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PROPOSED RES. NO. 1281-A:
By Council Members Jackson, Mark-Viverito, Foster, Gonzalez, Arroyo, Palma, James, Comrie, Dickens, Mendez, Stewart, Vann, White Jr., Recchia Jr., Rivera, Barron, Gentile, Seabrook, Yassky, Mealy, Liu, Weprin, Baez, Vacca, Avella, Martinez, Eugene, Sears, Nelson and Gennaro
SUBJECT:
Resolution calling upon the New York City Department of Education to incorporate the Muslim holidays of Eid Ul-Fitr and Eid Ul-Adha as observed school holidays in the school calendar for the city school district of the city of New York, and calling upon the State legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign into law, A.8108/S.5837, an Act to amend the education law, in relation to requiring that Eid Ul-Fitr and Eid Ul-Adha be school holidays in the city school district of the city of New York
On Thursday, June 18, 2009, the City Council’s Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will vote on Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A.  A prior hearing was held on September 26, 2008, and the Committee heard testimony from many educators, parents, advocates and unions in support of the Proposed Resolution.  A copy of the Proposed Resolution is attached.  

Background

In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 attack on the World Trade Center, many Muslims in New York City suffered from acts of discrimination and bigotry in a backlash against their community.  Muslim students in City public schools feel increased alienation since 9/11 and continue to experience harassment and discrimination, including ethnic slurs and taunts, such as offensive remarks about articles of clothing like the hijab or headscarf worn by girls.
  According to a recent survey of Muslim students in City schools, Arab students, in particular, were twice as likely as other students to experience a bigoted offense in school.
  
Currently, New York City public schools are closed on several Christian and Jewish religious holidays, including Christmas, Good Friday, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, while there is no similar recognition of Muslim holidays.  The Coalition for Muslim School Holidays (Coalition), comprised of over 50 labor, religious, community and advocacy organizations brought this issue to the attention of the Committee.  In March 2007, the Coalition released a report entitled “Acceptance, not Exclusion: A Case for Muslim Holidays in NYC Public Schools,” which calls on the Department of Education (DOE) to recognize Eid-Ul-Fitr and Eid-Ul-Adha as official school holidays in order to ensure that Muslim students do not continue to face problems of religious accommodation in the public school system on their tradition’s holiest days.  
Eid Ul-Fitr and Eid Ul-Adha are two of the most important in the Muslim calendar.  Eid Ul-Fitr marks the end of the month-long fast of Ramadan.  It is celebrated with communal prayers and other social activities.  The prayers mark the beginning of the Eid Ul-Fitr along with social visits seeking to strengthen the bonds of the community.  The holiday extends for three days, the most important of which is the first day.  Eid Ul-Adha marks the culmination of Hajj, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca.  It serves to remind Muslims of the continuity of their faith throughout history and connects them with the Great Prophet Abraham. The holiday lasts four days, the most important being the first day.  

At present, Chancellor’s Regulation A-630 states that New York City public schools “must make reasonable accommodation for students to be able to exercise their religious rights.”
  In essence, students are permitted to take off religious holidays as an excused absence after submitting a written request for permission signed by a parent.  However, many parents are unaware of students’ rights of religious observance under A-630 and the procedures for exercising those rights.  It is especially difficult for limited English proficient parents to submit a written request for their children to observe these holidays.  Regardless of whether such absence is excused or unexcused, Muslim students are forced to miss valuable instructional time and are prevented from achieving 100% attendance.
More than a decade ago, the City acknowledged the diversity of New Yorkers, by formalizing recognition of the Muslim holy days through inclusion of them in the calendar for suspension of alternate-side parking.  Interested stakeholders believe that recognition of Muslim holidays in the DOE’s public school calendar would similarly reflect the diversity of the current student population and provide equal recognition of their sacred days of worship.
Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A

Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A would point out that the “Muslims in New York City Project,” an initiative through Columbia University’s Middle East Institute, estimates that approximately 600,000 Muslims live in New York City, and represent one of the fastest growing religious communities in the City.  The Proposed Resolution would note that, according to the Coalition for Muslim School Holidays (“the Coalition”), approximately 12% of New York City public school students are Muslim.

Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A would also point out that the Coalition reported that 95% of Muslim school-age children residing in New York City attend public schools.  The Proposed Resolution, however, would also note that, despite this growing population, two important Muslim holidays, Eid Ul-Fitr and Eid Ul-Adha, are not recognized as school holidays in the New York City public school system.


Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A would acknowledge that Eid Ul-Fitr is a time of joy and thanksgiving that is celebrated at the completion of Ramadan and involves various celebrations and special services.  Further, the Proposed Resolution would note that Eid Ul-Adha or the “Feast of Sacrifice” is the second most important festival on the Muslim calendar, and is a day of remembrance.

Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A would indicate that currently, New York City public schools are closed on several religious holidays, including Christmas, Good Friday, Rosh Hashanah and Passover.  The Proposed Resolution would note that, Chancellor’s Regulation A-630 puts forth guidelines regarding the provision of reasonable accommodations for religious observance and practices for public school students.  Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A would note that, pursuant to the Regulation, reasonable accommodations include excused absences for religious observance outside of school grounds, as well as in-school provisions such as time for praying or sitting separately in the cafeteria during periods in which a student may fast.  The Proposed Resolution would also point out that, despite the intentions behind this Regulation, many parents, students and advocates have expressed concern that Muslim students are still left at a disadvantage, having to choose between missing school, which can result in falling behind their peers and affecting their attendance record, or participating in an important holiday.
Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A would point out that, according to the Coalition, other localities with growing Muslim populations have incorporated Eid Ul-Fitr and Eid Ul-Adha into their school holiday calendar.  The Proposed Resolution would note that such localities include Dearborn, Michigan and several New Jersey cities and townships including Irvington, Atlantic City, Trenton and Paterson.

Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A would point out that New York City is a diverse and dynamic locality in which tolerance and acceptance are central values, and incorporation of Eid Ul-Fitr and Eid Ul-Adha as public school holidays would serve as an important embodiment of this tolerance and acceptance.  The Proposed Resolution would also point out that Assembly Member Michael Benjamin and State Senator Bill Perkins have introduced State legislation (A.8108/S.5837) that would require the New York City school district to close schools on the first day of both Muslim holidays.

Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A would note that the New York City Department of Education has authority over the school calendar for the city school district of the city of New York and, pending passage of the State legislation (A.8108/S.5837), can as a matter of policy incorporate the Muslim holidays of Eid Ul-Fitr and Eid Ul-Adha as observed holidays in the city school district of the city of New York.

Finally, Proposed Resolution No. 1281-A would state that the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York City Department of Education to incorporate the Muslim holidays of Eid Ul-Fitr and Eid Ul-Adha as observed school holidays in the school calendar for the city school district of the city of New York, and calls upon the State legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign into law, A.8108/S.5837, an Act to amend the education law, in relation to requiring that Eid Ul-Fitr and Eid Ul-Adha be school holidays in the city school district of the city of New York.
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