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Abstract
This study investigated, from a comparative perspective, the lived schooling experiences of
Muslim girls studying in secondary state and Islamic schools in Brisbane. It was grounded in
the contemporary Australian context of Muslim immigration into a substantially non-Islamic
culture where Muslims have often been seen as ‘different’ and where international events
have often seen Muslims portrayed as enemies of Western liberal democracies, fuelling
Islamophobia and the negative stereotyping of Muslims.
An initial review of research and scholarly literature identified five challenges
impacting significantly on the schooling experiences of Muslim girls in that context: (1)
managing Islamophobia and the negative stereotyping of Muslims, (2) experiencing
education that supports the development of an Islamic way of life, (3) managing their
academic achievement, (4) managing their identity formation, and (5) participating in school
sport and physical education. A lack of comparative research into the schooling experiences
of Muslim girls in Secondary state and Islamic schools in Queensland was identified,
particularly with respect to those noted challenges. Those five challenges identified were
taken, then, as defining five focal points for the study: (1) the girls’ interactive experiences
with their non-Muslim peers and teachers, (2) the girls’ experiences of their school’s
accommodation of their religious needs, (3) the girls’ academic experiences in their
schooling, (4) the girls’ experiences of managing their identity formation at school, and (5)
the girls’ experiences of participation in school sport and physical education.
To address those five focal points, a phenomenological research approach was used,
centring on Muslim girls in both state and Islamic schools in Brisbane. The data were
obtained through in-depth narrative interviews with twenty-four Muslim students across four
state and two Muslim secondary schools. Supplementary data were also obtained using
similar interviews with seven teachers and six parents of the girls interviewed. Data analysis
followed the procedures articulated in interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA).
Seven conclusions were drawn from the study: (1) that, although interpersonal
challenges were experienced in both types of school, the way in which the challenges were
managed by the schools differed across the two school types; (2) that both types of school
were seen as appropriately accommodating the religious needs of Muslim girls; (3) that
Muslim girls in the state schools had high educational and career aspirations, whereas
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Muslim girls in the Islamic schools had more moderate educational and career aspirations –
Muslim girls in the state schools had a significant orientation to STEM academic and career
pathways, whereas Muslim girls in the Islamic schools were more oriented to health and
physical education pathways; (4) Muslim girls experienced a diversity of subject choices in
the state schools, but in the Islamic schools they experienced quite limited choices; (5)
Muslim girls in the state schools experienced successful integration with the wider Australian
society, but in the Islamic schools, they saw themselves as struggling in integrate; (6) Muslim
girls in the state schools were developing strong Muslim identities, whereas in the Islamic
schools they were developing their ethnic identities; and (7) Muslim girls in the Islamic
schools were actively participating in school-based sport and physical education, but in the
state schools, Muslim girls’ participation in sport and physical education was minimal.
Six key implications were drawn from those findings for educational practice: (1) that
state schools should ensure that all teachers and students have a good understanding of
Islamic practices pertinent to schooling; (2) that state schools should ensure that they provide
appropriate opportunities for Muslim students to exercise their religious commitments; (3)
that state schools should pay particular attention to providing for the inclusive engagement of
Muslim girls in school sport and physical education; (4) that Islamic schools should pay more
attention to providing a wider range of school subject choices, responding to the
contemporary higher educational and vocational options open to girls; (5) that co-educational
Islamic schools should pay particular attention to providing appropriate single-sex
educational activities to respect Islamic traditions; and (6) that Islamic schools should pay
particular attention to helping their female students integrate into the wider Australian
society.
Recommendations for further research arising from the study are for undertaking a
follow-up study of the girls in this study to track their post-school educational and vocational
pathways and achievements; comparative research across Australian states and territories to
examine the response of both state and Islamic schools to the educational, cultural and
religious needs of Muslim girls; and a further study of the type here undertaken that includes
the perspectives on non-Muslim peers of the Muslim girls.
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Glossary of Terms
Allah

Arabic word for the word ‘God’.

Adhan

An Arabic word that is used for the call of Muslim’s
prayer.

Doh’r

An Arabic word for one of the five prayers that
Muslims offer. This prayer is the second prayer that
fall during the school time.

Hijab

A religious head covering that Muslim women/girls
wear.

Halal

Arabic word used for the anything that is permissible
in Islam.

Haram

An Arabic word used for anything which is not
permissible in Islam.

Imam

An Arabic name for a man in an Islamic leadership
position and who leads the prayer in the mosque.

Mohammad (Peace be upon

The last prophet of God, according to the religion of

him)

Islam.

PBUH

Peace Be upon Him is a complimentary phrase or
expression that follows after pronouncing or writing
any prophet’s name.

Ramadan

Name of the ninth Islamic month of Islam when
Muslims observe fast.

Sunnah

an Arabic word for the sayings, deeds and practices of
Prophet Mohammad (PBUH)
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Chapter One: Introduction to the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate the comparative schooling experiences of Australian
Muslim girls attending Islamic and state secondary schools in Queensland. It was grounded in
both my personal experience as a Muslim woman in Australia and my evaluation of the research
literature in the field.
The study was undertaken through an interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA)
approach – developed by Smith and his colleagues (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009; Smith &
Osborn, 2008) – to develop a better understanding of the lived school experiences of Muslim
girls in both Islamic and non-Islamic settings. The choice of using IPA was grounded in the clear
and strong philosophical, empirical and implicit framework that it provides to explore the
experiences of individuals. I had identified no empirical studies that had investigated the
comparative schooling experiences of Australian Muslim girls attending Islamic and non-Islamic
schools of Queensland. Thus, IPA contributed to exploring an area that was largely underresearched by presenting the perspective of Queensland Muslim high school girls with the
supporting perspectives of their parents and teachers. The justification for using IPA lay in the
fact that it is a highly suitable approach for unexplored areas (K. Reid, Flowers, & Larkin, 2005).
The study focused on four key areas: the ways in which Queensland schools were
accommodating the religious needs of Muslim girls; the ways in which these girls were
interpreting their educational experiences and career aspirations; the ways in which they were
negotiating their possible identities within the school sphere; and their participation in schoolbased sport and other physical education (PE) activities. The study used semi structured, in-depth
interviews with 38 participants: 24 Muslim girls, 6 parents and 8 teachers. The participating girls
were attending Islamic and state secondary schools of Brisbane and were recruited using
purposive and snowball sampling. The data were then analysed by an interpretive approach as
advocated in IPA (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009). Data analysis involved transcribing the
interviews, coding the transcripts to identify emergent concepts, checking the connection of the
concepts with one another and drawing out the major themes as they emerged. Qualitative
software NVivo 10 was used to store, saturate and analyse the data. The data analysis process
was carefully conducted according to the steps of analysis advocated in IPA (Smith et al 2009).
The following material in this chapter first explains the background to the study, making
a case for its undertaking. It then paints an outline picture of the informing context of the study:
the history of Muslims in Australia, their experience of the socio-political context, and Islamic
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schooling in Australia. The chapter finishes with an outline of the structure of the remainder of
the thesis.

Background to the Study
The motivation to conduct this study was both personal and academic. From a personal point of
view, being a Muslim woman of Pakistani descent, the mother of a young daughter and a recent
migrant to Australia, I was keen to explore how it was to be Muslim and Australian in
multicultural society like Australia. This motivation was sparked by two incidents that occurred
back-to-back. The first incident occurred when I was travelling in a Brisbane bus with my then
one-year-old daughter, when a group of Muslim girls (wearing headscarves or hijab) boarded the
bus at the Southbank bus station and I overheard an elderly woman sitting next to me murmur,
‘they are everywhere now’. Initially I was intimidated by her remark, as I saw myself and my
daughter as being among ‘them’. This comment made me think that if I, as a mature woman,
were taken aback, how must these Muslim girls, in their adolescence, deal with situations like
that? In the second incident, I was in a park with my daughter when a young Australian woman
with a four-year-old girl approached me and asked me very kindly if I would talk to her daughter
about my wearing a hijab, as the little girl was intimidated by my appearance. The mother
explained that she did not want her daughter to go home with fears, assumptions or
misconceptions. I approached the little girl with a big smile, saying that the headscarf was my
protection from sun, as I did not have a pretty hat like hers. She smiled and said, okay! These
two incidents made me think that Muslim women (especially those who wear items of religious
attire) may be seen by many Australians as different from them and that there are a number of
misconceptions and assumptions in what they see.
Being an educator, these two incidents made me think about the lives of Muslims in the
West and Australia in particular. My subsequent review of literature brought my attention to a
number of studies that had explored the social, cultural and educational aspects of life as an
Australian Muslim, as well as issues like racism and the individual and collective identity of
Australian Muslims. Rane, Ewart and Abdalla (2010, p. 124) recognised that “Islam in Australia
has become a central and ongoing theme of political and media discourse, where a long list of
politicians, religious figures, community representatives, academics and journalists have offered
opinions and comments on the perceived incompatibility of Islam with the broader Australian
public”. They highlighted that such debates had “espoused a remarkably negative and overly
reductive picture of Islam and its adherents” (Rane et al 2009, p. 124). Abdalla (2012, p. 135)
argued that, because of that reductive picture of Islam and Muslims, Muslims are the “most
2

socially excluded community” in Australia, which has socially excluded Muslim youth and
Muslim women in particular. From an educational point of view, it was noted by DonohoueClyne (1998, p. 281; 2000) that while, on the one hand Australian schools are “free, compulsory
and secular” and on the other hand, Islamic education endorses the religious practices and morals
that maintain Islamic culture and identity. She argued that this clash concerned Muslim parents.
Mansouri and colleagues (Mansouri & Kamp, 2007b; Mansouri & Trembath, 2005b; Mansouri
& Wood, 2008b) had noted that the social exclusion and discrimination facing Muslim
communities in Australia had negatively affected their educational outcomes. A recent doctoral
study by Mouhanna (2014) had explored the educational experiences of Arabic-speaking
Background (ASB) Muslim women in NSW state schools, noting the wide variation between the
perspectives of teachers and the Muslim girls regarding the latter’s academic performance. From
the teachers’ perspective, ASB Muslim students were perceived as “[a] heterogeneous group
with a polarity in their academic performance profiles; [and there was] a higher proportion of
students whose academic performance was below-average” (Mouhanna, 2014, p. 332). However,
ASB Muslim girls’ “perceptions of their own academic performances in both schools tended to
be more positive than their teachers’ perceptions” (Mouhanna, 2014, p. 332).
A number of studies had indicated the ways in which Muslims, particularly Muslim
women, were maintaining and developing their possible individual and collective identities in
Australia (El-Biza, 2010; Kabir, 2016; Yasmeen, 2002, 2008). Saeed and Akbarzadeh (2001, p.
5) had argued that Muslin identity in Australia was a combination of “responsibilities” and
“loyalties” and that it carried layers of the “familial, tribal, provincial, national and Islamic”.
Kabir (2010) argued that Muslim identity could not be understood if perceived only in the
religious context, as there were other social, cultural, political and historical contexts that shaped
it. And Mansouri and Wood (2008b) had argued that, like other adolescents, the school played an
important role in the identity formation of Muslims adolescents. Studies had found a significant
drop-out of Muslim girls from extra-curricular school activities, especially from school-based
sport and other physical education activities (Alamri, 2013, 2015; Knez, 2010; Knez,
Macdonald, & Abbott, 2012). These studies had indicated a clash between the school culture and
the religion of Muslim girls, which latter endorsed modesty in clothing and set limitations to
engagement with boys. Moreover, Vahed (2008) in his research into young Muslims in Brisbane
recognised that young Australian Muslims were aware of the expectations from their parents to
maintain their religious and cultural identities and hence they faced challenges when they
attended state schools and made non-Muslim friends. Vahed argued that this situation sometimes
created tension between the parents and the children in their attempts to please their peers.
3

What that also indicated, though, was the need for further research into the experiences of
Muslim girls in Australian schooling, not only in state schools, but also Muslim schools. To that
end, I conducted a small research study as part of the qualifying program for my PhD studies,
with ten participants attending secondary state schools in Queensland. I found that there was
much to be explored in their lives. That small study made me aware that there were different
factors that influenced the school experiences of Muslim girls in Queensland schools.
From that background, the present study aimed to provide an insight into the comparative
lived experiences of young Muslim girls attending secondary Islamic and state schools in
Queensland in order to achieve a better understanding of their school experiences in the
contemporary educational and cultural context.

The Socio-political and Educational Context of the Study
The History of Muslims in Australia
Australia may be seen as a land of migrants, with Aboriginal and Torres Islanders being the first
to settle, all Australians having either migrated to Australia or being the descendants of migrants
(Ozdowski, 2013). From the time of the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 until 1945, the
established immigration policy was the ‘White Australia Policy’, according to which
immigration was only allowed by individuals from European countries. This policy ensured that
“Australia is for Australians, meaning Australia for the Anglo-Celtic majority” (Batrouney,
2002, p. 42), since, until 1967, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were not included
in the Federal Government definition of Australian citizens (Schaper, 1999). However, after the
Second World War, when two Australian cities were almost taken by the Japanese Army, the
then immigration minister, Arthur Calwell, acknowledged in 1945 that Australia needed to
increase its population in order to defend the continent (Ozdowski, 2013). Between 1945 and
2011 the Australian population grew from 7 million to 23 million, with almost 7.2 million
immigrants from other parts of the world settling in Australia (Ozdowski, 2013). After the
abolition of the White Australia Policy, the institution of a new non-discriminatory immigration
policy and the intake of refugees resulted in an unprecedented increase in the population
(Batrouney, 2002; Ozdowski, 2013). Australia welcomed its migrant citizens, encouraging them
to continue their religious and cultural inheritance, especially after 1972, when multiculturalism
was declared as an official policy (Batrouney, 2002; Jupp, 2002; Myhr, 2005; Ozdowski, 2013).
As stated by Koleth:
Multiculturalism has served a variety of goals over the years [in Australia], including the
pursuit of social justice; the recognition of identities and appreciation of diversity; the
4

integration of migrants; nation building; and attempts to achieve and maintain social
cohesion. (2010, p. 2)
This policy was further strengthened in 1975 through the Race Discrimination Act
(1975), which clearly indicated that the Federal government was to play an active and vital role
in combating racism (Myhr, 2005). Australia has, in recent years, often been described as a
‘melting pot’, where people from different ethnic, religious and social groups live together in
harmony (Ryan & McKinney, 2007). It has maintained its reputation as a safe, peaceful and free
country by international standards (Ryan & McKinney, 2007). People living in Australia can
practice their religion freely and without interference or intimidation (Department of
Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC), 2009). Bouma (1996) thus suggested that Australia is not
only a multicultural society, but also a multi-religious society.
Muslims have had a history of settlement in Australia before that of Europeans. Evidence
of the Macassar Muslims has been found in the Merege area of Darwin to date from the 1600s
(Stevens, 1989). The existence of Muslims was noted in the census of 1828, with the naming of
the Mohamedens (Muslims), and it was noted that Muslims from the Indian subcontinent, Arab
countries and from South Africa arrived in Australia between 1721 and 1830 (Kabir, 2004).
Concrete evidence of early Muslim people living in Australia has been found in the form of
artefacts discovered in Aboriginal settlements in the country’s remote northern parts (Cleland
2001; Hassan, 2015). Evidence can also be seen in cave drawings made by the Aboriginal people
depicting the distinctive Macassan boats used by the Muslim traders who first came to Australia
(Saeed, 2003b). The Dutch employed Muslim Malay divers during the 1870s to work in the
pearling grounds in the Northern Territory and Western Australia and, by 1875, 1800 Malay
divers were working in Western Australia (Saeed, 2003a). A number of studies (e.g., Cleland,
2001; Saeed, 2003) have confirmed the fact that Afghan cameleers were brought to Australia in
the 1860s to assist the European explorers, who imported camels to transport goods and to openup the dry interior of the continent. These early European explorers required the expertise of the
Afghan cameleers to survive in Australia’s harsh interior and, because of their experience, many
explorers’ lives were saved by Afghani expertise and knowledge (Saeed, 2003a). However, in
official historical recordings, it has been noted that Muslims began to arrive after the Second
World War and, according to Saeed (2003), at this time Australia widened its immigration policy
to increase its population and encourage economic development. This period in history is
recognised as a time when contemporary globalisation began: a time when national and ethnic
identities ceased to take political primacy (Croucher, 2004; Kivisto, 2002). Australia allowed
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Muslims into the country in large numbers from Europe and other parts of the world (Jones &
Saeed, 2002; Akbarzadeh & Saeed, 2001).
After 1970, the Australian Federal Government adopted a policy of multiculturalism,
ushering-in a more tolerant approach towards migrants (Mann, 2016). Muslims from 60
countries settled in Australia at the start of the 21st century – coming in large numbers from
Turkey and Lebanon, and from Albania, Afghanistan, Bosnia, Sudan, Fiji, Palestine, India,
Egypt, Pakistan, Iraq, Iran, Indonesia and many other countries (Saeed, 2003a). According to
Carbines, Wyatt, and Robb (2006). Australian value multiculturalism as it enables individuals to
learn from one another and to be more tolerant towards other cultures. A majority of Australians
have been seen as acknowledging and welcoming the contributions made by new migrants
(Carbines, Wyatt, & Robb, 2006). However, some politicians have spoken openly against
multiculturalism, for example, One Nations’ president Pauline Hanson stressed that “a truly
multicultural country can never be strong or united” (1996-97) [Second reading speech:
Appropriation Bill (No. 1)]. Nevertheless, Saeed (2003) indicated that the Muslim immigrants
quickly became part of Australia’s emerging economy and culture and established their own
religious knowledge base.
According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2016a). Muslims comprise 2.6 per cent,
which makes Islam the second largest religion after Christianity, which comprises 52 per cent of
the total Australian population. It found 604,235 adherents of the Islamic faith living in
Australia, of whom 42 per cent resided in Sydney, 31 per cent in Melbourne and 8 per cent in
Perth. Muslims in Queensland comprised 0.95 percent (35,000 - 45,000 persons) of the total
Muslim population in Australia (ABS, 2016). Despite the low numbers of Muslims in
Queensland in comparison with other states of Australia, the Muslim community in Queensland
is very diverse, there being Muslims from “Afghanistan, Algeria, Bangladesh, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Egypt, Fiji, India, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, Palestine, Somalia, South Africa,
Turkey and many other countries” (Multicultural Affairs Queensland, 2013, p. 1).

