and actions toward every situation. 


According to Al-Attas (1993), all knowledge of truth derives from the Prophet (SAW), and has been passed down through an unadulterated chain of transmission, comprising the legitimate authority of knowledge in Islam. This is the basis for adab within Silat Gayong as well, as the guru passes down his knowledge of Islam through and along with knowledge of the art. Gayong, as an art of war, requires strict discipline and obedience to the guru, as the room for error when training in life or death situations is so small. From day one of Gayong training, a disciple learns the importance of adab as one of survival and the uninterrupted flow of knowledge from previous masters. Far from an everyday “power trip,” the respect and responsiveness shown by a Gayong student to his or her teacher becomes imperative to acquire knowledge and practice Gayong in a manner of excellence. In this way, adab is not something forced upon a student per se, but becomes desired by the student as he learns that it is the key to advancing along the path of knowledge and physical ability. 


Gayong Academy is a self-contained environment with a consistent daily schedule, which allows students to transfer their knowledge of adab acquired in the Silat arena to other aspects of their lives with little difficulty. Their full-time teachers, Sulaiman and Liza, become their living models for the teachings they receive. As a result, Gayong Academy’s intensive, safe, and consistent environment makes the transfer of, and ability to receive knowledge fluid and easy for its students, thus maximizing the chances that the knowledge will not only be retained, but also internalized and applied. 

Challenges Faced by the Academy


Despite its successes, Gayong Academy is not without its challenges. Not all children at the school have made such dramatic improvements within a matter of months like others have. As Sulaiman and Liza have learned, it takes a major commitment to rid children of the negative effects caused from years of inadequate public schooling and growing up in unhealthy inner city environments. It is this reason that Sulaiman believes that any lasting impact on students cannot take place before a multi-year, continuous enrollment at the school. Only an intensive and ongoing effort with the children can provide them with the tools they need to succeed and bring them to the point where they can survive – and flourish -- in any environment. He says that for some children, more time is required to accomplish this, especially the ones who enter the Academy as early adolescents.


Furthermore, as a private school that focuses on at-risk youth from low-income families, funding is an issue. Because Sulaiman and Liza are dedicated to providing quality education for this particular group of young people, they keep costs low for the families. Despite their low fees, many parents are unable to meet their expenses, so the Directors are constantly forced to run the school below budget. In the end, however, Gayong Academy survives and the Directors attribute it to “their reliance on Allah SWT in striving to build a full-Islamic educational environment for young Muslims.” 


Other challenges the Directors have had running the Academy include obtaining ongoing support from the community and parents. Since Sulaiman and Liza are responsible for every aspect of the school program, the workload can be exhausting for only two people. In their attempts to bring in help from outside, it has been difficult for them to find qualified individuals who have the same vision and energy in working with the students. Furthermore, parents are at best indifferent about their efforts, making growth of the school difficult. Low monthly revenues also make it nearly impossible to pay talented teachers to help with teaching. This has forced the two to take on most of the tasks themselves, with only limited help from some of their adult students and members of the community. 


Sulaiman and Liza’s dedication to Gayong Academy has not been without its personal costs. They have forgone many opportunities both in the U.S. and Malaysia to have the school. In fact, with their skills, education and experience, many have commented to them that they could be “making a million dollars a year” doing something more lucrative. Despite their sacrifices, they firmly believe that what they do is not complicated and can be replicated elsewhere, given there are others willing to do whatever it takes to see Muslim children succeed. 
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