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We can be in dialogue & disagreement with one another
with an ethic of collaboration & care. We can learn from
people we have ideological differences, we can critique,
expand, contextualize & complicate each other's work.

We all benefit so much when we do so.

Rania El Mugammar



Roadmap

“Inherited wisdom” mapping
Niyyah as framework
Institutional critique
Reorientation

Collective commitment




“Inherited Wisdom”
Mapping

What word,

teaching, or

practice did (It could be
you grow up spiritual,
with/live by cultural,

that shaped familial,
(and ancestral, or

continues to a personal

shapes) how § philosophy.)

you show up

in the world?




Figure 1.1 The Concept and Practice of Niyyah
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Aslam, (2025). The Niyyah of Equity, Diversity and Inclusion: Muslim Women'’s Self-
Identification, Activism, and Mentorship in Career Navigation at Canadian Universities.



Continued...

Munawar’s (2019) definition:

“l define niyyah as an Islamic gesture...we
individually and collectively build and
sustain an openness for others in our
hearts, in our homes, and in our worlds.
Openness is that which roots us into the
earth and moves us to care for ourselves,
the lands and water that sustain us, and
the [connection with] others with whom
our histories are irreversibly,
(un)intentionally and intimately tied”
(pp.305-6).

NIYYAH



What does niyyah have to do with students
and student success?

v

Niyyah can serve as a relational and equity-
centered framework for supporting students
navigating institutions not originally designed

with their belonging in mind.

Structures grounded in care, trust, and
shared purpose can cultivate reciprocity,
partnership, and persistence by
honouring the whole person rather than
privileging academic output alone.



there is a
significant
difference between
"all are welcome

here" and "this
was created with
you In mind”

@drcrystaljones




The Bridge

If individuals are accountable for their
intentions, then what might it mean for
institutions to be accountable for
theirs?

* What s the niyyah of our
institutions?

* Who were these institutions
originally designed for?

* When we say “support,” who is
required to adjust to whom?




What is the niyyah of our institutions?

ﬁ Who were they designed for?

Let’s
Contemplate

Q What intentions are embedded in
policies?

.o When students struggle, do we
interpret it as deficit or misalignment?
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Theory to Practice

H w Ak @@

Care as structure Trust as policy Whole-person Reciprocity If intention is direction...
recognition then we need to examine
our compass.




Reorienting the Compass:
Intention, Impact, and Adjustment

Desigh Your Compass:

* Think about your unit, department, or
division

* |[f intention (or a word/wisdom you
resonate with) truly guided your

structures, what would anchor the
centre?




Design Your

Compass

North:
Non-Negotiables -
What do we refuse to compromise on when
supporting students?

West:
Historical Truth-
What must we name
about who our
institutions were
designed for?

East:
Future Orientation-
What kind of belonging
are we moving toward
when supporting
students?

South:
Grounded Realities-
What structural constraints or truths must we
acknowledge?

Niyyah




Intention vs Impact
Mapping

An existing practice framed as support:
(Example: probation letters)

Choose one existing practice that
is framed as “support”in your
division. Examples:

Lived Impact:
(Who benefits? Who feels seen? Who must
adapt?)

Stated Intention:
e Academic probation letters (What does the practice intend to do?)

(academic standing)

* Funding deadlines

* Leave of absence policies

* “Professionalism” eXpeCtationS When we say “Support,” are we assumlng

» Office hours structures students must adjust to us? What would
it mean to adjust ourselves first?

| invite you to go back to your compass.



Reorient the Compass
Invitation to (Re)Consider

* |sthere a drift between intention and
impact?

* |sthere a quadrant that needs recalibration?
And if so, which one and why?

* Would a structural adjustment realign the
compass?



Get Finished Scholarship Program

Systems were not originally built
for students facing financial
precarity.

“Merit” and “persistence” have
often been defined in ways that
ignore structural barriers.
Historically, students who
struggled financially were often

expected to self-correct or leave.

Our systems have historically
rewarded endurance, not
supported it.

What must we name

North:
Non-Negotiables
What do we refuse to compromise on when
supporting students?

South:
Grounded Realities
What structural constraints or truths must we
acknowledge?

“We do not allow preventable
financial barriers to stop near-
complete students from finishing.”

Students experience the
institution as invested in their

East: completion, not just their

Future Qrientation

wmarkindotoeloneng || @anrollment (Belonging means,

are we moving toward?

™ supports until students finish).

Funding is limited, and not all
students who need support will
receive it.

Niyyah: To reduce structural
barriers so students can
complete what they’ve
already invested in
(Completion with dignity).

Niyyah




Get Finished Scholarship Program

Lived Impact:
(Who benefits? Who feels seen? Who must
adapt?)