Muslim Experience of the Australian Socio-political Context
Akbarzadeh and Saeed (2003a) noted that, in comparison to other Western countries, Australia
has been the most lenient and generous towards Muslims, and the majority of Australians have
not expressed strongly anti-Muslim views through the media or other channels, but have shown
great patience with and tolerance of Muslims and Islam. However, in recent years, Muslims in
Australia have faced increasing tensions in the community. Aslan (2009, p. 2) recognised that the
rise of Islamophobia in Australia revealed that “Muslims are still viewed as aliens, and not
6

accepted as real Australians although they have been part of Australia for many generations”. It
has been a general perception that ‘Islamophobia’ was a contemporary concept, but in their
report in 1997, The Runnymede Trust used the term to suggest “dread and hatred of Islam” that
consequently resulted in “the fear and dislike of all Muslims” (Aslan, 2009, p. 5). Aslan (2009)
noted that Islamophobia was first used in the early 1990s when Muslims started to appear as a
minority who had begun to become politically active through asking about their right. Sajid
(2005) noted its use in 1991. However, Islamophobia prevailed, particularly after the bombing of
the Twin Towers in New York, on 11-09-2001 (‘9/11’), because there were some Muslims
involved in planning and directing these attacks (Aslan, 2009). Aslan explained that Muslims in
Australia were seen as ‘ambiguous’ and ‘vague’. He referred to Bourdieu’s liminal status to
describe Australian Muslims, who are seen as “neither complete foreigners nor really recognised
as Australians”, noting that this uncertain status of Muslims in Australia had made them
“vulnerable to discrimination and racism” (p. 2). He further indicated that Muslims were
generally seen as stubborn when it came to integration into Australian society and were
categorised as ‘un-Australian’, and that, whenever global incidents occurred involving terrorism,
the loyalty of Muslims was questioned (Aslan, 2009).
Over the last decade, the Australian Muslim community has been seen as having faced
vilification and intolerance (Kabir, 2007). Although Australians are reported as strongly
supporting immigration and multiculturalism, anti-Muslim sentiment dominates (Aslan, 2009;
Bouma, 2011; Dunn, Forrest, Babacan, Paradies, & Pedersen, 2011; K. Dunn, N. Klocker, & T.
Salabay, 2007; Markus, 2011). Despite the fact that, over the past three decades the Australian
government has been reforming its policies on multiculturalism to increase harmony in society,
dissident opinions continue regarding the social policy of multiculturalism, with evident hostility
towards non-whites, including Muslims (Hage, 1998, 2002). According to Poynting and Mason
(2007), Australian Muslim immigrants and their families have been facing racism, vilification
and criminalisation since 9/11. They were seen as having experienced similar hatred and racism
a decade before during the Gulf War against Iraq in 1991 (Mansouri & Wood, 2008a). Thus,
from an historical point of view, Australian Muslims have confronted considerable political and
cultural hindrance in their struggle to fully integrate within Australian society (Mansouri &
Wood, 2008a), despite the Muslim community in Australia being very small, making up only 2.6
per cent of the total population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016a). A study by the HREOC
(2004) thus revealed that anti-Muslim sentiment was very strong in Australia. Scholars and
Muslim community groups have argued that Australia’s Muslims have been labelled a suspect
community (Breen-Smyth, 2014; Sentas, 2014; Weine, 2015). Murphy, Cherney and Barkworth
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(2015, p. 11) revealed “a strong sense among participants that Muslim communities were
regarded as ‘suspect’ resulting from the association between Islam and terrorism”. Their report
was prepared to investigate the community backlash that Muslims internationally were facing at
the result of the ‘war on terror’1. Respondents to their study spoke of a “strong sense of ‘being
under constant suspicion’, and stated that their community had been under suspicion since 9/11
in particular, and had been stigmatized and labelled as a security threat” (Murphy et al., 2015, p.
11). The study reported that the respondents felt that they were all labelled as ‘potential
terrorists’.
A report by the HREOC (2004) entitled entitled Isma-listen found that Muslim women
who wore the hijab in schools suffered because of its being seen as a religious symbols. The
majority of Muslim parents expressed their greatest concerns as being to help their children
maintain their cultural identity, high moral standards, their performance of religious practices
and their use of their native language (Donohoue-Clyne, 1997; 2000). Australian Muslim youth,
and especially women, have been facing challenges to compete with mainstream Australians
(Mansouri & Wood, 2008a). Muslim girls in schools have often had to face prejudice and
discrimination due to their religion and skin colour (Poynting, 2002).
The media have played a major role in imposing particular stereotypical representations
of Muslims as terrorists and a potential threat to national security (Fawal, 2013; Kabir, 2004;
Mansouri, 2005; Said, 1997). Consequently, Australian Muslims have experienced backlashes
emanating from hysterical and Islamophobic reactions. In many cases these have been triggered
by media and government reactions to local and international events. Physical attacks, social and
economic marginalisation and discrimination have become everyday Muslim experiences in this
environment (Human Rights Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC), 2004). Stereotypes and
generalisations have portrayed Muslims as monolithic (Deen, 2003).

Islamic Schooling in Australia
Schooling in Australia includes private or independent schools and government or state schools.
A recent report identified 9,389 schools across Australia, 71 per cent being run by Australian
state and territory governments, 18 per cent were Catholic and the remaining 11 per cent were
categorised as independent (National Report on Schooling in Australia, 2014). The 2016 national
population census reported 3,798,226 school enrolments across Australia, an increase of 47,253

1

The War on Terror (WoT), also known as the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT), is a metaphor of war referring to
the international military campaign that was launched by the U.S. government after the September 11 attacks in the
U.S. in 2001.
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(1.3 per cent) from the previous year (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016). The census also
showed an increase in enrolments in government schools of 1.6 per cent (38,672) over the
previous 2011 census. Attendance at government schools is free, but over 30 per cent of school
students attend non-government schools, with a steady and progressive increase in this number
over recent years (A. Reid, 2002) An increase in government funding has resulted in growth in
the number of minor private schools (Crump & Slee, 2005).
Private schools are seen as emphasising the importance of specific religious or cultural
groups (A. Reid, 2002). Public schools are seen as catering for diverse students through a
secular curriculum (A. Reid, 2002). Public school are seen as transforming young people from
any socio-economic and ethnic group into a common public, integrating them with others
through learning to appreciate and respect those around them (A. Reid, 2002).
It is Australian Federal Government’s official policy that all Australian schools should
maintain a multicultural curriculum in order “to prepare students for living in a multicultural
society and a globalising world” (Babacan, 2007, p. 164). The 2016 national census found that
nearly 26 per cent of Australians had been born overseas (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2016a), suggesting the importance of the education system being able to effectively and
inclusively cope with the ethnic diversity of its student population.
The Independent Schools Council of Australia (ISCA) (2016) reported that there were
1,104 independent schools in Australia with a total of 594,200 students. A number of those
schools were said to be “affiliated with a particular religion or promote a particular educational
philosophy” (ISCA, 2016, p. 1) and it was noted that “some schools with common aims,
affiliations or educational philosophies are governed and administered as systems” (ISCA, 2016,
p. 1). Government or independent, all schools in Australia “operate within the bounds of
Federal, state and territory and Australian Government legislation which together impose
requirements in relation to financial operation, accountability, the curriculum, assessment and
reporting” (ISCA, 2016, p. 1). However, many independent schools offer a religiously-based
education, whereas others endorse a specific educational philosophy or interpretation of
mainstream education (ISCA, 2016).
The syllabus of both types of school was seen by Jones (2012, p. 36) as being largely
“secular … with its emphasis on a Euro-centric syllabus”. Maddox (2014, p. 13) was critical of
government school curricula, in that: “Australian government increasingly pushes conservative
Christianity on children”, despite the steadily diminishing commitment of Australians to religion.
She argued that it was not only private religious schools that were teaching religion in the
schools but a number government schools as well, noting that:
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Nearly 40 per cent of secondary students attend a private school, which are
overwhelmingly Christian. Canberra funds them heavily, and sends evangelical Christian
chaplains into both public and private schools. Some states subsidize Christian volunteers
to deliver religious instruction, and some make Christian ministry a matriculation subject.
Some Christian schools promote Creationism, and some advertise that their first priority
is training "soldiers" to "do battle for the Lord in a world which rejects His laws and
dominion," rather than good citizens of Australia. (Maddox, 2014, p. 13)
Nevertheless, independent religious schools have tended to bring their respective
religious perspectives to their teaching and to exclude certain science content that is against their
religious beliefs. Jones (2012) for example, recorded that, in Islamic schools:
…teachers usually said that they teach evolution theory where required and leave any
alternative views to the Islamic Studies teacher. Students interviewed said it wasn’t a big
issue and they were aware there were different theories, given that there is not a single
‘Islamic view’ on the subject. The main thing was to pass their exams by following the
ordained curriculum. (p. 45)
Jones (2012) noted that only 15–20 per cent of Muslim students were attending Islamic
schools while more than 80 per cent are attending government schools: 81 per cent at primary
level and 87 per cent at secondary. Since the 1990s, Muslim communities have provided Islamic
studies for Muslim students through an “Islamic Scripture Teaching Programme” (Carbines et
al., 2006, p. 17). For example, the Islamic Council of New South Wales has made provision for
thousands of Muslim students in around 200 public schools, providing volunteer teachers with an
Islamic syllabus that assists in instruction. NSW is home to the Australian Muslim population (as
discussed above) and the Islamic Council of NSW has been correspondingly in its educational
initiatives, also providing in-service courses for teachers, and helping with travel expenses and
class materials (Carbines et al., 2006).
Donohoue-Clyne (2000) noted that Muslims and other religious groups have established
their schools in Australia in response to the lack of a religious dimension in Australian schools.
She specifically remarked that, for Muslims, the biggest concern was that “the secular curriculum
of state schools is Eurocentric with insufficient acknowledgement of other cultures and
underpinned by Judeo-Christian values”(Donohoue-Clyne, 2010, p. 6). Hence, she suggested that
Muslims wanted schools for their children that “reflected Islamic values and beliefs and which
supported Muslim cultural practices” (Donohoue-Clyne, 2001a, p. 119).
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Within Islam, education is seen as being of high importance (Al-Attas, 1980). It is a
sacred duty for every Muslim, male and female, to seek knowledge (Al-Attas, 1980; Halstead,
2004). The first word revealed in the Holy Qur’an [chapter 96, verse 1-5] was Iqra, meaning
‘Read! Seek knowledge! Educate yourselves! Be educated’; chapter 39, verse 9 asks, ‘Are those
equal, those who know and those who do not know?’ chapter 2 verse 269 reveals that ‘Allah
grants wisdom to whom He pleases and to whom wisdom is granted indeed he receives an
overflowing benefit’ (The Holy Quran , chapter 96; chapter 39; chapter 2 respectively). In a
Muslim household, these teachings become an essential part of early religious learning.
Donohoue-Clyne (2001) suggested that Islamic schools may be the greatest opportunity
for Muslim children to gain the best education possible within the Muslim community. Muslims
parents in Australia are said to be convinced that attending an Islamic school will help their
children reaffirm, strengthen and preserve their Muslim identity against their parents’ concerns
of modern world, while at the same time providing a high-quality education (Donohoue-Clyne,
2001; Merry, 2005).
A 2005 study of independent schools of Australia council (ISCA] found that 13,073
students attended 29 Islamic schools throughout Australia (Independent Schools Council of
Australia, 2005). That study reported that the demand for an Islamic education for Muslim
children was creating a growing list of students waiting to attend Islamic schools. Another ISCA
snapshot of independent schooling showed an increase in the number of students enrolled in
Islamic schools (Independent Schools Council of Australia, 2009). At that time, 16,917 students
attended 31 Islamic schools Students attending Islamic schools made up 3.2 per cent of the total
number of students attending independent schools in Australia (Independent Schools Council of
Australia, 2009). Many of these schools still had long lists of students waiting to attend.
According to a report by The Australian (2016), there were 30,000 students attending 39
different Islamic schools across Australia in 2015: an 82 per cent increase in enrolments in
Islamic schools from 2009.
It is mandatory for Islamic schools to follow state curriculum and national guidelines, as
it is for all other schools in Australia, whether they are government or private (El-Biza, 2010).
However, the curriculum in Islamic schools incorporates cognitive, psychological, physical,
social and spiritual learning specifically to create a balance between non-religious and religious
knowledge (Kysilka & Qadri, 1997). Islamic schools aim to produce graduates who are erudite,
honourable and righteous, and who can project these qualities in the society of which they are a
part (Sanjakdar, 2001). Merry (2006), in his work on Islamic schools in the Western world, noted
that the importance of Islamic schools is based on the philosophy of tarbiyah (upbringing and
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education). He indicated that the prayers, righteousness and morality (Taqwa) that students learn
in Islamic schools are seen as having a positive effect on their behaviour. In addition, shared
practices – such as prayer, a similar dress code, halal food and the celebration of Islamic
holidays – are seen as leading to unity within the school community (Merry, 2006).
Nevertheless, some members of the mainstream society have accused Islamic schools of
excluding their students from the community, aggravating accusations of creating segregated
communities where students are isolated from society (Yasmeen, 2008; Zine, 2007, 2008).
Assertions such as these have led to apprehension at the failure of private schools to encourage
an actual understanding of difference, and as a result, have created division in the community
(Wilkinson, Macintosh, & Denniss, 2004). Zine (2007) stressed the need for a platform where
communication and the integration of information and resources between Islamic schools and
public schools would be of great benefit.
Islamic schools have been seen as aiming to create an atmosphere in which children can
be nurtured and learn to contribute to Australian society as confident, articulate and proud
Muslims (Yasmeen, 2008, p. 25). Parents have been seen as choosing to send their children to
Islamic schools for the dual purpose of educating their children well, while ensuring that they
acquire an awareness of their Islamic heritage (Carbines et al., 2006; Donohoue-Clyne, 2001a;
Yasmeen, 2008).
Yasmeen (2008) found that one explanation given by parents for choosing Islamic
schools for their children was that they considered themselves insufficiently knowledgeable
about the teaching and traditions of Islam to provide that learning for their children. Parents also
commented that they experienced growing up in Australia as being a ‘different’ child, so they
wanted their children to experience growing up in an accepting environment. Some of the
parents also reported their concern that public schools would expose their children to drugs and a
Western lifestyle (Yasmeen, 2008). Their choice of an Islamic school was thus seen as
preserving the Islamic identity of their children.

The Anticipated Significance of the Study
The significance of this study was seen as residing in the lack of such studies in Queensland.
There were identified a number of investigations that had explored the educational experiences
of Muslims, and their identity formation in the West and in Australia in particular. Other studies
had examined the participation of Muslims in sports and other physical education activities, and
the racism and Islamophobia confronted by Muslims in the West. These studies were, though, all
conducted in Australian states other than Queensland. Most were not specifically focused on
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Muslim girls attending secondary schools. El-Biza’s (2010) study into Muslim girls’ experiences
in Australian schools found that despite the discrimination and intolerance prevalent against
Muslims, there was evidence that young Muslim women were overcoming it and were
establishing a strong and vibrant place in Australian society. However, El-Biza’s participants
were Muslim girls in primary schools, so it was seen as being significant to explore Muslim
girls’ high school experiences and how they were dealing with them.
That said, this study was seen as being important as it aimed to undertake a comparative
study of the schooling experiences of Muslim girls in Islamic and state schools. The study was
seen as contributing to knowledge in the field specifically through that methodology. From the
findings of the study, it was anticipated that there would emerge implications for ways in which
educational interventions and schooling policy might better respond to the learning and
development needs of Muslim girls at the secondary school level in Queensland and, more
generally, in Australia – in both Islamic and state schools. Those implications were envisaged as
also being of interest to educational scholars, managers and policy-makers of secondary
schooling in other Western educational jurisdictions that have similar Islamic histories to that of
Australia.

