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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 

Background and significance 

Understanding the various factors influencing the religious identity development of 

Muslim American youths can be challenging, but is vital in today’s geo-political context.  

Muslim American youths of today have grown up in a world where Islamophobia and 

discrimination against Muslims have been staples of their social environments.  Islamophobia, 

negative stereotypes, and microaggressions can lead to more serious forms of discrimination, 

prejudice, and stigma towards individuals (Goffman, 1959).  In addition to these individual level 

difficulties, Muslim institutions (mosques and schools) as well as communities may be targets of 

discrimination, prejudice, and stigma.  Although estimates suggest that Muslims ages 0-14 years 

old numbered fewer than 500,000 youths in 2010, this number is expected to triple by 2030 – to 

approximately 1.8 million in 2030 (Pew, 2011).  The increased prevalence of discrimination and 

negative stereotypes of Muslims in the United States, coupled with the rising numbers of Muslim 

youths, heightens the necessity of addressing the issue of the how to support the healthy religious 

identity development of this particular group.   

Theoretical groundings 

As quoted in Carolyn Ellis’ The Ethnographic I (2004), “A crystal has an infinite number 

of shapes, dimensions, and angles.  It acts as a prism and changes shape, but still has structure. 

What we see depends on our angle of vision” (p. 124).  That is, there may be multiple ways to 

conduct a reliable and valid study on the same phenomenon.  As we see in the case of the 

religious identity development of Muslim American youths, there are a number of theoretical 
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models that can provide an “angle of vision” into understanding this process.  Each provides 

insights, focusing on a particular aspect of identity development.  However, the difficulty lies in 

trying to integrate these views into a broader framework.  An attempt has been made here to 

focus on the most relevant aspects of those frameworks that have an impact religious identity 

formation; however, it is important to acknowledge that some aspects will not be covered in this 

study – such as the role of social media on Muslim youths’ religious identity development. 

Although social media can be formative for many youths today, it is outside the scope of the 

present study. 

To better understand the complexity of the religious identity formation of Muslim 

American youth, a conceptual model can be used (Mohyuddin, 2016).  The conceptual model in 

Figure 1 below integrates a number of theories that help explain the religious identity formation 

of Muslim American youth.  This model is meant to organize the literature around the religious 

identity formation for Muslim American youths, and provide a structure for considering the inter-

relationships among and between the various theories and concepts.   
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Figure 1. Conceptual model for religious identity development of Muslim American youths 

 

 First, the model suggests that a Muslim American youth is situated within an ecological 

context (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Proximal microsystems, such as those of family, peers and 

school are believed to have greater impact on the religious identity development of Muslim 

youth than more distal systems (Pardo, 2012).  However, in all levels of the ecological system, 

there are certain issues that are important to religious identity development – namely issues 

around Islamophobia and stigma, around positive youth development, and around Islamic views 

of youth (Ahmed, 2009; Balsano & Sirin, 2007; Sirin, Abo-Zena, and Shehadeh, 2012).  This is 

not to suggest that these are the only issues important to the religious identity development of 

Muslim youth, but to highlight the salience of these particular issues.   
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 The conceptual model also suggests that there are multiple processes that may contribute 

to the identity formation of Muslim American youth.  These processes include: psychological 

identity theory, social identity theory, theories of moral and religious development, social 

construction and performance, and theories of identity salience and socialization (such as 

acculturation and racial identity models) (Berry, 1980; Erikson, 1963; Kohlberg, 1963; Sellers et 

al, 2006; Tajfel & Turner, 1986; West & Zimmerman, 1987).  Each provide a different way of 

thinking about identity, to help provide a more comprehensive way of understanding the various 

factors that may influence the religious identity development of Muslim American youths.  It is 

important to note that many of the models acknowledge that there are multiple ways in which 

youths can consider their identities – including assimilation with the dominant culture.  However, 

such identity choices can often lead to psychological and emotional harm to individuals, as well 

as create cultures antithetical to social justice and equity.   

 Finally, the conceptual model suggests that while Muslim youths are undergoing the 

process of religious identity development, they are viewing these processes through the lens of 

adolescent development and intersectionality.  Adolescence is a crucial period of identity 

formation because of the physical, cognitive, and social changes an individual undergoes during 

this time (Steinberg, 2011).  This is distinct from the identity development of adults, in that 

youths may have fewer experiences and resources to draw from in support of their identity 

development process (Fowler & Dell, 2004).  Intersectionality also provides a lens for 

understanding religious identity development, given that Muslim American youths may view 

their religious identities very differently depending upon their race, ethnicity, class, or gender 

(Ahmed, Patel & Hashem, 2015; Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Frideres, 2002; Syed & 
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Azmitia, 2008).  Each of these other identities plays a role in how youths may view and 

experience their religious identities. 

For the purposes of the dissertation, there are three key aspects of the model that provide 

an overarching framework for all three papers: 1) the focus on younger adolescents (10-14 years 

old); 2) the comparison and contrast of different school settings; and 3) the influence of families 

on Muslim American youths.  Previous studies on Muslim youths have tended to focus on older 

adolescents, though the impact of negative stereotypes on identity development are believed to 

occur earlier for youths with marginalized identities (Erikson, 1968; Syed & Azmitia, 2008).  

Vivian Tseng and her colleagues (2002) also suggested that there are certain “turning points” in a 

person’s life that present opportune moments for change.  One such transitional period often 

targeted in prevention is the period of early adolescence.  The combination of cognitive and 

social growth, coupled with the strong existing bonds with parents, make it an ideal period for 

targeted change.   Indeed, one reason for focusing on early adolescence is the fact that it may be 

an especially ideal time to implement interventions around religious identity development, and 

additional research can help facilitate the development of such programs.   

 Furthermore, given that identity development involves the definition of self in 

relationship to others, the ecological context for identity development is important to consider 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), especially proximal micro-systems such as family, school and peers 

(Pardo, 2012).  For Muslim American youth, many of their experiences with discrimination 

happen within school settings.  CAIR-CA (2015), for instance, reports that 55% of Muslim 

students in their study had been subject to at least one form of religion-based bullying - twice as 

high as the national average of students reporting being bullied at school.  However, supportive 

teachers and peers can have a positive influence on youths (Nwosu & Barnes, 2014).  Examining 
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different school contexts can help provide an understanding of the possible challenges faced by 

Muslim American youth, as well as potential sources of support.   

 Family is also a crucial component of youth identity development.  As noted above, early 

adolescents tend to have strong bonds with parents.  Studies on racial socialization have shown 

that parents can help children deal with prejudice and discrimination (Sellers et al, 2006; 

Steinberg, 2011), which may be translated to the Muslim context in terms of parents providing 

“religious socialization” for their children.  On the other hand, scholars noted that parents may 

also have a negative influence on the religious identity formation of youth.  Miller-McLemore 

and Browning (2009), for instance, suggested that modernization has also led to weakened 

parental supervision, as well as a disconnect from inherited religious authority.  Additionally, 

several scholars (Ahmed & Ezzeddine, 2009; Qaddoura, 2009; Stuart & Ward, 2011) reported 

that among the challenges faced by Muslim youth is feeling like there was a lack of support from 

parents about the situations they face in the West.  Understanding ways in which families 

influence Muslim American youth can further illuminate factors that support youth resilience.  

General Approach - Focus Groups with Survey 

Although previous studies have focused on the religious identity development of Muslim 

American youth, the targeted population of those studies has typically been older adolescents 

(Chaudhury & Miller, 2008; Ghaffar-Kucher, 2012; Peek, 2005; Stuart & Ward, 2011).   Because 

the current study focuses on younger Muslim adolescents, focus groups were used as the primary 

data collection method.  According to Porcellato, Dughill, and Springett (2002), focus groups are 

a "useful and appropriate technique" (p. 311) with which to explore children's thoughts and 

feelings.  Given that students ages 10-14 years old may not be able to fully articulate thoughts 

about their religious identity, the focus group format provides a sound research design that 



  

 

 

7 

allows participants to more safely explore ideas of religious identity by listening and sharing 

with their peers.  Further, focus groups highlight differential experiences participants may have, 

which supports the intersectional analysis of youth identity.  It should be noted, though, that 

focus groups may elicit different responses than more confidential or anonymous methods of 

data collection, and early adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to peer group influence 

effects.  However, given the difficulty in reaching this particular population as well as questions 

around surveillance of Muslims in research (Amer & Bagasra, 2013), focus groups can provide a 

safe space to discuss religious identities with youths.  

Wright (1994) further suggested that incorporating a paper and pencil exercise into the 

research design may be helpful in validating verbal responses from children.  In this study, I 

chose to provide a short paper survey to capture student demographics, as well as to validate 

focus group responses.  Additionally, the survey can help minimize peer group effects by 

allowing youth to share their thoughts in a more confidential format.  By allowing students to 

complete the survey following the focus groups, students may have a greater level of comfort in 

understanding and answering the questions being asked.  Maxwell (2012) noted that using 

multiple methods facilitates triangulation (different methods serving as a check on one another 

in arriving at conclusions) as well as expansion (broadening the range of aspects present in the 

phenomenon).  Additionally, member check focus groups (during which I returned to each school 

to verify that the way in which I was capturing data accurately reflected the participants’ 

experiences) allowed me to validate my findings through participant corroboration.  

A list providing descriptive data on the participants can be found in Appendix A. 
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Three Studies 

Each of the three papers in the dissertation explored a different facet of the 

religious identity development of Muslim American youths.  In the first paper, I explored 

how Muslim American youths ages 10-14 years old understood and talked about their 

religious identities (in terms of religious teachings, religious practices and behaviors, and 

feelings of community and belonging in religious spaces or with other Muslims).  Further, 

I examined how other aspects of identity (specifically, race, ethnicity, class, gender) 

influenced a youth’s religious identity.   

In the second paper, I explored how different types of school contexts influence the 

religious identity development of Muslim American youth.  For Muslim American youths, many 

of their experiences with discrimination occur within school settings. However, supportive 

teachers and peers can also have a positive impact on youth (Nwosu & Barnes, 2014; Oberoi & 

Trickett, 2018).  Better understanding different school contexts can illumine possible challenges 

faced by Muslim American youths, as well as potential sources of support.   

Finally, in the third paper, I sought to better understand the experiences of discrimination, 

stereotyping, bullying, and microaggressions faced by Muslim American youths, as well as ways 

in which youths responded to those situations.  Further, I explored how school contexts (i.e., 

peers, teachers, presence of other Muslim students) as well as parents and families influence 

Muslim youths’ experiences with discrimination, as well as response to those situations.  As a 

Muslim parent, teacher, and community member, I anecdotally know that Muslim American 

youths have experienced discrimination, stereotyping, bullying, and microaggressions.  Less is 

understood about how common these experiences might be, and how students may react in these 

situations.   
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Appendix A 

School statistics from 2013: 

Pluribus Middle: 821 students (5-8) – ID 100s 

Minimus Middle: 892 students (5-8) – ID 300s 

Muslim Middle: 120 students (Pre-K – 6) – ID 200s 

 

Participant Chart: 

 

ID Pseudonym Grade Age Ethnicity  Gender Hijab? 

101 Leila 6 12 Kurdish  F N 

102 Aliya 6 12 Morrocan/AA  F Y 

103 Amira 6 12 Afghan/American  F N 

104 Leena 6 12 Kurdish  F N 

105 Meena 6 11 Kurdish  F N 

106 Fatima 5 10 Morrocan/AA  F Y 

107 Maryam 5 10 Somali  F Y 

108 Zara 7 12 Kurdish  F Y 

109 Khadija 5 10 Morrocan/AA  F Y 

110 Ayesha 7 12 Kurdish  F Y 

111 Amir 7 13 Arab  M  

112 Latif 7 13 Arab  M  

113 Rayyan 6 11 Arab  M  

114 Samir 6 11 Kurdish  M  

115 Khalid 7 13 Sudanese  M  

116 Basim 6 12 Kurdish  M  

117 Jamal 7 13 Afghan/American  M  

201 Sadiya 5 11 Iraqi  F Y 

202 Amina 6 12 Somali  F Y 

203 Suraya 6 12 Pakistani  F N 

204 Faiza 5 10 Pakistan  F Y 

206 Safiya 5 11 Somalian  F Y 

211 Jaleel 5 10 Ethiopia  M  

212 Asad 5 10 Arab  M  

213 Kamal 5 10 Arab  M  

214 Daoud 5 10 Ethiopia  M  

215 Bilal 5 10 Somalia  M  

216 Omar 6 11 Ethiopia  M  

301 Farah 7 12 Kurdish  F Y 

302 Janna 6 11 Somali  F N 

303 Yasmin 7 12 Pakistani  F Y 

304 Ali 7 12 Egyptian  M  

305 Maya 7 13 Kurdish  F N 

306 Asif 8 14 Bengali  M  
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CHAPTER II: THE INTERSECTING IDENTITIES OF MUSLIM AMERICAN YOUTHS 

 

Abstract 

Muslim American youths are often confronted by negative stereotypes of their religion in the 

United States, making the process of religious identity formation for this group especially 

complicated.  The process of religious identity formation may be further complicated when 

considering other facets of identity that also shape how youths looks at their religious identity.  

This paper explores the religious identity development of Muslim American youths (ages 10-14 

years old) in a mid-sized city in the Southern United States, and whether and how it intersects 

with other facets of identity (specifically, race, ethnicity, gender, and class) using focus group 

interviews (n=34).  Data reveal that the Muslim youths in this sample have positive feelings 

about their Muslim identities, though their experiences often vary by race, ethnicity, gender, and 

class.  Additionally, parents and peers often conflate or wrongly ascribe identities to Muslim 

youths, such that youths must often negotiate and (re)define their various identities with 

significant others in their lives.  Finally, the data show that using an intersectional lens can help 

highlight and raise voices of Muslim youths that may be obscured, such as Muslim youths with 

non-Muslim relatives or the challenges faced by Muslim English language learners.  

Understanding the varied voices of Muslim youths can help parents, teachers, and community 

leaders support the ways in which Muslim American youths negotiate their religious identities to 

foster healthy identity development in a post 9/11 world. 

Keywords:  Islam, religious identity, racial identity, gender identity, ethnic identity, early 

adolescence/middle childhood 
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Introduction 

 

 The events of September 11, 20011, forever changed the world, and had a profound 

impact on Muslims in the United States (U.S.).  As they mourned the tragedy alongside their 

fellow Americans, they also often came under increasing scrutiny for sharing the same faith as 

the perpetrators.  Religious, ethnic, and physical profiling of Muslims, rather than being thought 

of as acts of discrimination, has become increasingly regarded as justified (Balsano & Sirin, 

2007).  Muslims, who had existed largely unnoticed in the margins of American society (Moore, 

2007), suddenly had to cope with the sharp increase in negative stereotypes of violence, 

oppression, and terrorism attributed to their faith.  By contrast, the Muslim American youths of 

today have grown up in a world where Islamophobia and discrimination against Muslims have 

been staples of their social environments (CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019).  Although estimates 

suggest that Muslims ages 0-14 years-old make up only 13% of the current Muslim population in 

the U.S., this number is expected to triple by 2030 – from fewer than 500,000 youths in 2010 to 

approximately 1.8 million in 2030 (Pew, 2011).  The increased prevalence of discrimination and 

negative stereotypes of Muslims in the U.S., coupled with the rising numbers of Muslim youths, 

heightens the necessity of addressing the issue of the religious identity development of Muslim 

American youths.   

 Religious identity refers to the sense of group membership a person feels toward a 

particular religion, and the importance of that religion to a person’s overall self-concept (Arweck 

& Nesbitt, 2010).  For Muslim American youths, their religious identity as Muslims constitutes a 

social identity that is often devalued in the society in which they live.  Contending with devalued 

 
1 September 11th, or 9/11, refers to the series of four terrorist attacks coordinated by al-Qaeda against the United 

States on the morning of September 11, 2001. 
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identities may have a number of negative consequences for individuals, such as the greater 

likelihood of an identity crisis, increased mental health issues, lower educational outcomes, and 

greater likelihood of engaging in risky behavior (Ahmed, 2009).   

 There are many possible ways that Muslim youths might understand their religious 

identities.  For instance, Layton, Dollahite, and Hardy (2011) suggested that family traditions 

and celebrations, faith traditions, ways of knowing God, and duty towards parents are anchors of 

religious commitment that are particularly strong among Muslim youths.  Ghaffar-Kucher 

(2012), by contrast, discussed the “religification” of lower and middle-class Pakistani-American 

youths in New York – the dialectical process of community members ascribing religion as the 

main source of identity and of Muslim youths embracing it.  The author noted that this can lead 

to both “thin” religification (those who identify with Islam without embracing its tenets) and 

“thick” religification (those who do adhere more strictly with the tenets of Islam).  Peek (2005) 

suggested that world events that cast Muslims in a negative light might increase the salience of 

religious identity for Muslim American youths.  However, Grewal (2014) noted that many 

Muslim Americans are also increasingly re-defining their religious group identity as a method to 

reduce threats to their religious group identity.  Further, Mahmoud (2006) suggested that it is 

important to consider how Muslims experience their religious identity in their everyday lives. 

However, definitions of identity are not singular in nature – rather, they are comprised of 

multiple dimensions, with some facets of identity being more salient than others.  Additionally, 

these dimensions of identity intersect and influence one another (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; 

Frideres, 2002).  Race, ethnicity, class, and gender can all influence religious identity 

development (Ahmed, Patel & Hashem, 2015; Collins, 2000; Frideres, 2002; Syed & Azmitia, 

2008).   
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The conceptual model presented in Chapter 1 provided an overview of possible 

theoretical frameworks that could be used to examine the religious identity development of 

Muslim American youths (Mohyuddin, 2016).  Figure 1 below provides an overview of the 

conceptual model, as well as highlights the links from the model to the current paper.  As seen in 

the figure, the theoretical models most salient to the current study include theories of moral and 

religious development, theories of identity salience and socialization (including ethnic and racial 

socialization models), and intersectionality. 

 

 

Figure 1. Link to conceptual model for religious identity development of Muslim American 

youths. 

 

 Previous studies on the religious identity development of Muslim youths have tended to 

focus on older adolescents; typically, high school or college-aged individuals (Chaudhury & 



  

 

 

18 

Miller, 2008; Ghaffar-Kucher, 2012; Peek, 2005; Stuart & Ward, 2011).  Although religious 

development in terms of the ability to make moral and ethical decisions was most often 

associated with this age group (Fowler & Dell, 2004), religious identity can also be 

conceptualized as a type of cultural or social identity similar to race or ethnicity (Kalkan, 

Layman, & Uslaner, 2009; Tajfel & Turner, 1986).  According to identity theorists, the process 

of identity formation in terms of race or ethnicity typically begins at a much earlier age, 

especially when youths encounter discrimination (Erikson, 1968; Syed & Azmitia, 2008). 

The purpose of this paper, then, is to explore the ways in which religious identity 

development is understood by Muslim American youths in early adolescence/middle childhood. 

Further, the study explores the ways religious development for younger Muslim youths may 

interact with other dimensions of identity, such as race, ethnicity, gender, and class.  In this way, 

the study hopes to contribute to a growing body of literature supporting the healthy religious 

development of Muslim American youths.   

Literature Review  

 When thinking about religious identity development, it is important to consider these 

processes through the lenses of adolescent development and intersectionality.  Adolescence is a 

crucial period of identity formation because of the physical, cognitive, and social changes an 

individual undergoes during this time (Steinberg, 2011).  Typical biological changes, such as 

physical maturation and sexual development, can affect an adolescent’s self-image and self-

esteem (Ahmed, 2003).  Adolescence is also a period of rapid cognitive change.  Inhelder and 

Piaget (1958) noted that individuals experience improvements in attention and memory, are able 

to engage in more abstract and hypothetical thinking, are increasingly aware of the process of 

thinking itself (or metacognition), and are able to engage in self-introspection. These cognitive 
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changes allow adolescents to think and reason in a wider perspective.  Adolescent development 

is also distinct from the identity development of adults, in that youths may have fewer 

experiences and resources to draw from in support of their identity development process (Fowler 

& Dell, 2004).  

 Intersectionality also provides a lens for religious identity development, given that 

Muslim American youths may view their religious identities very differently depending upon 

their race, ethnicity, class, or gender (Collins, 2000).  Kimberly Crenshaw (1991) noted that 

often the concern for understanding across groups has meant that within group differences may 

often be ignored.  She noted that for women of color, both racial and gender identities are 

marginalized, such that their interests and experiences are often left out of discourses on both 

race and gender. Although Crenshaw is credited with coining the term intersectionality, Patricia 

Hill Collins (2000) gave the term prominence in her book, Black Feminist Thought.  Like 

Crenshaw, Collins noted that individuals have distinct histories based on multiple identities.  

Intersectionality suggests that these histories should be given voice, so that they are not 

subsumed under broader group categories.  The author further posited that intersectionality 

highlights the connections between knowledge and empowerment – that new interpretations of 

voiced experiences can help individuals understand how social structures differentially affect 

certain groups. Collins noted “that systems of race, social class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, 

nation, and age form mutually constructing features of social organization” (p. 299), so that 

public policies and societal structures are created and maintained to favor majority groups.   

 However, Collins (2000) also suggested that intersectionality can be used as a way to 

collaboratively resist oppression.  She noted that individuals of minority groups can have “partial 

perspectives,” or empathy for the situations of others, as they themselves have also had 
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experiences with discrimination.  Although each experience is unique, partial perspectives can 

allow for greater understanding.  Similarly, dialogues of experience can be shared among 

individuals with partial perspectives, to shed light on potential new ways for collective action.  

For Muslim youths, particularly salient intersections may include young Muslim women, African 

American Muslim youth, convert Muslim youth, and refugee Muslim youth (Ahmed, Patel & 

Hashem, 2015). 

Muslim youths may also exhibit signs of double-consciousness (DuBois, 1994) where 

they embrace or acknowledge the separateness between their identities of being Muslim and 

American, or multi-consciousness (Nwosu-Randolph, 2014) when they acknowledge the 

separateness between being Muslim, being American, and other facets of identity such as 

ethnicity.  Sirin and Fine (2007) suggested that even for non-immigrant Muslim youths, there 

may still be a sense of “living on the hyphen” – the symbolic tension or disconnect between 

being Muslim and American.  However, Muslim American youths also have resilient ways with 

which to manage these multiple identities.  Sirin and Fine (2007) noted that most Muslim 

American youths seem to desire and develop integrated selves (fusing facets of each culture), 

though some do develop parallel selves (treating Muslim and American as separate, but not 

mutually exclusive, domains of identity). The authors found that youths use a variety of coping 

strategies in response to stress and racism—most often relying heavily on spirituality, supportive 

friendships, and engagement in political action.  Similarly, Stuart and Ward (2011) suggested 

that there are three main ways in ways in which Muslim youths balance identity: by using 

alternating orientations (changing behaviors based upon context), by blending orientations 

(consciously choosing the most valued aspects of different identities to blend together), and by 

minimizing differences (focusing on the consistency of self throughout different contexts). In 
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both studies, then, Muslim youths found resilient ways in which to manage issues of identity that 

arise from double or multi-consciousness.  

For Muslim youths, many of whom may have multiple minority identities, intersectional 

theory can provide a framework for understanding how marginalized youths experience the 

world, as well as ways in which they attempt to resist oppression. Thus, it is important to 

understand how the specific facets of cultural/ethnic identity, racial identity, gender and sexual 

identity, as well as intra-religious conflict for Muslim Americans, are discussed in the literature. 

Cultural/Ethnic Identity  

 As many American Muslims are either first or second-generation immigrants, ethnic 

identity is particularly salient for many of them.  Ethnicity is often defined as belonging to a 

group with a shared culture, including similar language, national origin, ancestry, practices, and 

beliefs – though it is also important to acknowledge that this group identity is socially 

constructed (Adams, 2013; American Sociological Association, 2020).  The greatest focus in the 

literature has been on youths of Arab descent (Ahmed, Keating, & Tsai, 2011; Ajrouch, 2000; 

Awad, 2010; Britto, 2008; Ramaswamy, Aroian, & Templin, 2009; Wray-Lake, Syvertsen, & 

Flanagan, 2008) though other studies have focused on South Asian youths (Chaudhury & Miller, 

2008; Ghaffar-Kucher, 2012) and youths of African descent (Ajrouch & Kusow, 2007).  Britto 

and Amer (2007) noted that several factors contributed to whether youths embraced ethnic 

identity, including degree of religiosity, socioeconomic status, the use of language in the home 

(including ethnic television channels), and family environment.  A common theme in the 

literature was the disconnect between Muslim youths and their ethnic communities.  Although 

ethnic communities provide a sense of belonging, they also enforce values that can be at odds 

with the larger American society – such as differences in the styles of clothing and the 

prohibition against dating.  Scholars further argued that Arabs and South Asians often lack 
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“social citizenship”, which results from the abstractions of their ethnic identities in the US that 

simultaneously demands that they embrace facets of American culture (such as language) while 

still denying them actual inclusion as “Americans” (Hill et al., 2015).  

Racial Identities  

 Race is another aspect of identity that may also influence religious identity development.  

It can be defined as a socially constructed group identity related to belonging to a group with 

shared physical characteristics that are considered socially significant, such as bone structure or 

skin color (Adams, 2013; American Sociological Association, 2020).  Ajrouch (2000), Kusow 

(2004), and Ajrouch and Kusow (2007) explored the relationship between race and religion in 

forming the identities of immigrant communities – specifically, the (White) Lebanese 

community in the U.S. and the (Black) Somali community in Canada.  They noted that although 

the white appearance of Lebanese immigrants let them more easily integrate into American 

society, their religious identification still made them the “other.”  Because of the “othering” from 

religion, many Lebanese youths rejected the privilege that their race afforded them and embraced 

their Islamic identity.  Similarly, Somali immigrants in Canada rejected racialization based on 

their skin color and instead embraced their Islamic identity as a way to culturally separate 

themselves from other members of their race.   

 Daulatzai (2012) and Grewal (2014) both noted that (Brown) Arab and South Asian 

immigrants provided a “buffer” between the poorer, predominantly Black communities and more 

affluent White communities. These racial constructions were embedded within different 

categories of meaning regarding identity and citizenship.  Arab and South Asian populations 

were described as embodying the privilege of upward mobility and the fluidity of racial identity 

that allowed them to live and work in White suburbs, as distinct from African American 
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Muslims.  In such cases, these immigrant groups can either reinforce the anti-Blackness of the 

dominant culture or utilize their faith as a means to strive for social justice.  Given that a full 

quarter of the Muslim American population is Black, these racialized stereotypes also influence 

intra-religious relationships within the larger Muslim community. 

Gender and Sexual Identity 

 Gender and sexuality are aspects of identity that have also been shown to affect how 

Muslim American youths understand their religious identities. Gender can be defined as a 

cultural construct that reflects a society’s expectations for feminine and masculine qualities and 

behaviors, while gender identity can be defined as an individual’s own sense of self as male, 

female, both of these, neither of these, or another gender/s (Sanjakdar, 2011). Sexuality can be 

defined as the sexual knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, values and behaviors of individuals 

(Sanjakdar, 2011).  In terms of the intersection between religion and gender identity, Sirin and 

Fine (2007) suggested in their ethnographic study of Muslim youths in New York that females 

exhibited more strength of character and were empowered to educate others about Islam.  Males, 

on the other hand, struggled more in claiming their Muslim identity. The authors noted that the 

ecological context, which casts Muslim women as oppressed and men as terrorists, offers each 

sex different possible responses to discriminatory treatment.   

 However, Naber (2005), as well as Talbani and Hasanali (2000), reported double 

standards with regard to dating for Muslim boys and girls.  In terms of adolescent development, 

issues related to dating can significantly influence the ways in which Muslim youths interact 

with peers.  Although dating was considered taboo for Muslim girls, it was far more acceptable 

for Muslim boys.  Expectations about sexual behavior are thus gendered and negotiated 

(Rostosky, Wilcox, Wright, & Randall, 2004; Carpenter, 2010).  Similarly, Hopkins (2006) 
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reported that the Scottish Muslim men in his study believed that the subordination of women was 

not a part of Islam, but that Muslim women themselves perpetuated oppressive traditions.  He 

observed that, “young men adopt a range of contradictory masculine subject positions, such as 

emphasizing equality and opportunity whilst also reinforcing sexist stereotypes and 

expectations” (p. 350).    