Stated Intention:
(What does the practice intend to do?)

e Help students near Who benefits:
completion graduate despite
financial hardship

. Provide a safety net

. Encourage persistence and
completion

. Students who are aware of the
scholarship

. Students who can navigate the
application process

. Students who meet eligibility
criteria

Who feels seen:

. Students who receive timely
funding

. Students who feel their situation
is understood without excessive
proof

Who must adapt:

. Students who must advocate for
themselves

. Students who must gather
documentation or “prove” need

. Students who don’t receive
funding and must find alternatives



Institutional
Niyyah

(Reorientation)
Statement

* Consider and name the adjustment

* Shift responsibility toward the
institution

* Include averb

Format:

We commit to adjusting so
that students are not required to
in order to belong.




Collective

Reading

We commit to adjusting our
financial systems so that
students are not required to
carry the burden of getting to
the finish line alone, in order to
belong.




Think of a student or scholar who almost left but persisted.

Ask yourself silently:

* What did they need
beyond academic
advising?

* Who saw them?

* Who trusted them before
they produced?

* Who extended patience?

* |f intention were relational
rather than procedural,
what becomes possible?



From Word to Structure

* We began with inherited wisdom.
* Words and teachings that shaped how we show up in

our world. there iS a
significant
* If ourinstitutions were accountable to these words what 3
could/would change? dlfference between
"all are welcome
» Niyyah is as a relational equity focused framework serves here" and "th 1 g
as a structural direction.

* And direction determines who persists. was create d W 1 t h.
you in mind”

* If we are serious about belonging, reciprocity, and
partnership, then we must ask not only how students
adjust to institutions, but how institutions adjust to the
students who we serve.

@drcrystaljones




Compass of Institutional Niyyah

| wanted to leave you with
something small, not as a
souvenir, but as an
accountability partner.

A compass doesn’t move
on its own.

The question is: what are
we oriented toward?

May this token remind you

to pause and ask, what is

our niyyah? And who does
it serve?

*To preserve cultural
humility, please take one
compass if it resonates
with you as an
accountability partner.

A compass does not move you.
It reveals your direction.
Act with intention.
Recalibrationis our responsibility.
Belonging is a structural orientation.

Session — “Designing with Intention:
Niyyah and the Architecture of Equity and Belonging”
Mariam Aslam, PhD
mariam.aslam@utoronto.ca




Designhing with Intention:

Niyyah and the Architecture of Equity and Belonging

* What will be at the centre for you?

North:
Non-Negotiables -
What do we refuse to compromise on when
supporting students?

West:
Historical Truth-
What must we name
about who our
institutions were
designed for?

East:

Future Orientation-
What kind of belonging
are we moving toward
when supporting
students?

South:
Grounded Realities-
What structural constraints or truths must we
acknowledge?

Optional: NE, SE, NW and SW intersections

Mariam Aslam, PhD
mariam.aslam@utoronto.ca




Designhing with Intention:
Niyyah and the Architecture of Equity and Belonging

An existing practice framed as support:
(Example: probation letters)

Lived Impact:
(Who benefits? Who feels seen? Who must
adapt?)

Stated Intention:
(What does the practice intend to do?)

Intentional Institutional (Reorientation) Statement:

We commit to adjusting so that students are notrequiredto ___ in order to belong.

Mariam Aslam, PhD
mariam.aslam@utoronto.ca



Designing with Intention: Niyyah and the Architecture of Equity and Belonging

Key Takeaways:
1. Intention (Niyyah) is Framework/Methodology

Niyyah actively shapes how knowledge is produced, interpreted, and shared. It asks: why
am | doing this work, for whom, and in whose name and who is being asked to adjust? This
lens reframes research as an ethical and spiritual practice, not just an intellectual one.

2.The Compass and the Anchor

The compass, as a symbolic metaphor, represents an internal, values-driven orientation.
Decolonizing knowledge means trusting direction over prescription, which centres lived
experience, moral anchoring, and adaptability.

3. Decolonization Requires Disruption of Dominant Norms

Decolonizing work involves questioning who gets to define knowledge, and actively making
space for marginalized epistemologies, especially those rooted in spirituality, community,
and non-Western traditions.

4. Embodiment as Knowledge

Through the "inherited wisdom" mapping exercise to situate the anchor of each
participant's worldview/positionality; accompanied by niyyah, participants were invited to
return to embodied ways of knowing. Knowledge is not just cognitive, it is felt, practiced,
and lived. This challenges the mind-body split reinforced in Western academia and
validates intuition, emotion, and spiritual awareness as legitimate sources of insight.

5. Tension is Part of the Work

Participants were invited to navigate between institutional expectations and more
expansive, decolonial approaches. One takeaway is that this tension isn’t a failure; it’s
evidence of the work. The compass doesn’t eliminate uncertainty, it helps you move
through it with integrity and accountability.



6. Accountability Beyond the Self

Niyyah introduced accountability not just to the self or institution, but to a higher
ethical/spiritual framework and to community. Decolonizing knowledge asks: Who is
impacted by this work? Who is it in service of? Who is asked to adapt to whom? This shifts
research from extraction to responsibility and reciprocity, belonging and partnership.