The Structure of this Thesis
The presentation of the research project in the remainder of this thesis takes the following form.
Chapter Two (The Literature Review) presents the review of published English-language
research pertinent to the research topic that was undertaken to identify implications of that
research for the nature of the study and the specific research questions used to constrain it. The
bodies of research reviewed were in the areas of Islam in Muslim schooling, the educational
achievements of Muslim students, Islamic identity and schooling, issues of assimilation and
integration in Muslim schooling, and the participation of Muslim girls in school sport and
physical education. These are used in structuring the review presented in this chapter. The
chapter ends with an articulation of the key implications of the review for the nature of this study
and its research questions.
Chapter Three (The Research Methodology) opens with an articulation of the conceptual
framework used to guide the conduct of the research project, based on the implications drawn
from the review of research literature. It then explains and justifies the research approach taken
in the study, before describing and grounding in the research methodology literature, in order:
the selection of research participants, the procedures used in data collection, those used in the
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analysis of the data, matters of research integrity raised by the approach, and ethical issues
associated with the research approach and how they were addressed in the study.
Chapter Four (The Participants and their Schools) presents a brief summary of the schools from
which the research participants were drawn and it introduces the research participants.
Chapter Five (Findings from the State Schools) presents the findings from the non-Islamic
schools.
Chapter Six (Findings from the Islamic Schools) presents the findings from the Islamic schools.
Chapter Seven (Comparisons of the Girls’ Experiences of State and Islamic Schooling) then
draws out points of similarity and difference between the findings articulated in the previous two
chapters.
Chapter Eight (Discussion) then discusses those points of similarity and difference in relation
to the previous research literature to date, to identify the contributions of the study to knowledge
in the field.
Chapter Nine (Conclusions and Recommendations) concludes the body of the thesis, presenting
the conclusions drawn from the study, the implications of those conclusions for educational
practice in both Islamic and state schools, and recommendations for future research that is
suggested by those conclusions.
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Chapter Two: The Literature Review
This chapter presents an overview of the review of pertinent research studies and scholarly
literature conducted to inform the research topic. The review sought to identify and articulate the
current state of research-based knowledge in the area of the research topic. From the review were
identified implications for the focus and nature of the research study, which, through a
conceptual framework developed from those implications, the research approach and questions
were articulated to underpin the research methodology.
The focus of the review was on field covered by the research interest that I took to the
study – that of the lived schooling experiences of Muslim girls in Australia – broadened to
embrace informing studies of Muslim girls’ schooling experiences in other Western countries and
to include background material on Muslin schooling and the cultural context of Muslims in
Australia.
The initial review was conducted using descriptors drawn from within that scope. It used
a number of data bases – predominantly Google Scholar – available through the University of
Canberra library. It sought English-language publications, especially journal articles, scholarly
books and book chapters, doctoral theses and refereed conference publications.
Subsequently, further works were sought using the sources cited in the works thus
identified. Further data base searches were also conducted using more refined descriptors when
the need was identified.
The review is presented here under the following headed sections: (1) Islam in Muslim
schooling, (2) the accommodation of Islamic religious needs in schools, (3) the challenges faced
by Muslims in Australia (racism and negative stereotyping and the wearing of the Hijab), (4) the
educational experiences and achievements of Muslim students, (5) Muslim identity in the West,
(6) issues of assimilation and integration faced by Muslims in the West, and (7) the participation
of Muslim girls in school sport and physical education. The chapter concludes by identifying
implications of the review for the focus and nature of the research.

Islam in Muslim Schooling
Mawdudi (1989) defined Islam as a faith and a complete way of life: the basic teachings of Islam
being central to the lives of a majority of Muslims. Whilst it is a religion it is also a complete
social order. Mawdudi further asserted that Islam is the name of a doctrine offering its followers
a code of conduct, together with a set of values, a set of ethics, principles and an overarching
social movement. Al-Qur’an requires men and women to dress modestly (Zine, 2008). Scholars
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refer to Islamic culture suggesting that in order to live as a Muslim, the religion’s principles for
living must be followed – Islamic laws ordered by God through His Prophet (Zine, 2001). These
principles saturate Islamic culture, giving meaning to the way Muslims live, behave, dress,
interact and eat.
The principles of Islam are constructed on five pillars, which every Muslim is obliged to
fully adopt and to live by (Esposito, 2011).
The faith that there is only one God (Allah), and Muhammad (PBUH- (Peace Be upon
Him) is the last prophet of God.
1. To offer prayer five times a day.
2. To give alms to the poor.
3. To fast during the month of Ramadan.
4. To undertake a pilgrimage to Mecca.
Along with these five obligations, a Muslim must follow the Sunnah (the way
Muhammad led his life) to lead a complete Islamic life according to Sharia’ah [Islamic way of
life] (Esposito, 2011). In addition, there are rules and regulations about life that Muslims learn
from Al-Qur’an and Hadith [Prophet Muhammad’s sayings on different aspects of life]
(Esposito, 2011). There are rules and regulations that cover all aspects of life, from the very
personal to business matters, for example, personal hygiene, sexual relations, food, clothing,
inheritance and the Islamic way of banking, which ought to be interest free (Zine, 2008). Those
who live a life according to the rules and principles of Islam are the ones that Al-Qur’an says are
on the ‘straight path’(Zine, 2001) . In Al-Qur’an’s very first chapter it is written that those who
lead the Siratal Mustaqeem (the straight path) are the ones who are the successes in this world
and hereafter (Zine, 2001). According to Zine (2001) the importance of staying on the straight
path holds great significance in the lives of the Muslims living in the West as the Western
lifestyle may be seen by some as incompatible with Islamic culture, for example drinking
alcohol, dating and eating pork.
In addition to the above, for Muslim women to stay on the ‘straight path’, it is germane
for them to maintain modesty in their clothes and in their social conduct along with the other
principles and obligations of Islam. It is obligatory for Muslims to show modesty through their
clothing. There are number of places in Al-Qur’an and in Hadith where Muslim men and women
are advised to adopt and guard modesty:
Say to the believing men to lower their gaze and guard their modesty…and say to the
believing women to lower their gaze and guard their modesty; that they should not
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display their beauty and adornments except what ‘must ordinarily’ appear there of; they
should draw their veils over their bosoms and not display their beauty except to their
husbands, their fathers. (The Holy Qura'n, chapter 42, verse 31)
As is clearly written in Al-Qur’an, Muslim women should cover their body and guard
their modesty at all times. However, there is a debate in the Muslim world about the degree of
modesty. The most esteemed Muslim scholars of the Muslim world agreed that the meaning of
modesty in Islam points towards the Islamic dress code. For Muslim women, the wearing of the
hijab (headscarf) has been regarded as a religious obligation (Zine, 2001). In one of the Hadiths,
Prophet Mohamad (PBUH) stressed the importance of women’s clothing in the following words:
If the woman reaches to the age of puberty, no part of her body should be seen, except
this.’ And he pointed towards his hands and face. (Abu- Dawud, Book 33, Hadith
4092Book 33, Hadith 4092)
It is evident from Al-Qur’an and the Hadith that it is essential for Muslim women to
guard their modesty by covering their bodies (Zine, 2001). A majority of the Muslim women
grow up in an environment where Islamic teachings about covering their bodies is part of their
early learnings.
It is clearly described in Al-Qur’an and the Hadiths what Muslims are allowed to eat
(halal) and what they are not allowed to eat (haram):
Forbidden unto you (for good) are carrion and blood and flesh of the swine, and that
over which is invoked the name of other than Allah, and the strangled, and the dead
through beating, and the dead through falling from a height, and that which has been
killed by (the goring of) horns, and the devoured of wild beasts, unless you have
cleansed (by slaughtering) it in the proper, lawful way, while yet there is life in it, and
that which has been immolated unto idols. And (forbidden is it) that ye swear by the
divine arrows. This is an abomination. (The Holy Qur’an, chapter 5, verse 3)
In the light of the religious context described above, it is understood that like other
cultures and religions, people who choose to live their lives as Muslims are obliged to follow the
rules and obligations set by their religion. Children of Muslims, like children of other religious
group, learn the rules and obligations from home and bring these religious and cultural
dispositions with them to school. It is an expectation of Islam that schools of multicultural
societies like Australia, will be informed and accommodating towards the religious and cultural
requirements of the students (Pe-Pua, Gendera, Katz, & O’Connor, 2010). In the next section, is
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discussed how schools in the West, Australian schools in particular, are accommodating the
religious needs of Muslim students.

Accommodation of Islamic Religious Needs in Schools
For Muslims, it is very important to consider carefully that the food they are eating is halal or
haram for them (Fadzlillah, Man, Jamaludin, Rahman, & Al-Kahtani, 2011). Nevertheless,
Abdel-Halim (1989) noted that Australian schools faced difficulties in accommodating the
religious needs of Muslim, once the Muslim student population started to increase in the 1990s
being a point of concern for Muslim parents. Abdel-Halim particularly noted the need for
Muslim girls for modified school uniforms, including hijabs (headscarves), to provide modesty.
Vertovec (2007) noted that, because of increased human mobility, Australia has been
becoming culturally diverse as never before. Hassan (2015) indicated that due to this human
mobility, the population of Muslim students had increased in the Australian schools. 76.3 per
cent of Muslim students were attending state or government schools in 2006 (J. Buckingham,
2010). Donohoue-Clyne (2006) explained that, since Australian schools were secular and no
provision has been given to religious education, the cultural and religious diversity in Australian
society has called upon teachers to become more aware of and responsive to the cultural and
religious practices of Muslim students. That responsiveness should include providing Muslims a
place in the school where they can offer their prayers and allowing them to attend religious
celebrations occasionally during the school hours. Donohoue-Clyne (1998) further noted that, to
include Muslims traditional practices within the school culture, Australian state schools need
significant “organisational changes” (p. 286). Donohoue-Clyne (1998, 2001b) indicated that
since state schools in Australia are predominantly co-educational, many Muslim parents were
paying fees to send their children to Catholic and Anglican girls-only schools. She explained that
Muslim parents were choosing girls-only schools for their daughters to avoid the sex education
taught at government schools in a co-educational system. In this regard, she added that
Australian government schools needed organisational changes to address the concerns of
Muslims of separating sexes in the school context (Donohoue-Clyne, 1998, 2001a).
Schlein and Chan (2010) in their study into the ways in which Canadian public schools
were supporting the religious needs of Muslim students noted that the schools were proactive in
promoting cultural diversity: incorporating the religious and cultural requirements of Muslim
students into the school policies and ethos. Their study sought to examine the challenges and
opportunities available to Muslim students in secular public schools. It involved a narrative case
study of a Bangladeshi girl, A’ishah, who was attending a comprehensive elementary and middle
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school. They collected data by conducting a one-hour interview with A’ishah. Her 30 seventhgrade fellow students were also interviewed in four groups in a regular classroom setting over
the course of one school year. Hour-long structured interviews were also conducted with two
teachers and two administrative staff in the school setting. The researchers also observed
A’ishah, her fellow students and her teachers during the year of the data collection. They
contextualised the experiences of A’ishah in the efforts that her teachers and other school staff
were making to create an equitable learning environment for each and every student. They found
that a school Principal, had introduced Arabic language to the international languages taught at
the school and had introduced changes in the school to address the religious needs of Muslim
students. They had also made changes to the school policies in response to the dietary
preferences of Muslim students by adding halal choices to the school lunch program. It had also
initiated Islamic worship services on Fridays for the spiritual needs of their Muslim students.
Religious practices had also been taken into consideration while organising physical education
activities.
Merry (2006) in his research into the Islamic schools in the West, noted the importance of
religious practices in the lives of Muslims. He noted that one of the reasons that Muslims built
Islamic schools in the West was because of the lack of opportunity for their children to practice
their religious obligations in Western public schools. In another study, (Driessen & Merry, 2006)
noted the example of the Netherlands, arguing that, since there was hardly any instruction of
Islam in the Netherland primary public schools and Muslim children were learning mainly
Christian beliefs, the Muslim community had started to build their own schools. They also noted
the concerns of the parents regarding the rules around the school uniform, the mixed grouping of
boys and girls in swimming and other sports and the learning about reproduction in the biology
classes in a co-educational environment as primary reasons for them to found Muslim schools
for their children.
An Australian study by Scarino, Liddicoat and O'Neill (2015) investigated the
intercultural relationships between Muslims and non-Muslims in a Catholic Adelaide College.
The school had a very diverse population, including a large number of Muslim students. They
adopted a qualitative approach and with single case study, they sought to identify how
reflexively the phenomenon of diversity is interpreted, reflected and managed by students and
other members of school community. They conducted semi-structured focus group interviews
with the participants to examine their experience of intercultural interaction among eight Muslim
students, eight non-Muslim students, the school counsellor, two parents, three staff members
from leadership positions and fifteen teachers. Each group was interviewed for one hour and was
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audio-recorded. To accommodate the needs of such a diverse school population, the school had
adopted an inclusive approach to meet the cultural and religious needs of all students. It was
accommodating the needs of the Muslim students by offering them a separate room where they
could offer their prayers, halal food options and by modifying the school uniform for Muslim
girls. One Muslim student of their study as reported as recognising that the way the school was
accommodating their religious needs showed that respected their religion and their culture and
made them feel accepted by the school:
I feel like we’re being recognised. You know in other schools where my friends go, they
don’t really feel like they belong there, because here we have a prayer place where we
can just go pray.
Muslim students at the school had developed a sense of belonging with the school
because the school had brought organisational changes in the school to maintain harmony in their
highly diverse community. However, students also noted that, since their school was a Catholic
school, it was to be expected that it would be more understanding than non-religious schools.
The non-Muslim students of the study were reported as recognising that, because of inclusive
Islamic content in their religious education and the celebration of the religious festival of Eid,
they had developed a better understanding of Muslims and Islam. However, Scarino, Liddicoat
and O'Neill (2015) also recognised that, despite the extraordinary work that school had done to
mediate between different cultures, there were still instances of some conflicts, mainly regarding
halal food. One teacher noted that the conflict over halal food in school appeared when some
non-Muslim students were subjected to eating halal chicken against their will. The authors noted
that such conflicts in the school were motivated by concerns held by some conservative groups
in the community who believed that the money earned from selling halal food was being used in
funding terrorism.
A study by Mouhanna (2014) investigated the experiences of Muslim girls from Arab
backgrounds in two state schools in Sydney, Australia. In this doctoral study, Mouhanna sought
to explore the educational experiences of Australian Muslim girls of Arabic-speaking
background (ASB), from both their own and their teachers’ perspectives, in two school case
studies. The girls were attending Australian state schools. It also involved the perspectives of
girls who had completed their state schooling and had taken different post-school pathways. The
data were collected from two Sydney secondary state schools, using an open-ended questionnaire
and semi-structured interviews with school students (104 completed the questionnaire; 48 ABS
Muslim girls from grades 9, 11 and 12 participated in focus groups; 21 school executives
participated in interviews; and group 15 focus-group interviews were held with the ASB girls
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who had finished their schooling. Mouhanna also analysed school and education department
policy documents. The data were analysed through content analysis. Her study suggested that
both schools had adopted a multicultural approach in their respective schools: adopting inclusive
strategies to accommodate the religious needs of Muslim students. The responses of her research
suggested that both schools had brought this inclusivity in non-curricular policies, for example,
through providing prayer rooms and Muslim scripture classes. The Muslim girls in her study
noted that their schools had provided “accommodation in academic calendars of religious events,
such as avoiding scheduling sports carnivals or examinations during Ramadan; and leniency with
absences on the two main religious festivals of Eid ul Fitr” (Mouhanna, 2014, p. 236). Mouhanna
noted that the girls in her study had established an Islamic subculture that was working for them
as a support network: enabling them to maintain a sense of belonging in their school.
Phinney, Cantu and Kurtz (1997) discussed in their study ethnic and American identity as
predictors of self-esteem among African American, Latinos and white adolescents. They found
that there were factors contributing to the self-esteem of these individuals in addition to their
ethnic identity. Phineey et al. (1997) argued that ethic identity did not greatly influence the selfesteem of different ethnic groups. They argued that individuals’ sense of belonging with their
own social group contributed significantly to self-esteem:
Insofar as group membership is a domain important to adolescents, we would expect
that group identity, that is, a positive sense of belonging to one's group, would
contribute to self-esteem. (Phinney et al., 1997, p. 166)
The studies by (Sabry & Bruna, 2007; Wingfield, 2006) 2006) and Sabry and Bruna
(2007) in Canada and the USA reported the challenges and struggles of Muslim students in
maintaining their religious practices in the school context. For example, Sabry and Bruna (2007)
noted religious practice as basis of a mismatch between the two cultures. They argued that this
mismatch arose when there existed a disruption between school-home relations. They
highlighted in total three ways in which Muslim students faced such mismatches in American
schools: through curriculum, through instructions and through home-school relations. They
argued that:
Muslim students and families in U.S. schools face many challenges that need to be
attended to in order to ensure an equitable and positive educational experience. (Sabry
& Bruna, (2007, p. 44)
And that Muslim students felt pressure from home to carry their Muslim identity and culture in
school, and on the other hand, the school expected them to conform to the school’s guidelines:
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Fulfilling religious obligations such as fasting, praying, and adhering to special dietary
requirements, dress codes, and Islamic values in general requires a great deal of
understanding from educators. In the absence of such understanding, these practices
have the potential to divide U.S. public schools and Muslim homes. (Sabry & Bruna,
2007, p. 46)
Another American study by Wingfield (2006) noted the challenges and inequality faced
by Muslims in their schools. He argued that Muslim students felt inequality when Christmas and
Hanukka were recognised by educators in the classroom practices but Ramadan and Muslim
holidays were not recognised in classroom practices. Wingfield stressed suggested that “lessons
explaining Ramadan will help other students understand why some Muslim students are fasting”
(p. 260).
Zine (2001, 2008) also noted the struggles and challenges of Muslim students to maintain
their religious and cultural practices in their day to day school life. In the 2001 study, she
undertook an ethnographic analysis of schooling experiences of young Muslims in Canada who
were attending public schools and committed in maintaining Islamic life style. It involved case
study of ten Muslim students and parents and it demonstrated that how Muslim students were
able to balance between the two cultures. The 2008 report examined that material further. She
attributed this struggle to the expectation on Muslims to ‘stay on the straight path’ (as discussed
in previous section) which was not shared by their peers at school. She recognised the social
pressures that Muslim youth faced in Canadian schools in the social life of their peers for whom
dating, premarital sex and alcohol was normal, but which was opposed to the definition of being
‘modest’. She stressed that “particularly for girls, to conform to less-modest Western dress codes
at the expense of the hijab or headscarf” (Zine, 2001, p. 401) is an additional pressure. However,
in another study, Zine (2000) mentioned the importance of Islamic subculture in Canadian
schools. She explained that Islamic subculture was represented as social infrastructure as:
The social and cultural life within schools is mediated through the subculture, where
students organise social activities, as well as providing effectual peer support. (Zine,
2000, p. 298)
The social network of Muslim students was represented by the social infrastructure of Islamic
student subcultures which was built on shared beliefs and practices.
The motivation behind the establishment of Islamic schools in Australia was clear when
two Islamic schools were establishment in 1980s. It was to provide an integrated education to
Muslim children that would teach then about Islam and provide them with a study environment
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where Islamic values and practices were part of school ethos and curriculum (Jones, 2012, p. 36).
Jones, in his research into the Islamic schools in Australia, explained the importance of the
“observation of dress codes in school uniform, availability of halal food, regular worship, and
celebration of festivals and, particularly at high school level, some degree of gender
segregation”.
Begam’s (1985) research in Australia focused on the first Islamic school in Melbourne,
she was an advocate of Islamic education in the modern education system.
Sanjakdar (2000) investigated the reasons why Muslim parents in Australia chose Islamic
schools for their children. In her Master’s thesis, she sought to explore the thoughts of Muslim
parents regarding their children’s education. She investigated the reasons why Muslim parents
chose King Khalid Islamic College (KKIC) for their children over any other Islamic or state
school. To gather her data, she conducted semi-structured and focus group interviews with the
parents, participant observation in school and document analysis. As a staff member of the
KKIC, she had access to additional data through observations of staff members and of parental
participation and involvement in the College. She found that they were looking for a school that
would “immerse their children in an Islamic environment and study a curriculum underpinned
with Islamic values and beliefs” (Sanjakdar., 2000, p. 6).
Donohoue-Clyne recognised the need for Islamic schools for Muslim children in
Australia “to educate [them] for life in what it is hoped will be a diverse and tolerant society, not
to indoctrinate Muslims with un-Australian values’ (Donohoue-Clyne, 1997, p. 9). She argued
that Islamic schools were established in Australia because there was a lack of religious focus in
Australian public schools.
Zine (2000, 2001, 2004, 2006, 2007, 2008) has written extensively on Muslim youth and
particularly women in the Canadian school system – both in Islamic and non-Islamic schools. In
her doctoral thesis, Zine (2004) undertook a critical ethnographic examination of four full-time
Islamic schools to explore the social, educational and ideological functions of those alternative,
religiously-based schools in Canada. She argued that Islamic schools in Canada aim to “develop
a knowledge and ethos rooted in Islamic beliefs, traditions and thoughts” (Zine, 2008, pp. 6,7).
She has written in her different studies about the challenges faced by Muslims in Canadian
public schools. She argued that, in the midst of the challenging and Euro-centric environment of
Canadian public schools, Islamic schools were providing Muslim students “with a congruent
space and a more seamless transition between the values, beliefs and practices of home and those
of school” (Zine, 2008, p. 14). She also argued that Islamic schools were providing a space that
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was “free from racism and religious discrimination, which many students encounter in public
schools” (Zine, 2008, p. 14).
A study by Mah (2015) investigated the counselling and wellbeing services in the Islamic
schools of Australia. She sought to develop an understanding of the issues that students faced in
Australian Islamic secondary schools, using semi-structured interviews with 56 students from
Sydney, Melbourne and Perth. She noted the importance of Imams (a leader of a mosque and a
recognised authority on Islamic issues in a Muslim community) in Islamic schools. She argued
that competent Imams could play an integral role in Islamic schools for the spiritual wellbeing of
the students. The participants in her study acknowledged the importance of the Imam’s presence
in the school and the teaching of Islamic Studies. She indicated that the inclusion of Islamic
studies and the presence of Imams in the school provided Muslim pupils with a religious
perspective and reassurance of their spiritual beliefs that is crucial for their wellbeing.
Jones (2012) noted that the Islamic schools in his study had imams in their school. All
had at least one and others two or more. He indicated that some of the imams taught Arabic to
the students, even though the majority of them did not come from the Arabic world. Some were
are connected with a local mosque but all were significant figures in the school and were
consulted on a variety of subjects “ranging from dress codes to the suitability of the curriculum
and texts or films” (Jones, 2012, p. 42). He noted that “they usually take classes on Qur’anic
Studies and Islamic Studies as well as arranging assemblies, prayers and the important Friday
noon prayer” (Jones, 2012, p. 42).
The literature reviewed above suggested that Islamic schools in Australia were providing
an education in the school that was embedded in Islamic practices and was thus providing
Muslim students with religious content and an atmosphere that was fostering an Islamic culture
along with standard education. Sanjakdar (2001), in her study exploring the reasons for Muslim
parents choosing Islamic schools, indicated that Islamic schools had so far been successful in
reinforcing the culture and religion of Muslims, which had culminated in a strong sense of
belonging, comfort and pride in the shared culture and ethos of the school. Al-Biza (2010), in her
doctoral study, sought to understand the experience of self-efficacy and personal identity of
Muslim girls in Australian Islamic and state schools. In this multi-site case study, a preliminary
questionnaire was completed by 74 Muslim girls who were attending five different primary
schools of New South Wales. Twenty-one of them, who were in upper primary, then participated
in a follow-up structured interview. Seven teachers also participated in the focus group. She also
added the perspective of Muslim girls and their teachers attending public and international
schools in Saudi Arabia. She recognised that Islamic schools were largely successfully providing
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an atmosphere in the school that recognised the values and practices of Islam. On the other hand,
the non-Islamic schools in Western multicultural societies were beginning to introduce
organisational changes to address the cultural and religious requirements of the Muslim students.
It was evident, though, that there had been no empirical studies that sought to examine the
comparative experience of girls in state and Muslim school in Queensland.