 Additionally, Sanjakdar (2011) posited that sexuality has become part of the “null 

curriculum” in Islamic schools and religious institutions – topics that are avoided and thus 

implicitly considered inappropriate or un-Islamic.  She suggested that because of the null 

curriculum, students are often left with unanswered questions about gender and sexuality, while 

teachers and other adults are often restricted – either officially or tacitly – from discussing these 

issues. Sanjakdar argued that providing a holistic Islamic sexual education - which encompasses 

physical, emotional, and religious teachings – could help Muslim youths develop a strong 

Islamic sexual identity, which in turn could promote sexual agency by providing Muslim youths 

with the tools and “scripts” needed to make healthy choices about sexuality.   

Intra-religious Discrimination 

 Hill et al. (2015) conducted a study to better understand the racial views of Muslim 

Americans.  Among their findings, 59% of Muslims reported experiencing discrimination from 

other Muslims (p. 20).  Although the survey reported findings from Muslims ages 18 years-old 

and over, the authors noted that ideas of prejudice and racism were also transmitted from parent 

and child.  The study highlighted a number of ways to reduce intra-religious conflict, through: 

education and awareness; social mixing and cultural exchanges; intermarriage; diversification in 

mosque leadership; and, increased religious knowledge. 

 Masooma Beatty (2010) further noted that racial stereotypes among Muslims can 
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manifest in a number of ways.  In social situations, Muslims were often segregated by culture or 

ethnicity, and were nervous when interacting with Muslims from different cultures. Beatty also 

noted that Muslims judged other Muslims based on their regional or foreign accent (i.e., thinking 

they are not intelligent, etc.), or believe that people from certain ethnicities or races were inferior 

and that stereotypes about them were true.  Frazier (2009), for example, documented how Black 

Muslim women face racism due to their Blackness and were viewed as less authentically Muslim 

by the greater immigrant community. They were often considered practitioners of a “ghettoized” 

version of Islam and thus treated as inferior. The author noted that the tensions between African 

American Muslims and immigrants tended to erase the experiences of African American 

Muslims.  

Research Questions 

 Given that the existing literature on Muslim American youths tended to focus on older 

adolescents, I was particularly interested in the religious identity development of younger 

Muslim American youths.  I explored which aspects of religion have the greatest influence on the 

religious identity development of Muslim American youths – for example, do Muslim youths 

mostly identify with religious teachings, with religious practices and behaviors, or with feelings 

of community and belonging from being in religious spaces or with people, particularly parents 

and Muslim friends?   Further, I examined how other aspects of identity influence a youth’s 

religious identity.  To that end, I sought to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do Muslim American youths ages 10-14 years old understand and talk 

about their religious identities (in terms of religious teachings, religious practices 

and behaviors, and feelings of community and belonging in religious spaces or 

with other Muslims)? 
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2. Does religious identity intersect with other identities (race, ethnicity, class, 

gender) for Muslim American youths ages 10-14 years old? If so, in what ways? 

 Muslim youths in the mid-sized city in the Southern United States that was the setting for 

the study face similar negative stereotypes in their macro-environments to youths in previous 

studies, which may lead to similar beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors with regard to their religious 

identities (Balsano & Sirin, 2007).  However, studying a younger age group, as well as 

examining the particular context of growing up in the Southern region of the US, can provide 

additional insight into whether and how Muslim American youths might think about and discuss 

their religious identities.   

Methods 

 The data for this study were drawn from a mixed-method study that used both focus 

groups and a survey instrument of Muslim American students (ages 10-14 years old) from a mid-

sized city in the Southern U.S.  There were two sets of focus groups – an initial data collection 

focus group and a second member check focus group.  In this section, I discuss field procedures, 

researcher subjectivity, and data analysis procedures.   

Field Procedures 

Setting.  The project contrasted three particular school settings – a public school with a 

large Muslim population (Pluribus Middle),2 a public school with few Muslim students 

(Minimus Middle), and an Islamic school (Muslim Middle).  Because school and peer 

relationships have an increasing influence on children during adolescence (Steinberg, 2011), 

contrasting different school settings provided valuable insights.  Although other school settings 

do exist (i.e., private schools, home schools), the vast majority of Muslim students attend public 

 
2 Pluribus, Minimus, and Muslim Middle are pseudonyms for school names to protect student confidentiality.   
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schools (Keyworth, 2008).  Given the focus on religious identity development, an Islamic school 

provided a more meaningful comparison site than other school settings.  Further, Islamic school 

attendance has been on the rise in the U.S., given Muslim parents’ fears about exposing their 

children to discrimination and prejudice (Huus, 2011; Keyworth, 2008). The city in which the 

study was situated has a significant refugee population, particularly large Kurdish and Somali 

groups, nearly all of whom are Muslim (Smeitana, 2010).  It also has a reputation as being part 

of “the buckle of the Bible belt”.3  This context may be especially relevant given the growing 

international and domestic migration of Muslim families to the U.S. (Pew, 2017). 

 Because religious affiliation is not part of the demographic information collected by 

public schools, language was used as a proxy for religion.  Kurdish, Somali, Arabic, Urdu, 

Persian, and Uzbek were used as the languages to determine which schools have high 

percentages of Muslim students and which have fewer Muslim students, but still a sufficient 

number to participate in the study.  However, using language as a proxy underestimates Muslim 

students whose primary language is English.  In addition, it can also include non-Muslim 

populations.4  In working with the school officials, I was able to help determine which schools 

would fit each criterion, but was unable to make the final selection of school.  District officials 

chose the public schools included in the study and arranged for access to these sites.  Although 

this process allowed access to public school students and the ability to conduct focus groups 

during non-instructional time, it also meant not being able to fully control for other school-level 

variables that might influence the religious identity development of Muslim American youths – 

such as principal or staff views on Islam and Muslims.  Further, school counselors were 

 
3 From Dictionary.com: Those areas of the southern and midwestern U.S. and western Canada where Protestant 

fundamentalism is widely practiced. 

4 This, in fact, happened at Minimus Middle, which had a sizable group of Egyptian Coptic Christians who spoke 

Arabic.  
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responsible for recruiting students and often used snowball sampling as a method for identifying 

potential participants – limiting the potential variability in the sample. 

 Institutional Review Board approval was obtained from both Vanderbilt University, as 

well as from the school district.  Both parents’ official consent to participate in the study as well 

as students’ assent to participate were obtained before collecting data. Each student received a 

$15 gift card for participating.   

 Sample demographics. As noted earlier, the data contrasted three different school 

settings: Pluribus Middle, Minimus Middle, and Muslim Middle.  The purposive sample 

included 34 students ages 10-14 years old in 5th-7th grades; the mean age was 11.45 years old.  

By school, there were 17 students from Pluribus Middle, 6 students from Minimus Middle, and 

11 students from Muslim Middle.  Table 1 provides a summary of participants by school and 

gender.  The ethnic breakdown of students in the sample was: 9 Kurdish; 8 Somali/Ethiopian; 6 

South Asian; 5 Arab; and 6 all other, which is consistent with the ethnic demographics of the 

Muslim population in the city.  The students were predominantly 1st and 2nd generation 

immigrants, and 7 out of the 19 girls who participated did not wear hijab.   

 

Table 1 

Sample Counts of Participants 

     

 

 

 

 

 Boys Girls Totals 

Pluribus 7 10 17 

Minimus 2 4 6 

Muslim 6 5 11 

Totals 15 19 34 
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Data collection.  To minimize barriers to participation, all focus groups were held in the 

chosen schools during non-instructional time in the spring of 2013, and lasted approximately one 

hour.  To put this into context, the Boston Marathon bombing (which occurred in April of 2013) 

occurred between the initial and follow-up focus groups.5  I conducted all the focus groups, to 

minimize the variability of multiple facilitators.  Six focus groups were assembled: three at 

Pluribus Middle (two with girls, one with boys), two at Muslim Middle (one with girls and one 

with boys), and one at Minimus Middle (one mixed-gender group).  Each group had 5-7 

participants each.  The original study design called for separate boys and girls focus at each 

school groups to better facilitate potential discussions about gender; however, this was not 

possible at Minimus Middle due to the small sample size.  By contrast, Pluribus had more girls 

interested in participating than anticipated and school officials requested splitting the focus group 

given the limited space available for holding the session.  For all focus groups, I took notes, as 

well as audio recorded the sessions to help ensure accuracy during transcription. Participants 

were given pseudonyms to protect their confidentiality.  The survey instrument was given to 

students after the initial focus group. A summary of participants can be found in Appendix A.  

The primary questions for the semi-structured focus group protocol are provided in Table 2.  

Additional prompts were used for clarification and to elicit examples from focus group members. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 The Boston Marathon Bombings, which occurred on April 15, 2013, was a terrorist attack in which 3 people were 

killed and 260 wounded.  The Tsarnaev brothers were believed to have carried out the attack out of “extremist 

Islamic beliefs.” (History.com, 2019). 
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Table 2 

Semi-Structured Focus Group Protocol 
 

1. What does it mean to you to be Muslim? 

 

2. Have you ever been treated badly for being a Muslim? 

 

3. What does your family say about being Muslim/Islam? 

 

4. What do you think your teachers think about Muslims? 

 

5. What do your friends think about Muslims? 

 

6. What do you think is different about being a Muslim boy/girl? 
 

 

Researcher Subjectivity 

Finally, my standpoint as a researcher who is a Muslim, a teacher, a mother, and a 

hijabi6, needs to be addressed as part of the research methodology.   Each researcher enters a 

study with his/her own set of knowledge, skills, abilities, and experiences.  By adopting the 

qualities of a reflective-generative practitioner, I believe that my background enhances the 

research conducted (Dokecki, Newborough, & O’Gorman, 2001).  Further, I believe that my 

position as a member of the same religious community as the youth participants allowed me to 

establish a trusting relationship, and helped create a safe space for the focus group.  Knowledge 

of the targeted population also aided me in facilitating the focus group – I posit that my 

knowledge of the nuances inherent in being Muslim allowed me to follow-up on comments made 

by participants in more culturally responsive ways.  As Amer and Bagasra (2013) noted, the 

increased interest and visibility of the Muslim community in post-9/11 America has also led to 

issues of surveillance and distrust.   I believe that being a member of this community helped to 

 
6 A woman who wears a head-covering, or hijab. 
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assuage such feelings, especially with parents.  In addition, being female and a former teacher 

may have helped the participants feel comfortable talking to me, particularly in schools where 

the majority of teachers are female. 

However, a possible limitation of being a member of the group being studied is that my 

history may lead me to make assumptions or come to conclusions based on my own experiences 

rather than the experiences of the participants.  Also, because I wear the hijab, youths may 

perceive me to be “religious” and so provide me with socially acceptable answers.  I hoped to 

mitigate some of the limitations by providing space for them to respond to the focus group 

discussion in the confidential survey instrument given.  I believe taking memos and notes 

throughout the process, being reflective of my own positionality, and conducting member checks 

also helped to minimize these limitations.  Additionally, keeping participants’ voices centered 

during the coding and analysis of the data further helped reduce the potential bias inherent in 

sharing the same religious identity as the studied group. 

Data Analysis 

 Focus group interviews and open-ended survey questions were transcribed and then 

coded and analyzed using MaxQDA11 (VERBI, 2016). Saldaña (2016) noted that different 

coding methods can be used to categorize data.  Three types of coding that were particularly 

relevant to this study included structural coding, in vivo coding, and process coding.  In terms of 

structural coding, I coded for specific concepts including: religious identity, ethnic identity, 

gender identity, class identity, and integrated identities.  By contrast, both in vivo and process 

coding were used in a more grounded approach: in vivo coding to understand the meanings of 

particular words and phrases youths used to describe their thoughts and experiences, and process 

coding to analyze the actions and interactions of youths, as well as their consequences. These 
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first cycle codes were then synthesized and collapsed into broader categories, then shared with 

student participants during the member check focus groups.  Data from the follow-up focus 

group were used to refine and modify codes, as well as to generate new codes to integrate into 

the analysis based on participant feedback. Codes were then organized into major themes during 

the second cycle of coding.  During all stages of coding, memos were written to capture 

researcher reflections and questions that surfaced.  Codes and memos were reviewed and 

categorized according to prevalent themes.   

Findings 

Youths’ stories from the focus groups illuminated several key findings about how this 

age group of Muslims thought about their religious identity.  At the same time, discussions 

between students also highlighted how various facets of identity shaped youth experiences. 

Although there was a range of experiences among participants, several themes emerged.  Table 3 

below provides a summary of the major themes found in the study. 
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Table 3  

Major Themes 

Themes Sub-themes 

Religious identity Religious teachings and beliefs 

Religious practices and behaviors 

Sense of belonging 

Feelings of safety 

Comparisons to Christianity 

Ethnic and racial identity Conflated ethnic, racial, and religious 

identities 

Experience of language learners 

Racialized views of others 

Identity as Americans 

Gender and sexual identity Hijab 

Teachings on sexuality  

Class identity Difficulty in housing and jobs 

Social consciousness of class identity 

Integrated identities  

 

Religious Identity 

Youths reported that their religious identity was important to them, often noting that they 

were “proud” and “lucky” to be a Muslim.  Although they acknowledged negative stereotypes of 

Islam and Muslims, youths felt those beliefs existed because of a lack of knowledge on the part 

of non-Muslims.  Yasmin, a 12-year old student from Minimus, explained, “Some people are 

ignorant and they don’t really know about Islam.”  However, youths also acknowledged that 

such stereotypes can create challenges.  As Asad, a 10-year old from Muslim Middle, stated, 

“It’s sometimes hard being a Muslim, but Allah (God) watches out for you.”  At the same time, 
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others reported that they received respect for staying true to their religion.  Fatima, a 10-year old 

from Pluribus, noted, “…when you tell someone about your religion, and you do something – 

they’d actually respect you, and say, oh this person, like, cares about their religion.” 

The importance of the belief in Islam varied within the participant group.  Many of the 

participants from Muslim Middle, for example, felt very strongly about their religious identities. 

Omar, an 11-year-old from Muslim Middle, shared: 

 … we live in America…we have to know that even if we are in a Christian country, we 

still have to believe in Allah…we are still Muslims no matter where we are, so we still 

have to believe in Allah and stay strong in our faith. 

Youths talked about their beliefs in God, the teachings from the Quran, and teachings from the 

life of the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH)7 as being important parts of being Muslim.  It should be 

noted that Muslim Middle is a private Islamic school where religion is taught as part of the 

curriculum, which is the primary reason most parents choose it for their children.  As such, youth 

in this setting are receiving support from the school and teachers that validate their religious 

identity in ways not often found in the other settings (Mohyuddin, 2020a).  Other studies have 

also found that multicultural curricula can support youth identity development and increase 

youth agency (Nwosu & Barnes, 2014).   

However, for others, religion was simply not something that came up in day-to-day life. 

Several participants noted that for boys and for girls who did not wear hijab, there were no 

outward markers of being a Muslim.  As such, their religious beliefs and identity was not 

something they often shared with others outside of their families and communities.  Youths 

noted, though, that not talking about Islam in school or practicing it strictly, did not mean they 

 
7 Peace Be Upon Him – a statement of respect whenever the Prophet’s name is mentioned. 
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did not believe in Islam.  Several participants also shared that because of their youth, they still 

felt they had a lot to learn about their religion.  Maryam, a 10-year old from Pluribus, explained, 

“I think we can learn more about [Islam] because we’re still young, and we still have to learn 

like what we’re supposed to do and what’s wrong, what’s right, ‘cause we’re still children.” 

Fowler and Dell (2004) suggested that most adolescents transition from a mythic-literal stage of 

religious development (based on fairness and moral reciprocity) found in middle childhood into 

the stage of synthetic-conventional faith (an unreflective synthesis of beliefs and values to 

support religious group identity).  However, the authors posited that movement from one stage to 

another is context dependent, such that youth encountering challenges to their religious beliefs 

may change stages more quickly than those who do not.    

Religious teachings and beliefs were also used to moderate the behavior of youths.  

Parents often relate “good” and “bad” behaviors to Islamic teachings.  Jamal, a 13-year old from 

Pluribus, noted that his parents talk about, “…it [Islam] teaches you like good morals and 

stuff…Good deeds and bad deeds. Like if you do something wrong, it counts. Like if you're 15, 

it starts counting.” This relates to the Islamic belief that once past the age of puberty, individuals 

will be accountable for their actions on the Day of Judgement.  Leila, a 12-year old from 

Pluribus, stated, “I think for me to be a Muslim is not to do anything bad behind your parents’ 

backs, and make sure you fast, make sure you pray, and make sure you like, if you do anything 

make sure you get your parents’ permission, and yeah.”  For both Jamal and Leila, their 

behaviors – both in terms of religious rituals (i.e., fasting, praying) and non-religious behaviors 

(i.e., good/bad deeds, getting parents’ permission) – were influenced by their parents’ teachings.  

Layton, Dollahite, and Hardy (2011) noted that parents were often considered an important 

anchor for religious commitment – providing both a sense of religious authority and a relational 
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anchor to the faith. The authors also suggested that duty towards parents was particularly strong 

among Muslim youths.  

However, youths also reported that sometimes parental focus on using Islamic teachings 

to prevent “bad” behaviors could lead to frustration.  Bilal, a 10-year old from Muslim Middle, 

shared, “Every time I do something wrong they tell me about it [Islam]. And how it will get you 

in trouble on the Day of Judgment.” Unlike Jamal and Leila, who seemed to accept parental 

teachings, Bilal’s use of the words “every time I do something wrong” highlighted his 

exasperation with the constant linking of religion to behavior.  The difference may be suggestive 

of the difference between authoritative (demanding but responsive to youth needs) and 

authoritarian (demanding and unresponsive to youth needs) parenting.  Steinberger (2011) 

posited that authoritative parenting generally leads to better psychosocial outcomes than 

authoritarian parenting, though this may not be true for youth from marginalized communities.  

Youth from such groups may face social structures such that authoritarian parenting may be 

protective for them (p. 129-132). Additionally, Steinberger noted that studies on parenting are 

often based on White families, such that cultural differences in parenting styles may lead to 

mislabeling for minority parents.  In Bilal’s case, linking his behavior to “the Day of Judgement” 

may also highlight the developmental disconnect between his current actions and consequences 

that seem too future-oriented be meaningful for him.   

Participants also discussed religious practices and behaviors, most notably prayer and 

fasting.  For students at Pluribus and Minimus, their discussions about religious practices often 

revolved around their ability to complete those practices within school settings (Mohyuddin, 

2020a).  Many youths reported learning to pray at an early age, and enjoying going to the 

mosque with their parents.  Similarly, youths related their experiences with fasting in the month 
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of Ramadan.  In particular, youths talked about how much they enjoyed breaking their fasts with 

family and friends.  Khaled, a 13-year old from Pluribus, stated, “It's hard in the summer…Oh 

my gosh. I live for the first day, I live for the end of the first day. That's like the feast, you know, 

so much food. Oh my god!” Sharing such Ramadan experiences was common among all the 

focus groups.  Indeed, Pew (2017) reported that more Muslims in the U.S. fasted in Ramadan 

than practiced praying the daily prayers.  Religious practices and rituals also engendered a sense 

of community and belonging with family and community members.  Prayers and fasting, though 

individual religious practices, were often associated with a communal aspect – such as praying in 

congregation or breaking the fast with family.  Several youths also related that they went to the 

mosque for prayer or during Ramadan – emphasizing the importance of religious institutions.  

Religious institutions can provide spaces for community building and emotional support for 

congregants.  Ahmed (2009) noted that meaningful, pro-social interactions (such as those 

facilitated by mosques) can have positive effects on health and behavior.  Similarly, religious 

celebrations created a sense of belonging.  Sadiya, an 11-year old from Muslim Middle, for 

example, spoke about the celebration held in honor of her decision to wear the hijab “that kind of 

makes [her] inspired to wear hijab.”  Celebrations such as Eid-ul-Fitr and Eid-ul-Adha, the two 

main religious holidays in Islam, were also discussed as important to youths and their sense of 

community.  Layton, Dollahite, and Hardy (2011) posited that family and faith traditions were 

another anchor of religious commitment that was particularly strong among Muslim youths, 

which was endorsed by Muslim youths in this study as well. 

Muslim youths reported that the strong sense of belonging with others that shared their 

faith was important to them.  Specifically, many youths reported feeling “safe” with other 

Muslims.  Fatima from Pluribus said, “And I really like to be around a lot of Muslims cause it 
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like, like it makes me feel safe and I'm okay, and things.”  For Fatima and others, feeling safe 

and “okay” can be related to the fact that her religious identity is not constantly being 

questioned, which can often feel like a religious microaggression (Nadel et al., 2012).  Asad 

from Muslim Middle also shared, “I feel safe like when I’m around other Muslims… I know 

they’re going to protect me.”  The idea that Muslim youths need to be “protected” also implies a 

sense of being threatened - and indeed, Islamophobia and anti-Muslim sentiment have been 

pervasive parts of the micro and macro-environments of many Muslim American youths (CAIR-

CA, 2015, 2017, 2019), who have personally experienced incidents of bullying, stereotyping, 

discrimination and microaggressions (Mohyuddin, 2020b).  Additionally, youths may be afraid 

of being proselytized by others, so that being with other Muslims provides “safety” from such 

situations.  Omar from Muslim Middle elaborated, “We know they believe what we believe…. 

We’re not afraid they’re going to try to change our religion.”  Given the negative stereotypes of 

Muslims, having like others was important for youths to talk about and discuss the experiences 

they had.   

Interestingly, youths also, in part, defined their religious identity by favorably comparing 

Islamic beliefs to Christianity.  The most prominent comparison raised by youths was the 

conception of Jesus as the Son of God.  In Islam, Jesus is considered a prophet.  As such, many 

youths questioned why Christians considered Jesus the Son of God.  Daoud, a 10-year old from 

Muslim Middle, asked, “How can they believe Jesus Christ if he died? So, he can’t be a god.” 

For others, there was also the desire to know more about Christianity. Ali, a 12-year old from 

Minimus, said, “Like when I get older I’m going to, when I … I’m going to read the Bible. My 

mom did it so I want to read the Bible and see what it’s all about.”  Similarly, Ayesha, a 12-year 

old from Pluribus, shared the story of a fieldtrip her youth group took to a local convent.  
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Observing the nuns and hearing about their practices and prayers made her appreciate the 

similarities and differences with her own religion.  

However, for others, the relationship between Christianity and Islam was more complex.  

Four of the participants were children of converted Muslims, and related that they had Christian 

relatives.  For Kamal, a 10-year old from Muslim Middle, his relationships with his non-Muslim 

relatives were particularly strained.  He recalled: 

Yeah, and also its cause my uncle like whenever he sees something on the, on the TV, 

yeah, he believes it. Anything. So, and one time we went to my grandma’s house and he 

was there and so he was talking to my grandma on the couch about, about oh how 

Muslims, oh they’re terrorists. They shouldn’t be living in the United States. We should 

kick them all out – and make, put them in concentration camps. 

Kamal’s uncle did not simply say he did not like Muslims – he said “we should kick them all 

out” and “put them in concentration camps,” harkening to the horrific historic experiences of 

Jews.  Additionally, this was not the Islamophobic comment of a stranger, but that of a family 

member – a person from whom youths might usually seek social support.  As such, converts and 

children of converts may have an intersectional identity such that their experiences may lead to 

types of oppression not experienced by other Muslims (Collins, 2000).  Often, in speaking about 

Muslims, the experiences of converts and their children are forgotten.  However, stories like 

Kamal’s are powerful reminders of the potential impact of such intersectional identities on the 

religious identity development of particular Muslim youths.   

 For Muslim youths in this study, religious identity did encompass religious teachings and 

beliefs, religious practices, and sense of belonging with other Muslims in their families and 

communities (Layton, Dollahite, & Hardy, 2011).  However, there was a great deal of variety 



  

 

 

40 

among the participants as to the relative importance of these various facets of identity.  These 

differences were further illuminated when examining specific facets of identity such as race, 

ethnicity, gender, and class.   

Ethnic and Racial Identity 

 Parents, peers, and even the participants themselves often conflated ethnic, racial, and 

religious identities.  However, Muslim youths were much more likely to talk about and have a 

connection with their ethnic identity than with a racial identity.  Basim, a 12-year old from 

Pluribus, for example, talked about the connection to his Kurdish heritage: “I feel like more with 

my own people, my cousins and my family.” Given that many Muslim youths are immigrants, 

several have had the experience of travelling to their countries of origin – which were 

predominantly Muslim majority nations.  Youths talked about feelings of comfort and “safety” 

when in their country of origin, similar to their feelings about being with other Muslims in 

general.  Asad from Muslim Middle said, “…it’s kind of better because people are mostly 

Muslim and they won’t treat you differently when you go there.”  However, some youths also 

complained that sometimes their parents conflated ethnic and religious identities.  Because 

parents often grew up in Muslim majority countries, they sometimes associated aspects of culture 

with religion.  Youths felt parents sometimes did not understand their desire to separate religion 

and culture.  Maya, a 13-year old from Minimus, shared: 

Since you grow up with parents that are from a different place…it’s kind of difficult 

sometimes because at moments they can’t understand it because they grew up in a whole 

different country and a whole different place and they learned completely different 

things…And we’re kind of just taking where we are actually from and where we grew up 

and we are kind of just mixing it all together. 
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Maya’s comment highlights the understanding that parents come from countries where culture 

and religion are often intertwined in ways that were appropriate for that cultural context.  

However, there was a sense that parents did not understand how Muslim youths navigated school 

and community spaces here in the U.S. (Ahmed, 2009; Stuart & Ward, 2011).  Maya and other 

youths shared the belief that they could take Islam as a faith and the culture they are part of here 

in the U. S. and “just mix it all together” – to create their own distinct cultural and religious 

identity (Sirin & Fine, 2007; Stuart & Ward, 2011).   

Many youths also reported that their peers simply did not know or understand their ethnic 

identities.  Kamal from Muslim, noted, “…people like they mix … me a lot. They’re like oh, 

you’re Chinese, oh you’re that, oh you’re that.”  Khaled from Pluribus also recounted, “People 

used to think I was Spanish when I first came to Tennessee…this one girl was like, “Are you 

Kurdish?” I mean, I'm not, don't even look Kurdish…I'm not Kurdish. I'm Afghani.” It should be 

noted, though, that Pluribus has a large Kurdish population, such that many non-Muslim peers 

conflated Kurdish and Muslim identities.  As such, there was a parallel between how others 

misunderstood youths’ ethnic identities and their religious identities.  Peers simply did not know 

how to categorize Muslim youths, and that could often feel like a verbal microaggression, as 

youth had to repeatedly explain their ethnic identities to others (Mohyuddin, 2020b). 

For one group of students, though, the intersection of ethnic identity and religious 

identity had more serious negative consequences.  The boys at Pluribus shared their concerns 

about the treatment of Kurdish Muslim boys in their zoned high schools.  The boys reported that 

at two different high schools with large Kurdish populations, there were “Kurdish halls.”  

Because of a history of Kurdish gangs in the region in the past, the boys worried about the 

implications for their future.  Older cousins and friends told stories of these high schools.  In 
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these spaces, boys reported “the police is always down there” and “they say the police follow the 

Kurdish people…they harass them.”  Jamal noted, “They say it’s because of the gang members, 

but even if you’re not in the gang, they still follow you…if they see a big group of you talking, 

or something, they’ll write you up.” However, boys did not need to be Kurdish to be policed in 

these hallways – their identities as Muslim boys were sufficient to be targeted.  Khalid reported, 

“The police don’t care, they think everybody’s Kurdish…they don’t know.”  The boys reported 

that although true gang activity ceased to exist with the arrest of gang leaders (“it’s like done”), 

there were still “wanna be’s” at their school who continue to write “KPG”8 on bathroom stalls or 

in the locker room.  The experiences of these boys are similar to those of young Black men, who 

are also often under hyper-surveillance by school authorities.  Girls at Pluribus also mentioned 

KPG and the existence of “wanna be’s,” but did not appear to be as worried about the 

consequences of policing as the boys were – emphasizing the way in which these experiences 

were actually in the intersection of religious, ethnic, and gender identity and highlighting a sense 

of multi-consciousness present in these youth (Nwosu-Randolph, 2014). 

 Ethnic identity also encompassed issues with language.  Muslim youths who were also 

English Language Learners (ELL) had different experiences than their language proficient peers. 

