Notes for Revert Seminar Talk: Workshop on Integration, Assimilation

By Cyril Anderson

Introduction

The intended topic was to deal with the experiences of converts in attempts to integrate or assimilate with existing mosques and community centers, and to give advice on what to do in the face of these difficulties.

Emphasize that the overall thread of the approach here is on trying to build and improve the community as a whole.  Our organization was started by converts, and initially conceived itself as an organization for converts, but this conception changed as it was realized that a much wider audience of converts, Muslim youth, and interested non-Muslims would all benefit from similar sorts of efforts.  In this light, it becomes clear that the project is not simply improving the condition of converts, but contributing toward addressing community wide problems.  And really, this is the proper focus.  Converts are not the only Muslims, and the struggles of converts are not the only problems present.  However, making efforts to remedy the difficulties faced by converts promise to have a wider benefit to the community beyond converts due to a large amount of overlap of needs among different groups.

Now I am not going to simply provide a list of off the shelf solutions to the problems of converts in this regard that are to be used everywhere.  Conditions differ from place to place.  In some cities, community leaders are more on the ball, and are doing more of what needs to be done.  Others are not so advanced.  These different conditions require different solutions.  In more favorable circumstances, perhaps a simple effort to reform existing centers by offering support for existing fruitful projects and working with those who seem to be at least open to reform.  In more difficult circumstances, more drastic circumstances may be necessary, including the opening of new centers, but this should by no means be the first choice.  

There is already a great problem with division within the community, particularly in larger centers with multiple community centers.  Starting a new center in a city where there are already a number of them is not advised except as a sort of last resort, and even then, efforts in public relations are a must to maintain positive ties with your brethren, and to emphasize to these existing centers that your goal is not to compete with them, but to complement their efforts in order to make the community as a whole more successful.  Simply from the standpoint that to be successful, any new organization needs the support of a good base of the community, it is important to keep good channels of communication open with existing elements of the community, and to always hold ones hand out in friendship and brotherhood so as to pursue harmony within the community.

The idea here then is not to try to dictate one size fits all solutions, but rather to share some of my knowledge from my field of study to give some analytical tools to help people to analyze the situation in their own particular city and to figure out the solutions needed.  To demonstrate the methodology, I illustrate with the example of the analysis of the situation in Montreal that I have done in my work there.

Human Performance Analysis of the Montreal Shia Muslim Community: A Case Study

Before designing a solution to a situation, it is necessary first of all to determine what is wrong with the current level of performance, so as to be able to determine what needs for improvement exist.  Only then can appropriate and necessary solutions that are relevant to the situation at hand be put forward.  The first step in analyzing needs of an organization is to identify the goals and objectives of the organization.  This is a necessary prerequisite, because to be able to identify where there are problems or gaps in performance, it is necessary to know what is considered acceptable or desirable performance so as to be able to make the comparison.

Scope of the Analysis and Goals of the Organization

The scope of the analysis is the Montreal Shia Muslim Community in its entirety.

The Montreal Shia Muslim Community should, in all reasonableness, be moving toward a number of major goals:

· To grow the community in size over time

· To promote and maintain positive relations with non-Muslims

· To create and promote opportunities for non-Muslims to learn accurate information about Islam, its beliefs and practices

· To promote the education of the youth and of all members of the community, in the interests of developing their intellectual, economic, social, and spiritual potential

· To organize the community so as to raise the position and influence of members of the community in Quebec and Canadian society

But how is the community faring in achieving these goals?

Now to preface my discussion of the analysis of needs of the community and the techniques used for this, I would like to say a few words about my particular field of study and its relevant applications to the situation at hand.  My field of study is known as Educational Technology.  This is a broad and relatively recently created discipline, going back about 50 years.  The problem explored by Educational Technology is this: given a group of people, with certain characteristics, within a certain organizational context, and given a certain domain of knowledge or a certain performance task and a desired level of proficiency, and given certain resources at hand (money, technological tools, human resources), to determine the most cost/resource effective way to engineer that level of performance, whether through training or some other means.  One of the sub-branches of this field is a discipline known as Human Performance Technology, or HPT.  This sub-branch is a set of techniques used to analyze the performance of organizations, diagnose performance problems, and prescribe solutions to these problems.  HPT grew out of earlier fields related to designing training, based on observations that in many organizational performance issues, training did not represent an effective solution.  For example, a person might have the knowledge and ability to perform well, but may lack motivation, or incentives, or the tools and resources needed to perform well.

In this case, the organization that I am examining is the Montreal Shia Muslim community as a whole, with the performance desired being strong performance on the community goals above.  Here the needs of the community are re-assessed as per formal front-end analysis framework of HPT.  The idea is that this assessment will provide areas in need of improvement which will likewise point towards necessary interventions.  These interventions provide a possible list of places where our organization (The Path of Light) can help.  Some interventions we can do ourselves, some need more general cooperation, and are beyond the scope of our abilities on our own.

Ultimately, some interventions are instructional in nature, and lead to potential action points for the Educational Coordinator, pointing toward curriculum objectives and educational projects.