The Challenges Faced by Muslims in Australian Schooling
Racism and Negative Stereotyping
Australian Muslims are a minority group against whom there has been negative stereotyping and
discrimination (Poynting & Mason, 2007). Since 1912 Muslims have been considered as the
‘Other’ and their existence a threat to Australians’ cultural and societal values (Poynting &
Mason, 2007).
A study by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (2004) found that
Australians had a low level of religious and cultural tolerance, in spite of being a multicultural
society. In the last decade, the Australian Muslim community has been seen as having faced
vilification and intolerance (Kabir, 2007). Poynting and Mason (2007) argued that Australian
Muslim immigrants and their families have faced racism, vilification and accusations of
criminalisation, particularly since the ‘9/11’ incident. They also argued that Australian Muslims
experienced similar prejudice a decade before, during the Gulf War against Iraq in 1991.
Muslims in Australia have thus been seen by (Mansouri & Wood, 2008a) to have experienced
political and cultural hindrances in their struggle to completely integrate into Australian society.
After the ‘9/11’ terrorist attacks, Australian Muslim communities were seen as being
vilified because of their Islamic identity (Vahed, 2008). Vahed sought to examine national and
cultural identities and self-perception among young Muslims in Brisbane. His study used both
qualitative and quantitative methods to gather adequate data to examine whether young Muslims
in Australia were experiencing discrimination, and if so, then how they saw it impacting on their
identities and whether certain policies could be implemented that might eradicate the issue.
Sixty-three questionnaires were completed by randomly selected young Muslims from Brisbane
and a few influential leaders from the Muslim community were selected for interviewing. Vahed
claimed that such harassment increased in Australia after the Bali bombings on 12th of October
2002, where 202 people, including 88 Australians, were killed by Indonesian Muslim terrorists.
Poynting et al. (2004) also noted that there has been an increase in negativity against Australian
Muslims, in part due to the aftermath of the ‘9/11’ attacks. Kabir (2007) noted that, in some
ways, a religious group can become the victim of resistance from the wider society when the
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group is considered to be a direct or an indirect threat. She argued that Muslim Australians had
become the ‘current enemy’ because of the perceived international threat of militant Islam.
Browning and Jakubowicz (2003) affirmed that after the ‘9/11’ attacks and the Bali
bombing in 2002, the negativity against Muslims increased with ‘Islamophobia’ – a fear of
Islam. Dunn, Klocker and Salabay (2007) also noted that such negativity had adversely affected
the lives of Australian Muslims, with increased Islamophobia in the wider community. Poynting,
Noble, Tabar and Collins (2004) asserted that Arabs and Muslims had become victims of some
sensationalist and opportunistic media and had been facing vilification for deeds they had not
committed. They argued that these actions against Muslims had existed previously in the
Australian society but were exacerbated after the ‘9/11’ incident.
Mason’s (2004) study found that one in eight people in Australia admitted that they were
prejudiced against Muslims. However, other scholars have identified the influence of the
media’s negative way of reporting controversial events on the negative stereotyping of Muslims
(Pedersen, Aly, Hartley, & McGarty, 2009). The studies of Aly (2007), Issues Deliberation
Australia (2007) and Griffiths and Pedersen (2009) have also linked the media with anti-Muslim
prejudice. Those studies suggested that it was the media’s negative way of portraying Muslims
and Islam that had contributed to the vilification of Muslims by Australians.
Hassim and Cole-Adams (2010) suggested that other misconceptions about Muslims
have included statements that they all are considered to be terrorists, that they are against
democratic values, that women are inferior to men, and that Islam is intolerant to other religions.
They suggested that Muslims were seen as looking, dressing and eating differently, as not
wanting to integrate into Australian mainstream society and as wanting to implement their own
Sharia law (Islamic law) in society. Akbarzadeh et al. (2009) suggested that racism and prejudice
against Muslims exists among non-Muslims because they know very little about the real
teachings of Islam. A survey conducted by Issues Deliberation Australia (2007) found that 50
per cent of Australians said that they had never had any kind of interaction with Muslims and
only 20 per cent said that they had had interactions with Muslims on a daily basis. In the same
survey, it was found that the majority of Australians (71%) do not want people from the Middle
East, Asia or other Muslim countries to immigrate to Australia. Rather, they favoured
immigrants from English speaking countries or from other European countries. A report
presented by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (2004) of a survey
conducted in Sydney and Melbourne in 2003 on 186 Muslim and Arab Australians, that
approximately 87 per cent of Muslim respondents had experienced vilification, abuse or racist
violence after the ‘9/11’ incident.
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Such pejorative representations of Islam and Muslims in Australia have been seen as
impacting on the experiences of Australian Muslim students. A survey by Ata (2007) in Victoria
of 550 students in Years 10 and 11, reported that more than half the students indicated that
‘Muslims are terrorists’ while other students believed that Muslims ‘behave strangely’. Strange
behaviours were defined, for instance, by women wearing the hijab, fasting during Ramadan and
offering prayers five times a day.
Myhr’s (2005) study into the lives of Australian born Muslims in Brisbane for his
master’s thesis, sought to understand that how Australian born Muslims identify themselves in
national, ethnic and religious terms. His study involved in-depth semi-structured interviews with
12 Australian-born Muslims, aged from 19 to 36. He reported that the majority of participants
asserted that they had never experienced any acts of discrimination. McCue’s (2008) study into
the lives of Australian Muslim women suggested that the majority of the research participants
spoke of worthwhile experiences at school, while only very few mentioned religious and racial
intolerance. A Canadian research study into Muslim schoolgirls by Diab (2008) showed that the
majority of participants stated that, in the education system, the connotation of the wearing of the
hijab could lead to discrimination against Muslim students. However, they did not identify there
being obstacles to their learning because of the perceived clash of values between Islam and
mainstream society. Similarly, Myhr’s (2005) study noted above found that only a few
participants felt significant racial and religious intolerance from teachers or students at school,
although they did feel that other students considered them in a negative light. Participants of his
study reportedly talked about a lack of understating of Muslim religious practices that was
common among their peers, creating feelings of discomfort, although they defined those feelings
as not worthy of mention. Nevertheless, Imtoual’s (2006) study asserted that, if schools did not
take action against religious racism, it was possible that Muslim girls would take matters into
their own hands and take action themselves.
Haque (2001) investigated attitudes of Australian high school students and teachers
towards Muslim students and Islam in two suburban schools in Brisbane and Logan. This
quantitative study involved a survey with questionnaire completed by 156 non-Muslim students
and teachers. The survey contained 24 items, on which frequency, percentage distribution, and
content analysis were undertaken and reported. She found that the majority of her participants
expressed positive attitudes towards Muslims and Islam. They disagreed with the negative
stereotypes of Muslims and blamed the media for promoting an atmosphere of negativity. Haque
(2001) further claimed that Muslim communities should also take positive steps towards
diminishing this negativity against them, and play a more positive role in Australian society. She
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suggested that one possible way of achieving this would be to identify people from the Muslim
community and include them in the advisory committees when designing school curricula.
Nonetheless, the literature suggested that racism and discrimination against Muslims did
not occur only in Australia, Canada or America but also in the European Union (EU), albeit in
different forms. The report of Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination
Consultation with Civil Society, Joining hands to end racial discrimination (Islamic Human
Rights Commission, 2016) was a response to one of the questions in the committee report, that
of ‘What are the key challenges and issues of racial discrimination in your country/region today
and how do you work to address them?’ The report involved an in-depth pertinent literature
review on the Muslims in Europe. It was prepared and submitted in 14 November 2016 by the
Islamic Human Rights Commission (UK). It was found that “for the last 20 years and
particularly since 2000 the rise of anti-Muslim discrimination in Europe has represented some
relatively new challenges for policymakers” (Islamic Human Rights Commission, 2016, p. 2).
The report also noted that, “since 2000 Islamophobia has become a preferred channel of
expression for racists across Europe” (p. 2). The report discussed the case of France, stating that
“Muslims face systematic discrimination in France is beyond dispute. Cultural and religious
expression remains restricted by the draconian state ban on wearing the hijab [headscarf] in
schools or universities and the niqab in public” (p. 3).
A recent second European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey (EU-MIDIS II,
2016) involved:
interviews, in 15 EU Member States, with immigrants and descendants of immigrants who
indicated that they are Muslim when asked about their religion. The sub-sample of Muslims
is part of FRA’s [the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights’] EU-MIDIS II
survey, which collected data on immigrants and ethnic minorities’ experiences and opinions
regarding discrimination, victimisation, social inclusion and integration in all 28 EU Member
States. (EU-MIDIS II, 2016, p. 59)
It found that Muslims in Europe face:
discrimination in a broad range of settings – and particularly when looking for work, at
work, and when trying to access public or private services. Characteristics such as an
individual's first and last name, skin colour and the wearing of visible religious symbols
may trigger discriminatory treatment and harassment. (EU-MIDIS II, 2016, p. 7)
It indicated that Muslims in European Union were the second largest religious group, but that:
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…they face discrimination in a broad range of settings – and particularly when looking
for work, at work, and when trying to access public or private services. Characteristics
such as an individual's first and last name, skin colour and the wearing of visible religious
symbols may trigger discriminatory treatment and harassment. Traditionally, Muslim
women may wear a veil covering the head, face or body. (EU-MIDIS II, 2016, p. 7)
And that, “on average, 27 % of all Muslim respondents mention encountering discrimination
based on ethnic origin or immigrant background, followed by religion or religious belief (17 %),
skin colour (9 %), age (7 %), and sex/gender (2 %)” (EU-MIDIS II, 2016, p. 25). The survey
also noted that “more Muslim women than men indicate experiencing discrimination based on
sex/gender (4 % and 1 %, respectively)” (EU-MIDIS II, 2016, p. 25). Interestingly, the survey
also found that “for other grounds, there are no substantial differences between men’s and
women’s experiences – except that more Muslim men indicate encountering discrimination
based on skin colour (11 % compared with 7 %), and that more Muslim women mention being
discriminated against based on religion (19 % compared with 16 %)” (EU-MIDIS II, 2016, p.
25).
Fekete ’s (2004) study focused on anti-Muslim racism in relation to the European
security state. It presented a detailed picture of the situations of Muslims in Europe and
European security state by conducting a pertinent literature review. She concluded that “across
Europe, the ‘war on terror’ is having a major impact on race relations policies. New legislation,
policing and counter-terrorist measures are casting Muslims, whether settled or immigrant, as the
enemy within” (Fekete, (2004, p. 4).
Strabac and Listhaug’s (2008) study examined anti-Muslim prejudice in Europe, using a
multilevel analysis of survey data from 30 countries. It involved data from the 1999–2000 wave
of the European Values Study, which “examines the extent and determinants of anti-Muslim
prejudice in both Western and Eastern Europe” (Strabac & Listhaug, 2008, p. 268). It reported
that “Muslims in Europe were particularly prone to becoming targets of prejudice, even before
the attacks of September 11” (p. 268). They also found that “the size of Muslim population in a
country does not seem to increase the level of anti-Muslim prejudice” (Strabac & Listhaug,
2008, p. 268). And that “prejudice against Muslims was more widespread than prejudice against
other immigrants” (Strabac & Listhaug, 2008, p. 268). They indicated that “the percentage not
willing to have Muslims as neighbours seem to be higher both in Western and Eastern Europe”
(p. 278).
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The Wearing of the Hijab
Islam emphasises modesty for both men and women, and a girl is required to wear the hijab, or
headscarf, once she reaches puberty. The wearing of the hijab has significant social, political and
cultural meaning for Muslim women (Zine, 2006).
However, Muslim women’s freedom of choice was seen as being challenged when the
wearing of the hijab was banned in French schools for the first time. According to Laurence and
Vessie (2006), the French senate approved a bill in March 2004 that forbade the existence of
“ostentatious religious insignia” in primary and secondary public schools. Keaton (2005) and
Laurence and Vessie (2006) argued that, while this law applied to all religious symbols, it mainly
targeted French Muslim women.
Allen and Nielsen’s (2002) study presented a summary report on Islamophobia in the
European Union (EU) after the Twin Towers incident on behalf of the European Monitoring
Centre (EUMC) on Racism and Xenophobia. It drew upon “a comparative analysis of acts of
aggression and changes in attitudes towards Muslims and other minority groups across the
European Union in the wake of 11 September. The report was based on 15 country reports
provided by the EUMC’s RAXEN network of National Focal Points (NFPs) in all EU Member
States” (Allen & Nielsen, 2002, p. 5). It found that:
Islamic communities and other vulnerable groups have become targets of increased
hostility since 11 September. A greater sense of fear among the general population has
exacerbated already exiting prejudices and fuelled acts of aggression and harassment in
many European Member States. (Allen & Nielsen, 2002, p. 5)
And it concluded that “the hijab seems to have become the primary visual identifier as a target
for hatred, with Muslim women being routinely abused and attacked across those countries in the
EU where Muslim women could be identified in this way” (p. 35). They also discussed a
selection of incidents in the National Focal Points (NFPs) presented by state representors of the
selected European countries. The NFP’s from some European countries, noting that, NFP of
Austria reported that:
women with headscarves have increasingly been insulted (Austria 2); Denmark, where a
woman wearing a hijab was thrown out of a taxi because of her alleged responsibility for
the attacks on the World Trade Centre (Denmark 2); Germany, where a number of women
had had their hijabs ripped from their heads before being spat upon (Germany 2); Ireland,
where the NFP reported that there had been ‘an increase in verbal assaults directed at
women in Islamic dress’ (Ireland 1); Italy, where a bus driver deliberately shut a door
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upon a woman wearing a chador (Italy 3); and in the UK, the London Times reported that
‘many Muslims have been spat at and suffered verbal abuse, particularly [those] wearing
the hijab’ (UK 1). (Allen & Nielsen, 2002, p. 35)
This issue of the wearing of the hijab also began in Australia soon after 2004 (Maiden &
Lipman, (2005): on August the 26th, 2005. It may be seen as having started when federal Liberal
MP Sophie Panopoulos publicised her opinion that the hijab should be banned in Australian
public schools. She defended her opinion by asserting that the majority of young people believe
that the wearing of the hijab is an act of rebellion on the part of Muslim girls, over and above
anything else. Recently, the religious freedom of Muslim women was challenged when
Australian politicians Cory Bernardi, Jacqui Lambie, Fred Nile and Pauline Hanson all called for
called for a ban on the burqa (a veil that covers the whole face) for security reasons (Barker,
2016). In question time in the Federal parliament she asked for a ban on the burqa as she feared
that in five years or so, every Australian woman would otherwise be forced to wear one. She
added: “this is a western country. If these people want to dress up, go to a country that suits your
needs” (Pauline Hanson, 2017). While this incident may have had a negative impact on those
Australian Muslim women who wore the hijab, niqab (that covers face but eyes) or burqa, most
popular among Muslim women in Australia is the hijab and there are only a tiny minority of
Muslim women who wear niqab and burqa is rare (Piotrowski, 2014).
According to Runnymede (1997) it is quite evident that those women who wear Islamic
dress in the wider community suffer from amplified violence, prejudice, vilification, exclusion
and discrimination. Issues Deliberation Australia (2007) found that young Australian women
were wearing the hijab publically as a symbol of their Muslim identity and to show pride in their
faith. Aslan (2009, p. 73) noted that, since Muslim women with headscarves are more visible,
they were more prone to becoming victims of violence as “some of them were beaten and had
their veils ripped off their heads by strangers in public places”. Vahed’s (2008, p. 38) research
into young Muslims in Brisbane presented stories of their lives in the wider community. One
female participant related her experience at a local store. She wore a t-shirt printed with the
words ‘Have Faith’ on the front. Her understanding of the meaning of these words was that one
should have faith in one’s own abilities, but unfortunately she was confronted by a middle aged
white woman shouting at her saying, ‘What faith? You bloody Muslims think you will convert
us! Who would ever accept such a stupid religion?’ The respondent (wearing a hijab) said that
she was so shocked to hear this that she could not even reply. These kinds of incidents have
yielded a mixed response from young women (Vahed, 2008). According to Yasmeen (2002) the
prevalence of negative preconceptions about Muslims has provoked some Muslim women to
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become active in civil society where they have begun to form both formal and informal
associations to help, represent and support other Muslim women.
Kabir (2009) sought to explore the ways families and wider society were working
collectively to fulfil their responsibility towards Australian Muslim girls. Her study involved
semi-structured interviews with 39 Muslim girls (aged 15-18) residing in Sydney and Perth’. She
found that young Muslim women in Australia were more likely than males to become victims of
racism and vilification than males and that young Muslim girls were subject to stress both in
public and private. A report titled Isma-Listen by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission (HREOC) (2004) reported that, in Australia, there was much discrimination in
terms of race and religion against women. The report contained many pages detailing physical
violence, offensive comments and biased behaviour by non-Muslims against Muslim women,
especially young women. Issues Deliberation Australia (2007) observed that Muslim women
wearing the hijab had to tolerate negative comments and behaviour by mainstream society.
Imtoual (2006) illuminated the ways in which Muslim schoolgirls were categorised into
two different types. She argued that the debate around the wearing of the hijab in schools carried
substantial implications for Muslim girls attending Australian schools, and equally for their
educators. These girls had been categorised in different terms. For example, those who wore the
hijab were considered to be defiant, backward, against freedom, recalcitrant, barbaric, servile and
oppressed, while those who were not wearing the hijab were categorised as being modern,
freedom loving, acceptable, and feminist. Imtoual (2006) further argued that neither of these
categories actually described the school experiences of Muslim girls, but merely intensified the
religious racism directed towards them.
Gunel (2007) illustrated three prevalent features that affected Muslim girls’ experiences
in school: racism, sexism and xenophobia. Studies by Elnour and Bashir-Ali (2003) and Zine
(2006) identified three dominant themes regarding the problems faced by Muslim girls in
schools. They saw the initial conflict taking place with issues of family expectations, including
early marriage and their responsibilities within the house, followed by the decision whether or
not to wear the hijab, and family restrictions in their relations with the opposite gender.
McCue (2008) sought to explore the civil and social participation of Muslim women in
Australian civil life. Her study involved 101 Muslim women from five Australian states –
Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, Western Australia and South Australia – and the
Australian Capital Territory. Data were collected in four stages: a review of literature and
available data, a quantitative survey (101 participants), one-on-one interviews with 25 Muslim
women leaders, and mapping exercises with10 Muslim Women Organisations (MWOs). She
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reported the concerning drivers and barriers faced by Muslim women in their journey to integrate
into the civil and social life of Australian society. The majority of the participants in her project
had reported that “participation in non-Muslim state based education helped considerably with
Muslim women’s integration into and participation in Australian non-Muslim society” (McCue,
2008, p. 38). Asmar, Proude and Inge (2004) investigated the experiences of Muslim women in
Australian universities, highlighting concerns raised by their participants regarding their
religious needs at university. They indicated that Muslim women experience cultural discomfort
more than did Muslim men.
School pupils coming from different cultural backgrounds were found by Gibson (1997)
and Richards (1994) to experience difficulty in identifying with their peers when they attended
public schools. Gibson’s (1997) findings suggested that Muslim teenagers could experience the
transition between school and home not as a neutral act of switching between two cultural
systems, but as a politically charged border crossing that all too easily could become the source
of intergroup anxiety and lead to acts of insolence and aggression. Richards (1994) also noted
that it was expected that many teenaged Muslim students would continue the religious and
cultural customs of their parents, thus are challenged when they attended non-Muslim schools
and encountered non-Muslim peers. Such challenges were seen by Richards (1994) as creating
confusion within individuals, causing tension between them and their families as they tried to
balance the maintenance of friendships with their peers without causing stress for their parents.
He suggested that this cultural transition of students between two different cultures could be one
of the causes of the confused and isolated state of the students. The Independent Centre of
Research Australia (ICRA) (2006) reported that religious and cultural discrimination against
Muslim girls was one of the big challenges faced by Australian Muslim youth. It saw this
discrimination as resulting in the young Muslim community becoming a marginalised and
alienated group within their own society.