Amir, a 13-year old student at Pluribus, was an example of how religious identity and language 

ability can intersect.  Amir had arrived from Iraq a year prior to the focus group. In speaking 

about his experiences, he noted, “Talking English is hard. Yeah. I don't understand some stuff 

they say.” He also shared his experiences from when he arrived in the U.S.: “Like, like some 

people -They came from the church like that. They just talk with us. They said, “Can you be 

Christian?” I say, “No.” The experience of others talking to him about Christianity also extended 

 
8 Kurdish Pride Gang 
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to his school experiences: “Ms. Gutierrez, every single day talking about Christian.” Others in 

the focus group corroborated Amir’s story, recalling that the teacher did often speak about 

Christianity in her classes.  Basim said, “…sometimes she says that Jesus is God's Son. And we 

tell her Jesus is not God's Son.” Although others reported feeling “uncomfortable,” they also 

commented that she was a good teacher and that what she said was “not a big deal.”  Basim and 

others with stronger language skills were able to more effectively navigate the situation with the 

teacher such that they did not feel their religious identity was threatened.  When Amir was asked 

what he thought, though, he simply responded, “I feel sad.”  This exchange highlighted some of 

the challenges that Muslim youths less proficient in English may face that other youths may not.  

Muslim youths also reported that others did not know what to think of their race.  Latif, a 

13-year old from Pluribus, reported being asked, “Are you Muslim or are you White?” Maya 

from Minimus said, “Or if you don’t wear a hijab like I don’t, people think I’m Hispanic.” While 

Muslim youths acknowledged that others (predominantly peers) might think of them as “White,” 

“Black,” or “Hispanic,” Muslim youths did not talk about themselves using those terms – even 

when those terms accurately described their race, as seen in Ajrouch (2000), Kusow (2004), and 

Ajrouch and Kusow (2007).  Some Muslim youths also used negative racial stereotypes, 

particularly to describe African American communities – reinforcing the anti-Blackness of the 

dominant culture (Daulatzai, 2012; Grewel, 2014).  For example, Sadiya from Muslim Middle 

recounted that her previous school “…used to be full of Black people and I started at home, I 

started talking how they talked. Like for some reason I had their accent and I didn't like it.”  

Similarly, Amira, a 12-year old from Pluribus said, “… the other school was really ghetto and 

everything and there were people, there were a lot of people getting arrested and there would be 

a lot of fights and a lot of drugs there and everything.” However, not all discussions of African 



  

 

 

44 

American communities were negative.  Basim from Pluribus noted, “…Black people know a lot 

more about Muslims, more than Americans because a lot of their family members are Muslim.”  

It is also important to note, though, that Basim equated “American” with “White” – highlighting 

again how race and nationality were often conflated. 

Youths’ identity as Americans was also discussed in focus groups.  Sirin and Fine (2007) 

and Stuart & Ward (2011) both examined the link between religious and national identities, and 

noted that most youths find resilient ways to manage the two identities.  Similarly, most youths 

in the current study found being American was simply another aspect of their identity.  However, 

others were not as comfortable with the label.  For example, Leila from Pluribus said, “I don’t 

feel American.”  This may be associated with the fact that she associates being American with 

many of the challenges that Muslims face.  Others noted an issue was also how others thought of 

them as Americans.  Maryam shared that she was asked: “‘How come you're American, you're 

born in America, but why don't you act like that?’ And it really annoyed me a lot.”  In contrast, 

some Muslim youths themselves conflated being White and/or Christian with being American.  

Leena, for example, stated, “…Americans, well, they like don’t cover up as much as we do and 

they, actually, I’m talking about like Christianity or whatever…” Although Leena meant to refer 

to Christians in her statement, her first instinct was to call them Americans.  This conflation of 

American with White and/or Christian was common among this group of Muslim youths. 

 Ethnic and racial identities are important in the ways they shape Muslim youths’ religious 

identity.  Similar to religious identity, the ethnic and racial identities of Muslim youths are often 

misinterpreted by others.  Muslim youths may also feel uncomfortable with their own racial and 

ethnic identities, and may also hold racial and ethnic stereotypes of their own.  A less discussed 
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aspect of ethnic identity – language ability – can also affect the experiences of Muslim youths 

and the ways in which they understand their religious identity. 

Gender and Sexual Identity 

 Gender and sexuality influenced the development of religious identity for Muslim youths 

in a number of ways.9  Most youths acknowledged that the most visible marker of being Muslim 

for this age group was wearing the hijab.  However, considerations of the hijab were often quite 

complicated.  Girls who wore hijab spoke about it as being central to their religious identity.  

Fatima from Pluribus stated, “To wear a scarf, like, they’ll know what your religion is...I’m 

proud to be a Muslim, and I’m proud to wear a scarf.”  Others, however, were worried about how 

they would be perceived if they decided to wear a scarf.  Leila from Pluribus shared, “…I really 

want to like wear a scarf and stuff, but like I just kind of like I’m scared to because like I feel 

like people are going to make fun of me and like how I look and stuff, and make fun of our 

religion.”  This fear of what non-Muslim others might say seemed to be a common concern 

regarding the hijab.  For instance, a common story reported from youth at all three schools was 

about girls who took off their hijab when at school.  Although some youth suggest that girls did 

so to avoid discrimination, others suggested that it was a gender performance related to sexuality.  

Given that so much of what adolescent girls do to be “attractive” often centers around “fitting 

in,” taking off the scarf in school may actually be both.  Fatima from Pluribus, reported, “I know 

a girl who goes to school, takes off her hijab, comes back, wears it and puts on makeup at school 

without her parents knowing.”  Thus, the performance of hijab has very different meanings for 

 
9 A much more detailed exploration of the intersection of religious and gender and sexual identity can be found in: 

Mohyuddin, H. A. (2014). “It’s not part of the religion”: The “Null Curriculum” and the sexual identity 

development of Muslim American youth. Unpublished manuscript, Department of Community Research and Action, 

Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. 
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parents and non-Muslim peers, both of whom are disciplining girls to behave in certain ways 

(Goffman, 1959; Foucault, 1977; Butler, 1990)  

However, the prevalence of this “story” has led to parental scripts regarding hijab.  

Fatima elaborated, “Like, my Dad says, like before, before I started wearing hijab, he was like 

it’s your, it’s your choice, and he said, “Remember. If you don’t want to wear hijab, just don’t 

wear it, and don’t go cheat behind their backs and do that.”  That is not to say that Muslim 

American girls cannot authentically have different gender performances with regard to the hijab 

in different social contexts.  For example, Suraya, a 12-year old from Muslim Middle, wore the 

hijab at school, but not at home.  The difference, though, was in the secrecy of the Muslim girl 

who wore the hijab at home and took it off at school – she was deliberately hiding her gender 

performance from significant others in her life.   

 Within this particular sample, though, the overwhelming discourse on the hijab was that 

wearing it is a matter of choice.  This belief was echoed in all school settings, among boys and 

girls, and those that covered as well as those that did not.  Zara, a 12-year old from Pluribus, 

explained: 

Being Muslim doesn’t mean you have to wear a scarf. Like, it’s not the only thing about 

being a Muslim. It’s believing in God, praying, doing all that stuff. You don’t have to 

wear a scarf to be Muslim or to believe in [Islam] or to, like, do anything. I think it’s 

important, but I don’t think it’s like a big deal.  

Although most youths acknowledged that wearing the hijab is an important part of Islam, few 

felt comfortable explaining its religious significance to non-Muslims because Islamic teachings 

about dress were also related to beliefs about romantic and sexual relationships. Sanjakdar 

(2011) suggested that such issues of gender and sexuality are often seen as taboo.  For example, 
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several youths reported that when asked about the hijab, they typically responded, “it’s part of 

the religion,” without any further explanation.  However, hijab is understood by many Muslims 

as one means by which women can preserve modesty, and a way to interact with others based on 

inner qualities (Mahmood, 2006).  Ayesha from Pluribus shared her explanation of hijab: 

I just like tell them that it's just so people see us with our inner beauty and everything 

cause once we get to this age, like you see most guys these days, they go with girls just 

because of how they look…People don't really look at their personalities. They just look 

at how popular and how pretty they are…I think it’s good to wear a scarf cause a guy 

sees the inner beauty and your personality more than appearance.  

Ayesha’s quote highlighted her Islamic belief in the importance of looking beyond outward 

appearances to better understand the inner qualities a person brings to a relationship.  For her, 

wearing a hijab protects her modesty, but still allows her personality to come through.  Such 

beliefs and related religious script can help her be more agentic in navigating romantic 

relationships with others. 

One important aspect of hijab was the differential experiences of the girls who wore it.  

However, even for those who wear hijab, experiences with others can be markedly different.  At 

Muslim Middle, Safiya, an 11-year old (who is dark skinned and from Somalia) and Suraya (who 

is fair skinned and from Pakistan) shared the following about their experiences with hijab: 

Safiya (on relating her experience at a store): They looked like, they were looking at me 

like, like they don’t li-- like you could tell that they don’t really like Muslims.  

Suraya: Actually, me and Faiza [her sister], when we’re, whenever we’re at the store or 

anything, they actually come to us and comment on us just like your scarf looks very 

pretty, your clothes look very pretty.   
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Although both girls wore hijab, they were treated quite differently, in another intersection of race 

and gender with religious identity.  As Collins (2000) noted, differences in one aspect of identity 

can lead to entirely disparate experiences.  In this case, both Safiya and Suraya are Muslim girls 

who wear the hijab.  However, Suraya’s privileged identity as being light-skinned led to a more 

favorable experience with others when compared to Safiya’s experience.   

Also difficult is sharing experiences of wearing hijab with those who do not wear it.  For 

example, in Minimus, Yasmin shared the story of how she felt her mother was treated unfairly 

when trying to adopt a dog because she wore a scarf. In response, Ali stated: 

…but some women are paranoid. They think everything everyone does is because they 

are Muslim…Like at the store…when she’s in line before someone then someone skips 

them…and the cashier calls that person and not her. She’s like - it’s because I’m Muslim.  

This type of behavior can often feel like gaslighting – the denial of an experience to make 

someone question their memory, perception, or sanity.  This exchange between Yasmin and Ali, 

as well as between Safiya and Suraya, highlighted examples of the different experiences of 

Muslim youths.  Although Yasmin clearly felt like her mother was being treated differently 

because she wore the hijab, Ali denied and minimized her experience.  Similarly, Suraya sharing 

how she was treated well when wearing a hijab, might make Safiya question her own 

experiences.  Although neither Ali nor Suraya intentionally tried to harm their peers, this type of 

casual denial of experience can make Yasmine/Safiya question her experience and may make it 

less likely she will share her experiences in the future.  

Experiences with discrimination can also shape responses to religious identity.  Although 

many Muslim youths report different ways of dealing with discrimination and micro-aggressions 
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(Mohyuddin, 2020b), female students who wore hijab were most likely to advocate standing up 

for their rights as Muslims (Sirin & Fine, 2007).  Zara from Pluribus, for example, stated: 

If somebody does touch your scarf or tries to take it off, I think you should do something 

about it. You shouldn’t just sit there and wait until you get home. I think you should do 

something, act fast and tell an adult or tell a teacher. Even if they saw it and didn’t do 

anything, go up to them and be like I know you saw that and you better do something 

about it because that is my religion, and they disrespect, like, they disrespected that, and I 

think you should do something right now.  

Prior to Zara’s comment, most of the discussion about how to handle incidents of discrimination 

had centered on ignoring the problems and responding with patience; however, Zara’s comment 

energized the entire group.  Her action-oriented response reflected the desire of many Muslim 

youths to be able to resist injustice in whatever way was available to them – to just “do 

something.” 

For boys, the intersection of gender and religious identity often focused on masculine 

ideals of manhood, including standing up for oneself and preserving one’s reputation.  Ali from 

Minimus related:  

My whole life, I’ve only gotten in one fight and I got in trouble for it. It was, it was with 

another Egyptian. He was Egyptian Christian…he started talking about my family and 

start saying things about Muslims praying to statues and stuff, but my friends told me and 

I heard him… So then he came up, he came up to me and slapped me and… so I pushed 

him back and then he attacked me and we got in a fight. 

For Ali, both his religious identity as well as his masculinity were called into question, leading 

him to fight the other student.  Although Ali was the only student to report personally being in a 
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fight, several of the boys at Pluribus also shared that they often felt goaded to fight or defend 

themselves (Mohyuddin, 2020b).  Additionally, as noted in the discussion on Kurdish Halls, 

Muslim boys are often under heightened surveillance and their behavior policed, making fighting 

even more problematic for them (Daulatzai, 2012).  If Muslim boys do not respond physically, 

they often respond verbally.  Latif shared, “Yeah, we just joke around…try to make a comeback. 

Don't look like a fool,” similar to findings of youths in Gaffar-Kucher (2012). 

Gender also influences the religious identity development of Muslim youths when it 

comes to sexuality, particularly on issues of dating and relationships with the opposite sex.  

There were students from all three schools who reported that their parents expected them to 

remain completely segregated from members of the opposite sex – based on their interpretations 

of Islam.  Youths in all three settings reported that they were admonished to “not talk to, sit next 

to, or even look at members of the opposite sex.”  Although students realized that these 

expectations were unrealistic, especially in public school settings, they reported trying to follow 

their parents’ directions.  However, they also realized that these warnings were often gendered – 

girls were more likely to be warned to stay away from boys.  Maya from Minimus, said: 

Muslim parents, I feel personally, are just more like - you can’t do this and you 

can’t do that, especially toward girls…Both of my brothers currently have a 

girlfriend and my mom is just like – oh, I don’t care. 

Other students reported that their parents were more flexible, understanding that within school 

contexts, gender mixing is largely unavoidable.  These parents typically warned youths against 

flirting and touching.  There were also a few participants who reported that their parents allowed 

them to date; however, these participants were all boys.  Ali from Minimus shared: “Like I asked 

my mom – it’s not wrong to have a girlfriend, just don’t, like, make out with her every minute.”  
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As Maya noted, both her brothers had girlfriends while she was restricted from dating.  The 

implication was that dating typically involved non-Muslim peers.  Interestingly, Jamal from 

Pluribus noted that if he were to date a Muslim girl, “her father and brothers were likely to beat 

[him] up” – a problem he would not have with a non-Muslim girl.  Many of the boys in the group 

nodded or verbally agreed with his statement.  His comment, though, highlights an implicit 

gender stereotype – that Muslim girls are “handed” from one male (father) to another 

(husband/boyfriend), reinforcing hierarchal gender relations.    

 Although Muslim youths reported confusion regarding Islamic teachings on gender and 

sexuality, the influence of having a religious script can still be agentic for them (Mohyuddin, 

2014).  Muslim American youths in this study utilize religious scripts in such a way that Islam 

functions as a protective barrier from having to deal with sexuality before they are ready.  Many 

participants expressed the belief that engaging in romantic or sexual relationships at their age is 

not healthy.  Maya, for instance, noted (in reference to romantically-entangled peers), “You 

don’t know him. You don’t know the guy.  You don’t love him.  You’re 12, now give it up!”  By 

invoking Islam, Muslim youths could “opt out” of premature sexual activity.  As Asif, a 14-year 

old from Minimus, stated, “It's our childhood, you know, I wanna live it to be fun…girls are 

drama.”  Because he has opted out of the sexual expectations that his peers face, Asif added, “It’s 

like I can see outside the box…I actually help my friends with their relationship problems.” 

Class Identity 

 Although issues of class did not often come up in focus group discussions, it did have 

relevance for some participants.  The most salient comments about class came from Pluribus.  

Two major themes emerged about class at Pluribus – namely, the effect of class on living 

situations and the social consciousness that students felt about their own class situations.  Class is 
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a major factor in the choice of housing for individuals, which is an important environmental 

factor in youths’ lives.  Jamal and Latif, for example, lived in the same apartment complex. The 

boys shared that when the new manager came to the complex, Muslim tenants began to be 

“kicked out” of their apartments. They also mentioned how the maintenance man at the complex 

treated Muslim tenants.  According to Jamal, “…he knocked on his door, and then, the whole 

time he's talking to them, he's looking at the Arabic on his wall…He, he wasn't even looking at 

him in the face. He was just looking at the Arabic.”  As a result, several tenants went to court to 

fight for their housing rights.  In this way, the intersection of class and religious identity created 

experiences of discrimination that others did not face.  At the same time, the fact that tenants 

stood up for their rights provided positive models of advocacy for youths. 

 Students at pluribus were also conscious of their class in relation to the other students. 

Jamal and Khaled, another 7th grader at Pluribus, described their relationship as “complicated.” 

One complication appeared to be class:   

Khaled: They, when I first came in, they were teasing me about this, like, “Oh you live 

in a rich neighborhood,” you know, “You have all the rich stuff. (laughter) No, no. 

Jamal: We’re just saying it’s a nice place, we’re saying it’s a compliment… 

Khaled: No, no, no, ‘cause you were saying like rich people food and one day I traded 

for school lunch on Friday. You're like, said, “Why're you eating poor people food?”  

Jamal: No, I didn't… sometime he did like tease me about that kind of stuff, like the poor 

stuff, but whatever. 

Although framed in the language of “teasing,” both boys clearly felt conscious of their different 

class situations.  Although both boys were Muslims, class played a factor in the way they 
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interacted with one another and the stories they shared about their experiences of being Muslim.  

Another student, Leila, also displayed consciousness about her class identity: 

[My Dad] used to be a translator and he got a lot of money, lots of money, but now, 

sorry, but my dad is a taxi driver, he, like everybody makes fun of me because of that 

and, but like, so like the bus drives past by my house and, um, my dad’s car is in the 

garage and stuff like that and they will talk about me and stuff and they will be like, “Oh, 

your dad’s a taxi driver,” and all this stuff, and, and then I would get embarrassed.  

For Leila and Jamal, their class identities influenced the ways in which they interacted with their 

peers.  Although not directly related to religious identity, it shaped how they thought about 

themselves in relation to others.  Managing multiple discredited identities can shape the ways in 

which youths think about themselves and their relationships with others.  Leila, in particular, 

seemed to be conscious of her multiple discredited identities.  As previously noted, she was 

afraid to wear a scarf because of how others would treat her.  She also shared that she felt that 

twerking10 would help her fit in with her non-Muslim peers (Mohyuddin, 2020a).  Because of her 

discredited identities as a Muslim with a taxi driver for a father, Leila seems to feel the need to 

perform gender in a way that conformed with the dominant culture (i.e., by not wearing a scarf 

and twerking).  Muslim youths often must make such choices about how to perform their various 

identities with others. 

Integrated Identities 

 Finally, several students spoke of how their identities were a combination of the different 

facets of identity.  They embraced their Muslim, ethnic, and American identities as all being 

important in defining who they were.  Kurdish students, in particular, noted how important their 

 
10 From the Urban Dictionary: “The rhythmic gyrating of the lower fleshy extremities in a lascivious 

manner with the intent to elicit sexual arousal or laughter in ones intended audience.” 
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ethnic and American identities were to them.  Most of their families came to the U.S.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

as refugees and America symbolized freedom from the tyranny of Saddam Hussain’s rule.  As 

Samir, an 11-year old from Pluribus, said, “…when, like, people say, ‘Are you, like mostly 

Kurdish or American?’ I say, ‘Kurdish,’ but I'm also proud to be American cause like here we 

came to be free and now it's like we became free and stuff.”  Students also acknowledged that 

different aspects of their identity can make it difficult to “fit in” with peers, but do not want to 

hide who they are.  Ayesha noted: 

I wouldn't like to hide where I was born and where my hometown is, where I grew up, 

but I wouldn't also want to hide my history and my religion…I would tell them that I was 

Muslim, that I'm Muslim and that like I'm Kurdish and everything, and, but I was also 

born and raised in America, just like tell them that if you're not gonna accept me for who 

I am, then you probably shouldn't be friends with me. 

Others felt that although religious and ethnic identities were important and part of who 

they were, these facets of identity should not be the sum of how they were thought of as 

individuals.  As Maya from Minimus suggested, “… it seems like, like your culture and your 

religion when meeting new people shouldn’t really affect their opinion on you as a person.” Ali 

from Minimus described it as “the awesomeness of me,” while Suraya from Muslim said these 

different aspects of her identity made her “an outrageous, awesome girl.” For some, this 

conceptualization of identity is supported by their religious beliefs as well.  Khaled noted: 

I mean Allah made all different people, I mean, he made everyone. He made everyone on 

this Earth. He made everything. So, everyone’s the same in every way except they might 

have different, some might be Christian or Jewish or they might some be atheists or 

Muslim, it doesn't matter. Everyone's equal. 
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As Khaled’s quote illustrates, Muslim American youths use their religious beliefs as a 

way of understanding their own identities, as well as those of others. 

Discussion 

Muslim youths in the study exhibited a range of religious, ethnic, racial, gender, and class 

identities.  In terms of religious identity, findings from both the survey and focus groups suggest 

that youths had strong religious identities with parents who were supportive of their religious 

identities.  This may be in part due to sampling issues – to participate in the study, youths had to 

self-identify as Muslims, which may have led to a bias toward youths with stronger social 

supports and comfort in identifying as Muslim.  Youths spoke of their belief in God, their 

religious practices, and their sense of belonging with other Muslims – exhibiting anchors of 

religious identity similar to findings from Layton, Dollahite, and Hardy (2011).  Although youths 

reported still learning about their religion, they believed the negative stereotypes of Muslims and 

Islam were due to the fact that non-Muslims simply did not know about Islam.  They also, in 

part, defined their religious identity as distinct from Christianity, particularly questioning the 

idea of Jesus as the Son of God.   

In assessing the influence of ethnic and racial identities, youths often reported that many 

peers in particular were confused about their ethnic or racial identities.  In addition, others 

conflated ethnic and racial identities with the religious identities of Muslim youths – including 

parents.  Similar to other studies, Muslim youths themselves were more likely to identify with 

ethnic and religious identities than with racial identities (Kusow, 2004; Ajrouch & Kusow, 

2006).  In particular, youths were likely to report that they felt “safe” in ethnic communities 

because those communities were predominantly Muslim.  However, they also expressed 

frustration with the conflation of ethnic and religious identities sometimes enforced by parents.  



  

 

 

56 

On the other hand, some youths expressed anti-Black stereotypes themselves, echoing findings 

from Daulatzai (2012) and Grewal (2014).  Ethnic and racial identities may be especially salient 

to understanding youths’ religious identities because of the importance of these social categories 

in U.S. society (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Frideres, 2002; Hill et al, 2015).   

Gender identities clearly influenced religious identity formation as well.  Conversations 

around the hijab, in particular, were complex.  It is a practice that is imbued with so much 

meaning, for Muslims and non-Muslims alike, that teasing apart its impact is often challenging.  

Within the context of this sample, the predominant discourse on the hijab associated its use with 

choice – one that related to ideas of social acceptability, as a signal to others about religiosity, 

and as a sign of faith.  Participants acknowledged, though, that it could also serve as a control 

mechanism – as stories of Muslim girls who took off their hijab in school could attest.  However, 

it was a religious script that allowed some Muslim girls to opt out of early sexual activity when 

they felt they were not ready.  But perhaps, most importantly, it should be understood in the lived 

experience of Muslim girls and women (Mahmood, 2006).  Although most girls who wore hijab 

reported positive experiences, they were also most likely to report incidents of discrimination.  

Further, experiences of wearing the hijab could also vary by race, as in the case of Safiya and 

Suraya.  Or, experiences could be denied altogether, as in Yasmin’s case.  However, Muslim 

girls who wore hijab were also more likely to endorse standing up for their rights than other 

Muslim youths in the study.  In contrast, the intersection on religion and gender for boys often 

focused on masculine ideals of manhood, including standing up for oneself and preserving one’s 

reputation. Muslim boys are often under heightened surveillance and their behavior policed 

(Butler, 1990; Daulatzai, 2012; Gaffar-Kucher, 2012).   
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Muslim youths also expressed questions regarding dating and relationships with the 

opposite sex.  In particular, youths express distrust of parental teachings that seem unrealistic 

given their social contexts and those that placed unfair restrictions on girls.  Both of these 

phenomena are documented in a number of studies, including Naber (2005) and Talbani and 

Hasanali (2000).  One implication is that although religious scripts may delay sexual activity for 

girls, they are less likely to affect boys, supporting findings from Rostosky, Wilcox, Wright, and 

Randall (2004) and Carpenter (2010).  

Although discussions of class were less common during focus groups, class identities did 

affect the living environments of Muslim youths, as well as the ways in which they interacted 

with peers.  The impact of class on religious identity development is given some attention (Britto 

and Amer, 2007; Ghaffar-Kucher, 2012), but is not the focus of most of the studies.  Ahmed, 

Patel, and Hashem (2015), however, recognized socio-economic status as a risk factor for 

Muslim youth, and suggested that it influenced their developmental outcomes.  Those Muslim 

youths with lower socio-economic status may face greater challenges in their living situations or 

in dealing with peers.  Managing multiple discredited identities can shape the ways in which 

youths think about themselves and their relationships with others (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 

1991; Frideres, 2002).  On the other hand, such situations can also model resilience for youths – 

as in the case of the apartment tenants who fought for their housing rights. 

It is important to note, however, that sometimes more privileged voices within the 

Muslim community can marginalize the experiences of Muslim youths with different intersecting 

identities (Ahmed, Patel, & Hashem, 2015).  Yasmin’s and Safiya’s experiences with the hijab, 

Kamal’s experience with his non-Muslim uncle, and Amir’s experience with his teacher 

highlight experiences that are often less visible.  Sometimes even other Muslim youths may 



  

 

 

58 

minimize these experiences.  However, as Collins (2000) suggests, partial perspectives can also 

be used to support Muslim youths.  For example, when asked about their feelings about the focus 

group experience, Aliya from Pluribus noted, “I think it's [the focus group] important because I 

just feel happy to know that an adult and my Muslim sisters know how it feels when people call 

us stuff and that it's not just me.  If it happens again, I know they will help me.”   

In terms of theory, this study highlights the intersectionality that exists within the Muslim 

community that is particularly salient for youths (Ahmed, Patel & Hashem, 2015; Collins, 2000; 

Frideres, 2002; Syed & Azmitia, 2008).  Although a number of studies focus on particular 

intersections of Muslim youths’ identities – such as religious and national identity (Sirin & Fine, 

2007; Stuart & Ward, 2011), or religious and gender identity (Naber, 2005; Talbani & Hasanali, 

2000) - there is a need to be able to address the greater multiplicity of identities that Muslim 

American youths must manage (Nwosu-Randolph, 2014).  This is especially true for the younger 

youths in this study, who may have fewer resources and experiences to draw from when trying to 

explain their differing identities to others in their lives. 

Indeed, a key finding of the study was the idea that youths must manage conflated 

identities (particularly ethnic, racial, religious, and national) - both that the youths experienced 

others ascribing to them, as well as in the ways in which they themselves spoke of the race, 

religion, and nationality of others.  As younger youths who are dealing with questions of identity, 

they may not have the tools necessary to clearly define or redefine their multiple identities, 

though they certainly have to negotiate those identities with non-Muslim peers.  Additionally, 

youths also felt that parents conflated religious and ethnic identities – equating specific aspects 

of culture (such as food or dress) with Islamic teachings.  On the other hand, youths frequently 
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used the word “American” to mean Christian and/or White, highlighting gaps in their own 

understandings of others’ identities.   

For Muslim caregivers and community leaders, it is important to be able to understand 

and support youths as they manage these multiple identities.  Youths here do report a strong 

sense of safety and belonging with families, in ethnic communities, and in mosques – though 

there is also a sense that older adults and community members do not understand youths’ 

contexts (Ahmed, 2009; Stuart & Ward, 2011).  As such, Muslim youths may not feel like they 

can discuss more difficult experiences without fear of judgement in such spaces.  Yet, there is an 

opportunity to discuss issues of race, ethnicity, gender, class with youths to help them develop 

tools to be more agentic as they define their own identities. Additionally, Muslim youths could 

also discuss the ways in which they interact with each other, in order to avoid minimizing or 

denying the experiences of more marginalized Muslim youths in the community (Ahmed, Patel, 

& Hashem, 2015).   

Counselors, teachers, and school leaders also need to be aware of the heterogeneity of the 

Muslim community and the differing needs of Muslim youths – particularly those with more 

marginalized identities (such as English language learners, and/or based on skin color and class) 

in order to create more affirming practices and policies.  Schools have also been increasingly 

called upon to discuss issues of race, ethnicity, gender, and class in the classroom, and this study 

highlights some of the reasons why such discussions are both necessary and can be empowering 

for youth. 

Study Considerations and Future Directions 

 This study was designed to gain a deeper understanding of the religious identity 

development of Muslim American youths ages 10-14 years old, as well as how intersecting 
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identities influence religious identity formation.  Findings are meant to provide a breadth of 

Muslim youth experiences with the process of religious identity formation.  However, it is 

important to consider both the strengths and limitations of the study, as well as potential future 

directions for research. 