Human Performance needs analysis proceeds by three steps: 1)Analysis of Performance according to overall goals of the organization and identification of gaps in performance 2) Identification of Possible root causes (Cause analysis) of these performance gaps  3) Identification of possible interventions to fix these gaps.

A bit on the types of performance gaps that may be seen

Researchers in the field of human performance have come up with a number of categorizations of the types of performance gaps that can present themselves in organizations.  The most commonly used framework looks at six major types of performance gaps.  Because of the differing natures of these types of performance gaps, remedying the problem usually involves different approaches depending on the particular class of performance gap.  If the problem, for example, is a bad attitude or a lack of motivation, providing additional training will not be likely to fix the problem.  Solutions must be tailored and directed to the class of problem faced.  Different types of problems require different tools.  The whole field of Human Performance Technology appeared when training designers realized that there were many problems of performance in organizations for which training was not the solution.

These six major types of causes of performance gaps are:

1. Lack of motivation – The person or group is unmotivated to perform the task or having a bad attitude toward the task.  Solution is to attempt to change these attitudes and provide motivation, whether by generating internal motivation or by externally motivating.  These gaps are more attitudinal and psychological.  Training may be appropriate in these cases if the bad attitude comes from a lack of information.  

2. Lack of skills and knowledge – The person or group lacks the skills or knowledge to do the task.  Training is the appropriate solution in this case, whether through readings, instructor led/classroom training, instructional multi-media and e-Learning, instructional video, or a number of other media.  The human science of instructional design aims at finding the most appropriate solutions to these sorts of performance needs, given the instructional goals.

3. Lack of consequences, incentives and rewards  - In this case the problem is that there is a lack of proper reward and incentive systems to encourage good performance, or, alternatively, a lack of strong enough measures to adequately discourage negative or unwanted behaviors.  For example, if monetary remuneration and recognition are not sufficiently linked to performance.  Solutions in this case would involve designing more effective incentive, reward, and punishment systems.

4. Lack of data, information and feedback – The person or group lacks sufficient data to self-monitor performance and to know how he/they are doing in relation to the goal or standard.  The solution would be to set up feedback and information systems to provide this information so that it is possible to self-monitor and make adjustments where necessary.

5. Lack of support, resources, and tools – In this case the person is prevented from performing not because of a lack of knowledge or motivation or information, but because it is impossible to perform given a lack of proper resources or tools or support needed to properly perform the task.  For example, being asked to do a hug project without enough help, without enough time allotted, or without sufficient budget.  In this case making identification of what is needed for the person to do his job and ensuring it is available is the key.  In some cases, this may involve redesigning faulty processes or removing “bottlenecks” in processes that negatively affect the entire process, including people not involved directly with the factor causing the problem.  In other cases it may involve performance support systems, whether electronic or otherwise.  (For example, calculation charts for insurance salespeople to allow more efficient and speedy calculations of premiums)

6. Problems related to individual capacity -  In an organization, this happens when someone lacks in a deeper way the capacity to do the task.  In some cases this can be remedied through training and development, although this may be a lengthy and intensive process.  Sometimes, there is simply a lack of a fit between a person and the job to which he is assigned.  In this case, the solution is through better assessment of people, their talents, personalities, and capacities, and working to fit a person to a job more suited to his individual capacity.  Human Relations and Placement services focus on this aspect of performance improvement, using psychometrics to try to place the right person in the job.

The analysis

Such an analysis for the Montreal Shia Muslim community follows below.  The source of data for this analysis is my own direct observations as a participant observer in the community system over a period of close to five years, combined with what has been learned second hand from conversations with close friends within the community.  There is still a need to double-check the reasonableness of this assessment with others in the community with the knowledge and experience to judge whether the assessment is fair and accurate, and whether there is anything left out which should be considered.  But this is, for the most part, a complete analysis of the situation within the Montreal community.

For easier reading, the analysis is presented in tabular form.

	Performance Gap
	Possible Root Causes
	Possible Intervention(s)

	1. Lack of strong religious knowledge amongst the youth of the community.  Confusion about many issues.  


	Relative lack of good resources in terms of readings and other information in English and French
	-Talks and seminars in English and French

-Library of English and French titles

-Website with quality information in English and French

	2. Lack of knowledge about effectiveness of existing educational efforts
	Lack of systematic enough evaluation of instructional efforts and instructional materials.  Evaluation tends to be at lower levels (impressions)
	-Attempt to implement some higher order evaluation.  Mix in some evaluation of prior and post knowledge at events like seminars.

-For behavior, (Level 3, Kirkpatrick) it would be difficult to measure, but could encourage application of new knowledge by incorporating workshops in which participants write action plans for their new knowledge  **



	3. Lack of programming in English and French in community centers in Montreal.  Youth are turned off from the centers of their parents.

A lack of engagement of youth with the community centers to a large extent.


	Lack of motivation by administrations of centers to add English and French content

Attitude difficulties – “preserving national culture” seems more important to them than preserving the religious heritage of the community

Perhaps lack of skills and knowledge – many religious leaders don’t speak English or French effectively
	Communicate with center leaders the importance and value to them of more fully fulfilling needs of youth with English and French content

Provide assistance to existing religious leaders to improve English and French skills.  Emphasize to them that the effort they put forth to do this will encourage the youth to make efforts in Arabic and other languages of their parents

Social activities for youth carried out in the centers 

Use of online programming.  Gathering people together for webcasts to take advantage of English or French speakers in other locations.



