Youth Aspiration Day, Blackburn, Saturday 1st March

Saturday 1st March 2008 hosted the “Youth Aspiration Day” at Islamiyah School, Blackburn, organised by Blackburn Muslim Association and funded by Blackburn with Darwen CVS. The day aimed to provide all Muslim girls from secondary schools with aspirations of life beyond school. The rationale behind such an event was looking at data from the most recent census regarding British Muslims in comparison with other religious groups. The results were astounding. 
Muslims have the highest unemployment of any religious group (14% compared to an average of 4%); unemployment within the Muslim community is highest for those aged 25 or under (22% compared to an average of 11% for those of other religions); Muslims are most likely to have no qualifications (31% compared to an average of 18%) and least likely to have a degree or equivalent qualification; Muslims had the highest rates of ill health and disability in 2001. 

The Youth Aspiration Day involved inviting current Muslim undergraduate/post graduate students along with professionals working in varied backgrounds. The central theme for students was to create for them positive role models who have been successful in their careers for them to aspire towards. This gave tremendous motivation for the students along with crucial advice to help them make informed career choices. Graduates and Professionals varied from Medicine, Dentistry, Nursing and Midwifery to Law, English and the Social Sciences, coming from within the North West Universities, but also from Cambridge and Oxford. This was made easier by networking with the Oxbridge Muslim Alumni who helped with recruiting inspiring Muslim females from not so different backgrounds to local students. One such speaker was Alia Azmi who although studied Arabic and Islamic Studies at Cambridge University, is now pursuing a career in Law. So inspired were students and attending teachers of Islamiyah School that a one day trip to Cambridge was organised which 63 students attended. Mufti Abdul Hameed, current Principal of Tauheedul Islam Girls High School also gave an inspiring speech on the importance of their current studies as a gateway into higher education, emphasising the need to create self discipline and foresight to plan for the future. This was nicely rounded off by Merina Khanam, an NHS Manager who advised students to create a Portfolio of Learning in which they can write termly/yearly targets which they can focus on with their teachers, and can reflect on their learning experience throughout school. 
Apart from the academic discipline to this project, we invited Mr. Hasan Sidat who currently works of the Jarman’s Centre PCT. His role was to give two small interactive workshops on Islam and Drugs and to increase awareness of Substance Abuse. In the afternoon Mr. Sidat spent time in the IT room helping students to research and prepare presentations of commonly used drugs. The feedback that was received was mixed; some valued the workshops and felt they felt more comfortable knowing the causes, effects and consequences of drug addiction. This knowledge allowed them to recognise but also to realise what help and support is out there if ever there is a need in the communities they live in. Others felt that the workshops were patronising and did not relate to them in any way or form, and that they were preaching to the wrong crowd. 
Mrs. Sumaiya Patel, currently pursuing a PhD in dietetics, led two workshops in Diet and Healthy Living. These two morning workshops were followed up by interactive creative role plays by the students in the afternoon. The idea was for students to apply what they learnt in the morning to real life situations. The two main areas that they focused on were Vitamin D deficiency in Asian children and tackling childhood obesity. Some of the ideas put forward by students included free access to gyms, female only swimming pools, more PE in school, education for parents, more cycle lanes and breakfast clubs at school.
The overall feedback that we received from students was very positive and it gave them a feel of university life as well as generating an awareness of the importance of higher education and the variety of different career and lifestyle paths available to them. The day tried to debunk stereotypes by demonstrating what people with similar backgrounds to their own have achieved. Above all participation at the Youth Aspiration Day left students with confidence and a positive feeling about their future prospects, with the inspiration to set higher goals for themselves. 
Blackburn Muslim Association thanks Blackburn with Darwen CVS for funding this project. Full details of the report can be found on www.bmassociation.org.
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