 Using language as a proxy for religion in selecting the public schools was a study 

limitation.  As mentioned before, it under-estimates the number of Muslim students by not 

accounting for Muslim students whose primary language is English.  Ethnicity would prove 

similarly problematic.  That is why having guidance counselors who were able to appropriately 

identify Muslim students was critical to the study process.  At the same time, schools may have 

been chosen by the district based on perceived positive attitudes of guidance counselors toward 

Muslim students.  Thus, there may have been a bias towards selecting schools that were willing 

and able to support Muslim youths.  Schools with more negative attitudes may have been 

excluded at the district level.  As such, there may be problematic issues of school climate for 

Muslim students that remain un-captured by the study.  In the future, a more systematic, longer-

term study of Muslims in public schools may provide detailed information about the influence of 

school climate on religious identity development for Muslim youths.  

 Another interesting limitation not initially foreseen was the potential influences of age on 

the respondents’ perceptions of their religious identity.  Although all participants were in middle 

school, the most self-reflective comments appeared to come from the 7th graders in the study, 

rather than from the 5th or 6th graders.  Given the rapid developmental changes that occur within 

this age group, and the different experiences that occur during this time, it may be fruitful to 

further explore how religious identity may shift over time during middle school.   
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 However, the study also provided an important examination of some of the experiences 

of Muslim youths in their own words.  The focus group format allowed youths to have a safe 

space to explore issues related to their religious identity.  Although focus groups may lead to 

conformity through peer interaction, it may also help youths to express their own thoughts by 

comparing their experiences to like others.  Indeed, youths reported that the focus group allowed 

them to discuss issues and feel supported by their peers.   

Conclusions 

Even with the potential limitations, the study contributes to the literature on the religious 

identity development of Muslim American youths by centering the experiences of younger youth 

and by considering youth from different school settings.  Given the potential influence of 

Islamophobia and the negative stereotypes of Muslims and Islam, it is important to better 

understand the range of experiences of Muslim youths.  Understanding these different 

experiences of Muslim youths is important for giving youth voice and for youth empowerment, 

as well as for developing tools and resources to help facilitate discussions with parents and other 

significant adults.  
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CHAPTER III: “IF THEY REALLY CARED”: EXPLORING HOW SCHOOL CONTEXTS 

INFLUENCE RELIGIOUS IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT FOR MUSLIM AMERICAN 

YOUTHS 

 

Abstract 

Religious identity development occurs in response to and within ecological contexts.  For many 

youths, schools are an especially important context to consider.  Informed by performance 

theory, this paper explores how school contexts influence the religious identity development of a 

group of 34 Muslim American youths (ages 10-14 years old) who reside in a mid-sized city in 

the Southern United States,.  In particular, this paper explores three different school contexts: a 

public school with a large Muslim population (Pluribus Middle), a public school with few 

Muslims (Minimus Middle), and an Islamic school (Muslim Middle).  Each school context 

exhibited different properties, which influenced Muslim youths in particular ways.  The 

structural context of both public-school settings provided daily challenges for Muslim students, 

including issues with cafeteria food and physical education.  Additionally, youths at Pluribus 

reported contested religious identities and issues of surveillance, while youths at Minimus 

reported difficulties maintaining religious practices (such as prayer and holidays). Youths at 

Muslim Middle, by contrast, reported feelings of safety and comfort in their school setting, but 

also dealt with issues related to gender segregation and perceptions of religiosity.  Youths also 

described “religious scripts” and code-switching that they developed to manage conflicting 

social demands from parents, peers, and teachers in these differing school contexts.  

Understanding the varied school contexts of Muslim youths can help parents, teachers, and 
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community leaders support the ways in which such youths negotiate their religious identities to 

foster healthy religious identity development in a post 9/11 world. 

Keywords:  Islam, school culture, religious scripts, early adolescence/middle childhood 

Introduction 

Ecological contexts are an important overarching framework for understanding the 

religious identity development of Muslim American youths.  Individuals exist within 

environments, and both shape and are shaped by the environments in which they live. These 

influences are not static or unidirectional.  Rather, they are dynamic, reciprocal, and 

transactional.  As such, it is important to consider the ecological contexts within which identity 

development occurs (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), as well as how society can influence and shape 

identity (Butler, 1990; Foucault, 1977; West & Zimmerman, 1987).  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 

ecological systems model provides a framework for considering the relationship between an 

adolescent’s environment and his/her development.  The different levels of the environment that 

influence adolescents’ development include the microsystem (i.e., interpersonal relationships 

with family or peers), the mesosystem (i.e., the interaction between microsystems, such as 

parental involvement in schools), the exosystem (i.e., the community in which the adolescent 

lives), and the macrosystem (i.e., societal influences, such as media and government policies).  

Eco-developmental theory (Pardo, 2012) further posits that those systems that are most proximal 

to the individual (i.e., the microsystems including family, schools, and peers) have the greatest 

impact on individuals.  Examining and understanding the ecological contexts in which Muslim 

American youths live and develop is therefore critical for the study of their religious identity 

development.11   

 
11 Religious identity refers to the sense of group membership a person feels toward a particular religion, and the 

importance of that religion to a person’s overall self-concept (Arweck & Nesbitt, 2010).  A more detailed analysis of 
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Several studies have explored the ecological contexts for identity development of Muslim 

American youths.  As Zine (2001) noted, “Muslim youth must struggle to negotiate an identity 

within three often conflicting cultural frameworks: the dominant culture, their ethnic culture, and 

Islam” (p. 404).  These cultural frameworks were based within the ecological contexts for such 

youths, which includes their families, peers, schools, communities, and mosques.  Ahmed (2009) 

discussed how Muslim American youths were often sent mixed messages from different social 

contexts, and often felt that they had no one to turn to who could understand all the different 

types of pressures they faced.  Ahmed (2009) and others (Chaudhury & Miller, 2008; Oberoi & 

Trickett, 2018) suggested that those youth with strong social support from family, community, 

school, and peers were able to most successfully integrate different aspects of their identity. 

However, most of these studies focused on older adolescents in high school or college. 

The conceptual model presented in Chapter 1 provided an overview of possible 

theoretical frameworks that could be used to examine the religious identity development of 

Muslim American youths (Mohyuddin, 2016).  Figure 1 below provides an overview of the 

conceptual model, as well as highlights the links from the model to the current paper.  As seen 

from the figure, the theoretical models most salient to the current study include ecological 

systems theory and theories of social construction and performance. 

 

 

 

 

 
religious identity can be found in Mohyuddin, H. A. (2016). Understanding the religious identity development of 

Muslim American Youths: A major area paper. Unpublished manuscript, Department of Community Research and 

Action, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. 
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Figure 1. Link to conceptual model for religious identity development of Muslim American 

youths 

 

The purpose of this study, then, is to explore the ways in which religious identity 

development for Muslim American youths in early adolescence/middle childhood (ages 10-14 

years old) are shaped by ecological contexts, particularly the proximal context of schools. Using 

performativity as a lens, the study also considers ways in which certain “scripts” are agentic for 

Muslim American youths in managing conflicting demands from parents, peers, and teachers.  In 

this way, the study contributes to a growing body of literature working to support the healthy 

religious identity development of Muslim American youths.   

Literature Review 

Influence of Schools  

For Muslim American youths, many of their experiences with discrimination occur within 
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school settings (Aroian, 2012; CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; Oberoi & Trickett, 2018).  The 

Council on American-Islamic Relations in California (CAIR-CA) reported that 55% of Muslim 

students in their study had been subject to at least one form of religion-based bullying - twice as 

high as the national average of students reporting being bullied at school (CAIR-CA, 2015).  The 

CAIR-CA report noted that while male students were more likely to report being bullied in 

general, female students were more likely to report being harassed by a teacher.   

Zine (2001) also suggested that students wearing the hijab and other visible indicators of 

being Muslim were more likely to be placed in lower academic levels than those who do not.  In 

addition, many schools failed to accommodate Muslim youths in certain activities, such as not 

providing single-sex swimming classes or not allowing them to wear long pants during physical 

education classes.  Muslim students also negotiate how to deal with practices often considered 

un-Islamic – such as celebrating Halloween or Valentine’s Day.  Further, Muslim students were 

often put into difficult situations in classes where Islam, the Middle East, or terrorism was 

mentioned (CAIR-CA, 2015; Oberoi & Trickett, 2018; Zine, 2001). CAIR-CA also noted that 

Muslim students felt as if reporting bullying or asking for religious accommodations might result 

in negative repercussions – one student reported, “I was scared that the school would not agree 

with me,” while another believed, “It’ll make things worse.”  

Oberoi and Trickett (2018) studied the experiences of Muslim adolescents in 30 different 

high schools in a Midwestern state in the U.S. to examine the impact of school level factors, such 

as teacher support and acculturative hassles, on student outcomes. Overall, the study found that 

youths in their sample were coping well in terms of academic achievement, espoused high 

educational expectations, and experienced relatively low levels of psychological distress. 

However, those youths that did experience a greater frequency and severity of hassles at school 
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reported higher levels of psychological distress. The types of hassles that seemed to be 

particularly salient included hassles associated with representing Islam, limited English 

competency, relations with both Muslim and non-Muslim peers, and being subjected to religious 

microaggressions at school. Peer hassles unique to being a Muslim (e.g., "other Muslim students 

did something that made you feel embarrassed that you are Muslim,”) were also a source of 

psychological distress.  Additionally, schools with low numbers of Muslim students were less 

likely to have structural supports for religious practices.  This study's quantitative findings 

supported findings in other research (Mohyuddin, 2020a, 2020b; Zine, 2001). 

However, many school systems do have interventions to stop bullying, as well as 

programming designed to promote social and emotional learning for students.  These programs 

are geared toward changing school cultures so that they are more welcoming for all students.  

For instance, Nwosu and Barnes (2014) studied a school that had adopted a multicultural 

curriculum to support the healthy identity development of immigrant and refugee youth.  The 

multicultural norms in the school provided academic and social supports that allowed youth to 

explore their identities in safe spaces, while promoting youth agency.  This example may provide 

a parallel to Islamic schools where curricula are designed to support religious identity 

development for Muslim youths.  However, as Rissanen, Tirri, and Kuusisto (2015) noted, 

schools less familiar with dealing with issues of religious difference may seek to promote 

acceptance by accentuating similarities and minimizing differences (p. 286).  As such, Muslim 

youths felt they had to hide those aspects of their religious belief that were clearly different from 

those of their peers.  Partially in response to the perception of public schools as spaces where 

religious differences may not be valued, there has been an increasing rise in Islamic school 
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attendance, as parents and youths feel protected from anti-Muslim rhetoric, as well as better able 

to develop strong Muslim identities (Smith, 2009).  

Influence of Peers  

Peer groups have an increasing influence on individuals during adolescence, and are an 

important part of a youth’s microsystem (Steinberg, 2011).  Relationships with peers can have 

both positive and negative influences.  Zine (2001) noted the ambivalence of both parents and 

youth in the face of negative social influences such as “peer pressure, dating, drugs, and alcohol” 

(p. 404), which were often perceived as un-Islamic.  Qaddoura (2009) also suggested that 

Muslim youths both found themselves in similar contexts (i.e., schools, shopping centers, movie 

theaters, etc.) and often faced similar problems as their non-Muslim peers, which was a fear for 

some Muslim parents because of the potential of that closeness to drive Muslim youths away 

from Islam.  However, these similarities with non-Muslim youths also provided peer support for 

some Muslim American youths.   

 At the same time, Muslim youths also have other Muslim youths as peers.  Elashi, Mills, 

and Grant (2010) explored the in-group and out-group attitudes of Muslim youth ages 5-8 years 

old enrolled in an Islamic school.  Children made more positive attributions for Muslims than 

non-Muslims, with young children providing more negative evaluations of non-Muslims than 

older children. Children also preferred Muslims as potential teachers, neighbors, and friends. 

Similarly, Cheedle and Schwadel (2012) used a social network analysis to examine the impact of 

selection vs. socialization in religious homophily among adolescents in friendships.  That is, 

religious youth may choose friends of similar faiths, but may also become more similar in their 

religious beliefs after socializing with each other.  The authors’ findings suggested that 

socialization actually plays a greater role in religious homophily than selection, and that more 
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religious adolescents tend to be more cliquish.  For Muslim youths, co-religionists may also play 

an important role in support systems, especially in the face of discrimination.  For instance, 

O’Brien (2011) found that by being able to express anger about discrimination to Muslim peers 

in private, youth were able to better deal with issues of discrimination in public.    

Performance Theory 

Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical analysis of social interactions also provided a useful 

framework for better understanding the religious identity development of Muslim youths.  The 

author posited that human interactions are like roles in a play.  The goal of performing is 

“impression management” – to control how others view us and to create a cohesive image of 

self.  Goffman posited that we perform for others in order to achieve personal goals, to present a 

consistent and positive view of ourselves to the world, and to conform to social norms – which 

he suggested was particularly important for individuals subjected to stigma.  Stigma is often 

defined as an attribute of a person that is “deeply discredited” by society (Goffman, 1963).  Most 

of our performances are considered front stage – public spaces where we deliver lines from our 

“scripts,” or learned socially acceptable ways of interacting.  Individuals perform for others, but 

are also audience members watching others perform.  Goffman suggested that it was important to 

have an agreed upon “definition of the situation” in these interactions – accepted norms about 

how to speak and behave – for successful impression management.  As Muslim youths negotiate 

different spaces, they are also interacting with significant others in their lives.  These interactions 

provide different definitions of acceptable behavior and speech, which can shape how youths 

think about their religious identity.  Foucault (1977) further suggested that individuals are often 

“disciplined” to perform in ways that conform to society’s standards (p. 136) – by either 

receiving praise or criticism for their actions.  These disciplining activities were repeated, and by 
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being repeated, became habitual - transforming and controlling individuals.  This discipline 

emerged from the social structures that constitute our environments – governments, schools, 

work, religion, and family, among others.  Thus, individual agency was constrained by social 

structures.   

Social structures could also lead to youths feeling the need to code-switch to fit in with 

dominant culture.  Code-switching can be defined both as “the practice of shifting the languages 

you use or the way you express yourself in your conversations” (Thompson, 2013; italics added) 

and as “the modifying of one’s behavior, appearance, etc., to adapt to different sociocultural 

norms” (Lamonier, 2018; italics added).  Muslim youths may code-switch to better fit in with the 

dominant culture.  Muslim youths often face conflicting social demands from family and Islamic 

religious scripts on one side, and peer and teacher scripts found in school settings on the other.  

Understanding the various scripts Muslim youths face in different contexts can provide insight 

into Muslim youths’ experiences. 

However, other scholars use performativity to consider ways in which scripts 

(particularly theological scripts) can promote agency.  Graham (1996) posited that human agency 

is “historically situated, embodied and contingent” (p. 30) and that there have been numerous 

ways in which marginalized groups were conditioned to accept cultural scripts that diminished 

their own agency.  Performativity suggested that there is nothing inherently essential about this - 

that cultural scripts are not based on universal attributes, but rather reflect power structures that 

have developed to favor the socially powerful.  Graham posited that marginalized groups 

(including youths) could also use religious scripts to promote their own agency.  She noted that 

religion “carries implicit values” (p. 111) that give meaning to the concrete lived experiences of 

individuals.  By providing a system of values and beliefs that enable individuals to subvert 
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dominant cultural practices, theological scripts can also lead to greater agency.  For Muslim 

youths, such scripts may help them navigate the various contexts in which they find themselves.  

Similarly, in Saba Mahmoud’s (2006) essay on the women’s piety movement in Egypt, 

she posited that it is the ways in which performances are “experienced” that truly matters.  She 

suggested that previous conceptualizations of performativity tended to be binary; performances 

either reiterated or subverted cultural norms.  Mahmoud sought to expand this dualistic 

framework by suggesting that “norms are not only consolidated and/or subverted…but [are] 

performed, inhabited, and experienced in a variety of ways” (p. 191), as evident when Muslim 

women provided different interpretations of “modesty” within the piety movement.  These 

women continued to exhibit modesty in ways that seemed stereotypically patriarchal, but they 

actually experienced modesty in ways that is grounded in their religious values and beliefs – in 

ways that Mahmoud suggested were agentic.  Although the performance might have seemed 

oppressive to outsiders, that was not the lived experience for women during the piety movement. 

Further, performance theory also suggested that there are backstage spaces - private 

spaces where we can drop our roles or practice potential scripts before returning to the stage. 

O’Brien (2011) employed Goffman to analyze how Muslims youth use “backstage rehearsals” to 

deal with stigma.  Using ethnographic data, O’Brien observed how members of a Muslim youth 

group discussed ways to answer difficult questions about Islam, thus developing “scripts” and 

practicing for possible future performances.  These backstage spaces also allowed Muslim 

American youth to deal with anger and frustration in private spaces with like-minded peers, 

without the worry of how “others” might react.  In doing so, the backstage rehearsals provided 

space and support for Muslim youths to deal with difficult situations and support healthy 

religious identity development for this group. 
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Research Questions 

Given the existing literature, I explored how different types of school contexts might 

influence the religious identity development of a group of Muslim American youth.  In 

particular, I sought to answer the following research questions: 

3. Does school context influence the religious identity formation of Muslim American 

youths (ages 10-14 years old)? If so, how? 

4. Do peers and teachers influence the ways in which Muslim American youths think 

about and practice their faith?  If so, how? 

5. What, if any, religious scripts have youths developed to manage conflicting social 

demands? 

For Muslim American youths, many of their experiences with discrimination occur within 

school settings. However, supportive teachers and peers can also have a positive impact on 

youths (Nwosu & Barnes, 2014; Oberoi & Trickett, 2018).  Examining different school contexts 

can help provide an understanding of the possible challenges faced by Muslim American youth, 

as well as potential sources of support.  Additionally, considering a younger age group than 

previously studied may help broaden existing scholarship on the experiences of Muslim youths. 

Further, it is important to consider the interactions between Muslim youths and 

significant others in their lives.  Using performance theory as a lens, different social interactions 

can be analyzed for their influence on the religious identity development of Muslim youths.  

Different contexts and situations may lead to differences in beliefs about acceptable norms of 

speech and behavior.  Social pressures may also lead to code-switching or other adaptive 

behaviors.  How youths define the situations in which they find themselves, find common scripts 

for interacting, and use religious scripts are all important to better understand issues of 



  

 

 

81 

impression management for Muslim youths.  These scripts may also highlight ways in which 

religious scripts may provide a sense of agency for Muslim youths. 

Other social contexts may also affect the types of prejudice youths face, youths’ comfort 

level in reporting acts of discrimination, and potential sources of support for dealing with 

discrimination (CAIR-CA, 2015; O’Brien, 2011). Moreover, I believe better understanding the 

experiences of Muslim youths will help parents, educators, and community members support the 

positive youth development of Muslim American youths. 

Methods 

The data for this analysis were drawn from a mixed-method study that used both focus 

groups and a survey instrument of Muslim American students (ages 10-14 years old) from a mid-

sized city in the Southern U.S.  There were two sets of focus groups – an initial data collection 

focus group and a second member check focus group.  A more detailed description of the 

methods used can be found in Mohyuddin (2020a).  In this section, field procedures, researcher 

subjectivity, and data analysis procedures are discussed.   

Field Procedures 

 Setting.  The project contrasted three particular school settings – a public school with a 

large Muslim population (Pluribus Middle)12, a public school with few Muslim students 

(Minimus Middle), and an Islamic school (Muslim Middle).  Because school and peer 

relationships have an increasing impact on children during adolescence (Steinberg, 2011), 

contrasting different school settings provided valuable insights. Although other school settings 

do exist (i.e., private schools, home schools), the vast majority of Muslim students attend public 

schools (Keyworth, 2008).  Given the focus on religious identity development and the influence 

 
12 Pluribus Middle, Minimus Middle, and Muslim Middle are pseudonyms for school names to protect student 

confidentiality.   
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of school contexts, an Islamic school provided a more meaningful comparison site than other 

school settings.  Further, Islamic school attendance has been on the rise in the U.S., given 

Muslim parents’ fears about exposing their children to discrimination and prejudice (Huus, 2011; 

Keyworth, 2008). 

Because religious affiliation was not part of the demographic information collected by 

public schools, language was used as a proxy for religion.  Kurdish, Somali, Arabic, Urdu, 

Persian, and Uzbek were used as the languages to determine which schools have high 

percentages of Muslim students and which have fewer Muslim students, but still a sufficient 

number to participate in the study.  However, using language as a proxy could underestimate 

Muslim students whose primary language is English.  In addition, it could also include non-

Muslim populations.13  

 Institutional Review Board approval was obtained from both Vanderbilt University, as 

well as from the school district.  Both parents’ official consent to participate in the study as well 

as students’ assent to participate were obtained before collecting data. Each student received a 

$15 gift card for participating.    

Sample demographics. As noted earlier, the data contrasted three different school 

settings: Pluribus Middle, Minimus Middle, and Muslim Middle.  The purposive sample 

included 34 students ages 10-14 years old in 5th-7th grades; the mean age was 11.45 years old.  

By school, there were 17 students from Pluribus Middle, 6 students from Minimus Middle, and 

11 students from Muslim Middle.  Table 1 provides a summary of participants by school and 

gender.  

 
13 This, in fact, happened at Minimus Middle, which had a sizable group of Egyptian Coptic Christians who spoke 

Arabic.  
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Within the sample, the ethnic breakdown of students was: 9 Kurdish; 8 Somali/Ethiopian; 

6 South Asian; 5 Arab; and 6 all other, which is consistent with the ethnic demographics of the 

Muslim population in the city.  The students were predominantly 1st and 2nd generation 

immigrants, and 7 out of the 19 girls who participated did not wear hijab.   

 

Table 1 

Sample Counts of Participants 

     

 

 

 

 

Data collection.  To minimize barriers to participation, all focus groups were held in the 

chosen schools during non-instructional time in the spring of 2013, and lasted approximately one 

hour.  The survey instrument was given to students after the initial focus group.  To put this into 

context, the Boston Marathon bombing (which occurred in April of 2013) occurred between the 

initial and follow-up focus groups.14  Six focus groups were assembled: three at Pluribus Middle 

(two with girls, one with boys), two at Muslim Middle (one with girls and one with boys), and 

one at Minimus Middle (one mixed-gender group).  Each group had 5-7 participants each.  I 

conducted all the focus groups, to minimize the variability of multiple facilitators.  For all focus 

groups, I took notes, as well as audio recorded the sessions to help ensure accuracy during 

transcription. Participants were given pseudonyms to protect their confidentiality.  A summary of 

 
14 The Boston Marathon Bombings, which occurred on April 15, 2013, was a terrorist attack in which 3 people were 

killed and 260 wounded.  The Tsarnaev brothers were believed to have carried out the attack out of “extremist 

Islamic beliefs.” (History.com, 2019). 

 Boys Girls Totals 

Pluribus 7 10 17 

Minimus 2 4 6 

Muslim 6 5 11 

Totals 15 19 34 
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participants can be found in Appendix A.  The primary questions for the semi-structured focus 

group protocol are given in Table 2.  Additional prompts were used for clarification and to elicit 

examples and stories from focus group participants. 

 

Table 2 

Semi-Structured Focus Group Protocol 

 

1. What does it mean to you to be Muslim? 

 

2. Have you ever been treated badly for being a Muslim? 

 

3. What does your family say about being Muslim/Islam? 

 

4. What do you think your teachers think about Muslims? 

 

5. What do your friends think about Muslims? 

 

6. What do you think is different about being a Muslim boy/girl? 

 

Researcher Subjectivity 

My standpoint as a researcher who is a Muslim, a teacher, a mother and a hijabi15, needs 

to be addressed as part of the research methodology. I believe that my position as a member of 

the same religious community as the youth participants allowed me to establish a trusting 

relationship, and helped create a safe space for the focus group.  Knowledge of the targeted 

population also aided me in facilitating the focus group – my knowledge of the nuances inherent 

in being Muslim allowed me to effectively follow-up on comments made by participants.  As 

Amer and Bagasra (2013) noted, the increased interest and visibility of the Muslim community 

in post-9/11 America has also led to issues of surveillance and distrust.   I believe that being a 

 
15 A woman who wears a head-covering, or hijab. 
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member of this community helped assuage such feelings, especially with parents.  Being female 

and former teacher may also have helped the participants feel comfortable talking to me, 

particularly in school settings where the majority of teachers are female. 

However, a possible limitation of being a member of the group being studied is that my 

history may lead me to make assumptions or come to conclusions based on my own experiences 

rather than the experiences of the participants.  Also, because I wear the hijab, youth may 

perceive me to be “religious” and so provide me with socially acceptable answers.  I hoped to 

mitigate some of the limitations by providing space for them to respond to the focus group 

discussion in the confidential survey instrument given.  I believe being reflective, conducting 

member checks, and centering participants voices during the coding and analysis also helped to 

minimize these limitations.   

Data Analysis 

Focus group interviews and open-ended survey questions were transcribed and then 

coded and analyzed using MaxQDA11 (VERBI, 2016). Saldaña (2016) noted that different 

coding methods can be used to categorize data.  Three types of coding that were particularly 

relevant to this study included structural coding, in vivo coding, and process coding.  In terms of 

structural coding, I coded for specific concepts including peer and teacher interactions, school 

policies and practices, and religious scripts.  By contrast, both in vivo and process coding were 

used in a more grounded approach: in vivo coding to understand the meanings of particular 

words and phrases youths used to describe their thoughts and experiences, and process coding to 

analyze the actions and interactions of youths, as well as their consequences. These first cycle 

codes were then synthesized and collapsed into broader categories, then shared with student 

participants during the member check focus groups.  Data from the follow-up focus group were 
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used to refine and modify codes, as well as to generate new codes to integrate into the analysis 

based on participant feedback. Codes were then organized into major themes during the second 

cycle of coding.  During all stages of coding, memos were written to capture researcher 

reflections and questions that surfaced.  Codes and memos were reviewed and categorized 

according to prevalent themes.   

Findings 

Youths’ stories from the focus groups illuminated several key findings about the influence 

of school contexts on religious identity development for Muslim American youths.  At the same 

time, discussions between students also highlighted how different scripts were used to describe 

youths’ experiences and interactions with significant others in their lives.  Although there was a 

range of experiences among participants, several themes emerged.  Table 3 provides a summary 

of the major themes found in the study, categorized by ecological context. 
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Table 3 

Categories and Major Themes 

Categories Themes 

Pluribus Middle Daily challenges 

Ability to complete religious practices 

Importance of Muslim adult role models  

Issues with surveillance 

Contested religious identities 

Minimus Middle Daily challenges 

Challenges with religious practice 

Ability to define religious identity 

Muslim Middle Feelings of safety 

Influence of teachers 

Gender competition 

Perceptions of religiosity 

Influences of Muslim Peer Interactions Backstage spaces 

 

School Influences 

In thinking about school contexts, examining the survey data is helpful.  Figure 

216 shows participant self-reported perceptions of religiosity and discrimination by school 

setting, using a 4-point Likert scale.  Interestingly, students at both Pluribus Middle 

(3.13) and Minimus Middle (2.83) had higher average reported religiosity than students at 

Muslim Middle (2.80) – though students at Muslim Middle reported higher levels of 

mosque attendance and knowledge of Islam.  A possible reason for this finding is that 

 
16 A more detailed analysis of survey data from the study can be found in Mohyuddin, H. A. (2014). “It’s not part of 

the religion”: The “Null Curriculum” and the sexual identity development of Muslim American youth. Unpublished 

manuscript, Department of Community Research and Action, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. 
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Figure 2. Perceptions of religiosity and discrimination by school setting. 

 

youth often compare themselves against significant others in their lives – so, for Pluribus 

and Minimus Middle, youths may feel that they are more religious than their classmates, 

while students at Muslim Middle may feel that their level of religiosity is similar to those 

of their classmates and thus rate themselves as somewhat average in religiosity.  In all 

three school settings, youths reported that they believed their parents were much more 

religious than they were, particularly at Pluribus and Muslim Middle.  As may be 

expected, students at Muslim Middle also reported that they were less likely to be treated 

differently by teachers, classmates, and overall.  Students at Pluribus had the highest 

average rating for being treated differently by teachers, while students at Minimus were 

more likely to report feeling that classmates treated them differently and that they were 

treated differently overall.  Students at Minimus were also far less likely to think about 
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Islam in their day to day lives than students at Pluribus or Muslim Middle, highlighting 

how fewer Muslims in a setting can reduce the salience of religion for an individual. 