The Educational Experiences and Achievements of Muslim Students
Australia’s history of immigration, the principles and ethics that form the basis of the school
curricula which is “Eurocentric and reflect the Judeo-Christian tradition” (Donohoue-Clyne,
1998, p. 279):
Those Australian students who study world history are more likely to read the Eurocentric
and biased stories of the heroic Crusaders who fought the Infidels in the Holy Land, rather
than their own history of interaction with the Muslim world. Contributions made by
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Muslim scientists, mathematicians and physicians are routinely ignored, as though the
Islamic world does not exist. (Donohoue-Clyne, 1988, p.282)
She recognised that, despite all structural and cultural challenges faced by Muslims in
Australia and despite the recent growth of Islamic schools in Australia, the number of enrolments
of Muslim children in state schools was far higher than in the Islamic schools. She identified
different contributing factors behind Muslim parents’ choice of public schooling for their
children. Nevertheless, she noted that a majority of Arab Muslims parents preferred girls-only
schools for their daughters (Donohoue-Clyne, 1998). However, because of the Eurocentric
influence in the Australian curriculum, Jones (2012) noted that Muslim parents in Western
secular societies saw the education of their children as a concern. However, she added that a
majority of Muslim parents were sending their children to non-Islamic schools until the
establishment of the Islamic schools in the early nineteen-eighties.
There were identified few studies conducted in the Australian context that had explored
the educational experiences of Muslims in Australia. However, a number of studies had
investigated the factors influencing the educational achievements of the children with
disadvantaged backgrounds (Considine & Zappalà, 2002); there was a report on second
generation Australian (Khoo, McDonald, Giorgas, & Birrell, 2002); and a study that had
explored that motivational and school achievement of students with Lebanese backgrounds. Each
of these studies had reported that Arab and Australian Muslims are such a social group in
Australia that were achieving relatively low educational results despite the fact that they had
settled in Australia some time ago and were now in their third generation in Australia. Mansouri
and Wood (2008b) had noted the results of these studies in their Diversity project as well, but
they raised the concern that they were not confident of them because Muslims were one of those
few Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) groups whose educational achievements
remained low despite the higher settlement period in comparison to the other CALD groups who
had achieved greater educational success as their settlement period increased. Mansouri and
Wood (2008b) referred to two studies by Considine and Zappala (2002) and Rapson, Birrell and
Dobson (1996) who found that educational mobility had achieved by CALD groups in Australia
but a few ethnic groups failed to do so. These studies recognised that students from Arabic,
Khmer and Turkish backgrounds were less likely to enrol in higher education programs
compared to students from Vietnamese, Chinese, and Eastern European and Korean
backgrounds. Mansouri and Wood (2008) noted the finding of Considine and Zappala (2002) that
social factors, particularly the education of parents, were more crucial than economic factors in
shaping the educational outcomes of the students.
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Mansouri and Wood (2008b) also noted the dearth of empirical research that had
investigated the educational experiences of second generation of Muslims and Arab Australians.
However, there were studies that had explored the educational experiences of recent migrants. In
their Diversity project, they discussed the findings of the two government commission reports in
1970s and 1980’s (Meade, 1983; Young, Faulkner, & Petty, 1980) that focused on the migrants
from Lebanese and Turkish backgrounds. These reports also identified the under-achievement of
migrants from Lebanese and Turkish backgrounds. It is argued in one of the reports that parents
of culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (CALD) have parents’ high expectations
from their children to do well academically as compared to the parents of English speaking
backgrounds (Meade, 1983). Meade (1983) further reported that Lebanese parents were also
having similar impact to that of other CALD parents. However, their report revealed that 27 per
cent of the Lebanese students and parents who had expressed high aspirations to study further
did not even finish high school certificate.
A series of empirical studies conducted by Mansouri with his colleagues (Kamp &
Mansouri, 2010; Mansouri & Jenkins, 2010; Mansouri & Kamp, 2007b; Mansouri & Makhoul,
2004; Mansouri & Trembath, 2005a; Mansouri & Wood, 2008a, 2008b) investigated the social,
attitudinal and structural factors that might influence the social and educational experiences of
Arab Australian Muslims. They conducted their research in the secondary schools of Melbourne.
The participants of their study, especially boys, reported the attitude of their schools as “inert and
unengaging” and that these were the primary factors that had “dragged them back academically”
(Mansouri & Kamp, 2007b, p. 93). In the focus group discussions of their study, student
participants frequently mentioned that the ‘9/11’ incident had changed the perceptions of the
community towards them. Mansouri and Kamp (2007) argued that the individuals of their study
had articulated positive interactions with other students. However, there were three main factors
that accounted for their disengagement with the school: “perceptions of teacher disinterest in
them as individuals, and as young Arab- and Muslim-Australians; perceptions of teacher racism;
[and] low teacher expectations of their schooling achievements” (Mansouri & Kamp, 2007a, p.
95).
In the light of the above, however, Mansouri and Kamp (2007a) stressed with the
findings of HREOC (2004) that after ‘9/11’, the Bali Bombing and the Iraq War, the vilification
of Muslims and Arab Muslims had increased. They argued that the “attitudinal shift might be
understood in terms of the lack of understanding of Islam in Western cultures and the public
construction of Islam as a homogeneous entity that is now associated with acts of terrorism and
political violence” (p. 88). Mansouri and Kamp (2007) aimed to investigate the a-cultural,
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attitudinal and structural factors influencing the social and educational experiences of Arab
Muslims in school. Their findings suggested that the socio-political factors around Muslims had
negatively affected educational achievement as well as the sense of identity of Arab Muslims in
Australia, and that the effect of racism on Arab Australians had not been correctly estimated by
other educational research. They argued that, since schools were complex social systems, they
needed a comprehensive cultural responsiveness by “school management, teachers, curriculum
and instruction, parents and community, and student development and support service”
(Mansouri & Kamp, (2007a, p. 96).
In Chapter One, it was indicated that those Muslim parents who had sent their children to
Islamic schools were more concerned about the Muslim identity of their children than their
academic achievement. However, Donohoue-Clyne (1998, p. 287) noted that Muslim parents
wanted to send their children to a school where their Muslim identities were recognized, with
“an academic curriculum infused with Islamic values [that] will teach their children respect for
traditional Islamic culture”. Paradoxically, there was no study that had compared the educational
achievement of Muslim students in Islamic and non-Islamic schools in the Australian context.
However, there were a few studies in the British context that had focused on education of
Muslim children in the both educational systems. Choudhury et al. (2005), Shah (2012), Basit
(1995, 1997) and Haw (1995, 2009; 1998) have investigated the education of Muslim children in
the British educational system. Choudhury et al. (2005) argued that Islamic schools were
adequately addressing the low motivation and low academic achievement of Muslim children.
Shah (2012) noted that Islamic schools in Britain had started to establish to improve the
academic achievement of Muslim students Basit (1995, 1997) and Haw (1995, 1998, and 2009)
had specifically focused on Muslim girls’ education. Basit (1997) recognised the high aspirations
of the young Muslim girls and their parents for higher education and career aspirations. Haw
(1995, 1998) compared the educational experiences of Muslim girls in both Islamic and nonIslamic schools of Britain. She recognised that the academic achievements of the students in
Islamic schools were higher than those of the students in non-Islamic school (1995).
While there were a few studies in the Australian context that investigated the educational
experiences of Muslim students in Australian school, there were even fewer that focused at the
educational experiences of Muslim girls specifically. A recent doctoral study by Mouhanna
(2014) had investigated the educational experiences of Arab-speaking-background (ASB)
Muslims in the state schools of Australia. She presented her findings from the perspective of the
Muslim girls (who were in high school), their teachers, young women who had completed their
schooling and had taken up different post-school pathways. She investigated how state schools in
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Australia were addressing the Muslim girls’ cultural, educational, language and religious need.
The findings of her study suggested that the schools she investigated were making genuine
attempts to provide inclusive education for the ASB Muslim students and were seriously
implementing multicultural policies in the school. She found reasonable academic achievements
of the ASB Muslim girls but she noted that “students appeared to be somewhat polarised in terms
of their academic success” (p.325). She did, however, note that ASB Muslim girls needed some
support in their academic language and literacy development. The ASB Muslim girls of her study
also raised their concerns at losing the opportunity of learning Arabic while studying in secular
state school system.
Mouhanna’s (2014) study focused at the educational experiences of Muslim girls from
Arab speaking background. Since she recognised the diversity of the Muslim community in
Australia, she saw a need for a study to fill that gap and explore the educational experiences of
Muslim girls from diverse backgrounds.