	4. Lack of coordination between centers, lack of awareness in centers of what is going on in others
	Need for better links and communications between centers
	Needs to be movement toward this.  Some efforts have been made, but still preliminary.  Efforts needed in diplomacy of sorts to bring groups together to cooperate and coordinate.  Some elements of motivation and attitude change needed

	5. New converts in community feel overwhelmed and under supported.  Feeling of alienation from community for many.  

Many converts experience prejudice at one time or another in trying to integrate into existing community centers due to overemphasis on cultural peculiarities.

Difficulties faced by some converts when it comes to seeking out partners for marriage due to similar cultural concerns.
	Lack of support systems for converts  Lack of English and French programming.  Language barriers
	Establishment of support structures and support networks for new community members.  

Contact lists and resource and support packages with materials both educational and otherwise.

More programming in English and French, English/French Library and English/French website

Online discussion forums and online contact networks for those in more remote locations.  Use of mailing lists to share information.  Use of IP phone technology such as Skype to allow people in remote locations to communicate cheaply with people in more concentrated, populated areas.  

Webcasting of English and French language speeches and posting on the web so remote people can access.

Efforts to educate leadership of existing centers about damaging effects on converts of such cultural prejudices and their incompatibility with Islam so that these leaders can in turn impress such upon their congregations

A new center or centers operating without culture as an emphasis or from a multicultural standpoint so as to act as an example of how a center should run in Canada so as to welcome everyone.



	6. Mistrust and miscommunications between Muslim and non-Muslim communities

Bad attitudes about Muslims by many people in the general community in Montreal and Quebec.  Deeply ingrained intolerance to Muslims and to religion in general 
	Need for more effectively developed communication channels between Muslim community and greater community beyond

Negative press and global events

Lack of an orientation within the community toward the concerns of the non-Muslim community
	More effective and organized public relations.  More coordination of public relations as a community.  

Need for more liaisons between Muslim community and other cultural communities.  

More programming in 

English and French and centers with more pronounced and developed “open door policies” to allow people to come in and learn about us.  

English and French library and a store of pamphlets and other information materials would be useful.


**Level I – Reaction (“I like it/I don’t),  Level II – Knowledge (How much retained just after instruction), Level III – Results (How does the person carry the learning forward into applying it in everyday activities),  Level IV – Impact (How is organization as a whole benefited by the training)

It is evident that a number of these community problems point toward a new center operating in English and French with a de-emphasis on nationalistic culture is a part of the solution to a number of the problems.  It is evident that this would not solve ALL the problems, but it is seen that there is a need for such a center, given the problems existing.  It is a necessary part of the solution, within the Montreal context, though not sufficient in itself to fix all the problems.  The other solutions need to be found in collaboration with other organizations and centers and in efforts to change the attitudes of the people running and attending the existing centers so that they can begin to operate in a more effective way.  These other solutions involving educating and reforming existing centers take time, so there is a need for a new center to fulfill to the extent possible the needs of converts and other groups.  As well, this new center can act as a proof of concept, demonstrating practically the benefits of the sorts of changes in policy we are proposing, and inspiring the administrators of other centers to embrace the necessary changes.

The concrete example on a small scale of our group doing things, with the limited resources we have in as close to the way they should be as we are able to, should help build the awareness within these people of the gap between what they are doing and what needs to be done, and stoke the desire in them to do differently, while giving them some template behavior with which to replace the old behavior.  Once this awareness, desire and knowledge are built in the leadership of other centers, then help and support can be given to them to help them build their ability to function in new ways and reinforce their positive efforts through support.

These changes will not come automatically or without effort.  A lot of work is necessary on the part of we who want to encourage change to explain ourselves to those who are currently leading the community.  There is a large element of internal public relations within the community required and communication skills are essential.  We need to take care to communicate clearly that you are not out to compete with or damage the existing centers.  Rather, to be clear that your interest is to help build the community as a whole by filling needs that are currently not being filled, to complement existing efforts.  

Organizationally, we need to work to connect people together, building networks of like-minded people, whether converts or born Muslims, becoming aware of talents and abilities of people, building knowledge and spirituality of a key nucleus of people.  We also need to avoid getting high-jacked by any elements of the community who might want to control our efforts for their own ends.  

How our centers need to function

Overall, in terms of general advice, there are some basic features that our community centers are going to need to implement, regardless of place, if our communities are going to be more successful.  Some of these principles are:

· Promotion of strong and harmonious relations with non-Muslims

· Mechanisms to welcome new converts and to integrate them into the community

· Mechanisms to provide information to interested non-Muslims

· Mechanisms to make the events of the community and Islam more accessible and open to members of the surrounding community, including neighbors of centers, interested non-Muslims, and new Muslims

· Work on building public relations and efforts in giving back to the general society

If these features can be adopted by existing community centers, this will greatly raise the ability of the community, and the centers within it, to grow and to thrive.