It is also important to consider details of the school settings themselves.  Both 

Pluribus and Minimus Middle are fairly large public middle schools in the area, serving 

grades 5-8, with student populations of 821 and 892, respectively, in the 2012-2013 

academic year (the time of the focus groups).  By contrast, Muslim Middle is a private 

parochial school with a student population of 120 students in grades Pre-K through 6 in 

the 2012-2013 academic year.  In each of these school settings, students negotiated 

relationships with teachers and peers, while also managing relationships with parents, 

family, and other community members.  Youths were also negotiating ways in which to 

incorporate religious practices into their school settings, such as praying or eating halal.17 

In fact, the two most frequently mentioned issues with religious practice in both 

public-school settings were associated with food and  physical education.  In Islam, there 

are certain dietary restrictions, most notably the prohibition against eating pork.  For 

Muslim students, this often became a daily challenge.  Yasmin, a 12-year old from 

Minimus noted, “…in the school, I have to starve sometimes because there is pork and 

ham and some things that you can’t eat.” When asked about substitutions, Farah, a 12-

year old from Minimus, shared they were often given peanut butter sandwiches, but 

stated, “There’s always a tiny circle… of peanut butter in it. Okay, that’s just bread and 

… not a peanut butter sandwich. It’s some bread.”  Students also worried that lunchroom 

staff were not truthful when asked if items contained pork.  Jamal, a 13-year old from 

Pluribus, reported, “…my sister, she was eating pizza at school and they said it was 

 
17 Following Islamic dietary restrictions. 
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cheese, and when she looked under the cheese, it was all pepperoni. They try to trick us 

into eating it so we'll get in trouble.”  Although the issue with food may seem like a 

minor inconvenience and one that had accommodations for students, the fact that Muslim 

youths contend that they have to deal with these issues on a daily basis took a toll on 

youths over time.  Additionally, as Jamal noted, youths may begin to feel like they cannot 

trust certain adults who may try to “trick” them into doing something against their faith – 

even if these comments are made unknowingly or without malicious intent by staff. 

Similarly, during physical education classes in both public schools, Muslim 

youths often had to negotiate how to follow Islamic dress codes which require them to 

dress modestly and teacher requests to wear shorts and T-shirts.  Muslim girls who wore 

hijab in particular reported feeling uncomfortable, even though they were often given 

accommodations to be able to wear long sleeved shirts and athletic pants.  Since 

classmates did wear t-shirts and shorts, the difference in clothing was much more 

apparent than in other school settings.  As such, it was a space in which Muslim youths, 

both male and female, were frequently asked about Islamic teachings on dress.   Many 

simply replied, “It’s part of the religion,” and shared that it was awkward to explain about 

Islamic dress because the teachings about dress were also related to teachings about 

romantic and sexual relationships with the opposite sex, which are often part of the “null 

curriculum” in Islam (Mohyuddin, 2014; Sanjakdar, 2011) – that is, topics that were 

avoided or not openly discussed and thus considered inappropriate or un-Islamic.  As 

such, Muslim youths often did not have “scripts” to talk about Islamic dress codes with 

others in ways that felt agentic rather than awkward.   
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Oberoi and Trickett (2018) referred to issues such as navigating dietary 

restrictions and dress codes for physical education as acculturative hassles, while Dupper, 

Forrest-Bank and Lowry-Carusillo (2015) and Tahseen et al. (2018) refer to these issues 

as religious microaggressions because of their constant and repetitive nature (Mohyuddin, 

2020b).  The scholars suggested that the more acculturative hassles or microaggressions 

students faced, the greater likelihood of psychological distress.  The feelings of being 

misled by cafeteria staff that some students expressed also highlights issues of trust with 

authority figures in schools noted in other studies (CAIR, 2015, 2017, 2019; Tahseen et 

al., 2018).   

Pluribus Middle 

However, there were also significant differences in the school context between Pluribus 

and Minimus Middle.  In this section, important contextual factors found at Pluribus will be 

discussed.  These factors include the ability to perform religious practices such as prayer, the 

influence of teachers, issues around surveillance of behaviors, and contested religious identities.   

At Pluribus Middle, students had to take time off from class or lunch in order to pray, and 

prayers took place in an empty space under a stairwell.  Students seemed to accept this space as 

part of the status quo, though a few noted that this was not always the case.  However, because 

there was a large Muslim population, prayer in school was considered acceptable, though there 

were often challenges involved.  For instance, some Muslim youths reported that if one student 

was found to be skipping class when he/she requested time for prayer, it resulted in the teacher 

“punishing” all Muslim students in that class by not allowing them time to pray.  There were also 

gender differences in access to prayer and prayer spaces.  Boys claimed the cleaner spot under 

the stairs, whereas girls were relegated to the dirtier (and when there was rain, muddier) 
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positions by the door leading to the outside – de-incentivizing them from completing prayers.  A 

possible reason for the relative positioning may be linked to religious practice: in Islam, 

worshippers pray toward Mecca (northeast from North America) and males typically pray in 

front of females – though Muslim women are increasingly challenging such patriarchal practices 

(Sharify-Funk & Kassam Haddad, 2012).  In the context of Pluribus, however, this practice was 

the norm. 

Additionally, prayer for girls required wearing the hijab, so girls who normally did not 

wear hijab had to bring one to school in order to pray.  Both the hijab requirement, as well as the 

difference in space, made prayer for girls more difficult at Pluribus.  As Foucault (1977) might 

suggest, such experiences “exercise[ed] upon [them] a subtle coercion” (p. 137) such that the 

conditioned performance of prayer for girls at Pluribus was actually not to pray.  Thus, even 

though prayer was accepted within the school, girls at Pluribus Middle were being taught to think 

of prayer in ways quite different from the boys.  For instance, in the follow up focus group, 

Meena, an 11-year old from Pluribus, shared that she had stopped praying at school because a 

teacher had stopped her one day and asked if she was skipping class.  When probed further, she 

said, “…it’s too much,” referring to the fact that in addition to the teacher, she also had to bring a 

hijab and pray in a dirtier area than the boys.  Although Meena knew that her family and religion 

endorsed praying, the conditions for prayer in the school made her decide to forego the practice.  

School policies and practices also impacted students’ ability to complete their daily 

prayers.  In thinking about the prayer space for girls, for example, Amira, a 12-year old from 

Pluribus, said, “They (teachers) don’t treat us right. Like if, if they really cared like, I’m just 

saying if they really, really, really cared, they would help take us in the library, but they don’t let 

us go in the library. I don’t know why. They used to.”  Amira’s quote highlights the fact that 
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although schools are making religious accommodations for students, students perceive these 

steps as being done out of legal requirements rather than out of true caring for the well-being of 

students and their needs.  It also highlights some potential structural issues present in public 

schools.  Public schools have been primarily designed to meet the needs of its Christian majority 

students, rather than those of religious minorities (Dupper, Forrest-Bank & Lowry-Carusillo, 

2015; Tahseen et al., 2018).  For instance, the shift from the cleaner library space to the space 

under the stairwell may have been due to not having an open space to accommodate the large 

population of students wanting to pray in the library - implying that Pluribus had not been 

created to deal with minority religious practices such as daily prayers.   

Teachers and other school staff also played a large role in how youth navigate religious 

practices.  As Amira’s quote exemplified, some students questioned the degree of caring shown 

by teachers because of how accommodations were handled.  Similarly, Jamal’s earlier quote 

about cafeteria staff highlighted issues of trust expressed by some students.  Several students also 

felt like they were being treated differently for being Muslim.  For example, Zara, a 12-year old 

from Pluribus, related, “Well, sometimes I think the teachers are racist to be honest…if I ask to 

go to the bathroom they say no. And if an American person asks, they say yes.”18  Although 

youths want to be accommodated and treated differently related to religious practices, they also 

want to be treated the same as their non-Muslim peers when considering non-religious practices 

and behaviors.  Muslim adults helped youths navigate some of the challenges they faced at 

Pluribus.  For instance, students noted that a Kurdish lunch lady would tell them if food was 

halal or not, and the new (male) Muslim coach helped support students’ prayers by offering to 

supervise students so that other teachers who might be concerned that students were “playing 

 
18 Even though the student here is American herself by nationality, she and other Muslim youths often conflated 

American with Christian and White.  For more details, see Mohyuddin, 2020a. 
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rather than praying” would allow youths to attend.  But again, the influence was not the same for 

all youth – the boys in particular noted how much the new Muslim coach had helped them 

negotiate greater understanding from other teachers around prayer.  However, when I asked 

Meena if she could turn to the new coach for help, she just shook her head and replied, “No.” 

Meena’s response suggests that, as a girl, it was not just teachers’ perceptions of prayer that 

informed her decision not to pray, but also the additional challenges of needing to wear a hijab 

and contend with dirtier prayer conditions. 

Youth at Pluribus also faced issues with surveillance.  Since many Muslim youths were 

from the same ethnic communities (and were often related to one another), parents and other 

adults were able to keep tabs on the behavior of Muslim youths – particularly when those 

behaviors were considered “un-Islamic”.  Of particular concern seemed to be issues of dating or 

talking to members of the opposite sex.  Youths often reported that other Muslims will “snitch,” 

which would lead them to getting into trouble – highlighting intra-group tensions (Tahseen et al., 

2018).  Aliya, a 12-year old at Pluribus, shared this about her younger sister: 

She would tell that, she would tell my mom, but she would tell them the wrong way like 

I’m doing it bad, like I’m keeping, spending most of my time with boys, when they’re 

actually just coming out to talk to me, so she’d tell them like that and I would get in 

trouble. And then they don’t trust me as much as her because she’s the one who keeps on 

telling her things. 

The issue of surveillance also affected the relationships that Muslim youths have with their 

Muslim peers.  Some youths reported feeling like they were being judged by other Muslims 

classmates.  Zara shared, “I think I have more American friends than Muslims because I think, if 

you have a Muslim friend it’s good and stuff, but I think they judge you. As soon as you do 
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something, they say oh, that’s bad; I’m gonna go tell your mom.”  In terms of performance 

theory, such constant surveillance did impact youth behavior with some youths choosing to 

befriend non-Muslim rather than Muslim peers to better maintain a positive image of themselves 

in social contexts (Foucault, 1977; Goffman, 1959). 

These issues of trust were particularly salient at Pluribus.  Although my follow-up focus 

groups at other schools helped clarify youth views, the follow-up focus group at Pluribus was 

much more confessionary in nature.  For example, Leila, a 12-year old at Pluribus Middle, 

discussed the pressure she felt to “twerk”19 at increasingly common mixed-sex gatherings of 

peers.  She had me shut off the recorder during this admission, signifying the embarrassment she 

felt when discussing the “taboo” subject of her confession.20  However, among many of her non-

Muslim peers it was an accepted practice, and she felt that twerking was necessary to be popular.  

In her mind, twerking’s sexual nature was a performance unacceptable for religious reasons, yet 

necessary for social ones.  This can also be interpreted as a form of code-switching – modifying 

behavior to fit into a particular social context (Lamonier, 2018).  Other students reported 

situations where they felt peer pressure to engage in sexual performances common for their age 

group (such as dancing or flirting with members of the opposite sex), though they (mostly) 

believed those performances to be religiously prohibited.  Simply considering these activities 

was a source of guilt and anxiety for participants, compounded by the fact that they did not feel 

as if they had a firm grasp on what was Islamically permissible or prohibited.  Without trusted 

Muslim peers or adults to which to turn, Muslim youths often felt like they were navigating these 

types of situations on their own (Mohyuddin, 2014: Sanjakdar, 2011). 

 
19 From the Urban Dictionary: “The rhythmic gyrating of the lower fleshy extremities in a lascivious 

manner with the intent to elicit sexual arousal or laughter in ones intended audience.” 

20 She agreed that I could report the story, but did not want me to record her telling it.  
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As such, negotiating differences in religiosity and interpretations of religious belief was 

also an important aspect of the social context at Pluribus.  Youths discussed what it meant to tell 

non-Muslims about their religion when their Muslim peers might tell them things about Islam 

they consider untrue – for instance, saying that there were “different types of Muslims” who did 

not have to pray.  Of course, differences in religious interpretation exist, but youths contended 

that such statements were made because those who made them wanted to be perceived as “good” 

Muslims even though they did not pray.  For Muslims who did pray, they then had to be able to 

articulate the religious mandate for prayer in Islam to non-Muslim peers, as well as call out their 

Muslim peer for misrepresenting faith traditions.  In this way, certain Muslim youths were 

considered “too religious.” As Fatimah related, “… then when you try to do right from wrong, or 

someone’s doing something wrong and you try to do right, and then the friend says, ‘Oh my 

gosh, stop being so like so religious.’  In contrast, some youths worried about their Muslim peers 

not being religious enough.  Aliya shares, “There are so many Muslims in this school are going 

the wrong way. They’re following these American people and how they’re doing and they’re 

going the wrong way. They stopped dressing appropriately and like how Muslims should dress 

and they’re talking bad and they’re not doing stuff that Muslims are doing and they’re like 

forgetting about their religion.” Both Aliya and Fatima’s comments highlight the challenges of 

navigating relationships with Muslim peers based on perceptions of religiosity.  On one hand, 

youths feel judged for being too religious; on the other hand, they are also judging others for not 

being religious enough.  However, Aliya’s comment also seems to indicate a sincere worry for 

the spiritual well-being of her peers, and not just judgement for their actions.  For Muslim youths 

at Pluribus, this constant negotiating of what it means to be Muslim, and who speaks for 

Muslims, was part of their school context. 
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Minimus Middle 

Although students at Minimus shared some of the same issues related to daily religious 

practice as those in Pluribus (such as trying to eat halal or wearing Islamic clothing in physical 

education classes), there were distinct differences in the context of both schools.  Since there 

were so few Muslims at Minimus, issues of surveillance and contested religious identities were 

not present as in Pluribus.  However, one of the tensions in the school seemed to be the presence 

of a large Egyptian Coptic Christian community.  Ali, a 12-tear old from Minimus (who is also 

Egyptian), stated: 

My whole life, I’ve only gotten in one fight and I got in trouble for it. It was, it was with 

another Egyptian. He was Egyptian Christian. He started saying that all, he started talking 

about my family and start saying things about Muslims praying to statues and stuff, but 

my friends told me and I heard him… So then he came up, he came up to me and slapped 

me and then told me and started saying you pray, you don’t believe in God and stuff, so I 

pushed him back and then he attacked me and we got in a fight. 

This context where Ali shared an ethnic identity with another student, but not a religious 

one, had implications not just for the interaction Ali had with the student but with a larger 

audience at Minimus.  Ali noted that the Coptic Egyptian student was talking to others, and Ali’s 

friends also heard the comments.  In terms of impression management, Ali felt attacked for his 

religious identity and found it necessary to stand up for his beliefs (Goffman, 1959; Mohyuddin, 

2020b). This could also be interpreted as a masculine gender performance of standing up for 

oneself and one’s group (Butler, 1990). 

Additionally, the lack of Muslims in the setting meant that youths at Minimus were much 

less likely to ask for religious accommodations.  Students at Minimus Middle noted that they 
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would feel “awkward” and “like everyone was watching me” if they chose to pray in school. 

None of the students reported praying at school, and none of the students were willing to ask 

teachers or administrators about being able to pray in school.  Most students did, however, report 

praying at home, which may be interpreted as code-switching (Lamonier, 2018).  Of particular 

concern was the act of making wudu, or ablution, that is required by Muslims before prayer.  

Yasmin said, “You can’t do it in the bathroom because like some people think it’s rude. I mean 

you’re washing your feet in the sink.”  Similarly, students did not take time off for religious 

holidays, thinking it was not “fair” to ask for such accommodations when it would 

inconvenience the rest of the predominantly non-Muslim school. 

Student also reported feeling that teachers in particular would have a problem with 

Muslim youths praying in school.  Yasmin continued, “Some people like would get annoyed. I 

know that one of my teachers she would get so like annoyed by it. I don't know why.” Ali also 

felt “some teachers are racist” when asked why asking for prayer accommodations was not 

something he wanted to do.  Students acknowledged that they could ask for accommodations, but 

felt doing so would single them out in negative ways.  These beliefs align with how some youths 

at Pluribus also saw teachers, as well as supporting findings from other studies (CAIR, 2015, 

2017, 2019; Tahseen et al., 2018). 

Although most students did not feel comfortable asking for accommodations for religious 

practices, youths at Minimus did discuss the ability to define their own religious choices and 

their own religious identities.  Maya, for example, noted she was “not religious,” but still very 

much identified as a Muslim and was proud of her Muslim heritage.  Asif shared that his 

experience as a peer mentor to youths in his mosque allowed him to recognize that adults often 

used cultural interpretations of Islam.  By understanding that these cultural interpretations 
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existed, he could make his own determinations of what was religiously correct.  

Youths at Minimus also felt comfortable letting their friends know about their religious 

needs.  Students shared that their friends would make sure they had non-pork items to eat, and 

that they would change plans to accommodate Muslim religious beliefs. Maya, a 13-year old 

from Minimus, shared, “…like my best friend, she is American and she’s not Muslim, but I am 

and so we have those times where like I have to explain stuff to her about things I cannot, can 

and cannot do and she understands it perfectly and I’m glad that she does and I’m glad that I 

have a friend like that.” Indeed, much of the discussion at Minimus around religious identity 

centered on experiences outside of the school setting, such that the salience of religious identity 

at Minimus was noticeably lower than at Pluribus or Muslim Middle.   

Muslim Middle 

In Muslim Middle, as one might suspect, religious practice was incorporated into the 

school day for all students.  There was a designated space for prayer, and the students performed 

prayer in congregation.  In fact, prayer was both a subject that was taught in Islamic Studies 

classes, as well as a practice in terms of the afternoon prayer that took place daily in the school.  

As such, students felt confident in their knowledge of prayer and their ability to perform it 

properly.  Similarly, religious holidays and celebrations were incorporated into the school 

calendar.  Beyond religious practices, students were also taught about the beliefs of the faith and 

how to read and recite from the Quran.  Nwosu and Barnes (2014) noted that multicultural 

curricula can support ethnic identity development and youth agency for immigrant and refugee 

youth.  Similarly, the Islamic curricula at Muslim Middle supported religious identity 

development of youth in the school. 
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As such, key narratives that Muslim Middle students reported were feelings of “safety” 

and “family.”  They were comfortable talking about Islam and what it means to be Muslim.  

Teachers in particular, played a large part in creating the family atmosphere at the school.  

Although there were certainly differences in how students perceived teachers, there were specific 

teachers that students went to for social-emotional support and others they were able to reach out 

to for questions about Islam.  Ms. Emily (a converted Muslim), for example, was a teacher that 

students reported they felt they could go to for “life questions” and “she'll be honest, 

straightforward with you.”  Mr. Khaled, on the other hand, was the teacher students went to for 

questions about Islam or what was happening to Muslims in the media.  In this way, Muslim 

Middle provided different types of adult support in ways not found in the public-school settings. 

However, even though Muslim Middle provided a safe and comfortable space for youths 

in this study, the gender segregation that permeated the school created an environment of gender 

competition.  This was heightened because the small school size meant that there were limited 

resources that students had to share.  For example, both girls and boys wanted to be able to 

access the basketball court during recess.  Boys often used gender stereotypes to assert their 

claim over this “masculine” space, while girls denied the claims of masculinity and demanded 

equal playing time.  Although teachers promoted ideals of equality, this contested space and 

others like it often led to hostile feelings between boys and girls at Muslim Middle, and 

questions about what were “masculine” versus “feminine” spaces.  Suraya noted, “Muslim boys, 

they fight with you like over… everything,” while Asad simply stated, “Girls are the enemy.” 

Sanjakdar (2011) noted that gender segregation is often a manifestation of not being able to 

discuss gender in healthy yet still Islamically appropriate ways.  As such, youths have no 

religious scripts which would help them be agentic in navigating opposite gender relationships.  
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Better understanding the implicit values around gender relations in Islam could help Muslim 

youths be more agentic in navigating situations like the one above (Graham,1996). 

Similar to Pluribus Middle, many students came from the same ethnic communities, and 

several students were related to one another.  However, reports of surveillance and “snitching” to 

parents were not discussed in focus groups at Muslim Middle.   On the other hand, perceptions of 

religiosity between students were an issue at the school, especially when dealing with behaviors 

that could be considered halal (religiously acceptable) or haram (religiously forbidden) – and the 

use of the words halal and haram were frequently used at Muslim Middle to describe behavior.  

For instance, Maryam shared an experience when her religiosity was called into question by 

another student:  

…even if we say music like la la la, he'll close his ears, but sometimes we're judgmental 

about that. I have to say that. I respect him. I respect him for like not listening to music, 

but things like la la la la la, like he won't listen to that either.  Like let him do it, but if I'm 

singing like a little nursery rhyme, please like don't judge me.  

Although Maryam respects the other student’s stance on not listening to music, she does not feel 

that singing a nursery rhyme is un-Islamic.  Yet, she still feels judged for her desire to do so.  

Students report feeling judged on if they listen to music or not, if they know enough verses of the 

Quran, and ways in which they dress – with higher levels of religiosity being thought of as being 

“better.”  In terms of performance theory, such feelings of being judged could influence youth to 

modify their behavior to maintain a positive image of themselves in this social context (Foucault, 

1977; Goffman, 1959). 

Interestingly, Muslim Middle students had different perceptions and experiences of public 

school spaces.  Some had come to Muslim Middle because of discrimination or harassment they 
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faced in public schools (being called terrorists, or picked on for wearing hijab).  Others had only 

attended Islamic schools.  Many reported that their parents did not feel as if public schools were 

“safe,” which played a large part in their attending Muslim Middle.  However, because Muslim 

Middle only went to sixth grade, students would eventually have to be either be homeschooled or 

attend public school.  Although some students reported being scared of what public school might 

hold for them, others were “excited” by the possibilities of having lockers, a gym, and larger 

cafeteria spaces not found in the smaller Islamic school.  There was a sense of wanting to be part 

of a larger school setting that provided a “normal” school experience, but also wanting to have 

the capacity to retain their Muslim identities in such spaces.  As such, understanding the 

experiences of Muslim youths at Pluribus and Minimus Middle would be valuable to youths and 

their families from Muslim Middle as well. 

Peer Influences through Interventions 

 An interesting outcome of the study was the reported positive influences of peer 

interaction that occurred as a result of the focus group format.  After the initial focus group, 

students were given a survey which included open-ended questions about their experience in the 

focus group itself.  Several of the participants noted that this was the first time they were able to 

share their thoughts on their Muslim identity with others.  For example, Yasmin from Minimus 

shared, “I did not know other people felt that way ‘til today.” Students also shared that they felt a 

sense of community and support by being part of the group.  Aliya from Pluribus said, “I think 

it's [the focus group] important because I just feel happy to know that an adult and my Muslim 

sisters know how it feels when people call us stuff and that it's not just me.  If it happens again, I 

know they will help me.” In addition, the focus group provided youths with alternate “scripts” 

that could be more agentic for them in dealing with the situations they face.  For instance, Asad 
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from Muslim Middle noted that the focus group “[was] important because I want to know how to 

act when other people that are not Muslims are making fun of me.” The focus group discussion 

allowed Asad to hear how classmates had dealt with similar situations, thus providing new ways 

for him to manage similar situations. 

Discussion 

Although the majority of previous studies focused on older populations of students, there 

were some interesting similarities and differences to the findings in this study.  Ecological 

contexts, especially that of schools, play a significant role in shaping the religious identity of 

youths (CAIR-CA, 2015; Oberoi & Trickett, 2018; Rissanen, Tirri, & Kuusisto, 2015; Zine, 

2001).  Indeed, each of the three school settings in this study exhibited distinguishing 

characteristics that shaped the way in which Muslim youths thought about their religious 

identities – from the surveillance found in Pluribus, to the awkwardness of asking for religious 

accommodations in Minimus, to the gender competition found in Muslim Middle.   

In both public school settings, the day to day issues of practicing Islam was something 

that youths constantly had to negotiate.  From issues of eating halal and maintaining Islamic 

dress, to prayer and holidays, youths made choices on a daily basis of how they were going to 

practice Islam.  As Oberoi and Trickett (2018) noted, these daily issues created “acculturation 

hassles,” that lead to psychological distress, particularly for youths with additional discredited 

intersectional identities.  Oberoi and Trickett further noted that youths in schools with few 

Muslim students often had less access to accommodations.  Similarly, youths in this study 

acknowledged that although religious accommodations were available, youths had to ask for 

them and implement them in ways non-Muslim youths did not.  These constant negotiations took 

a toll on Muslim youths.  Muslim youths also had to interact with teachers and staff to ask for 
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these accommodations – and often felt distrust for adults who they felt were subverting their 

religious practices (especially at Pluribus), or as if such interactions would be awkward 

(especially at Minimus) (Tahseen et al., 2018).  Although the presence of Muslim teachers and 

staff helped mitigate some of the issues faced in public schools, their presence had different 

influences depending upon the intersectional identities of the student (Collins, 2000; Mohyuddin, 

2020a; Oberoi & Trickett, 2018).  

This is a particularly salient point for school leaders to both be aware of and take steps to 

address.  Muslim American youths are becoming an increasingly large part of the public school 

population, and will have to have their educational and socio-emotional needs met (CAIR-CA, 

2015, 2017, 2019).  Hiring Muslim teachers and staff can provide important role models and 

advocates for Muslim youths.  It is also important to note that while programs might exist to 

improve school culture, many of those programs may not have specific content related to 

inclusion based on religious difference, leaving many Muslim American youths to feel as if those 

programs are not actually addressing their needs.  Specific programming or messaging that 

speaks to the Muslim-American experience may be more effective.  Further, knowing these 

issues can help parents and community members be more effective when advocating for the 

needs of their students in public school spaces. 

At Muslim Middle, by contrast, youths did feel supported by teachers and staff.   They 

repeatedly talked about feelings of safety and feeling like they were part of a family in the 

school.  Adults were able to answer questions about Islam, as well as provide socio-emotional 

support.  As Nwosu and Barnes (2014) noted, education that supports identity can increase 

agency for youths.  However, although youths in Muslim Middle reported feeling “safe” with 

other Muslim youths (like youths in Elashi, Mills & Grant, 2010), peer interactions with other 
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Muslim youths remained a challenge at the school.  In particular, gender segregation led to 

gender competition for space at the school, and perceptions of religiosity led to many students 

feeling judged by their peers.  Although many Muslim spaces are often segregated by gender to 

conform to Islamic ideas of modesty, in Muslim Middle the gender segregation led to 

competition over school spaces.  In doing so, it led to conflict between girls and boys, rather than 

cooperation.  Similarly, ideas of perceived religiosity also left youths feeling as if they are being 

judged by their peers, aligning with findings from Cheedle and Schwadel (2012) that more 

religious youths can sometimes be cliquish.   

In terms of peer interactions, Pluribus provided the most diverse set of both Muslim and 

non-Muslim peers.  Although students at Muslim Middle had non-Muslim friends, they primarily 

interacted with other Muslims within their school setting.  And at Minimus, students interacted 

with a predominantly non-Muslim population with few Muslim peers.  By contrast, youths at 

Pluribus really had to deal with both Muslim and non-Muslim peers on a daily basis.  As such, 

the impression management for these youths are particularly complex.  Youths at Pluribus often 

found themselves being policed for their behavior by others in their community, as well as being 

confronted by differing ideas of what it means to be a Muslim from both Muslim and non-

Muslim peers.  As Zine (2001) noted, non-Muslim peers can and do provide support for Muslim 

American youths, though the support might be complicated by social expectations. 

It is also important to note that youths wanted backstage spaces in which to practice 

different scripts for impression management, similar to youths in O’Brien (2011).  Youth 

reported feeling a sense of community with others in the focus group, as well as appreciating the 

opportunity to learn how others handle social situations.  Scripts for answering certain religious 

questions, particularly about hijab and gender relations, was also one that eluded many youths. 
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Better understanding the implicit values around hijab and gender relations could help Muslim 

youths be more agentic (Graham,1996). Additionally, having space to share experiences of 

discrimination and responses seemed to help youths both ease some of their frustration with 

experiences as well as consider new scripts for interacting based on the experiences of their 

peers.  Further, several youths described situations in which they felt the need to code-switch 

(Lamonier, 2018).  Safe spaces to discuss differing social norms can help youth be more 

authentic and agentic when navigate differing social contexts. 

One implication for both school district and community leaders is the need to create and 

support social groups and/or spaces for Muslim youths to come together and celebrate their 

religious identities. Adults may take for granted that Muslim students already know one another 

or are already gathering; however, this may not be the case.  Even when Muslim youths do know 

one another, the spaces to discuss frustrations and questions about religion may not be readily 

available – or may be tinged with either overtly secular or overtly religious expectations.   Thus, 

spaces that allows for youth to discuss religion and social contexts openly and without fear need 

to be cultivated.   

Study Considerations and Future Directions 

This study was designed to gain a deeper understanding of the religious identity 

development of Muslim American youths ages 10-14 years old in a mid-sized city in the 

Southern United States, specifically how school contexts influence religious identity 

development.  To that end, it is important to consider the strengths and limitations of the study. 

