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First I’d like to acknowledge the traditional owners of the land and in a spirit of reconciliation 

pay my respects to elders past and present. 

Thank you for inviting me to be part of this conference to introduce you to our school the 

Australian International Academy…It is a great honour and privilege to be with you today….The 

title given to us….of this segment is “who’s in my Backyard… preparing for a tsunami of 

change” ……I want to assure you that we are in no ones backyard but we are part of the very 

fabric of this wonderful district and we are not a tsunami /disaster but rather a lovely breeze, ( 

rose garden) I hope.  

The Australian International Academy is the first Islamic school to commence in Melbourne 

Australia in 1983. We now have 6 campuses, 3 in Melbourne, 2 in Sydney and 1 in Abu Dhabi. 

All AIA schools are IB World Schools offering the local certificates, and following the national 

Curriculum as well as the IB programmes—PYP, MYP and IB Diploma to year 11 and 12 

together with VCE or HSC. 

The Kellyville Campus commenced in 2013 and will be built over 6 stages and eventually will 

house 800 students from Kindergarten to Year 6. At the moment we have 300 students in Kindy 

to Year 10. Each year we go up a year level until year 12. Our students are mostly first and 

second generation Australians from various backgrounds and our staff are very ethnically and 

religiously diverse as well---we have Muslim, Christian, Jewish, atheist, agnostics. 

We have graduated close to 2,000 students since 1995 and our graduates have gone on to be 

doctors, lawyers, dentists, optometrists, teachers, nurses, accountants, business men and women, 

writers, and so on.  

Before I talk about our schools programmes I’d like to first talk about the language of 

stereotyping that our children are constantly facing and which we as educators have to deal 

with: 
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Let’s pretend for a moment that you’re a young Australian Muslim. On any given day you are 

likely to wake up to something like this: 

The alarm clock rings. As you get ready for school you turn on the television or radio—you hear 

the words ‘Muslim and Islamic terrorists’. A popular talk show celebrity calling for a ban on 

Muslim immigration. Pauline Hanson trading jokes with commentators in an interview as she 

compares Muslims to ‘dangerous dogs’ that need to be ‘put down’ her words…You sit on public 

transport and the person next to you is reading a newspaper. The headline screams something 

about Islamic schools breeding Muslim terrorists and teaching their kids to hate Australians 

On social media, your friends and family share daily stories of incidents of abuse. Your newsfeed 

fills up with another person spat at, another property graffitied, another mosque vandalised, 

another pig’s head thrown into somebody’s home, another petrol bomb thrown at the Principal’s 

car parked at the school while they are praying tarawih in Ramadan. 

 

This is all real. The Islamophobia Register Australia, founded in 2014, documents reports of 

Islamophobic incidents. Data collected so far shows an alarming increase in attacks on people 

and property. Just recently one of our mothers was dropping her children off to school when a car 

slowed down in front of our school gates and the driver yelled out ‘F off terrorists!’ This 

happened in front of her 7 and 9 year-old children. One of our teachers was told by the day care 

looking after her 2 year old son that they can no longer offer halal food to her son. 

This is all happening and escalating and our young people are caught up in the midst of it all at a 

time in their lives when, just like all children and teenagers, all they want is to get on with the 

business of figuring out who they are, get on with being teenagers negotiating friendships, family, 

school yard crushes, pimples, body image, identity, school work. And yet, Australian Muslim 

youth are burdened with the weight of Islamophobia    and the way we educate and support our 

students is increasingly reflecting a real need to take into account the emotional impact of racism 

on our students.  

As teachers we worry about how this climate of hostility, aggression and racism– justified in the 

name of so-called freedom of speech– can create feelings of alienation, rejection and insecurity 

among our students.  

One of our students comments upon returning from an interfaith meeting-they loved us miss— 
Another, after our campus in Melbourne was vandalized for the fourth time in one year---why do 
they hate us? 
 
The AIA schools try to turn these challenges and frustrations into successes and rewards.  
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Australian Muslims need to feel that they are part of the society in which they live, that they are 
valued as active participants contributing their share and exercising responsible economic roles 
from which they derive satisfaction and gain financial security.  
 
They need to possess skills and attitudes that enable them to learn more and benefit from their 
experiences. Society in turn needs responsible citizens who are willing and capable of carrying 
out productive work and living harmoniously with other members of the community. 
 
At AIA we are trying to provide students with a sound education that will help Australian 
Muslim children and society fulfill those needs. Our programmes and structures allow for ample 
expression of a set of core values, which are fundamental to the well being of the individual and 
of humanity as a whole. By living and practicing the values we hope that they become central 
character traits within the lives of the students.  

                                              
Our schools are about values and character building, about living in harmony with oneself, with 
others, with the environment. It’s about beauty, peace, it’s about looking upon all humanity as 
one family, about enjoining goodness & forbiding wrongdoing & oppression, about practicing 
charity & justice. 
 
Students at AIA learn about values through living them continually in situation after situation and 
through the school’s curriculum, which places emphasis on character building and a value driven 
life.  

                                                                                     
Students are greatly involved in community projects. Fundraising for various local and 
international charities, (Red Cross, Cancer Foundation, Guide Dog, Fire Fighters, MS Readathon, 
Children’s Hospital) , teaching nursing home residents how to use mobile phones, internet, 
neighbours Morning Tea, tree planting, Clean up Australia Day involvement,  Food Drive for the 
homeless and refugees, all these are just a few of the many Community and Service projects 
students have been involved in.  
 
It is through such projects that students grow to realise the importance and value of of showing 
care and compassion and of helping others. They become active, responsible and caring 
individuals and thus develop a positive outlook on life and an improved self -esteem.  
 
BUILDING BRIDGES and Together for Humanity are two such programmes whereby 
Christian, Jewish and Muslim students get together and participate in a series of forums where 
they learn to understand more about each other and get to know something of each others faiths 
and backgrounds.  
 
These programmes which promote interfaith dialogue are very effective in harnessing the very 
best that is inherent within all of us to meet the challenges we all face today. They highlight the 
unity and commonalities that already exist between us, and allow the students to appreciate and 
respect their differences. Interfaith dialogue helps students develop an awareness that similarities 
are more important than differences, but that differences must be identified and discussed in order 
to understand, respect and appreciate our diversity. 
 
Bringing together students from different faiths and backgrounds undoubtedly enhances mutual 
understanding, respect and trust, and help alleviate those feelings of fear, alienation, rejection and 
insecurity, on all sides 
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Our Interfaith Programmes are driven and characterised by a desire to understand rather than 
judge and a willingness to learn rather than teach & impose—It’s about building relationships. 
Education is the best agent of long-term change- Jan Jack Roussou said, plants are fashioned by 
cultivation, man by education. 
 
Schools are communities of hope and the wonderful programmes and experiences they provide, 
help students and staff learn to respect differences, celebrate similarities and develop a 
sense of community.  
We believe that education and character ethics are very important foundations of success and 
we as a school and as educators have a great responsibility, and play a very crucial role in helping 
the student succeed academically as well as develop habits of good character.  
 
What I want to make clear today though is how much pride and admiration I have for our 
Australian Muslim young people. Far be it for me to cast them as victims, they in fact continue 
to amaze me with their resilience, their compassion, their commitment to social justice and their 
efforts to rise above the racist climate they navigate.  
 
One thing I have learnt in all my years as an educator is that solidarity within and between 
communities is what builds social cohesion. We are not alone in this responsibility. The 
community around us, the different organisations we engage with, our neighbours and friends all 
contribute to the students development. 
 
Together we can make a difference. 
 
 
 