Muslim Identity in the West
Hall defined identity as “a structured representation which only achieves its positive through the
narrow eye of the negative. It has to go through the eye of the needle of the other before it can
construct itself” (Hall, 1991, p. 21). That essential contradiction of identity is intrinsic in the
concept: stemming from its Latin root ‘idem’ meaning ‘the same’, the concept suggests likeness
and variance. Buckingham (2008) noted that, when identity is discussed, whether in relation to
culture or gender, it is implied that it is partly a matter of what individuals share with others. His
research argued that identity was not just a matter of light hearted investigation or ‘personal
growth’: it was a far more serious matter, a battle for individuality and control, something that
had been hard-fought for throughout the world. Kellner (1992) argued that “Identity today
becomes a freely chosen game, a theatrical presentation for the self, in which one is able to
present oneself in a variety of roles, images and activities” (p. 158). According to Giddens
(1991), the pursuit of self-identity is a phenomenon that has emerged recently in that era. He
asserted that this pursuit originated in the Western search for individualism. Before the modern
era, relatively static ideas of identity such as issues relating to gender, status and heritage were
firmly held. According to Greenburg and Mohany (1995), in contemporary society people are
continuously redefining themselves, constantly seeking affirmation and opportunity. He
described the formation of identity as taking place: (1) through difference, (2) through many and
various strata, and (3) through the external influences of society where identities are being given
new meanings and are being mobilized for political reasons;
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Erikson (1968) noted that the period of adolescence was a vital time for individual identity
formation: a period when young adults become confident and aware of their unique attributes, both
positive and negative.
Buckingham (2008) recognised different approaches to studying adolescent identity:
identity formation (the psychology of adolescence), (2) youth culture (the sociology of youth),
(3) social identity (the individual and the group), (4) reclaiming identities, and (5) the modern
subject (identity in social theory). Within these approaches, he cited the studies by G. Stanley
Hall, Erik Erikson and James Marcia to demonstrate how adolescence shapes identities. Both
identity formation and youth culture explicitly address the problems that young people have in
forming their identities. The contrast between these approaches highlights the wider variations
between psychological and sociological perspectives. However, the methods contained within
the approaches to social identity, reclaiming identity and the modern subject raise wider queries
about the altering quality of identity, and the ways in which identity is formed in today’s society.
Marcia’s research into the status of identity has been embedded into its theory (Marcia,
1980). He explained four ways in which late adolescents deal with the characteristics of identity:
(1) identity achievement, (2) foreclosure, (3) identity diffusion, and (4) moratorium. Young
people were defined in this classification by the existence or lack of an emergency and the
degree of obligation in two areas: occupation and ideology. Identity achievements are gained by
young people who have passed through a decision-making period and are following their chosen
occupation and philosophical aims. Foreclosures identify adolescents who are committed to
occupational and ideological positions, but whose positions have been decided by their parents.
It does not appear that they have gone through any sort of emergency or crisis while their parents
decide their future. Identity diffusions identify young people who are directionless. They may or
may not have gone through a decision-making period. Moratoriums identify young people who
are in the midst of an identity crisis – they are struggling with issues about their future career and
their ideology (Marcia, 1980).
In the literature reviewed here, Peek (2005) suggested four reasons why a religious
identity is necessary for some. He reiterated Smith’s (1978) view when he stated that the act of
migrating can be a religious experience; in many cases, new arrivals to a country respond to the
confusion of their arrival and lack of language skills in a new country by embracing religion.
Trying to come to terms with their new country, immigrants create institutions in an attempt to
establish familiar habits in their host society (Kurien, 1998; Rayaprol, 1997). As a result, their
religion can become more important to new arrivals for self-affirmation and affiliation than it
was in their home country. This situation is particularly true when the new arrivals come from a
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community where they were part of the religious majority, then find themselves in a new country
where they are part of a religious minority – for example, Indian Hindus, Israeli Jews, Pakistani
Muslims, or Vietnamese Buddhists migrating to the United States (Peek, 2005). As Peek (2005)
explained, another explanation of why religion may become an important basis for identity is
people’s awareness of the purpose of religion in society. Religious organisations offer many
benefits, including community networks, material and psychological support, financial
opportunities, educational needs and friendship, as well as meeting spiritual requirements (Chen,
2002; Hurh & Kim, 1990). As people become aware of these benefits, they are more likely to
become associated religiously in whichever way is appropriate for them. Peek’s (2005) third
explanation in relation to migrants to the US was that religious identity helps to ease the tensions
created by conflicting immigrant, cultural, and American identities (Feher, 1998; Yang, 1999), at
the same time, helping people to overcome loneliness and isolation (Kwon, 2000). Sullivan
(2000) stated that, when members of a religious congregation describe themselves in terms of
their religion, their cultural and national differences are reduced, and through shared devotion,
they are united. A fourth explanation suggests that ethnic and social distinction may be
maintained by religion in a multicultural context (Rayaprol, 1997). In the multicultural, nonreligious atmosphere of countries such as the UK, the US and Australia, those who are religious
are highly aware of their traditional ways, and often become more determined in their opinions,
ethics, and behaviour (Warner, 1998, p. 17). As cultural traditions are demonstrated and
preserved (Kurien, 1998), religious codes of dress and practice stand as significant identity
markers, upholding self-awareness and preserving cohesion (Williams, 1988). For many reasons,
and for many people, religion is a significant issue in the identity of many people (Peek, 2005).
Alghorani (2003) asserted that the influences of Western civilization continued to cause
major problems for religious minorities. Some such communities have remained secluded,
others have adapted and others have found strength within their own communities, enabling
them to rear children in such a way as to accept the best of what both Eastern and Western
cultures have to offer.
In order to understand Muslim identity, two sources of literature were reviewed. First, a
religious text from the Quran (the Holy book of Muslims) and the Hadith (sayings of the Prophet
Mohammad PBUH) were selected to understand how Muslim identity is formed according to
Islam (as discussed above). As Saeed (2008) recognised, the Quran and the Hadith are seen as
providing the primary guidance for living everyday life by Muslims. This body of literature is
discussed in the first section of this chapter. Other than from the religious perspective, there are
scholars who argued that Muslim identity is socially and culturally constructed. The second body
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of literature used, then, was that examining the social and cultural conceptualization of Muslim
identity by different Muslim scholars. A number of scholars have written extensively on the
formation of Muslim identity in the West. However, I focused here on the work of Jasmine Zine
(2001, 2008), Samina Yasmeen (2008), Schmidt (2004) and Tariq Ramadan (1999, 2004) to
conceptualise the ways Muslims constructed their identities in the West because their work has
been written within the scope of contemporary society.
Jasmine Zine (2001, 2008) has specifically conceptualised the identities of Muslim
women in the Canadian context. She (Zine, (2001) has also highlighted the religious aspect in the
formation of Muslim identity by referring to the opening verse of the Holy Qur'an, known as
Surah Fatiha (chapter Fatiha) which is recited by Muslims during their five daily prayers. Within
this chapter (surah Fatiha), is the term Siratal Mustaqeem (the Straight Path). Zine (2001, p.
399) explains that this refers to ‘a path of righteous guidance’. She further explained that it is a
way of defying negativity. For Muslims living in non-Muslim societies, the importance of
staying on the ‘straight path’ is particularly relevant.
It was also essential to consider issues that formed Muslim identity. In his study, Schmidt
(2004) concentrated on four aspects of the formation of Muslim-Western identity, the first being
visibility. It is common for Muslims to be highly visible in Western societies because their dress
is different to that of the majority. How does this visibility affect the formation of Islamic
identity? The second aspect is that of choice. Why is it that often young Muslims present their
practices as being deliberately chosen, not simply a part of their culture and tradition? A third
aspect is Muslim transnationalism. How do connections shared by Muslims in Western countries
become the ways in which certain identities are formed? Finally, Schmidt (2004) addressed the
question of ethics. Why is it that notions of human rights and gender equity, and social and
political activism are the main arenas within which Muslim identities in Western countries are
shaped and performed?
It has been argued by many Muslim scholars that Muslim identity is also embedded in
social and cultural factors (Imtoual, 2006; Kabir, 2010; Mondal, 2008; Zine, 2008). Foremost
among Muslim scholars, Zine (2008) has explained that the identity of Muslims cannot be fully
understood if it is interpreted only through a religious lens as it should be understood by keeping
in perspective the cultural, political and social context. She has used the term Islamic identity for
Muslim identity:
Islamic identity is a function of the disjuncture between how Islamic identification is
socially mapped, enacted, and lived, on the one hand, and the religious conception of
Islamic identity rooted within doctrinal texts, on the other. These two aspects of Islamic
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identity – the social and the religious – generate a dichotomy between the socially
defined, ascriptive characteristics of Islamic identity and those which are divinely
ordained and inscribed within the praxis of religious tenets, such as the Five Pillars of
Islam. (Zine, 2008, p. 143)
To understand how Muslims form their identities, some scholars have defined the
typologies to distinguish the identities of Muslims in the West. The typologies of Peek (2005),
Modal (2005) and Yasmeen (2008)’s have frequently been used by other researchers and
scholars. Peek (2005) introduced three categories in which Muslims identities could be defined:
ascribed religious identity, chosen religious identity and declared religious identity. Saikal
(2005) introduced a typology of four categories to identify Muslims living in the West: moderate
Islamists, radical Islamists, neo-fundamentalist Islamists and societal Islamists. Yasmeen (2008)
sought to understand the identities of Australian Muslims within the context of the contemporary
issues of social exclusion and inclusion. Her study involved interviews with 221 Muslims (111
men and 110 women) and 108 non-Muslims (54 men and 54 women).She broadly categorised
Muslims into two categories: practising and non-practicing:
The category of practicing Muslims included those who subscribed to orthodox and
moderate understandings of Islam as well as those who occupy the middle space
characterised by a mix of orthodoxy and progressive/liberal ideas. (Yasmeen, 2008, p.
30)
She thus indicated that Muslims in the category of practicing Muslims could be further
divided into two categories: orthodox and moderate. She added that Muslims from the practicing
category identified themselves according to their orthodox or moderate interpretation of Islam.
She indicated that the preference of Muslims to be orthodox or moderate is not linked with the
educational background, ethnicity or generational factors. Instead, it is linked with the changing
social and environmental conditions. On the other hand, Yasmeen (2008) defined the category of
non-practising Muslims as:
…those who identified themselves as Muslims but claimed that their adherence to
secular values meant they could not really be categorised as practicing Muslims.
(Yasmeen, 2008, p. 30)
The category of non-practicing Muslims was further subdivided by Yasmeen into quiet
observance, secular or exited Islam. She also noted that there were Muslims in the nonpracticing category who had converted to Islam from Christianity. Those converts neither
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revolted against their Muslim identity nor embraced it fully, preferring to occupy a space where
they remained both Muslim and Christian at the same time.
Zulfikar (2011) in his doctoral studies explored the ways in which Australian IndonesianMuslims were constructing and negotiating their Muslim identities. He interviewed twelve
Muslim teenagers and their parents who identified themselves as Australian IndonesianMuslims. He employed the typologies of these scholars to frame the identities of his participants.
His study investigated the identities of Indonesian Muslims in Australia. However, I have used
the framework of Yasmeen (2008) to understand the identities of Muslim girls of my study,
because it was written in an Australian context. Yasmeen (2008) conducted her research project
with Australian Muslims, which is the same context as that of the current study.
There were also studies arguing that Muslims were successfully managing their national
and Muslim identities with Western society (Basit, 2009; Kabir, 2010, 2011; Sirin & Fine, 2008;
Yasmeen, 2008). For instance, the participants of Basit’s (2007) study reported that they were
successfully managing their British as well as Muslim identity. Sirin and Fine (2008) noted
challenges in managing the two identities but they found that their participants were successfully
negotiating their American and Muslim identities. In the Australian context, the Yasmeen (2008)
and Kabir (2008) studies also found that Muslims living in Australia were successfully managing
multiple identities. Nevertheless, Ramadan (2004) argued that Muslims living in West should
consider themselves to be an integral part of the wider society. He also argued that the ethnic
cultures of Muslims influenced their ways of being a Muslim, indicating that second generation
Muslims in Western societies tended to distance themselves from the ethnic and cultural, instead
identifying themselves more closely with their religious identities when they started reading
religion:
Many young Muslims by studying their religion, claim total allegiance to Islam while
distancing themselves from their culture of origin. At the same time, more and more
converts to Islam, who find themselves having to choose between ‘becoming’ Pakistani
or ‘becoming’ Arab rather than Muslim, have slowly begun to be aware of this mistake:
so there is a clear difference between Islam and the culture of origin! (Ramadan, 2004,
p. 215)
He argued that second generation Muslims were aware of the need to distance themselves
from their cultural ties and embrace whole heartedly their religious as well as national identities.
For that reason, he argued that Muslims living in Western societies should identify themselves as
American Muslims, British Muslims or Australian Muslims rather than Muslims living in
America, Britain or Australia.
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The work reviewed here raises the question of different typologies of Muslims in the
West. The following are commonly used in published works: Peek’s (2005) three categories –
ascribed religious identity, chosen religious identity and declared religious identity – Saikal’s
(2005) four categories – moderate Islamists, radical Islamists, neo-fundamentalist Islamists and
societal Islamists – and Yasmeen’s (2008) two categorises: practising and non-practicing
Muslims. Throughout the work reported in this thesis, I have endeavoured to restrict those
categories to the following: practicing and non-practicing as proposed by Yasmeen (2008), and
to both of those two categories the sub-categories of orthodox and moderate; and quiet
observance, secular or exited Islam as being those that most accurately reflect the reported
experiences of the participants.

Issues of Assimilation and Integration faced by Muslims in the West
Many scholars have identified that a clash between two different cultures often results in the
isolation of school students of the minority group ((Diab, 2008; Erickson, 1987; Myhr, 2005;
Nasir, 2004). Diab (2008) found that the clash between the values of the Muslim world and the
Western world often results in Muslim students’ isolation from mainstream society. Philosophers
such as Erickson (1987) and Nasir (2004) suggested that the challenges confronted by the
minority group of school children construct a kind of resistance from those who are reluctant to
embrace the rules and regulations of mainstream culture. In response, should they challenge the
ethics and practices of mainstream classrooms and schools, they may find themselves isolated
early in their school culture (Erickson, 1987; Nasir, 2004). The studies (Al-Jabri, 1995; Zine,
2000, 2001) found that in order to deal with the pressures of living in a non-Muslim society,
Muslims either assimilated or isolated themselves.
This issue of feeling different has been found to be common among many Australians of
various cultural and religious backgrounds (Myhr, 2005). Some participants in the Myhr (2005)
study described feelings of loneliness, depression and alienation from Australian society because
they did not feel they could identify with any of the other students. The opposing issue of feeling
‘normal’ has been raised by numerous scholars ((Asmar, 2001; Inglis, Elley, & Manderson, 1992;
Mubarak, 1997) and many have accepted that Muslims face various difficulties when they
socialize with non-Muslims at work, school or university, as many social gatherings involve
alcohol, and generally halal food (that which has been approved for Muslims) is not available.
Ashraf (1988) stated that, during a student’s secondary school years, it becomes imperative to
socialise with and value Islamic students and to enrich non-Muslim students' knowledge of the
Islamic way of life. He asserted that, particularly during the period of adolescence, the individual
experiences of the world outside the family begin to increase and the influence of peer groups on
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an individual’s mind becomes stronger. Ashraf (1988, p. 105 ) saw this as “a period of idealism
as well as questioning, doubts, rebellion and frustrations”. Thus, it is evident from the
abovementioned studies that Muslim youth are at risk of isolating themselves when they cannot
assimilate with their non-Muslim peers, and in some cases, the temptations of the world outside
Islam strongly influence young Muslims.
Berry’s (1997) work on acculturation is often used in cross-cultural psychology. As a
process, acculturation is something that takes place over a period of time (Berry, Phinney, Sam,
& Vedder, 2006). Herskovits (1936, p.149, Cited by Berry 1997) defined acculturation as
something that “comprehends those phenomena which result when groups of individuals
having different cultures come into continuous first-hand contact with subsequent changes in
the original culture patterns of either or both group”. Following a comprehensive review of
the extant literature, Berry et al. (2006) describe acculturation as the development of acceptance
of cultural and psychological issues that takes place on intercultural contact. These authors
mention Phinney’s (1998) view that cultural change includes adjustments to a social group’s
economic and political life and its habits. As far as psychological changes are concerned, these
include individual’s shifts in behaviour and cultural identity toward those of the society in which
they are living. Berry et al. (2006) asserted that this shift has fundamental psychological
repercussions that impact upon each individual’s general health, and the skills they require to
operate successfully in their complex lives.
Investigations by Kymlicka (1995) and The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (1985) reported that high levels of immigration had created
many societies that were multicultural or pluralistic in nature. In many cases, people from
diverse backgrounds form cultural groups that were unequal, either in number, economy or
political power. These variations in communities had created sociological definitions, for
example, ‘mainstream’, ‘minority group’ and ‘ethnic group’. Berry (1997), while cognisant of
the unequal influences and changes that occur during the period of acculturation, used the
expression cultural group to refer to all groups, and he also used terms such as ‘dominant’ and
‘non-dominant’ to refer to groups’ power or lack of it, where relevant. In this way, Berry (1997)
avoided the misleading suppositions that distort theories about psychological acculturation. One
such theory is the assumption that it is inevitable that minorities are becoming part of the
‘mainstream’ culture, or if they are not, then they should be. Berry suggested that, although this
is the case in many multicultural societies, it is not always true. Indeed, in some cases this
melding into the mainstream is resisted by both the dominant and the non-dominant
communities. As a result, many modern societies continue to operate in a climate of continuing
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cultural diversity. Furthermore, Berry (1997) added that many differing cultural groups may
coexist in pluralistic societies, their diversity being due: their voluntarily becoming acculturated,
having the mobility to move in an out of the society at will, and having a permanent place in the
society. Some groups had voluntarily entered the acculturation process, for example, immigrants,
while others had become acculturated by force, for example refugees and indigenous people.
Some people have migrated to a new country, while others, such as indigenous people and
‘national minorities’, have had a new culture brought to them. Some migrants are relatively
permanently settled, while others, such as international students, workers on temporary visas and
refugees who may be deported, the situation is temporary. Berry and Sam (1997) concluded that
the basic process of adaptation appears to be common to all these groups in spite of the variety of
issues that have led to acculturation.
In multicultural societies, various ethnic groups and the individuals within these groups,
as well as members of the host society, must cope with the issue of acculturation (Berry, 2011).
The strategies used to deal with the issues that are usually dealt with by groups and individuals
as they go about their daily lives (2011). Cultural maintenance is an issue for non-dominant
groups, or in other words, how important is cultural identity and its characteristics, and how hard
should their maintenance be strived for; and contact and participation, or how involved should
they become in other cultural groups? (Berry, 2011). Berry (2011, p. 25) identified two main
issues that faced by acculturating people: (1) “a relative preference for maintaining one’s
heritage culture and identity”; and (2) “a relative preference for having contact with and
participating in the large society along with other ethno cultural groups”.
Berry (1997, 2011) had derived four strategies from the above mentioned two issues that
acculturating people adopt: assimilation, separation, integration and marginalization. The
assimilation strategy he defined as being in action when individuals had no desire to maintain
their ethnic identity and they sought regular interaction with other cultures. In contrast, the
separation alternative he saw as being in place when individuals wished to hold to their original
culture, while avoiding interaction with others. Integration occurred when individuals wished to
maintain their original culture, while interacting regularly with others. Within this conception, a
degree of cultural integrity is kept, and at the same time the person takes part in a larger social
network. Finally, marginalisation he defined as being related to someone who has little interest
in maintaining ethnicity often because of enforced loss, and had little interest in relating to
others, often because of discrimination or exclusion (Berry, 2011).
Berry’s typology of acculturation strategies, though, is highly individualised and hence is
significantly limited in its application to the identity-building processes of youth from minority,
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migrant or refugee backgrounds. Berry referred only to the possible ways in which individuals
adopt, integrate, or assimilate the majority culture, or differentiate themselves from it. He failed
to take account of the influence of the reactions of the majority society on these identity-building
processes and hence of the influence of socioeconomic, socio-cultural and historical aspects of
the interaction between majority and minority. The maintenance of an individual’s religion or
culture are thus not only based on the ‘will’ of individuals but depend significantly as well on the
opportunity structures provided for their expression by the majority society. However, a study
Bourhis et al’s (1997, p. 369) Interactive Acculturation Model (IAM) recognised “that relational
outcomes are the product of the acculturation orientations of both the host majority and
immigrant groups as influenced by state integration policies”. On the other hand, the model
developed by Bourhis et al. (1997, p. 370) “proposes combinations of host community and
immigrant group acculturation orientations that are most likely to produce consensual,
problematic, or conflicting relational outcomes between immigrant and host community
members”. It provides tools to understand the reactions and opinions of the host society in
influencing the acculturation of the minority groups. Using that model, Abu-Rayya and White
(2010, p. 592) were able to identify “differences within Anglo-Australians by examining the
extent to which their acculturation orientations and religious identity play a role in differentiating
the levels of positive and negative attitudes they hold towards Australian Muslims”.
Social pressures have influenced young Muslims in different ways, some have
assimilated, others have isolated themselves (Myhr, 2005). It has been found by many
researchers that Muslims found a big difference between Islamic and Western culture (Diab,
2008; Myhr, 2005; Vahed, 2008). Vahed’s (2008) study explored the lives of Muslim youth in
Brisbane in terms of their experiences and their everyday life. One of the participants in the
study said that his cultural-religious background was very different to the everyday life of an
average Australian teenager. He said that he learned to integrate with his Australian fellows but
he could not assimilate. He said he “worked within mainstream Australia, studied every day with
Aussies…. That is integrating” (Vahed, 2008, p. 42). But he did not assimilate as he would have
had he been non-Muslim. He stated that he would not assimilate in areas which would contradict
his religious beliefs, such as going to night clubs and drinking alcohol. Similarly, participants in
Diab’s (2008) Canadian study agreed that they could not deny the fact they were living in a nonIslamic world and that Canadian society could not always accommodate their religious needs.
The girls in the study mentioned the many issues that caused conflict with their religion at
school. They asserted that these conflicts are common in ‘all youth’ and were not specific to
Muslim youth. They mentioned pressures related to issues such as dating, smoking, partying,
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looking good, participating in sexual activities and taking drugs. The study revealed that these
social pressures exist for every participant in high school.
Vahed’s (2008) study examined the challenges faced by young Muslims in Brisbane. He
used the word ‘clash of civilizations’ to highlight the tensions that existed between parents and
young Muslims due to the generation gap. Young people in his study saw the world from their
own perspective, whereas the parents tended to want to prevent them from expanding their
networks, fearing that they may lose their cultural identity. Vahed’s (2008) study found that
young Muslims were well aware of their values but still struggled as they attempted to assimilate
with mainstream society. He concluded that this tension, as well as many other challenges faced
by young Muslims, could be resolved if appropriate steps were taken, such as educating parents,
creating platforms for interfaith conferences, instituting policies created to enhance job
opportunities, using fairer methods of handling Muslim issues by government and the media, and
implementing a revised foreign policy.
From that literature, it was evident that the concept of ‘inclusiveness’ was of crucial
importance in the study, although its meaning is various. For the sake of comparability, I
followed the United Nations’ policy guidelines on the meaning of inclusion throughout the
thesis: “Inclusive education is a process of strengthening the capacity of the education system to
reach out to all learners and can thus be understood as a key strategy to achieve EFA [Education
for all]” (The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2009, p. 8).
The next section presents literature pertaining to the participation of Muslim girls in
school sports and physical education related activities.