 One limitation of the study was site selection.  Because of the need to work with district 

officials, I was only able to recruit students from two public schools.  As such, less is known 

about other ways in which school contexts might influence the religious identity development of 
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Muslim youths.  However, recruiting students from a variety of schools and holding focus groups 

after school hours would require parents to transport their children to and from the focus groups.  

In such a case, it would be very difficult to guarantee how many students would show up to 

participate.  By holding the focus groups in the school, students who consented to the study were 

much more likely to attend the session. 

 Using language as a proxy for religion in selecting the public schools was another 

limitation of the study.  As mentioned before, it under-estimates the number of Muslim students 

by not accounting for Muslim students whose primary language is English.  However, ethnicity 

would prove similarly problematic.  That is why having guidance counselors who were able to 

appropriately identify Muslim students was critical to the study process.  At the same time, 

schools may have been chosen by the district based on perceived positive attitudes of guidance 

counselors toward Muslim students.  Thus, there may have been a bias towards selecting schools 

that were willing and able to support Muslim youths.  Schools with more negative attitudes may 

have been excluded at the district level.  As such, there may be problematic issues of school 

climate for Muslim students that remain un-captured by the study.  Additionally, youth had to be 

readily identifiable as Muslim, which might have excluded youths less willing to discuss their 

religious identity.  In the future, a more systematic, longer-term, system-wide study of Muslims 

in public schools may provide more detailed information about the impact of school climate on 

religious identity development for Muslim youths.  

Another interesting limitation not initially foreseen was the potential influences of age on 

the respondents’ perceptions of their religious identity.  Although all participants were in middle 

school, the most self-reflective comments appeared to come from the 7th graders in the study, 

rather than from the 5th or 6th graders.  Given the rapid changes that occur within this age group, 
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and the different experiences that occur during this time, it may be fruitful to further explore how 

religious identity may shift over time during middle school.   

It is also important to remember that school contexts intersect with several other aspects 

of a youth’s ecological system – including family, community, and larger societal contexts.  

Although these contexts were not directly discussed in the current paper, it is clear that these 

other settings also influence the ways in which Muslim youths think about their religious 

identities.  Further exploration into the connectedness of these ecological contexts can provide 

greater insight into the religious identity development of Muslim youths. 

 On the other hand, the study provided an important examination of the experiences of a 

cadre of Muslim youths in their own words.  The focus group format allowed youths to have a 

safe space to explore issues related to their religious identity.  Although focus groups may lead to 

conformity through peer interaction, it may also have helped youths to express their own 

thoughts by comparing their experiences to like others.  Indeed, youths reported that the focus 

group allowed them to talk about issues and feel supported by their peers – providing backstage 

spaces where youths could practice new scripts.  This seemed to be especially true in Pluribus, 

where the presence of large Muslim and non-Muslim peer groups lead to greater confusion about 

acceptable ways to speak and behave, particularly about their religious identity.   

Conclusions 

 This study highlights the important role of school contexts in the development of 

religious identity for Muslim American youths.  The three school settings explored in the study 

helped shape the religious identity of Muslim youths in particular ways, both in terms of 

religious practice and the ways in which youths thought about their Muslim identities.  Each 

setting also shaped the interactions youths had with significant others in their lives, including 
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teachers and both Muslim and non-Muslim peers.  As such, it provides important insights into 

how Muslim youths’ religious identities are shaped by contexts and interactions with others.  

The study also provides valuable insights for parents, teachers, school leaders, and 

community members about ways in which they could more effectively support the religious 

identity development of Muslim American youths.  Addressing the daily struggles of public 

school students, creating spaces for youths to discuss issues of importance, and providing caring 

adult role models are all ways in which Muslim youths may be supported.  Additionally, 

understanding the ways in which Muslim youths are negotiating interactions with the significant 

others in their lives can help adults support more authentic and agentic scripts for Muslim 

youths.  Future studies can build on this foundation by examining the interaction of schools with 

other social contexts, more deliberately incorporating religious difference into school culture 

programs, and looking more directly at the experiences of youths in specific age brackets.   



  

 

 

110 

References 

Ahmed, S. (2009). Religiosity and presence of character strengths in American Muslim youth. 

Journal of Muslim Mental Health, 4(2), 104–123.  

Amer, M., & Bagasra, A. (2013). Psychological research with Muslim Americans in an age of 

Islamophobia: trends, challenges and recommendations. American Psychologist, 68(3), 

134-144. 

Aroian, K.J. (2012). Discrimination against Muslim American adolescents. The Journal of 

School Nursing, 28(3), 206-13.  

Arweck, E., & Nesbitt, E. (2010). Young people's identity formation in mixed-faith families: 

Continuity or discontinuity of religious traditions? Journal of Contemporary Religion, 

25(1), 67-87.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and 

Design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  

Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble: Feminism and the subversion of identity.  New York, NY: 

Routledge. 

CAIR-CA. (2015). Mislabeled: The impact of school bullying and discrimination on California 

Muslim students. Retrieved from https://www.cair.com/press-center/press-

releases/13215-cair-ca-report-more-than-half-of-california-muslim-students-targeted-by-

faith-based-bullying.html 

CAIR-CA. (2017). Unshakable: The bullying of Muslim students and the unwavering movement 

to eradicate it. Retrieved from: https://ca.cair.com/sfba/publications/2017-bullying-report/ 



  

 

 

111 

CAIR-CA. (2019). Singled out: Islamophobia in the classroom and he impact of discrimination 

on Muslim students. Retrieved from: https://ca.cair.com/sacval/wp-

content/uploads/sites/9/2019/10/Anti-Bully-Report_2019.pdf?x62983 

Chaudhury, S., & Miller, L. (2008). Religious identity formation among Bangladeshi American 

Muslim adolescents.  Journal of Adolescent Research. 23(4), 383-410. 

Cheadle, J. E., & Schwadel, P. (2012). The ‘friendship dynamics of religion,’or the ‘religious 

dynamics of friendship’? A social network analysis of adolescents who attend small 

schools. Social Science Research, 41(5), 1198–1212.  

Dupper, D. R., Forrest-Bank, S., Lowry-Carusillo, A. (2015). Experiences of religious minorities 

in public school settings: Findings from focus groups involving Muslim, Jewish, 

Catholic, and Unitarian Universalist youths. Children & Schools, 37(1), 37–45. 

Elashi, F. B., Mills, C. M., & Grant, M. G. (2010). In-group and out-group attitudes of Muslim 

children. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 31(5), 379–385.  

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison. (A. Sheridan, Trans). New 

York, NY: Vintage Books. 

Goffman, E. (1959). The presentation of self in everyday life. Garden City, NY: Double Day 

Anchor. 

Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. Englewood, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall. 

Graham, E. L. (1996). Transforming practice: Pastoral theology in an age of uncertainty. 

Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers. 

https://ca.cair.com/sacval/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2019/10/Anti-Bully-Report_2019.pdf?x62983
https://ca.cair.com/sacval/wp-content/uploads/sites/9/2019/10/Anti-Bully-Report_2019.pdf?x62983


  

 

 

112 

Huus, K. (2011, June 13). Islamic schools on the rise in the US.  Retrieved from 

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/43331744/ns/us_news-life/t/islamic-schools-rise-us-  

struggle-acceptance/#.UMvTN4WNsmU 

Keyworth, K. (2008). Fast facts about full-time Islamic schools in the United States.  Retrieved 

from http://theisla.org/page.php/PublicationsArticlesPapers 

Lamonier, P. (2018, September 7). What it means if you’re code-switching in the workplace. 

Essence.  Retrieved from https://www.essence.com/lifestyle/money-career/women-lets-

win/what-it-means-if-youre-code-switching-in-the-workplace/ 

Mahmood, S. (2006). Agency, performativity, and the feminist subject.  In E. Armour and S. 

St.Ville (Eds.). Bodily Citations: Religion and Judith Butler (Gender, Theory, and 

Religion). New York, NY: Columbia University Press.  

Mohyuddin, H. A. (2014). “It’s not part of the religion”: The “Null Curriculum” and the sexual 

identity development of Muslim American youth. Unpublished manuscript, Department of 

Community Research and Action, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. 

Mohyuddin, H. A. (2016). Understanding the religious identity development of Muslim 

American Youths: A major area paper. Unpublished manuscript, Department of 

Community Research and Action, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. 

Mohyuddin, H. A. (2020a). The intersecting identities of Muslim American youth. Unpublished 

manuscript, Department of Community Research and Action, Vanderbilt University, 

Nashville, TN. 

Mohyuddin, H. A. (2020b). Resilience of Muslim American youth: Exploring how Muslim 

American youth deal with experiences of discrimination. Unpublished manuscript, 

Department of Community Research and Action, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. 

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/43331744/ns/us_news-life/t/islamic-schools-rise-us-struggle-acceptance/#.UMvTN4WNsmU
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/43331744/ns/us_news-life/t/islamic-schools-rise-us-struggle-acceptance/#.UMvTN4WNsmU
https://www.essence.com/lifestyle/money-career/women-lets-win/what-it-means-if-youre-code-switching-in-the-workplace/
https://www.essence.com/lifestyle/money-career/women-lets-win/what-it-means-if-youre-code-switching-in-the-workplace/


  

 

 

113 

Nwosu, O. C., & Barnes, S. L. (2014). Where “Difference is the Norm”: Exploring refugee 

student ethnic identity development, acculturation, and agency at Shaw Academy. 

Journal of Refugee Studies, 27(3), 434–456.  

Oberoi, A. K., & Trickett, E. J. (2018). Religion in the hallways: Academic performance and 

psychological distress among immigrant origin Muslim adolescents in high 

schools. American Journal of Community Psychology, 61(3-4), 344–357. 

O’Brien, J. (2011). Spoiled group identities and backstage work: A theory of stigma management 

rehearsals. Social Psychology Quarterly, 74(3), 291–309.  

Orgocka, A. (2004). Perceptions of communication and education about sexuality among Muslim 

immigrant girls in the US. Sex Education, 4(3), 255–271. 

Pardo, G. J. (2012). “Eco-Developmental Theory in Prevention Research.” Retrieved from 

www.4researchers.org/articles/3557. 

Qaddoura, F. (2009). Understanding our Muslim youth.  Problems and solutions.  Presentation at 

the AMAJ/NAIF Imams Conference.  Houston, TX. 

Rissanen, I., Tirri, K. & Kuusisto, E. (2015), Finnish teachers’ attitudes about Muslim students 

and Muslim student integration. Journal for The Scientific Study of Religion, 54: 277–

290. 

Saldana, J. (2016). The coding manual for qualitative research.  London: Sage Publications. 

Sanjakdar, F. (2011). Living west, facing east: The (de) construction of Muslim youth sexual 

identities. New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc. 

Sharify-Funk, M., & Kassam Haddad, M. (2012). Where do women 'stand' in Islam? negotiating 

contemporary Muslim prayer leadership in north America. Feminist Review, 102, 41-61.  

http://www.4researchers.org/articles/3557


  

 

 

114 

 Sirin, S. R., & Fine, M. (2007). Hyphenated selves: Muslim American youth negotiating 

identities on the fault lines of global conflict. Applied Development Science, 11(3), 151-

163. 

Steinberg, L. (2011). Adolescence. New York, NY: McGraw Hill. 

Tahseen, M., Ahmed, S., & Ahmed, S. (2018).  Bullying of Muslim Youth: A review of the 

research and recommendations. The Family & Youth Institute, and Institute for Social 

Policy and Understanding. Retrieved from: https://www.thefyi.org/reports/ 

Thompson, M. (2013, April 13). Five reasons why people code-switch. NPR: Code Switch. 

Retrieved from https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2013/04/13/177126294/five-

reasons-why-people-code-switch 

VERBI Software. (2016). MAXQDA 11 [computer software]. Berlin, Germany: VERBI 

Software. Available from maxqda.com. 

West, C., & Zimmerman, D. H. (1987). Doing gender. Gender and Society, 1(2), 125-151. 

Zine, J. (2001). Muslim youth in Canadian schools: Education and the politics of religious 

identity. Anthropology & Education Quarterly, 32(4), 399–423.  

  

https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2013/04/13/177126294/five-reasons-why-people-code-switch
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2013/04/13/177126294/five-reasons-why-people-code-switch


  

 

 

115 

 

CHAPTER IV: RESILIENCE OF MUSLIM AMERICAN YOUTHS: EXPLORING 

RESPONSES TO MANIFESTATIONS OF ISLAMOPHOBIA  

 

Abstract 

 

Muslim American youths are often confronted by manifestations of Islamophobia – including 

discrimination, stereotyping, bullying, and microaggressions.  In fact, Muslim youths report 

facing discrimination and bullying based on their religious identity at higher rates than their non-

Muslim peers.  Understanding the experiences of Muslim youths and their responses to those 

incidents can help identify best practices to support healthy religious identity development of 

Muslim youths.  Informed by both Social Identity and Performance Theories and focus group 

data, this paper explores the types of discrimination, stereotyping, bullying, and 

microaggressions faced by a group of 34 Muslim American youths (ages 10-14 years old) who 

reside in a mid-sized city in the Southern United States, as well as how youth respond to those 

incidents.  Youths often face microaggressions related to terrorism and violence, and are 

frequently questioned about the practice of wearing the hijab.  Microaggressions related to 

conflated and contested identities were also discussed.  Youths shared ways in which they 

negotiated microaggressions both in and out of classrooms, as well as from within the Muslim 

community itself.  Youths responded in various ways, including by: by re-imagining dominant 

narratives; by turning to patience and spirituality; and standing up for their rights. Responses 

often depended upon contextual factors such as the source of harassment and feelings of agency 

in being able to respond.  Understanding the discrimination that Muslim American youth face as 

well as ways in which they resist dominant narratives can help parents, teachers, and community 
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leaders support the ways in which such youths negotiate their religious identities to foster healthy 

religious identity development in a post 9/11 world.   

Keywords:  Islam, microaggressions, stereotyping, early adolescence/middle childhood 

Introduction 

 One of the major concerns reported by Muslim parents, educators, and community 

members is the impact of discrimination on the religious identity formation of Muslim American 

youths (CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019).  Islamophobia and anti-Muslim sentiment have been 

pervasive parts of the macro-environments of many Muslim American youths, especially in more 

politically conservative environments.  Significant numbers of Muslim American youths 

reported having experienced some form of discrimination based on their religious identity (Abu 

El-Haj, 2010; Aroian, 2012; CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; Dupper, Forrest-Bank, & Lowry-

Carsillo, 2015; Sirin, Abo-Zena, & Shehadeh, 2012), including incidents where adults (such as 

teachers, coaches, and/or school staff) were perpetrators (Abu El-Haj, 2010; Aroian, 2012; 

CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; Dupper et al., 2015; Ghaffar-Kucher, 2012; Tahseen, Ahmed, & 

Ahmed, 2018).  However, many Muslim American youths are resilient and have adaptive 

mechanisms to deal with discrimination as well as everyday responses to microaggressions 

(Ahmed, 2009; Sirin et al., 2012; Forrest-Bank & Dupper, 2016).  The purpose of this paper is to 

explore the ways in which a cadre of 34 Muslim American youths deal with discrimination and 

microaggressions.  The study examined the different types of situations Muslim American 

youths face, as well as their responses to those situations.  In this way, the study contributes to a 

growing body of literature that informs dynamics that can foster or stymie the healthy religious 

development of Muslim American youths.   
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The conceptual model presented in Chapter 1 provided an overview of possible 

theoretical frameworks that could be used to examine the religious identity development of 

Muslim American youths (Mohyuddin, 2016).  Figure 1 below provides an overview of the 

conceptual model, as well as highlights the links from the model to the current paper.  As seen 

below, of the theoretical models most salient to the current study include the ecological systems 

model, Social Identity Theory, and Performance Theory. 

 

 

Figure 1. Link to conceptual model for religious identity development of Muslim American 

youths 

 

Literature Review 

A number of relevant literatures can aid understanding of the discriminatory experiences 

Muslim American youths face.  These include research on: religious microaggressions; coping, 
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positive youth development, and resilience; Social Identity Theory (SIT); and Performance 

Theory. 

Religious Microaggressions 

Although there have been several studies on the overt forms of religious discrimination 

and prejudice that Muslim Americans often face, religious microaggressions have been less 

studied.  Microaggressions, “or subtle forms of discrimination (often unintentional and 

unconscious) that send negative and denigrating messages to members of marginalized racial 

groups” (Nadal et al., 2012, p. 16; italics added) can have both physical and psychological 

effects on individuals, such as higher levels of stress and poor mental health outcomes.  For 

example, Nadal et al. (2012) used focus groups with college-aged Muslim youths to understand 

the types of religious microaggressions Muslims may face. The six categories the authors 

identified include: 1) Endorsing Religious Stereotypes of Muslims as Terrorists (i.e., that all 

Muslims are terrorists), 2) Pathology of the Muslim Religion (i.e., that there is something wrong 

or abnormal with Muslim practices like wearing the hijab), 3) Assumption of Religious 

Homogeneity (i.e., that all Muslims believe the same things and have no flexibility in their 

practice), 4) Exoticization (i.e., covering the face or wearing the hijab as “sexy” – portrayals of 

modesty vs. imagining private scenes), 5) Islamophobic and Mocking Language (i.e., particularly 

regarding Muslim names, but also against Allah (God) and the Prophet Mohammed PBUH21), 

and 6) Alien in Own Land (i.e., that Muslims are not welcome, do not belong in the U.S., or both 

– often told to go back to your own country). Nadal and colleagues also noted that the media was 

often a source of the microaggressions, and that intersectional identities (particularly race, 

ethnicity, and gender) played a role in determining why Muslim young adults were experiencing 

 
21 Peace Be Upon Him – a statement of respect whenever the Prophet Mohammed’s name is mentioned. 
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specific microaggressions.  Evidence of several of these religious microaggression were found in 

a number of other studies (Abu El-Haj, 2010; Aroian, 2012; CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; 

Dupper et al., 2015; Ghaffar-Kucher, 2012; Sirin et al., 2012).  Tahseen et al., (2018) also found 

that Muslim youths were sometimes perpetrators of microaggressions against other Muslim 

youths, in what they termed “intra-group” bullying. 

Microaggressions may also include school practices or policies that fail to accommodate 

Muslim students (CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; Dupper et al., 2015; Tahseen et al., 2018; Zine, 

2001).  Dupper, Forrest-Bank, and Lowry-Carsillo (2015), for instance, noted that religious 

minorities were often made aware of their minority status because Christianity and Christian 

customs were considered the norm in schools – for holidays, in student organizations, and during 

school events.  Scholars also noted that precursors, or situations that triggered comments about 

religion (such as media portrayals, Christmas events, curriculum on religious topics/the Middle 

East, or wearing of religious symbols) often caused heightened awareness of religious difference 

and led to microaggressions (Dupper et al., 2015; Peek, 2005).  Additionally, teachers and other 

adults in schools often did not intervene when microaggressions occurred – and some even 

joined in the taunting of Muslim youths (CAIR, 2015, 2017, 2019; Ghaffar-Kucher, 2012; 

Tahseen et al., 2018).  School adults were also reported to put Muslim youths in lower level 

courses or curricular pathways, potentially harming future school and career outcomes (Zine, 

2001).  Each of these school level experiences took a toll on Muslim American youths, and made 

navigating school contexts more difficult. 

However, many school systems have interventions designed to combat bullying, as well 

as programming designed to promote social and emotional learning for students.  These 

programs are geared toward changing school cultures so that they were more welcoming for all 
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students.  For instance, Nwosu and Barnes (2014) studied a school that had adopted a 

multicultural curriculum to support the healthy identity development of immigrant and refugee 

youth.  The multicultural norms in the school provided academic and social supports that 

allowed youth to explore their identities in safe spaces, while promoting youth agency.   

Coping, Positive Youth Development, and Resilience 

Although it is true that negative stereotypes and Islamophobia present challenges to 

Muslim youths, it is also true that Muslim youths often possess protective and resilience factors 

that help them navigate these challenges.  Parents and caregivers, for instance, play an important 

role in supporting youths.  McBride-Murray, et al. (2007) suggested that parenting skills, 

especially those that incorporate socialization, led to greater self-pride in youth that enhanced a 

child’s resilience and enabled them to withstand the challenges that arose from being a member 

of a marginalized group.  Vivian Tseng and her colleagues (2002) also suggested that there are 

certain “turning points” in a person’s life that present opportune moments for change.  One such 

transitional period often targeted in prevention is the period of early adolescence.  The 

combination of cognitive and social growth, coupled with the strong existing bonds with parents, 

made it an ideal period for targeted change.  On the other hand, scholars noted that parents may 

also have a negative impact on the religious identity formation of youth.  Miller-McLemore and 

Browning (2009), for instance, suggested that modernization has also led to weakened parental 

supervision, as well as a disconnect from inherited religious authority.  Additionally, several 

scholars (Ahmed & Ezzeddine, 2009; Qaddoura, 2009; Stuart & Ward, 2011) reported that 

among the challenges faced by many Muslim youth is feeling that there is a lack of support from 

parents about the situations they face in the West.  Ahmed (2009), for instance, reported that the 

lack of parental understanding of Muslim youth contexts and the subsequent restriction of 
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activities can strain parent-child relationships – particularly when religion is used as the reason 

for restriction.   

Furrow, King, and White (2004) suggested that there were also positive relationships 

between religious understandings, personal meaning, and pro-social attitudes, while Forrest-

Bank and Dupper (2016) noted that there were a number of ways in which religious minorities 

coped with incidents of religious discrimination.  These coping mechanisms included: depending 

upon their religious communities for support; having parents as advocates and expert consultants 

when difficult situations arise; relying on friends from their same or from other religions who 

understand their situation; deciding when not to respond to incidents and when to take a stand; 

and, acknowledging that their school cultures need to change.  

The positive youth development (PYD) literature similarly suggests ways protective 

factors found in many youths can aid in healthy development.  Pittman and Wright (1991) 

identified critical elements essential to positive youth development, which included that youths: 

1. feel physically and emotionally safe, 2. experience belonging and ownership, 3. develop self-

worth, 4. discover self, 5. develop quality relationships with peers and adults, 6. discuss 

conflicting values and form their own, 7. feel the pride and accountability that comes with 

mastery, and 8. expand their capacity to enjoy life and know that success is possible.  The 

authors posited that PYD requires communities and adults to engage youth in the process of 

developing the knowledge, skills, and abilities that promote well-being.  Building on the PYD 

framework, Ahmed’s (2009) study found that higher levels of religiosity contributes to a greater 

number of character strengths, and that Muslim youths tend to be more religious than their non-

Muslim counterparts.  Similarly, Sirin, Abo-Zena, and Shehadeh’s (2012) mixed-methods study 

also revealed evidence of PYD among Muslim young adults and youth.  

http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/youthdevelopment/components/6715-02.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/youthdevelopment/components/6715-05.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/youthdevelopment/components/6715-07.html
http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/youthdevelopment/components/6715-07.html
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However, a growing body of literature critiques concepts of resilience – recognizing that 

an excessive focus on resilience tends to normalize the status quo within which social inequities 

persists (MacKinnon & Derickson, 2013; Love, 2019).  Conceptualizations of resilience and 

positive youth development tend to focus on changing individual behaviors and outcomes, 

holding youths responsible for their ability to adjust to systemic injustices – and pathologizing 

youths unable to do so.  Rather than promoting individual conceptualizations of resilience, then, 

scholars have suggested that community and school leaders should shift their focus to building 

resilience-promoting environments. Resilience-promoting environments (such as effective 

schools, community spaces, and religious institutions) promote positive outcomes for youths 

who have endured discrimination and microaggressions (Lopez, 2008; Ungar, Connelly, 

Liebenberg, & Theron, 2019).  Organizations can create such environments by providing seven 

resources that are associated with better developmental outcomes for children: (1) access to 

material resources; (2) access to supportive relationships; (3) development of a desirable 

personal identity; (4) experiences of power and control; (5) adherence to cultural traditions; (6) 

experiences of social justice; and (7) experiences of social cohesion with others (Unger et al., 

2019). These features shift the focus from individual outcomes to creating environments that are 

supportive and characterized by stability and trust to “buffer the adverse consequences of social 

stressors” (Fine, Stoudt, Fox, & Santos, 2018, p. 31). 

Social Identity Theory 

Social Identity Theory (SIT) also provides a helpful theoretical lens as discrimination can 

result from ascribing characteristics of a group to an individual.  Tajfel and Turner (1986) 

defined social identity as the acknowledgement that an individual belongs to a particular social 

group, as well as the importance of the social group to a person’s overall self-concept.  The 
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authors posited that there are three cognitive mechanisms inherent in SIT: 1. Categorization (i.e., 

assigning people into group categories), 2. Social identification (i.e., adopting the identity of the 

group one categorizes oneself as belonging to); and 3. Social comparison (i.e., favorably 

comparing one’s group to other groups).  In terms of identity, this process leads to the creation of 

“us” (in-group) versus “them” (out-group) categories.  Positive social identity led to greater self-

esteem, and was predicated on favorable in-group comparison to relevant out-groups.  On the 

other hand, such group comparisons also led to stereotyping and bias toward out-groups.  

Moreover, Fuligni and Flook (2005) suggested that SIT gives rise to four basic conclusions: that 

there was a tendency to seek out and identify with social groups; that individuals identified more 

strongly if they believed they were valued group members; that there was a tendency to identify 

with groups more strongly when there was functional use for the group and when there was a 

perceived outside threat; and that group identification will led individuals to working for the 

well-being of the group, and led to greater internalization of group identity.   

 For instance, Ghaffar-Kucher (2012) discussed the “religification” of lower and middle-

class Pakistani-American youth - the dialectical process of community members ascribing 

religion as the main source of identity and of Muslim youths embracing it.  As non-Muslims 

treated the Pakistani students primarily as Muslims and ascribed to them negative stereotypes of 

violence and terrorism, the Pakistani students tended to embraced their Muslim identity as a 

means of establishing a sense of belonging.  Ghaffar-Kucher noted that there was a difference 

between “thin” religification (i.e., those who identify with Islam without embracing its tenets) 

and “thick” religification (i.e., those who adhered more strictly with the tenets of Islam).  She 

described how Muslim students used negative stereotypes to act out in class and with teachers, 

even though they did not believe in the stereotypes themselves.  The author also noted how 
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teachers often had negative perceptions of Muslim students – seeing them as “inflexible” or 

“problems.” Although Ghaffar-Kucher’s work did not specifically reference Social Identity 

Theory, the results did parallel with SIT’s predictive outcomes to devalued out-group identities – 

strengthened group identity when there was a perceived threat, as well as re-imaging and re-

enforcing group identity and norms.  Similarly, in her ethnographic study of American Muslims, 

Zareena Grewal (2013) noted that there was increasing pressure for Muslim Americans to create 

separations within their religious group.  That is, there was increasing pressure to create distinct 

groups of “moderate” versus “extreme” Muslims, or “American” versus “foreign” Muslims.  

Several issues within the ecological contexts (such as Islamophobia and the “War on Terror”) 

have increased the surveillance and discrimination of Muslims.  In response, Grewal noted that 

many Muslim Americans were increasingly re-defining their religious group identity as a method 

to reduce threats to their religious group identity.   

Performance Theory 

Finally, Performance Theory can be used to understand how Muslim American youth 

deal with discrimination.  Erving Goffman (1959) used the metaphor of a play to illustrate the 

ways in which individuals interact in everyday life.  Goffman posited that human interactions 

were like roles in a play.  The goal of performing was “impression management” – to control 

how others view us.  Goffman suggested that we perform for others in order to achieve personal 

goals, to present a consistent and positive view of ourselves to the world, and to conform to 

social norms.  Most of our performances were considered front stage – public spaces where we 

delivered lines from our “scripts.”  Goffman suggested that our scripts were learned, socially 

acceptable ways of interacting.  However, there were also backstage spaces, private spaces where 

individuals could drop their roles, or practice potential scripts before returning to the stage. 



  

 

 

125 

O’Brien (2011) employed Goffman to analyze how Muslims youth used “backstage rehearsals” 

to deal with stigma.  In his ethnographic study, O’Brien (2011) observed how members of a 

Muslim youth group discussed ways in which to answer difficult questions about Islam, 

developing “scripts” and practicing for possible future performances.  These backstage spaces 

also allowed Muslim American youth to deal with anger and frustration in private spaces with 

like-minded peers, without worry of how “others” might react.  

Additionally, in Saba Mahmoud’s (2006) essay on the women’s piety movement in 

Egypt, she posited that it was the ways in which performances were “experienced” that truly 

mattered.  She suggested that previous conceptualizations of performativity tended to be binary; 

performances either reiterated or subverted cultural norms.  Mahmoud sought to expand this 

dualistic framework by suggesting that “norms are not only consolidated and/or subverted…but 

[are] performed, inhabited, and experienced in a variety of ways” (p. 191), evident when Muslim 

women provided different interpretations of “modesty” within the piety movement.  These 

women continued to exhibit modestly in ways that seemed stereotypically patriarchal, but they 

experienced modesty in ways that were grounded in their religious values and beliefs – in ways 

that Mahmoud suggested were agentic.  Although the performances might have seemed 

oppressive to outsiders, they reflected the lived experience of women in the piety movement. 

Research Questions 

To better understand the impact of discrimination on Muslim American youth, I explored 

the following research questions: 

1. What are the experiences of Muslim American youth ages 10-14 years old relative to 

discrimination, stereotyping, bullying, or microaggressions? 
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2. How do Muslim American youths respond to incidents of discrimination, stereotyping, 

bullying, or microaggressions?   

3. How does school context (i.e., peers, teachers, presence of other Muslim students) affect 

experiences of discrimination, as well as response to those situations? 

4. How do parents and families influence Muslim youths’ experiences with discrimination and 

responses to those situations? 

 It is important to study discrimination, stereotyping, bullying, or microaggressions, as 

well as how students may react in these situations.  Additionally, it is important to understand 

whether and how these experiences differ by race, ethnicity, class, and gender (Collins, 2000; 

Crenshaw, 1991).  For instance, Muslim girls who wear hijab may have different experiences of 

prejudice given the visibility of their religious identities.  In contrast, Muslim boys may have 

difficulty processing their emotions related to prejudice, as suggested by Sirin and Fine (2007).  

School contexts can also affect the types of prejudice youths face, their comfort level reporting 

acts of discrimination, and potential sources of support for dealing with discrimination (CAIR-

CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; Mohyuddin, 2020a, 2020b; O’Brien, 2011).   

Methods 

 The data for this analysis were drawn from a mixed-method study that used both focus 

groups and a survey instrument of Muslim American students (ages 10-14 years old) from a mid-

sized city in the Southern U.S.  There were two sets of focus groups – an initial data collection 

focus group and a second member check focus group.  A more detailed description of the 

methods used can be found in Mohyuddin (2020a).  In this section, field procedures, researcher 

subjectivity, and data analysis procedures are discussed.   
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Field Procedures 

 Setting.  The project contrasted three particular school settings – a public school with a 

large Muslim population (Pluribus Middle)22, a public school with few Muslim students 

(Minimus Middle), and an Islamic school (Muslim Middle).  Because school and peer 

relationships have an increasing impact on children during adolescence (Steinberg, 2011), 

contrasting different school settings provided valuable insights. Although other school settings 

do exist (i.e., private schools, home schools), the vast majority of Muslim students attend public 

schools (Keyworth, 2008).  Given the focus on religious identity development and the influence 

of school contexts, an Islamic school provided a more meaningful comparison site than other 

school settings.  Further, Islamic school attendance has been on the rise in the U.S., given 

Muslim parents’ fears about exposing their children to discrimination and prejudice (Huus, 2011; 

Keyworth, 2008). 

 Because religious affiliation was not part of the demographic information collected by 

public schools, language was used as a proxy for religion.  Kurdish, Somali, Arabic, Urdu, 

Persian, and Uzbek were used as the languages to determine which schools have high percentage 

of Muslim students and which have fewer Muslim students, but still a sufficient number to 

participate in the study.  However, using language as a proxy could underestimate Muslim 

students whose primary language is English.  In addition, it could also include non-Muslim 

populations.23  

 Institutional Review Board approval was obtained from both Vanderbilt University, as 

well as from the school district.  Both parents’ official consent to participate in the study as well 

 
22 Pluribus Middle, Minimus Middle, and Muslim Middle are pseudonyms for school names to protect student 

confidentiality.   

23 This, in fact, happened at Minimus Middle, which had a sizable group of Egyptian Coptic Christians who spoke 

Arabic.  
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as students’ assent to participate were obtained before collecting data. Each student received a 

$15 gift card for participating.    

Sample demographics. As noted, the data contrasted three different school settings: 

Pluribus Middle, Minimus Middle, and Muslim Middle.  The purposive sample included 34 

students ages 10-14 years old in 5th-7th grades; the mean age was 11.45 years old.  By school, 

there were 17 students from Pluribus Middle, 6 students from Minimus Middle, and 11 students 

from Muslim Middle.  Table 1 provides a summary of participants by school and gender.  

 

Table 1 

Sample Counts of Participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ethnic breakdown of students in the sample was: 9 Kurdish; 8 Somali/Ethiopian; 6 South 

Asian; 5 Arab; and 6 all other, which is consistent with the ethnic demographics of the Muslim 

population in the city.  The students were predominantly 1st and 2nd generation immigrants, and 7 

out of the 19 girls who participated did not wear hijab.   

Data collection.  To minimize barriers to participation, all focus groups were held in the 

chosen schools during non-instructional time in the spring of 2013, and lasted approximately one 

hour.  To put this into context, the Boston Marathon bombing (which occurred in April of 2013) 

 Boys Girls Totals 

Pluribus 7 10 17 

Minimus 2 4 6 

Muslim 6 5 11 

Totals 15 19 34 
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occurred between the initial and follow-up focus groups.24  I conducted all the focus groups, to 

minimize the variability of multiple facilitators.  Six focus groups were assembled: three at 

Pluribus Middle (two with girls, one with boys), two at Muslim Middle (one with girls and one 

with boys), and one at Minimus Middle (one mixed-gender group).  Each group had 5-7 

participants each.  For all focus groups, I took notes, as well as audio recorded the sessions to 

help ensure accuracy during transcription. Participants were given pseudonyms to protect their 

confidentiality.  A summary of participants can be found in Appendix A, for reference.  The 

primary questions for the semi-structured focus group protocol are given in Table 2.  Additional 

prompts were used for clarification and to elicit examples and stories from focus group 

participants. 

 

Table 2 

Semi-Structured Focus Group Protocol 

 

1. What does it mean to you to be Muslim? 

 

2. Have you ever been treated badly for being a Muslim? 

 

3. What does your family say about being Muslim/Islam? 

 

4. What do you think your teachers think about Muslims? 

 

5. What do your friends think about Muslims? 

 

6. What do you think is different about being a Muslim boy/girl? 

 

 

 

 
24 The Boston Marathon Bombings, which occurred on April 15, 2013, was a terrorist attack in which 3 people were 

killed and 260 wounded.  The Tsarnaev brothers were believed to have carried out the attack out of “extremist 

Islamic beliefs.” (History.com, 2019). 
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Researcher Subjectivity 

My standpoint as a researcher who is a Muslim, a teacher, a mother and a woman who 

wears hijab, needs to be addressed as part of the research methodology. I believe that my 

position as a member of the same religious community as the youth participants allowed me to 

establish a trusting relationship, and helped create a safe space for the focus group.  Knowledge 

of the targeted population also aided me in facilitating the focus group – my knowledge of the 

nuances inherent in being Muslim allowed me to effectively follow-up on comments made by 

participants. However, a possible limitation of being a member of the group being studied is that 

my history may lead me to make assumptions or come to conclusions based on my own 

experiences rather than the experiences of the participants.  Also, because I wear the hijab, 

youths may perceive me to be “religious” and so provide me with socially acceptable answers.  I 

believe being reflective, conducting member checks, and centering participants voices during the 

coding and analysis helped to minimize these potential limitations.   

Data Analysis 

Focus group interviews and open-ended survey questions were transcribed and then 

coded and analyzed using MaxQDA11 (VERBI, 2016). Saldaña (2016) noted that different 

coding methods can be used to categorize data.  Three types of coding that were particularly 

relevant to this study included structural coding, in vivo coding, and process coding.  In terms of 

structural coding, I coded for specific concepts including: experiences of discrimination, 

stereotyping, bullying, and microaggressions (also considerations for verbal/physical types, who 

were the perpetrators, and places where incidents occurred); youths’ ways of responding; and, 

religious scripts.  By contrast, both in vivo and process coding were used in a more grounded 

approach: in vivo coding to understand the meanings of particular words and phrases youths used 
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to describe their thoughts and experiences, and process coding to analyze the actions and 

interactions of youths, as well as their consequences. These first cycle codes were then 

synthesized and collapsed into broader categories, then shared with student participants during 

the member check focus groups.  Data from the follow-up focus group were used to refine and 

modify codes, as well as to generate new codes to integrate into the analysis based on participant 

feedback. Codes were then organized into major themes during the second cycle of coding.  

During all stages of coding, memos were written to capture researcher reflections and questions 

that surfaced.  Codes and memos were reviewed and categorized according to prevalent themes.   

Findings 

Table 3 provides a summary of the major themes found in the study. 

 

Table 3  

Major Themes 

Themes Sub-themes 

Types of Discrimination Verbal microaggressions  

Physical harassment 

Restrictive school policies and practices 

Troubling media portrayals 

Responses to discrimination Explanatory narratives 

Ignoring and having patience 

Standing up for oneself 

Humor 

Ability to share faith 

Resources for support Friends and family 

Supportive adults 

Lack of support 

Muslim peers 
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Types of Discrimination 

 

Verbal microaggressions. The most common incidents of discrimination related by 

students were incidents of verbal microaggressions, particularly related to stereotypes of violence 

and terrorism.  Most of the incidents described at Pluribus and Minimus occurred in schools, and 

were of youths specifically reporting being called a “terrorist.” For example, Farah, a 12-year old 

from Minimus, recalled other students saying, “Oh, are you a terrorist? I bet you’re a terrorist. … 

do you have a bomb on your right now?” Others reported moving from one school to another 

because of the verbal harassment.  For example, Amira, a 12-year old from Pluribus, shared, “At 

the school we came from, everyone would call me and my friend terrorist because we were the 

only Muslims in the whole entire 6th grade. A lot of people called us terrorists and they would 

treat us like we were trash.”  As a result, her family decided to move her to Pluribus where there 

were more Muslims present.  Youths also experienced these verbal microaggressions about 

terrorism in the community.  Aliya, a 12-year old from Pluribus, said, “We were in the mall one 

day and then there were these two people behind us and then they yelled, ‘Terrorists!’ at us.”  

Additionally, some adults used the stereotype of terrorism to try to convert Muslim youths.  

Bilal, a 10-year old from Muslim, reported, “Well, like saying, you know, Islam does this and 

this and then they talk about bad stuff and then they call you terrorists and try to change you.”  

Another major type of verbal microaggression reported was related to the hijab, or 

Islamic head-covering – though there were a few variations on this theme.  First, Muslim girls 

who wore the hijab recognized that they were the most obviously and visibly Muslim students, 

and thus most likely to be bullied by others.  Ayesha, a 12-year old from Pluribus, noted:  

… Muslim girls [who] wear the hijab and everything, and when we wear it is the time 

where most bullying starts… but like boys, you can't even tell if they're Muslim or not 
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unless, until they tell you or unless they say something…I mean even if their name is like 

Arabic or whatever it is, people still can't tell…but I think us [hijabi] girls get bullied 

more. 

However, even as girls and women who wear the hijab were the most visibly Muslim, their 

experiences were also called into question.  For instance, Ali, a 12-year old from Minimus, said: 

… but some women, they are paranoid. They think everything everyone does is because 

they are Muslim…Like at the store when, when some-, when she’s in line before 

someone then someone skips them and they, and the cashier calls that person and not her. 

She’s like - it’s because I’m Muslim. 

This type of statement can often feel like gaslighting – the denial of an experience to make 

someone questioning their memory, perception, or sanity.    

Youths also reported denigrating comments about the hijab itself.  Yasmin, a 12-year old 

from Minimus, shared, “They called me names like because I had, had this and they said it looks 

like a sack …then they started calling me sack head.” Even if youths did not wear the hijab 

themselves, both boys and girls often shared stories of close relatives who were subjected to 

verbal harassment.  For instance, Samir, an 11-year old from Pluribus, shared, “So they were at 

Kroger, [my cousin and her sister] and this American25 person came and said, ‘Take off the scarf 

you stupid.’” Even though not all comments about the hijab were overtly negative, constantly 

asking about it implied that there was something abnormal or wrong about the practice which 

needed to be defended.  Basim, a 12-year old from Pluribus, noted, “Like some of my friends, 

like some of my American friends, they'll like, ask, “Why do the women in your religion like 

wear the scarves?”” When asked how they responded to such questions, many participants 

 
25 Even though the student here is American himself by nationality, he and other Muslim youths often conflated 

American with Christian and White.  For more details, see Mohyuddin (2020a). 
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simply replied, “It’s part of the religion,” and shared that it was awkward to explain about 

Islamic dress because the teachings about dress were also related to teachings about romantic and 

sexual relationships with the opposite sex, which are often part of the “null curriculum” in Islam 

(Sanjakdar, 2011; Mohyuddin, 2014) – that is, topics that were avoided or not openly discussed 

and thus seen as inappropriate or un-Islamic.  

Youths also reported verbal microaggressions by peers, teachers, and sometimes by 

parents as they conflated of religious, racial and ethnic identities.  For example, Latif, a 13-year 

old from Pluribus, reported being asked, “Are you Muslim or are you White?” Similarly, Maya, 

a 13-year old from Minimus, said, “Or if you don’t wear a hijab like I don’t, people think I’m 

Hispanic.”  Youths also felt parents sometimes did not understand their desire to separate 

religion and culture.  Yasmin from Minimus noted: “So like parents want to bring Pakistani 

culture and mix it to being Muslim, but I don’t want to do that. Just, like, it don’t feel 

comfortable.” Youth also had to defend their identities as Americans.  Maryam, a 10-year old 

from Pluribus, shared that she was asked: “‘How come you're American, you're born in America, 

but why don't you act like that?’ 

Additionally, youths reported constantly having to negotiate their religious identity with 

other Muslim youths – both for being too religious and for not being religious enough.  As 

Fatima, a 10-year old from Pluribus, related, “… then when you try to do right from wrong, or 

someone’s doing something wrong and you try to do right, and then the friend says, ‘Oh my 

gosh, stop being so like so religious.’” Youths also reported feeling like they were being judged 

by other Muslim youths.  Zara, a 12-year old from Pluribus, shared, “… I think, if you have a 

Muslim friend it’s good and stuff, but I think they judge you. As soon as you do something, they 

say oh, that’s bad; I’m gonna go tell your mom.”  Students reported feeling judged on if they 



  

 

 

135 

listen to music or not, if they knew enough verses of the Quran, and ways in which they dressed 

(Mohyuddin, 2020b).   

Physical harassment. Beyond the verbal microaggressions faced by certain Muslim 

youths, some youths also faced physical harassment and microaggressions.  Boys in particular 

reported getting into fights or being goaded into defending themselves physically.  Ali from 

Minimus related:  

My whole life, I’ve only gotten in one fight and I got in trouble for it. It was, it was with 

another Egyptian. He was Egyptian Christian…he started talking about my family and 

start saying things about Muslims praying to statues and stuff, but my friends told me and 

I heard him… So then he came up, he came up to me and slapped me and… so I pushed 

him back and then he attacked me and we got in a fight. 

Although Ali was the only student to report personally being in a fight, several of the boys at 

Pluribus also shared that they felt that they were often goaded to fight or defend themselves.  

There was also a heightened sense of surveillance that certain Muslim boys related to their 

behavior, particularly related to their Kurdish ethnic identity (Mohyuddin, 2020a).  In these 

spaces, boys reported “the police is always down there” and “they say the police follow the 

Kurdish people…they harass them.”  Jamal, a 13-year old from Pluribus, noted, “They say it’s 

because of the gang members, but even if you’re not in the gang, they still follow you…if they 

see a big group of you talking, or something, they’ll write you up.” However, boys did not need 

to be Kurdish to be policed in these hallways – their identities as Muslim boys were sufficient to 

be targeted.  Khalid, a 13-year old from Pluribus, reported, “The police don’t care, they think 

everybody’s Kurdish…they don’t know.” 
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In addition to physical aggression aimed at individuals, Muslim organizations were also 

targets of physical violence.  Fatima reported: 

And there's this one day at my mosque…somebody broke into it. …and it was on video, 

and like somebody broke in and was taking stuff, and I was like scared, I'm like, “Are 

they trying to do this or something?” I heard someone saying like burning down the 

mosque or something and I was like, “Really?” and then I was scared. 

The fear caused by this act of physical violence was amplified by the knowledge that several 

other mosques locally and around the country had experienced such acts of vandalism.26 

 For girls, there were reports that other students had tried to take off their hijab or the 

hijab of someone they knew.  For instance, Khadija, a10-year old from Pluribus, shared, 

“…sometimes my little sister she tells me that, well…they were always like to trying to touch it 

[her hijab] and trying to take it off and stuff…then my little sister cried when she came home.”  

Additionally, girls often reported being the object of staring – particularly girls who wore the 

hijab.  Safiya, an 11-year old from Muslim Middle, shared, “I've never really, really had 

anybody call me a terrorist, but I've seen people like when I go to stores give me ugly looks or 

my dad.” Several other girls also reported being stared at, and feeling both a sense of being 

uncomfortable and a sense of frustration at not being able to definitely confirm or call out such 

behavior.   

 Restrictive school policies and practices.  Microaggressions related to school practices 

and policies were related by students at Pluribus and Minimus.27  The two most frequently 

 
26 Contextually, during the time of the focus groups in 2013 there was much local coverage of protests and 

vandalism at a proposed mosque building site.   

27 More detail about school contexts can be found in: Mohyuddin, H. A. (2020b). “If they really cared”: Exploring 

How School Contexts Influence Religious Identity Development for Muslim American Youths. Unpublished 

manuscript, Department of Community Research and Action, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. 
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mentioned issues around religious practice in both public-school settings included issues with 

food and with physical education.  In Islam, there are certain dietary restrictions, most notably 

the prohibition against eating pork.  For Muslim students, this became a daily challenge.  

Students reported feeling like they could not eat the lunch, or that the substitutions provided were 

unappetizing.  Additionally, students expressed concerns that school staff might not be truthful 

when reporting which lunch items contained pork, making the decision about what to eat even 

more complicated for them.   

Similarly, for physical education classes, Muslim youths often had to negotiate how to 

follow Islamic dress codes which require them to dress modestly with teacher requests to wear 

shorts and T-shirts.  Muslim girls who wore hijab in particular reported feeling uncomfortable, 

even though they were often given accommodations to be able to wear long sleeved shirts and 

athletic pants.  Since classmates did wear t-shirts and shorts, the difference in clothing was much 

more apparent than in other school settings.  As such, it was a space in which Muslim youths, 

both male and female, were frequently asked about Islamic teachings on dress.    

Students in public schools also had to deal with issues of how to perform the required 

Islamic prayers.  At Pluribus Middle, students had to leave from class or lunch in order to pray, 

and prayers took place in an empty space under a stairwell.  Some Muslim youths reported that if 

one student was found to be skipping class when he/she requested time for prayer, it resulted in 

the teacher “punishing” all Muslim students in that class by not allowing them time to pray.  

There were also gender differences in access to prayer and prayer spaces.  Boys claimed the 

cleaner spot under the stairs, whereas girls were relegated to the dirtier (and when there was rain, 

muddier) positions by the door leading to the outside – de-incentivizing them from completing 

prayers.  In contrast, the lack of Muslims in the setting meant that youths at Minimus were much 
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less likely to ask for religious accommodations.   

Students at Minimus Middle noted that they would feel “awkward” and “like everyone 

was watching me” if they chose to pray in school. None of the students reported praying at 

school, and none of the students were willing to ask teachers or administrators about being able 

to pray in school.  Some student also reported feeling that teachers in particular would have a 

problem with Muslim youths praying in school.  Yasmin shared, “Some people like would get 

annoyed. I know that one of my teachers she would get so like annoyed by it.” Ali also felt 

“some teachers are racist” when asked why asking for prayer accommodations was not 

something he wanted to do.  Students acknowledged that they could ask for accommodations, but 

felt doing so would single them out in negative ways.  

Additionally, students often felt like they were being treated differently for being 

Muslim.  Zara from Pluribus related, “Well, sometimes I think the teachers are racist to be 

honest…if I ask to go to the bathroom they say no. And if an American person asks, they say 

yes.”  As such, youths were often reluctant to share incidents with teachers and school personal 

as there was a pervasive feeling that those individuals would not care, nor would they do 

anything about the situation. A few students at Pluribus also reported that one of their teachers 

talked frequently about Christianity in the classroom – which was particularly troubling for the 

one student who was an English language learner (Mohyuddin, 2020a).  

Troubling media portrayals.  Youths often reported feeling upset about what was being 

reported in the news and in social media. Meena, an 11-year old from Pluribus, said:  

Okay, so one night I was watching CNN and I don't know when it was, but it was talking 

about Muslims and, and then like the next morning…I was thinking that if I was on CNN 
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too, and if I was going to be on there, and how I was going to tell them that Muslims 

aren’t terrorists, not all of them are…we’re people too.  

Additionally, Muslim youths felt that there was a definite difference between how the news 

treated Muslims and non-Muslims.  Jaleel, a 10-year old from Muslim Middle, noted, 

“…somebody else does something, they don’t call him terrorist because he’s a Christian.” 

Youths also felt that not only was a difference in the ways in which groups were portrayed, but 

also that much of what was being said was simply untrue. Aliya from Pluribus said, “Like they 

should stop saying stuff about Muslims on social media that’s not true. If we did that, how would 

they feel like if we did that to the Christians? If we went on social media and started saying stuff 

that’s not true about them, how would they feel?” 

Participants also shared that all the different types of harassment and microaggressions 

they faced took a toll on them, affected their school work, and made them question their 

identities.  Aliya continued:  

I hate when people talk about other people’s religion is because …it makes them feel 

uncomfortable…they feel like they should be a different person…it makes people 

struggle about it too much, and it makes them forget about their school and then if they 

have a test or something they’re going to mess up on that because they think about how 

people are talking about them and that makes people want to change themselves and 

stuff, and people should never do that.  

Responses to Discrimination 

 

Explanatory narratives: An interesting way in which many youths dealt with 

discrimination was by coming up with explanatory narratives for why Muslims were facing 

negative stereotypes and discrimination – thus preserving the validity of their own religious 



  

 

 

140 

identities.  This type of response often focused on categorizing those that discriminated against 

Muslims. One explanatory narrative was that what Muslims had done (in terms of terrorism) 

needed to be put into historical perspective and compared to what non-Muslims had done in a 

more equitable way.  Asif, a 14-year old from Minimus, shared, “…when that happens to me, I, I 

point out like, well I mean every religion has dark days. I mean look at the Crusades there. Look 

what you did.”  Similarly, Safiya from Muslim said, “So if anybody were to say to me like the, 

the people of Boston28 or whatever, the 9/11 or whatever, I'd just say, ‘Oh what about the guy 

that killed the people in Connecticut and all those other places?’” Youths also noted that the 9/11 

terrorists were a specific group of people – separated from the majority of Muslims.  Farah from 

Minimus noted: “Even though it was like specific people that did it, they blame an entire group 

of people for it.” These two narratives acknowledged the acts of violence that were committed, 

but also reclaimed the religious identities of Muslim American youths as being separate and 

unconnected with terrorism.  Others believed that non-Muslims were acting out of ignorance. 

Safiya from Muslim Middle noted, “But the thing about them [non-Muslims] is that they don't 

know any better because they see the media and stuff. So, they don't know really any 

better…You can’t really judge them about that because they don’t actually know about the 

religion.”  The implication was that since non-Muslims did not know about Islam, they could not 

really devalue it – preserving the positive image of youths’ religious identity. 

Ignoring and having patience. A major way in which several youths reported dealing 

with issues of discrimination and microaggressions was by ignoring them and responding with 

patience.  Fatima from Pluribus said, “I try to ignore it ‘cause I know that’s not true. I try to 

ignore it.” Asif from Minimus also noted that ignoring the negative things that non-Muslims said 

 
28 This is in reference to the Boston marathon bombing. 
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about Muslims was “the mature thing to do.” Several youths reported that their parents were the 

one to encourage them to ignore instances of discrimination, and to remember religious values 

such as patience.  Samir from Pluribus also noted, “We just don't say anything back because we 

know our religion's the right one.”  Similarly, Janna, an 11-year old from Minimus, said, “You 

have to respect other people’s religion. If they don’t respect ours, just ignore them.”  Others 

discussed specific religious teachings related to fighting as a reason for ignoring negative 

comments. For example, Leena, a12-year old from Pluribus, shared, “I think, yes, like it’s bad 

for them to talk about you but when-, whenever they talk about you, then those, those bad things 

they say to you, it becomes good for you.”  This was a reference to a teaching from the Prophet 

Mohammed PBUH that if you do not respond when someone says something negative to you, 

then you will be rewarded for having patience. (Sahiḥ al-Bukhārī, n.d.).  However, not all youths 

were content to just ignore incidents.  For instance, Basim from Pluribus related, “Well I just 

really, I don't make it much of a big deal, but I do kinda get offended… Because I think this is 

right, this is my religion, yeah.” 

A theme that complemented the strategy of ignoring and exhibiting patience was the idea 

that Muslim youth were responsible for representing the faith, especially girls who wore the 

hijab. Farah from Minimus shared: 

My mom says that whenever you do something wrong and, especially if you’re a wearing 

scarf and the people know that you’re Muslim, they think that – oh like that’s what all 

Muslims are like as a stereotype. So they think that, that’s what all Muslims are like, not 

just you. They blame it on the whole Muslim culture. 
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Similarly, Suraya, a 12-year old from Muslim Middle, said, “Cause, like you don’t want to give 

them like a negative feeling or anything, like you don’t like them. Then they’ll have a bad 

feeling towards us. So, just smile.”  

Standing up for oneself.  A handful of youths also spoke about the need to take a stand 

against the discrimination Muslim youths faced.  For instance, Zara from Pluribus said:  

I think you should do something about it, you shouldn’t go home and wait, you should do 

something, act fast, tell an adult or a teacher, even if they saw it and didn’t do anything, 

go to them and say, do something about this because this is my religion and they are 

disrespecting it and I think you should do something about this now. 

The focus group format also revealed the impact that her words had – other participants began 

shifting their responses away from the idea of ignoring discriminatory acts to ways in which they 

could be more action-oriented and stand up for their rights.  Zara’s words highlighted the desire 

to stand up against discriminatory acts as a matter of principle with a social justice orientation; 

however, other youths felt that if they did not stand up for themselves, then they would be targets 

of future bullying or microaggressions.  For instance, Leila, a 12-year old from Pluribus shared, 

“I think if you ignore them, they, they’ll keep on doing it and they’ll think that you’re scared of 

them or something and then they will actually try to do something. But if you stand up for 

yourself, then …they’ll kinda leave you alone. That’s what I think.” 

 Youths also reported taking a stand when witnessing discriminatory acts in the 

community.  Kamal, a 10-year old from Muslim Middle, related, “[I was in] Kansas. So, when 

we got to that Dollar Tree, there was a book I saw. It said How to Hate Muslims…So we got all 

of those…We asked them to please stop selling them so they stopped selling them and we took 
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all of them and we burnt them.”  The act symbolized to Kamal how he and his family could 

actively try to stop others from spreading hate against Muslims. 

Responding with humor. Some youths also reported dealing with microaggressions and 

incidents of discrimination by responding with humor.  For instance, when discussing what she 

did when people stared at her, Sadiya, an 11-year old from Muslim Middle, sassily replied, “I 

look at them like, whatchu lookin’ at?”  Several youths also described humor as a way of dealing 

with questions from their friends.  Jamal from Pluribus shared, “You joke about, it's usually like, 

it's like our friends and stuff.” Latif added, “Yeah, we just joke around…try to make a 

comeback. Don't look like a fool.” In this way, humor was used to deflect questions and preserve 

their religious identities. 

Ability to share faith.  Youths also reported that some of these situations also allowed 

them to share their faith with others.  Sadiya from Muslim Middle related, “…when you tell, 

when you tell someone about your religion, and you do something – they’d actually respect you, 

and say, oh this person, like, cares about their religion.”  Suraya, a 12-year old from Muslim 

Middle further elaborated, “They actually want to learn about our religion.” Her comment also 

aligns with the prior narrative that many non-Muslims simply do not know about Islam and just 

need to be educated. 

Resources for support 

 

Friends and family. Muslim youths reported a variety of social supports helped them 

deal with incidents of discrimination.  Students often reported getting support from their parents 

who answered questions about Islam and advocated for youths when issues arose.  Khadija from 

Pluribus shared: 
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There’s this girl on the bus, she tried to take my scarf off…the bus driver saw, but he 

didn’t really do anything, and so I told my mom. She went down to the school, and then 

she talked to the principal. And the kid that did that came down to the office, and they 

had talked to her to never do it again, and she never did.  