The Participation of Muslim Girls in School Sport and Physical
Education
The debate about Muslim girls’ participation in sports is strongly entwined with firmly held
beliefs inherited through culture, religion, politics and tradition regarding the female body
(Hargreaves, 2013). Over the past decade, a number of studies have been conducted in America,
Canada and Australia that have explored the participation of Muslim youth in physical health and
sports related activities, paying special attention to Muslim girls’ engagement (Alamri, 2013;
Dagkas, Benn, & Knez, 2014). It has been found that Muslims’ participation in school-based
sports and physical education activities was far lower than Muslim males or to other girls of their
age (Benn, 1996; Benn, Dagkas, & Jawad, 2011). Bashir-Ali and Elnour’s (2003) research found
that the attitude, cultural philosophies and customs about Muslim girls avoiding any direct eye
contact, shaking hands or touching males and speaking loudly, had been completely
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misunderstood by male teachers and also by non-Muslims in Western society. Bashir-Ali and
Elnour (2003) explained that Muslim girls also did not feel comfortable in any kind of
interaction with boys, even sitting with them in classroom settings. These cultural norms also
transferred to many of the physical activities associated with sport and physical education.
While taking lessons in physical education, Muslim women almost certainly would
experience certain difficulties, including undertaking strenuous exercise during the fasting month
of Ramadan, mixed-gender participation and problematic dress codes (Knez et al., 2012).
Additionally, because of reasons of religious and cultural ethnicity, it is possible that they could
confront certain constrictions during extracurricular activities (Dagkas & Benn, 2006). Ben,
Dagkas and Jawad (2011) grounded their study in a tension between the religious freedom and
educational practices. They highlighted the “complexity of addressing issues at the interface of
religious belief and educational practices” (p. 30). They noted differences in:
school resource possibilities such as space and staffing; levels of support for provision
of all-female swimming pool environments where requested; staff knowledge of Islamic
requirements; parental attitudes towards physical education; and parents’/pupils’
religious requirements to enable participation. (Ben, Dagkas, & Jawad, 2011, p. 30)
Among non-Muslims, the misconception exists that Muslim parents do not let their
daughters participate in sports and extracurricular activities (Walseth, 2006). However, many
studies (Fleming, 1994; Raval, 1989; Walseth, 2006) have begun to criticize ethnocentricallybased research that has given rise to stereotypes such as that Muslim girls are not allowed to
participate in sports because their parents forbid them and that sports are not important to Asians.
Muslim school girls have had difficulty in participating in physical education because the
schools have not taken their needs into consideration (Dagkas, Benn, & Jawad, 2011). It has
been observed that, in Western societies, schools have played an important role in encouraging
Muslim girls to participate in sport, and that the girls would happily participate if certain
conditions prevailed (Alamri, 2015). De Knop et al. (1995) described parents being willing to
permit their daughters to participate in school sport as schools could play a vital role in
encouraging the participation of Muslim girls in sport in the wider society. Their research also
found that Muslim parents seemed more tolerant of their daughters’ participation in schoolrelated sporting activities and physical education, compared to their participation in general
sports. However, Benn, Dagkas and Jawaad (2011) noted that for some Muslim girls, school was
the only place where they formally took part in physical activities.
Many Muslim girls have been found to consider that they would enjoy swimming as part
of physical education, but, because of their apprehension about the wearing of swimming
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costumes as part of the limits of Islam, they were not able to take part in these activities (Benn,
1996). Benn’s research (1996) into female students in a Bachelor of Education course in the UK
brought forth few stories related to Muslim students who participated in sports. The participants
in his study stated that, although they were encouraged to dress in whatever clothing they were
comfortable in, for example, leggings and leotards or bodysuits, they thought that tight clothing
revealing the shape of the body was a problem. Some students decided to wear t-shirts if needed,
but were warned that increased clothing could make swimming more problematic, and possibly
even dangerous. Those in all-female groups had varying views about acceptable dress for
swimming. For those Muslim women who had opted to stay in their established mixed-gender
groups, swimming would have been a serious religious transgression.
It is apparent that Muslim girls have faced more difficulties in their efforts to participate
in sports and extracurricular activities than Muslim boys (Benn & Pfister, 2013; Carrington &
Williams, 1988). Carrington and Williams (1988) found that both Muslim boys and girls of
secondary school age were often faced with a dilemma when the time came to partake in sports
and physical education. Their Muslim identity reinforced the differences between boys and girls,
and caused the girls to encounter more problems than the boys. Their attitudes and beliefs were
heightened during these school years, and it was obvious that girls had a more difficult time at
high school than did the boys. The cultural and religious traditions of Islam, which allot very
specific roles to males and females, inherently controlling their conduct, dress and behaviour,
can thus cause conflict and consternation when it comes to participation in sport, especially for
girls (Benn & Pfister, 2013; Benn, Pfister, & Jawad, 2011).
A study by Benn and Dagkas (2006) described in detail the tensions between Islamic
cultural practices and physical education. In that comparative study, the researchers compared
the experiences of Muslim women’s school experiences of physical education in Greece and
Britain. They collected qualitative data from 24 Greek Muslim women and 20 British Muslim
women. They found the Muslim girls from both cohorts held positive views regarding physical
education. However, they were restricted in their participation in extra-curricular activities. Some
examples they gave included dress codes for women, mixed/single-gender groupings, attitudes
related to privacy and modesty, extra-curricular activities, fasting during Ramadan, swimming
and dancing. They particularly remarked on the above mentioned Islamic requirements for
modesty and privacy, which do not permit the wearing of short skirts or shorts for girls, or the
use of public changing rooms with public showers. According to Islamic codes, Muslim pupils
should be segregated. However, no consideration has been given to this in many secondary
school (Dagkas & Benn, 2006). During the month of Ramadan Muslims are required to fast from
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sunrise to sunset, not only abstaining from food, but also from water or other liquids, and as a
result, students’ lower levels of energy and dehydration can be risk factors in any situation, let
alone sporting and other physical activities (Dagkas & Benn, 2006).
Alamri (2013) noted that, due to cultural and religious requirements, Muslim girls may
limit or even completely stop fully engaging in some school sporting activities. Kanwal and
Jorgensen (2014 ) argued that young women attending non-Islamic schools often found it
difficult to participate in sports-related activities due to the lack of segregated classes in school,
and also due to issues about what sporting attire would be considered practical whilst still being
culturally sensitive. Kanwal (2017) explained the exclusion of Muslim girls from school sports
and other PE activities by using Bourdieu’s notion of habitus. She argued that the lack of
synergy between the habitus of Muslim girls and that of the school caused the exclusion from the
field of sports and physical education. Ben and Pfister (2013) drew on their analysis with the
help of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and taste:
Muslim girls have adopted in lifelong socialisation processes an habitus including ways
of being, moving, dealing with the body, dressing, interacting with the opposite sex,
embracing faith and answering to expectations from various environments. Conflicts
emerge when individuals have to behave and act in a way which contradicts their habitus,
for example, their principles, identities and embodied beliefs. (Benn & Pfister, 2013, p.
573)
They further argued that such conflicts took place when schools failed to meet the cultural and
religious requirements of Muslim girls, and that “central to the Muslim girls’ participation was
their ability to position themselves in PE classes in a way that ethnic and athletic identities were
not compromised” (Ben & Pfister, (2013, p. 573).
Nevertheless, several studies have noted that research that understands the participation
of Muslim women in the physical activities through a deficit framework had in fact failed “to
consider the difference and diversity within the lives of these young Muslim women” (Knez et
al., 2012, p. 109).

Implications of the Literature Review for this Study
From that review of the research literature, the following key conclusions were drawn as
implications for the nature of this research project.
(1) The Islamic way of life in Muslim schooling.
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The importance of the Islamic way of life for Muslims life was clearly identified. It is indicated
that there are expectations on every Muslim to live life according to the rules and principles set
down in Islam. The review of the literature indicates that public schools in the West have been
seeking to accommodate the religious needs of their Muslim students, but that there is dearth of
empirical studies in the Australian context that have explored the ways state schools are
accommodating the religious needs of their Muslim students. What studies there have been have
noted that Australian state and Islamic schools were both showing understanding towards the
religious needs of Muslim students and seeking to accommodate them by adopting an inclusive
approach.
(2) The challenges faced by Muslim schooling in fully realising that importance within the
contemporary Australian cultural context.
It was also identified that Muslim women living in West confront a number of challenges
because of their visible identity. Some international and Australian studies have indicated
Muslim women and girls have been more likely to face racism and discrimination than have
Muslim men. Those studies indicated that it was the hijab that made their Muslim identity more
visible. Other than the challenges related to racism and discrimination, the transition between
home and school presented another challenge to Muslim girls when they went to school and
engaged with their non-Muslim peers.
(3) The challenge faced by Muslim families and other Muslim cultural entities in providing
education in the Islamic way of life for children who are attending non-Islamic schools.
It is indicated that Muslims were facing challenges to educate their children in Western,
including Australian, schools. It was argued in different studies that the social and cultural
differences between Muslim and Australian culture affected the educational achievements of
Muslim students. However, it was also shown that Muslim students expressed high aspirations
for higher education and future careers when they were in school, but that, despite having high
aspirations they could not achieve what they hoped for. It was also highlighted that second
generation of Muslim migrants were low educational achievers compared to other second
generation of migrants in Australia.
(4) The challenges presented to school children by the experience of Islamophobia and the
negative stereotyping of Muslims in contemporary Australian society.
It was identified that Muslims living in West have been facing racism and discrimination
predominantly after the ‘9/11’ incident and that Australia was no exception. It ass argued that
there were challenges presented to school children by the experience of Islamophobia and the
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negative stereotyping of Muslims in contemporary Australian society. This was a key point
identified by the literature as it indicated how the socio-political environment tended to influence
the schooling experience of children.
(5) The lack of comparative research into the schooling experiences of Muslim girls in
secondary Islamic and state schools in Australia.
There was identified a lack of comparative research into the schooling experiences of Muslim girls
in secondary Islamic and state schools in Australia, particularly with respect to:
1. The challenges experienced by Muslim girls in their interaction with their Muslim and nonMuslim peers and teachers when they are in school.
2. Their experience of the responses of their schools to the importance of the religious
practices and obligations of Muslim girls.
3. The impact of their Muslim identity on their academic aspirations and experience.
4. Their negotiation of competing Islamic and non-Islamic identities in school.
5. Their participation in sport and physical education.
(6) The lack of research into the schooling experiences of Muslim girls in Queensland
secondary schooling.
The review of the literature identified no single empirical research study that had investigated
the comparative schooling experiences of Muslim girls in Queensland secondary schools. Most
of the studies had focused on Muslims or Muslim girls and had been conducted in New South
Wales or Victoria.
These concluding implications were used to develop the conceptual framework and
research questions that framed the study, as is explained in the next chapter.
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology
This chapter presents an account on the research approach and procedures used to address the
aim of the study: that of developing a better understanding of the lived comparative schooling
experiences of Muslim girls in Queensland Islamic and state secondary schools.
It starts by presenting the conceptual framework and research questions that were used to
guide the study and which were derived from the implications of the literature review. It then
presents and justifies the research approach used to frame the research procedures. Those
procedures are then articulated in headed sections covering: the selection of participants, data
collection and data analysis. Matters of research integrity and ethical considerations of the study
are covered in the final two sections of the chapter.

The Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework that guided this study was drawn from the implications of the
literature review presented in Chapter Two. From each of the implications, one or more
components of the conceptual framework were drawn out. These components and their
interrelationships are explained as follows (see also Figure 1):

The Research Interest
The research interest was to explore the lived schooling experiences of Muslim girls in Australia.
It was contextualised by Australia being a historically Christian-based society with a strongly
secular tradition in schooling and civil society and with an increasingly multicultural diversity.
Within that culture, Muslims were often both seen as being and experienced a feeling of being
different. They were faced in their development through school with the task of bridging two
different cultural traditions: that of Islam and that of Australian society. The research project,
then, was framed by that research interest.

Research Approach
The research interest pointed to the need for an interpretative research approach, through which
the schooling experiences of the Muslim girls could be explored in depth. Such an approach
would seek to develop an understanding of how the girls interpreted their experience. It would
thus be phenomenological in nature, to the extent that it would focus on the phenomena of the
girls’ schooling experiences. It recognised also the constructed nature of the knowledge thus
generated and the importance of the researcher’s interpretation of the data in its generation.
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The Research Interest
Muslim Girls schooling experiences in Australia

 suggests
 Scholarly literature suggests

Research approach
Interpretive Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA)

Muslims Schooling
The Islamic way of life in
schools

 Research literature suggests
The Challenges Faced by Muslim Girls in School
 Managing Islamophobia and the negative stereotyping of Muslims
 Experiencing education that supports the development of an Islamic way of life
 Managing their academic achievement
 Managing their identity formation
 Participating in school sports and physical education

The Focus of the Research
The schooling experiences of Muslim girls in secondary state and
Islamic schools in Queensland, with the five challenges identified
above defining the focal points for the study







The Focal Points of the Research
The girls’ interactive experiences with their non-Muslim peers and teachers
The girls’ experiences of their school’s accommodation of their religious needs
The girls’ academic experiences in their schooling
The girls’ experiences of managing their identity formation at school
The girls’ experiences of participation in school sport and physical education

Research Questions
1. What are the interactive experiences with non-Muslim peers and teachers of
Muslim girls in Queensland state and Islamic secondary schooling?
2. What are Muslim girls’ in Queensland State and Islamic secondary schooling
experiences of their school’s accommodation of their religious needs?
3. What are the academic experiences of Muslim girls in Queensland state and
Islamic secondary schooling?
4. How are the Muslim girls in Queensland State and Islamic secondary schooling
managing their identity formation in their schooling?
5. What are the experiences of Muslim girls in their participation in school sports
and physical education in Queensland state and Islamic secondary schooling?

Figure 1: The Conceptual Framework Used to Guide the Study (Arrows suggest the flow
of the logic)
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The Islamic Way of Life in Muslim Schooling
The Islamic way of life in Muslim schooling was identified in the literature review as being
central to Muslim schooling, to the extent that there are religious and cultural expectations that
all Muslims will live their lives according to the accepted way of living as a Muslim. The school
was seen as being an important institution through which those expectations are to be taught and
learned. It was also recognised that schooling, in and of itself, should give expression to the
Islamic way of life.
The research project, then, needed to pay attention to the girls’ experiences of the Islamic
way of life in their schooling, in other words, to their religious needs.