Friends provided another source of social support.  For example, Maya from Minimus related, 

“…like my best friend, she is American and she’s not Muslim but I am and so we have those 

times where I have to explain stuff to her about things I can and cannot do and she understands it 

perfectly and I’m glad that she does and I’m glad that I have a friend like that.”  Youths reported 

their non-Muslim friends often made accommodations for the food they ate and times when they 

needed to pray.  Students also felt that the acceptance they received from their friends helped 

them cope with the negative situations they faced.  

Supportive adults. Teachers and other adults were also a source of support for Muslim 

American youths.  At Muslim Middle, there were specific teachers that students went to for 

social-emotional support, and others they were able to reach out to for questions on Islam.  Ms. 

Emily (a converted Muslim), was a teacher that students reported they felt they could go to for 

“life questions” and “she'll be honest, straightforward with you.”  On the other hand, students 

went to Mr. Khaled with questions about Islam, what was happening to Muslims in the media, 

and strategies to navigate bullying.  Muslim adults were also important for youth at Pluribus. For 

instance, students noted that a Kurdish lunch lady would tell them if food was halal or not, and 

the new (male) Muslim coach helped support students’ prayers by offering to supervise them so 

that other teachers who might be concerned that students were “playing rather than praying” 

would allow youths to attend.   
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Lack of support.  However, some youth shared that they often felt like they did not have 

a good support system.  Leila from Pluribus shared: 

Yeah, they’re [guidance counselors] not in a position to know how you would feel…I 

even told my sister and she was like, go talk it out with the guidance. But to be honest, 

I’m not like saying this or anything, I feel like guidance is no help… if I ever, ever had a 

problem, I would tell my parents, well, I don’t really, to be honest, I don’t really tell my 

parents…don’t tell anybody. I keep it to myself…Like my sister, you know, we always 

get in fights. I can’t tell her anything…She’ll blurt it out.  

As Leila thought about who she would turn to when situations of discrimination arose, she 

sequentially dismissed various significant others in her life for being unable to understand the 

various social contexts she faces.  Even her sister, who appeared could potentially offer support, 

was finally dismissed because of the fear that she would disclose to Leila’s parents about 

incidents that happened.  Her quote highlights the need for greater attention to the lived 

experiences of Muslim American youths, as well as spaces where youth feel able to share their 

stories without fear of judgement. 

Muslim peers.  An interesting outcome of the study was the reported positive influences 

of peer interaction that occurred as a result of the focus group format.  After the initial focus 

group, students were given a survey which included open-ended questions about their experience 

in the focus group itself.  Several of the participants noted that this was the first time they were 

able to share their thoughts on their Muslim identity with others.  For example, Yasmin from 

Minimus shared, “I did not know other people felt that way ‘til today.” Students also shared that 

they felt a sense of community and support by being part of the group.  Aliya from Pluribus said, 

“I think it's [the focus group] important because I just feel happy to know that an adult and my 
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Muslim sisters know how it feels when people call us stuff and that it's not just me.  If it happens 

again, I know they will help me.” In addition, the focus group provided youth with alternate 

“scripts” that could be more agentic for them in dealing with the situations they face.  For 

instance, Asad, a 10-year old from Muslim Middle, noted that the focus group “[was] important 

because I want to know how to act when other people that are not Muslims are making fun of 

me.” The focus group discussion allowed Asad to hear how classmates had dealt with similar 

situations, thus providing new ways for him to manage similar situations.  

Discussion 

Of the six types of Muslim-specific religious microaggressions suggested by Nadal et al., 

(2012), the stereotypes of Muslims as terrorists, the pathology of the Islamic faith, and alien in 

their own land microaggressions were reported by Muslim American youths in this study.  Some 

might be age-related – exoticization, for example, might not be experienced by youths in early 

adolescence.  However, assumptions of religious homogeneity and Islamophobic and mocking 

language that were reported in a number of other studies on bullying of Muslim American youths 

(Aroian, 2012; CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; Tahseen et al., 2018) were not found here.  One 

possible explanation may be not to assume that these types of microaggressions were not 

experienced, but possibly to suggest that these were not as salient for youth in this study as the 

other types of microaggressions they faced. 

The most common type of microaggression faced by Muslim American youths in this 

study was related to stereotypes of violence and terrorism.  This stereotype was common in 

public school spaces, but also took place in community settings.  Some youths also reported that 

such stereotypes were also used to try to convert them.  News and media portrayals further 

normalized the stereotypes of violence and terrorism that affected Muslim American youths.  
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This finding supports findings from numerous other studies on Muslim American youths (Abu 

El-Haj, 2010; Aroian, 2012; CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; Dupper, Forrest-Bank, & Lowry-

Carsillo, 2015; Ghaffar-Kucher, 2012; Tahseen et al., 2018).   

Another form of verbal harassment experienced by youths was gender specific and 

related to the hijab.  Girls who wore the hijab were the most visibly Muslim youths, and so more 

readily targets of bullying and microaggressions as reported in a number of studies on Muslim 

bullying (CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; Tahseen et al., 2018). Peers and sometimes adults made 

fun of the hijab, or the girl wearing the scarf.  At the same time, girls who wore the hijab 

sometimes had their experiences denied by other Muslims who thought them to be too 

“paranoid.” Even when Muslim youths were not subjected to overtly negative comments about 

hijab, it was questioned enough that it was pathologizing of Islam – considered an abnormal 

practice that required constant explanation. 

Less discussed in the literature was ways in which Muslim American youths had to deal 

with microaggressions related to their conflated and contested intersectional identities. 

Intersectionality is an important lens when discussing Muslim American youths, as they are often 

managing multiple discredited identities (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991).  For example, youths’ 

racial, ethnic and religious identities were often misunderstood, such that they repeatedly had to 

define and re-define who they were.  Additionally, Muslim youths were challenged in their 

identities as Americans.  On the other hand, Muslim youth also often conflated identities – 

Muslim youths in the study repeatedly used the word “American” to refer to peers who were 

Christian and/or White.   

Similarly, Muslim youths were comparing their levels of religiosity against other Muslim 

youths and were judged on being too religious, or not being religious enough.  Tahseen et al. 
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(2018) termed such interactions as “intra-group bullying.” The experiences reported can be 

considered microaggressions rather than bullying, but still took a toll on youths. Although the 

data also revealed that Muslim youths reported feeling s sense of safety and comfort when being 

with other Muslims (Mohyuddin, 2020a), there is also the opportunity for caregivers and 

community leaders to engage in community building and consider best practices to be more 

inclusive of the various levels of religiosity found in the community, and to validate a range of 

religious experiences.  It is particularly important to pay closer attention to more marginalized 

Muslim youth identities, such as those of hijabi girls who have been gaslighted.  

Youths also experienced physical harassment, similar to those reported in other studies 

(CAIR-CA, 2015, 2017, 2019; Tahseen et al., 2018).  There were gender differences in the types 

of physical harassment experienced – boys were more likely to report fighting or others wanting 

to start a fight with them.  Girls, on the other hand, reported others trying to pull off their hijabs, 

or staring at them and making them feel uncomfortable.  It is also important to note that Muslim 

spaces were also targets of violence, which left youths feeling scared.  Contextually, this 

occurred in 2013, and there have been a number of high-profile reports of violence in mosques – 

ranging from vandalism to the devastating shooting in the Christchurch mosques.  Adults and 

community leaders are increasingly addressing these issues with heightened security measures, 

or vigils for collective healing.  However, providing spaces and guidance for youths as they try 

to process their feelings in light of such physical violence and harassment would be beneficial.    

School policies and practices were also sources of microaggressions.  Food, physical 

education and prayer were daily struggles for youth trying to practice Islam.  In addition, these 

were spaces where youths had to repeatedly explain why they couldn’t eat pork, or why Muslim 

girls dressed the ways they did.  Although there were no reports of teachers as aggressors as 
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found in other studies (CAIR, 2015, 2017, 2019; Ghaffar-Kucher, 2012; Tahseen et al., 2018), 

many were not people youth felt they could go to either.  Some youths reported their perception 

of certain teachers as racist and more accepting of their non-Muslim peers. In contrast, teachers 

at Muslim Middle were considered a resource for social-emotional support, as well as religious 

socialization (i.e., answering difficult questions about Islam).  Similarly, Muslim staff were often 

sources of support for Muslim American youths in public school spaces. 

This is a particularly salient point for school leaders of which to be aware and take steps 

to address.  Muslim American youths are becoming an increasingly large part of the public 

school population, and there is a need to implement more inclusive policies that are affirming of 

religious minority identities. It is also important to note that although programs might exist to 

improve school culture, many of those programs may not have specific content related to 

inclusion based on religious difference, leaving many Muslim American youths feeling as if 

those programs are not actually addressing their needs.  Further, knowing these issues can help 

parents and community members be more effective when advocating for the needs of their 

students in public school spaces. 

Muslim American youths here had multiple responses to discrimination, including 

creating explanatory narratives for stereotypes.  Muslim American youths defined their religious 

identity against Christianity.  The two main narratives shared by Muslim American youths used 

were that Christians did not know about Islam and also that Christians had been perpetrators of 

violence themselves.  Explanatory narratives help Muslim youths protect their religious group 

identity (Fuligni & Flook, 2005; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). As Grewal (2013) noted, many Muslim 

Americans were increasingly re-defining their religious group identity as a method to reduce 

threats to their identity as Muslims.   
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Youths also reported that they often ignored situations of discrimination.  A few reasons 

for ignoring such situations were given – including the advice of parents, the need to positively 

represent Muslims and Islam, and the religious values and benefits of practicing patience.  

Forrest-Bank and Dupper (2016) noted that knowing when not to respond to situations was an 

important coping mechanism for youth.  Additionally, it is important to consider how ignoring 

situations and practicing patience was experienced by youths.  Mahmood (2006) suggested that 

religious practices that appear to restrict agency could actually be liberating depending upon the 

way they are experienced by the individual.  And indeed, a few youths suggested that having 

patience was the religiously right way to respond.  However, for others, being told to ignore 

situations led to a sense of frustration.  For adults, it is important to be aware that this prevalent 

narrative may mean there may be a number of Muslim youths who are suffering in silence. 

As such, an important way that some youth here dealt with discrimination was by 

standing up for themselves.  Forrest-Bank and Dupper (2016) noted that knowing when to stand 

up for themselves was an important coping mechanism for youth.  Other youth responded with 

humor, as seen in Ghaffar-Kucher (2012). Some youths chose to share their faith during such 

challenging experiences.  The students who reported feeling empowered to do so were often 

from Muslim Middle, supporting Nwosu and Barnes’ (2014) findings that multicultural 

curriculums that allow youths to safely explore their identities can promote agency. 

 As evident in earlier studies, youths reported that friends and family – including parents, 

peers, and trusted adults – were sources of support for dealing with discrimination and 

microaggressions (Forrest-Bank & Dupper, 2016; McBride-Murray et al., 2007). Parents and 

other caregivers are an especially important group to consider, particularly since this age group 

can be a turning point for Muslim American youths in terms of growth trajectories (Tseng et al., 
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2002).  Some youths reported that they felt like they could go to their parents for support, and 

that parents would be advocates for them.  However, some youths did not feel they had 

significant others with whom they could share their problems.  Several scholars (Ahmed, 2009; 

Ahmed & Ezzeddine, 2009; Qaddoura, 2009; Stuart & Ward, 2011) reported that among the 

challenges faced by Muslim youths is feeling like there was a lack of support from parents and 

significant others about the situations they face in the West.  Considering ways communities 

can build caregiver capacity around understanding youths contexts, as well as providing 

them with tools for religious socialization, can strengthen familial bonds and support youths’ 

ability to respond to challenges. 

It is also important to note that youths reported feeling a sense of community with focus 

group members, as well as appreciating the opportunity to learn how others handle social 

situations.  These backstage spaces can help youths practice different scripts for impression 

management with other Muslim American youths (O’Brien, 2011).  Scripts for answering certain 

religious questions, particularly about hijab and gender relations, was also one that eluded many 

youths. Better understanding the implicit values around hijab and gender relations could help 

Muslim youths be more agentic. Additionally, having space to share experiences of 

discrimination and responses seemed to help youths both ease some of their frustration as well as 

consider new scripts for interacting based on the experiences of their peers.  Safe spaces to 

discuss differing social norms may help youths be more authentic and agentic when navigating 

differing social contexts. 

One implication for both school district and community leaders is the need to create and 

support social groups and/or spaces for Muslim youths to come together and celebrate their 

religious identities. Adults may take for granted that Muslim students already know one another 
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or are already gathering; however, this may not be the case.  Even when Muslim youths do know 

one another, the spaces to discuss frustrations and questions about religion may not be readily 

available – or may be tinged with either overtly secular or overtly religious expectations.  Indeed, 

mosques were not among the sources of support reported by youth when dealing with 

microaggressions and discrimination, signaling an opportunity for community members to more 

deeply consider the needs and experiences of youths when creating youth programs.  Thus, 

spaces that allows for youth to discuss religion and social contexts openly and without fear need 

to be cultivated.  Further, it is important for adults to consider ways in which these spaces can 

also be resilience-promoting environments that help youth address systemic injustices and 

inequalities.  

Study Considerations and Future Directions 

 This study was designed to gain a deeper understanding of the religious identity 

development of a cadre of Muslim American youths ages 10-14 years old in a mid-sized city in 

the Southern United States, specifically how school contexts influence religious identity 

development.  To that end, it is important to consider the strengths and limitations of the study. 

 One limitation of the study was site selection.  Because of the need to work with district 

officials, I was only able to recruit students from two public schools.  As such, less is known 

about other ways in which school contexts might influence the religious identity development of 

Muslim youths.  However, recruiting students from a variety of schools and holding focus groups 

after school hours would require parents to transport their children to and from the focus groups.  

In such a case, it would be very difficult to guarantee how many students would show up to 

participate.  By holding the focus groups in the school, students who consented to the study were 

much more likely to attend the session. 



  

 

 

153 

 Using language as a proxy for religion in selecting the public schools was another 

limitation of the study.  As mentioned before, it under-estimates the number of Muslim students 

by not accounting for Muslim students whose primary language is English.  However, ethnicity 

would prove similarly problematic.  That is why having guidance counselors who were able to 

appropriately identify Muslim students was critical to the study process.  At the same time, 

schools may have been chosen by the district based on perceived positive attitudes of guidance 

counselors toward Muslim students.  Thus, there may have been a bias towards selecting schools 

who were willing and able to support Muslim youths.  Schools with more negative attitudes may 

have been excluded at the district level.  As such, there may be problematic issues of school 

climate for Muslim students that remain un-captured by the study.  Additionally, youth had to be 

readily identifiable as Muslim, which might have excluded youths less willing to discuss their 

religious identity.  In the future, a more systematic, longer-term, system wide study of Muslims 

in public schools may provide more detailed information about the impact of school climate on 

religious identity development for Muslim youths.  

Another interesting limitation not initially foreseen was the potential influences of age on 

the respondents’ perceptions of their religious identity.  Although all participants were in middle 

school, the most self-reflective comments appeared to come from the 7th graders in the study, 

rather than from the 5th or 6th graders.  Given the rapid changes that occur within this age group, 

and the different experiences that occur during this time, it may be fruitful to further explore how 

religious identity may shift over time during middle school.   

Another area for future study is the ways in which Muslim American youths navigate 

online spaces.  Cyberbullying and the potential influence of social media (both negative and 

positive) are important to consider, as Muslim American youths are increasingly immersed in 
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online environments.  Although online contexts were discussed only tangentially in the current 

study (as sources of religious information), a deeper exploration of the online presence of 

Muslim American youths can provide a more complete picture of their socio-ecological contexts. 

On the other hand, the current study provided an important examination of the 

experiences of a group of Muslim youths in their own words.  The focus group format allowed 

youths to have a safe space to explore issues related to their religious identity.  Although focus 

groups may lead to conformity through peer interaction, it may also have helped youths to 

express their own thoughts by comparing their experiences to like others.  Indeed, youths 

reported that the focus group allowed them to talk about issues and feel supported by their peers 

– providing spaces where youths could feel supported in their religious identities.   

Conclusions 

 This study contributes to the literature by providing a deeper look into the experiences of 

discrimination, bullying, and microaggressions faced by Muslim American youths and the ways 

in which they respond to those situations.  Given the potential influence of Islamophobia and the 

negative stereotypes of Muslims and Islam, it is important to better understand the range of 

experiences of Muslim American youths.  Understanding the different experiences of Muslim 

American youths is important for creating resilient promoting spaces that support heathy 

religious identity development.  
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS 

 

In considering the implications of the three studies in the dissertation, it is important to 

situate the project in its historical and social context.  All focus groups were held in the spring of 

2013.  To put this into perspective, the Boston Marathon bombing (which occurred in April of 

2013) occurred between the initial and follow-up focus groups.  Since that time, many important 

events occurred that continue to shape the macro-environments for Muslim American youths – 

most notably the election of President Donald Trump and the passing of the “Muslim” Travel 

Ban, both of which highlight rising anti-Muslim sentiment in the U.S. and have influenced the 

rise of assaults against Muslim Americans (Kishi, 2017).  At the same time, there is an increase 

in the visibility of Muslim leaders, such as elected officials Ilhan Omar and Rashida Talib, as 

well as sports figures Mo Saleh, Ibtihaj Muhammad, and Khabib Nurmagomedov – all of whom 

may provide role models for combining faith with success in their chosen fields. 

I posit that these changes in the macro-environment only highlight the need for greater 

understanding of the experiences of Muslim American youths.  Based on findings from the three 

studies in the dissertation, I would like to highlight four main themes: 1) youths have 

intersectional identities; 2) school contexts matter; 3) caring adults are important for youths; and 

4) youths need resilience promoting spaces.   

Youths Have Intersectional Identities  

Muslim American youths in the study exhibited a range of religious, ethnic, racial, 

gender, and class identities.  In terms of religious identity, the youth participants in this study had 

positive views of their religious identities and a strong connection with parents.  In contrast, 

youths often reported that others in their lives conflated ethnic and racial identities with religious 
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identities – including at times their parents.  Gender identities clearly influenced religious 

identity formation as well.  Conversations around the hijab, in particular, were complex.  Within 

the context of this study, the predominant discourse on the hijab was as the it was a choice – one 

that related to ideas of social acceptability, as a signal to others about religiosity, and as a sign of 

faith.  Finally, in terms of class, those Muslim youths with lower socio-economic status may face 

greater challenges in their living situations or in dealing with peers.  On the other hand, such 

situations can also model resilience for youths – as in the case of the apartment tenants who 

fought for their housing rights. 

In terms of theory, this study highlights the types of intersectionality that exist within the 

Muslim community that are particularly salient for youths here (Ahmed, Patel & Hashem, 2015; 

Collins, 2000; Frideres, 2002; Syed & Azmitia, 2008).  It is important to note, however, that 

sometimes more privileged voices within the Muslim community can marginalize the 

experiences of Muslim youths with different intersecting identities (Ahmed, Patel, & Hashem, 

2015).  However, as Collins (2000) suggests, partial perspectives can also be used to support 

Muslim youths.  Although a number of studies focus on particular intersections of Muslim 

youths’ identities – such as religious and national identity (Sirin & Fine, 2007; Stuart & Ward, 

2011), or religious and gender identity (Naber, 2005; Talbani & Hasanali, 2000), for example - 

there is a need to be able to address the greater multiplicity of identities that Muslim American 

youths must manage (Nwosu-Randolph, 2014).  This is especially true for the younger youths in 

this study, who may have fewer resources and experiences to draw from when trying to explain 

their differing identities to others in their lives. 
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School Contexts Matter 

Ecological contexts, especially that of schools, play a significant role in shaping the 

religious identity of youths (CAIR-CA, 2015; Oberoi & Trickett, 2018; Rissanen, Tirri, & 

Kuusisto, 2015; Zine, 2001).  Indeed, each of the three school settings in this study exhibited 

distinguishing characteristics that shaped the way in which Muslim youths thought about their 

religious identities – from the surveillance found in Pluribus, to the awkwardness of asking for 

religious accommodations in Minimus, to the gender competition found in Muslim Middle.   

In both public school settings, the day to day issues of practicing Islam was something 

that youths constantly had to negotiate.  From issues of eating halal and maintaining Islamic 

dress, to prayer and holidays, youths made choices on a daily basis of how they were going to 

practice Islam.  As Oberoi and Trickett (2018) noted, these daily issues created “acculturation 

hassles,” that lead to psychological distress, particularly for youths with additional discredited 

intersectional identities.  Oberoi and Trickett further noted that youths in schools with few 

Muslim students often had less access to accommodations.  Similarly, youths in this study 

acknowledged that although religious accommodations were available, youths had to ask for 

them and implement them in ways non-Muslim youths did not.   

This is a particularly salient point for school leaders to both be aware of and take steps to 

address.  Muslim American youths are becoming an increasingly large part of the public school 

population, and will have to have their educational and socio-emotional needs met. Counselors, 

teachers, and school leaders also need to be aware of the heterogeneity of the Muslim community 

and the differing needs of Muslim youths – particularly those with more marginalized identities 

(such as English language learners).  It is also important to note that while programs might exist 

to improve school culture, many of those programs may not have specific content related to 
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inclusion based on religious difference, leaving Muslim American youths to feel as if those 

programs are not actually addressing their specific needs.   

At Muslim Middle, by contrast, youths did feel supported by teachers and staff.   They 

repeatedly talked about feelings of safety and feeling like they were part of a family in the 

school.  Adults were able to answer questions about Islam, as well as provide socio-emotional 

support.  As Nwosu and Barnes (2014) noted, education that supports identity can increase 

agency for youths.  However, although youths in Muslim Middle reported feeling “safe” with 

other Muslim youths, peer interactions with other Muslim youths remained a challenge at the 

school.  In particular, gender segregation led to gender competition for space at the school, and 

perceptions of religiosity led to students feeling judged by their peers.  As such, school leaders in 

Islamic school settings need to be able to provide guidance on issues of gender, as well as spaces 

where youths can express differing levels of religiosity without fear of judgement.   

Caring adults are important 

Youths reported that friends and family – including parents, peers, and trusted adults – 

were sources of support for dealing with discrimination and microaggressions, similar to findings 

from other studies (Forrest-Bank & Dupper, 2016; McBride-Murray et al., 2007). Parents and 

other caregivers are an especially important group to consider, particularly since this age group 

can be a turning point for Muslim American youths in terms of growth trajectories (Tseng et al., 

2002).  Some youths reported that they felt like they could go to their parents for support, and 

that their parents would be advocates for them.  However, there were also some youths who 

shared that they really did not feel as if they had significant others in their lives with whom they 

could share their problems.  Several scholars (Ahmed, 2009; Ahmed & Ezzeddine, 2009; 

Qaddoura, 2009; Stuart & Ward, 2011) reported that among the challenges faced by Muslim 
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youths is feeling like there was a lack of support from parents and significant others about the 

situations they face in the West.  Considering ways communities can build caregiver capacity 

around understanding youths contexts, as well as providing them with tools for religious 

socialization, can strengthen familial bonds and support youths’ ability to respond to challenges. 

Caring teachers and other school staff can also provide an important support system for 

Muslim American youths.  In both public schools, youths reported their perceptions of certain 

teachers as racist and as being more accepting of non-Muslim peers. However, the presence of 

Muslim teachers and staff in Pluribus helped mitigate some of the issues youths faced in the 

school, though their presence had different influences depending upon the intersectional 

identities of the students. (Oberoi & Trickett, 2018).  By contrast, teachers at Islamic school were 

considered a resource for social-emotional support, as well as religious socialization.  These 

teachers were able to help youths feel more ready and able to answer questions about Islam, as 

well as how to cope with the emotions that arise from such situations.  It is important to consider 

how youth might be able to access caring adults who understand their varied contexts, 

particularly in public schools. 

Youth need resilient promoting spaces 

Finally, an important finding from the study was that youths reported feeling a sense of 

community with others in the focus group, as well as appreciating the opportunity to learn how 

others handled difficult social situations.  These backstage spaces can help youths practice 

different scripts for impression management with other Muslim American youths, similar to 

findings in O’Brien (2011).  Scripts for answering certain religious questions, particularly about 

hijab and gender relations, was also one that eluded many youths. Better understanding the 

implicit values around hijab and gender relations could help Muslim youths be more agentic 
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(Graham,1996). Additionally, having space to share experiences of discrimination and responses 

seemed to help youths both ease some of their frustration with experiences as well as consider 

new scripts for interacting based on the experiences of their peers.  Further, several youths 

described situations in which they felt the need to code-switch (Lamonier, 2018).  Safe spaces to 

discuss differing social norms can help youths be more authentic and agentic when navigate 

differing social contexts. 

One implication for both school district and community leaders is the need to create and 

support social groups and/or spaces for Muslim youths to come together and celebrate their 

religious identities. Adults may take for granted that Muslim students already know one another 

or are already gathering; however, this may not be the case.  Even when Muslim youths do know 

one another, the spaces to discuss frustrations and questions about religion may not be readily 

available – or may be tinged with either overtly secular or overtly religious expectations.  Indeed, 

mosques were not among the sources of support reported by youth when dealing with 

microaggressions and discrimination, signaling an opportunity for community members to more 

deeply consider the needs and experiences of youths when creating youth programs.  Thus, 

spaces that allows for youth to discuss religion and social contexts openly and without fear need 

to be cultivated.  Further, it is important for adults to consider ways in which these spaces can be 

resilience-promoting environments that also help youths address systemic injustices and 

inequalities (Lopez, 2008; Ungar, Connelly, Liebenberg, & Theron, 2019). 

Final Thoughts and Future Directions 

The study contributes to the literature on the religious identity development of Muslim 

American youths by centering the experiences of a group of younger youth and by working with 

youth from different school settings.  Given the potential influence of Islamophobia and the 
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negative stereotypes of Muslims and Islam, it is important to better understand the range of 

experiences of Muslim youths.  Understanding these different experiences of Muslim youths is 

important for giving youth voice and for youth empowerment, as well as for developing tools 

and resources to help facilitate discussions with parents and other caring adults. 

It is also important to note that some factors that influence religious identity development 

for Muslim American youth are beyond the scope of this study, but important for future research.  

In particular, the impact of media (especially social media) should be analyzed further.  Ahmed, 

Patel, and Hashem (2015) note that media “has a significant socializing impact on youth and 

constitutes a pervasive influence on the lives of young Muslims” (p. 6).  As such, it can shape the 

way Muslim youth see themselves, as well as the ways in which they are perceived by their 

peers.  Additionally, some researchers and policy makers have suggested that social media has 

been used as a tool for radicalization, and newly created tools targeting Muslim youth for 

interventions have been criticized for reinforcing and legitimizing stereotypes of Muslim youths 

(Cole, 2016).   

Another area for future research is the relationship younger Muslims have with mosques.  

Interestingly, mosques were not discussed widely in the focus groups.  Some youths 

acknowledged them as spaces where they could learn about Islam or be in community with 

others for prayers or during Ramadhan.  However, they were not spaces youth mentioned as 

sources of support when dealing with issues of discrimination or bullying. Religious 

organizations can provide safe spaces and support for congregants (Ahmed, 2009) through 

meaningful, pro-social interactions and by providing resources for youth to develop leadership 

skills and be civically engaged.  However, mosques can also be a source of surveillance and 

places of discrimination for some.  Ahmed Eid (2013) noted that ethnic segregation, as well as 
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the treatment of women, are driving many Muslim youths away from mosques.   

Finally, it may be interesting to explore Muslim youths’ experiences from the lens of 

interfaith initiatives and organizations.  Interfaith initiatives and organizations often exist to 

create greater understanding and inclusion of different faith traditions (McCormack, 2013; 

McCormack, Mohyuddin & Dokecki, 2015), which may provide a source for peer support for 

Muslim American youths as well as help dispel anti-Muslim and Islamophobic rhetoric and 

actions.  Such initiatives or organizations may also help Muslim youths understand how youths 

from other minority religious traditions navigate predominantly Christian spaces.  At the same 

time, it may provide an opportunity for Muslim youths to gain greater capacity in articulating 

their own religious beliefs.  However, it may be that parents are wary of such spaces, feeling they 

might be proselytizing rather than community building for Muslim youths.  Further study into 

the influence of interfaith initiatives for younger Muslim youths may provide foundational 

information for thinking about interfaith initiatives as possible interventions for creating more 

equitable and inclusive climates for Muslim American youths. 
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