The Challenges Faced by Muslim Girls in School
The challenges faced by Muslim girls in school were identified in the literature review as being
important to their experience of and success in their schooling. Such challenges were identified
especially as (1) managing Islamophobia and the negative stereotyping of Muslims, (2)
experiencing education that supports the development of an Islamic way of life, (3) managing
their academic achievement, (4) managing their identity formation, and (5) participating in
school sport and physical education.
The research project, then, needed to incorporate a focus on how the girls experienced
those challenges.

The Lack of Comparative Research into the Schooling Experiences of Muslim
Girls in Secondary State and Islamic Schools in Queensland
The literature review identified a lack of comparative research into the schooling experiences of
Muslim girls in Secondary state and Islamic schools in Queensland, particularly with respect to
the above-noted challenges.
The focus of the research project, then, became that undertaking a comparative study of
the schooling experiences of Muslim girls in secondary state and Islamic schools in Queensland.
The five challenges identified above were taken then as defining the five focal points for
the study: (1) the girls’ interactive experiences with their non-Muslim peers and teachers, (2) the
girls’ experiences of their school’s accommodation of their religious needs, (3) The girls’
academic experiences in their schooling, (4) the girls’ experiences of managing their identity

55

formation at school, and (5) the girls’ experiences of participation in school sport and physical
education.

The Research Questions
The focal points of the research thus pointed to the following five research questions:
1. What are the interactive experiences with non-Muslim peers and teachers of Muslim girls in
Queensland state and Islamic secondary schooling?
2. What are Muslim girls’ in Queensland State and Islamic secondary schooling experiences of their
school’s accommodation of their religious needs?
3. What are the academic experiences of Muslim girls in Queensland state and Islamic secondary
schooling?
4. How are the Muslim girls in Queensland State and Islamic secondary schooling managing their
identity formation in their schooling?
5. What are the experiences of Muslim girls in their participation in school sports and physical
education in Queensland state and Islamic secondary schooling?

The Research Approach
This section of the chapter presents the approach that was adopted to conduct the study and the
rationale for using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA).

Interpretative Qualitative Research
The purpose of this study was to develop insight and understanding of the schooling experiences
of Muslim girls from their perspectives, moderated by the perspectives of their teachers and
parents. As such, the study intended to investigate ‘multiple realities’ of phenomenon, which thus
needed to be interpreted rather than measured (Merriam, 1988, p.17):
There are multiple realities – that the world is not an objective thing out there but a
function of personal interaction and perception. It is a highly subjective phenomenon in
need of interpreting rather than measuring. Beliefs rather than facts form the basis of
perception. Research is exploratory, inductive, and emphasizes processes rather than
ends. (Merriam, 1988, p. 17)
Since the study was directed to exploring the ‘multiple realities’ that the participants of
the study had constructed from their experiences and insights, it located the study within a
qualitative interpretative paradigm. However, qualitative research is complex in nature, but it
provides a platform where individuals’ experiences are interpreted and meanings are assigned to
their individual experiences (Merriam, 2009). It offers potentially different interpretations of one
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event from different individuals. According to Creswell (2007), qualitative studies provide
reliable methods for collecting data as they offer multiple realities of an event. Merriam (2009, p.
4) explained that “qualitative researchers are interested in understanding what those
interpretations are at a particular point in time and in a particular context”. To this end, “learning
how individuals experience and interact with their social world, the meaning it has for them” is
categorised as interpretative qualitative research [italicised in the original text] (Merriam, 2009,
p. 4).
Many authors have listed a number of characteristics of qualitative studies. Merriam
(2009, p. 5) summarised the four main characteristics of qualitative studies as:
1. To comprehend the “meaning people have constructed about their world and experiences” (p.
5). That is, how individuals make sense of a notion they were experiencing and what is its
meaning for them. It provides a platform where the experiences of individuals are interpreted
deeply from their perspectives, to develop a deep understanding.
2. Researchers are considered as the “primary instrument for data collection and data analysis” (p.
5). Merriam explained the advantage of using a human instrument by highlighting its
characteristics as ‘responsive’ and ‘adaptive’ which is ideal for gathering and analysing
information. Researchers can “expand their understanding through non-verbal and verbal
communication, process information (data) immediately, clarify and summarise material, check
with the respondents for accuracy of interpretation, and explore unusual or unanticipated
responses” (p. 5).
3. It is an entirely inductive process and provides a platform where researchers literary go into the
field, collect data, analyse and develop concepts, theories and hypotheses. Because of this
characteristic of qualitative research, it is argued that researchers’ best use qualitative research
when they cannot identify an appropriate theory to explain a given phenomenon. Thus, the
inductive findings that are derived from the data come in the “form of themes, categories,
typologies, concepts, tentative hypothesis, and even substantive theory” (p. 5).
4. It is ‘richly descriptive’ in nature, which means that mainly words and pictures are used by the
researchers to report what they have learned about a given topic. “Data in the form of quotes
from documents, field notes, and participant interviews, excerpts from videotapes, electronic
communication, or a combination of these are always included [in] support of the findings of the
study” (p. 5). The descriptive nature of qualitative research lies within these words and pictures
(Merriam, 2009).
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Qualitative researchers have identified various qualitative approaches. For example,
Merriam (2009) identified eight qualitative approaches that were commonly employed by
researchers to conduct their respective studies: basic “interpretive, phenomenology, grounded
theory, case study, ethnography narrative analysis, critical and postmodern-post structural” (p. 6).
Creswell (2007) identified five commonly used approaches in qualitative research: narrative
research, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography and case study. All of these approaches
have their own distinctive salient features and uses, for example: narrative research is ideally
used when capturing the life experiences of one individual or of a small number of people;
phenomenology is best to be used when exploring the lived experiences of many individuals who
are experiencing a common phenomenon; grounded theory is best used by qualitative researchers
when there is no present theory that explains the process of a notion, as it generates its own
theory ‘grounded’ in the data collected from those who have experienced the reality;
ethnography is ideally used when researchers are interested in the shared patterns, language,
behaviours and beliefs of an entire cultural group; whereas a case study approach is favourable
when a problem is examined by means of using one or more cases within a bounded system or
setting (Creswell, 2007).
From the five qualitative approaches noted above, phenomenology was chosen to
conduct this study because its salient characteristics best helped to address the research questions
of the study. As phenomenology offers a platform where researchers can collect data from a
number of individuals who are experiencing the same phenomenon, it enabled me to explore the
lived experiences of Muslim girls in their secondary schools settings.

A Phenomenological Approach
A phenomenological approach was used in this study because of its salient features that are
discussed in the following text. The use of this method allowed me to probe into the Muslim
girls’ daily school experiences in secondary state and Islamic schools. A comparative lens was
used to identify differences and similarities between the experiences of Muslim girls in state and
Islamic schools. The phenomenon of crossing the borders of culture and religion and stepping
into an entirely different culture could be explicated while through phenomenology.
‘Phenomenology’ is Greek in origin, and means ‘the study of phenomena’ (Barnacle,
2001; Cohen, 1987) or allowing experience ‘to show itself’ (Ray, 1985). It may be seen as the
study of experiences (Morse & Field, 1998) or as the study of a phenomenon (Cohen, 1987;
Parse, 1981). Polit and Hungler (1999) presented phenomenology as a type of qualitative
research having its roots both in philosophy and in psychology and focused on the lived
experiences of individuals. A German philosopher, Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) was the prime
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exponent of phenomenology in the twentieth century, as such, phenomenology drew
significantly at his writings and on those who expanded his views, such as Heidegger, Sartre, and
Merleau-Ponty (Spiegelberg, 1965; Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004).
Van Manen (1990) noted that phenomenology has its interest in everything that presents
itself to consciousness, no matter whether it is imagined, real, empirically measured or
interpreted. The goal of phenomenological research is to depict the world as experienced by the
informants of the study (Cohen, 1987). Accordingly, chief importance has been given to the
participants of a given study. They help to determine the common meanings underlying the
supposed phenomenon (Cohen, 1987).
Phenomenology is thus the study of an individual’s personal or lived experiences in a
certain situation, using a subject’s own interpretation of a happening (Baker, Wuest, & Stern,
1992; Creswell, 2007; S. K. Gibson & Hanes, 2003; Lester, 1999; Morse, 1989). It focuses on
describing a common phenomenon as it has been experienced by a number of participants. It
aims to reduce individual experiences of a common phenomenon to a shared understanding (Van
Manen, 1990). The purpose of a phenomenological study is to uncover a phenomenon by delving
deep into individuals’ experiences, giving the researcher data to interpret experiences from
various perspectives (Lester, 1999). Creswell (2007) following Lester (1999) saw the purpose of
a phenomenological study as being to reduce individuals’ experiences with a phenomenon, as
derived from their points of view.
Verbal descriptions, artistic expression and written reports of a phenomenon help the
researcher to access the lived experiences of the participants (Ray, 1985). Van Manen (1984)
asserted that phenomenological research borrows the experiences of other human beings in order
to comprehend meaning within the context of the participant’s experiences.
Researchers in phenomenology have used this it to become more aware of what
experiences mean to people (Douglas, 1976). The ability to listen carefully to another’s
experiences is the first step in an approach to a phenomenological study (Psathas, 1973).
Barnacle (2001), following Psathas, asserted that phenomenology begins with wonder, by not
asking questions, as openness to the unknown is a wonder in itself. She argued that to use a
phenomenological approach was to put forward questions in the hope that the answers would
bring forth new understandings of new phenomena. She explored the theory that the nature of
phenomenology is unique, as it deals with things that are somewhat unique (Barnacle, 2001).
According to Oiler (Oiler, 1982), phenomenological research requires deep contemplation with
an open mind, as well as a wide understanding of pertinent theories. Phenomenological studies
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focus on the richness of human experiences, providing a platform for researchers to investigate
and record the subjects’ own points of view on various matters (Morse, 1989). Lester (1999),
similarly, notes that phenomenological studies have been successful where researchers were
examining the experiences and understanding of the informants from the latters’ perspectives,
bringing them to the fore. It is an approach that does not project a structure onto things in
advance (Barnacle, 2001), but which accepts that ‘things are themselves’ (Husserl, 1911, 2006).
Phenomenological studies are based on the paradigm of subjectivity and individual
experience, and give importance to an individual’s viewpoint and perception (Lester, 1999).
Hence, this type of study seeks to give an appropriate comprehension of the individuals’
experiences: a vivid insight into the motivations and activities of people ((Lester, 1999). Oiler’s
(1982) explanation of the use of the phenomenological approach was that by imaginative
interpretation and bracketing, information could be condensed to reveal hidden meanings, with
the researcher attempting to interpret data without preconceptions (Oiler, 1982).
Phenomenology seeks to understand the wholeness of a person’s life (S. K. Gibson &
Hanes, 2003). According to Gibson and Hanes, an understanding of the wholeness of life is
critical in gaining an understanding of the complexity of issues and topics. Phenomenology is
thus a methodology through which researchers can attempt to gain a fuller knowledge and
understanding of people’s lives (S. K. Gibson & Hanes, 2003).
Creswell (2007) noted that a Canadian educator, van Manen had recognised
phenomenology as a methodology that advocated the combination of descriptive and
interpretative phenomenology (see Manen, 1984, 1990, and 2002). Dowling (2007) noted that
the writing of van Manen thus achieved huge popularity in around the globe in the field of
education, nursing and in medicine. Taking a leaf from van Manen’s interpretation of
phenomenology, Smith and his colleagues developed what they termed Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) in the mid-1990s.

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis
Smith and his colleagues’ (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015; 2008; Reid,
Flowers, & Larkin, 2005) developed ‘Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis’ (IPA) as a
phenomenological approach. It was used in this study as the most appropriate approach. When
IPA was newly developed, Smith and his colleagues asserted that it was designed for the field of
psychology. However, they later (Smith et al., 2009) recognised its use as a qualitative inquiry in
many other disciplines indicated that it had been successful in understanding the phenomena of
human experience. Smith and Osborn suggested that IPA:
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is an approach which is dedicated to the detailed exploration of personal meaning and
lived experience and it aims to explore in detail how participants are making sense of
their personal and social world, and the main currency for IPA is the meanings of that
particular experiences, events and states hold for them. (Smith & Osborn, 2015, p. 25)
It thus suited the present study as the most suitable approach to explore the lived school
experience of Muslim girls in Queensland schools to understand how they experiencing their
respective schools and what it means to them.
Smith et al. (2009, p. 11) indicated that IPA was “qualitative, experiential and
psychological research which has been informed by the concepts and debates from three key
areas of philosophy of knowledge: phenomenology, hermeneutics and ideography”. It was
argued by Smith et al. (2009) that all three of those theoretical components have their
connections with IPA.
Smith and Osborn (2008) noted that, like phenomenology, IPA was “concerned with
trying to understand what it is like, from the point of view of the participants, to take their side”.
Smith et al. (2009) indicated that, from an IPA perspective, phenomenology was the study of
individuals’ experiences from a philosophical point of view. They noted that Husserl had
proposed that an experience “should be examined in the way it occurs, and in its own terms” (p.
12). They further elaborated Husserl’s contention that “we need to ‘bracket’, or put to one side, the
taken-for-granted world in order to concentrate on our perception of the world” (Smith, et al., 2009, p
13). When exploring individuals’ experiences, Husserl stressed at the need to dig deeply at the
“essence of their experience of a given phenomenon” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 4). Husserl used the
term eidos to designate the fundamental essence of a thing (Baldacchino, 2011). For Husserl, eidos

presented the pure essence of a phenomenon, which could be intuited and exemplified through
the data of experience, perception, memory, and even in some contexts, imagined intuitions
(Smith et al., 2009). For Husserl, at the time of investigating the experiences of individuals, the
researchers need to pre-empt their assumptions and set them aside to comprehend the
phenomenon that individuals were experiencing “in order to concentrate on our [their]
perception of that world (Smith et al., 2009, p. 13).
The second key component of IPA identified by Smith et al. (2009) is that of
hermeneutics. The word ‘hermeneutics’ has its origins in Greek, from Greek word [a verb]
hermēneuein which means ‘to interpret ‘and the word hermēneia [a noun] which means
‘interpretation’, its purpose being “to make meaning intelligible” (Grondin, 1994, p. 20). Van
Manen (1990, p. 179) asserted that “Hermeneutics is the theory and practice of interpretation”.
Smith (2011), similarly, indicated that hermeneutics is a theory of interpretation.
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IPA accentuates the active role of the researcher, since the research exercise is a dynamic
process (Smith & Osborn, 2007). While exploring a phenomenon, researchers endeavour to
grasp an insider’s perspective (Conrad, 1987), but researchers’ own conceptions are needed so
that a better sense of others’ worlds can be achieved “through a process of interpretative activity”
(Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 53). To do so, “a two-stage interpretation process, or a double
hermeneutic, is involved”, which suggests a process where individuals were trying to make sense
of their world and the researchers are attempting to make sense of the individuals’ sense of world
(Smith & Osborn, p. 53). Hence, it is argued that “intellectually IPA is connected to hermeneutics
and to the theory of interpretation” (Smith &Osborn, 2007, p. 53). Smith et al. (2009) captured
the relationship of hermeneutics with phenomenology within the framing of IPA as:
IPA requires a combination of phenomenological and hermeneutic insights. It is
phenomenological in attempting to get as close as possible to the personal experience of
the participant, but recognizes that this inevitably becomes an interpretative endeavour
for both participant and researcher. Without the phenomenology, there would be nothing
to interpret; without the hermeneutics, the phenomenon would not be seen. (Smith, 2009,
p. 37)
The third theoretical component of IPA is that of ideography. Where phenomenology and
hermeneutics aim to explore and interpret the particular phenomenon that individuals are
experiencing, “ideography is concerned with how to understand the concrete, the particular and
the unique whilst maintaining the integrity of the person” (Eatough & Smith, 2007, p. 10).
According to Smith et al. (2009, p. 29), ideography aims to develop an “understanding [of] how
particular experiential phenomenon have been understood from the perspective of particular
people in a particular context”. The ideographic dimension of IPA maintains an emphasis on
comprehensive investigation of specific cases, either studies of small-groups of cases or an indepth single case study (Smith et al., 2009). As such, IPA attains the “ideographic aim by
providing a detailed analysis of divergence and convergence across cases, capturing the texture
and richness of each particular individual examined” (Smith et al., p. 200). Smith (2011)
explained that the analytical process of these individual and group cases is a step-by-step process
where one case is carefully examined and then other cases are individually examined to identity
the shared patterns across all cases.
A ‘phenomenological attitude’ is essential while conducting a phenomenological
research. Finally (2009) explained that a phenomenological attitude is when researchers
‘bracket-out’ their own experience of the particular phenomenon that they are studying.
Researchers must be open and should be receiving the information been given to them from their
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participants, which “involves being empathic and genuinely curious while also being reflexively
(i.e. being critically self-aware) mindful of our own position and perspective given our particular
personal, cultural and historical location” (Finlay, 2008, p. 3).
Thus, in the present study, the researcher adopted an ‘open phenomenological attitude’
and took measures to maintain it while staying “vigilant both to avoid charges of self-indulgence
and solipsism, and to ensure that the focus of the research does not shift away from the
phenomenon, and/or participants’ lived worlds, to the researchers” (Finlay, 2008, p. 4).
The salient features IPA and its theoretical components thus provided the tools with
which to approach the current study. IPA was chosen for the study as this approach was
recognised as being most suitable for ‘unexplored territories’, where a theoretical dimension was
lacking or inadequate (Reid, et al. 2005). Since no empirical research project was identified as
yet exploring the comparative schooling experiences of Muslim girls in the context of
Queensland’s state and Islamic secondary schools, IPA, hence demonstrated its suitability as a
research approach.

The Research Procedures
This section discusses the research procedures used within that research approach: those used in
the selection of research participants, data collection, and data analysis.

The Selection of Participants
IPA studies, like the other qualitative approaches, involve choosing participants and to achieve
the immediate purpose of the study, suggesting that “samples are selected purposely” (Smith et
al., 2009, p. 48). Accordingly, a ‘purposive sampling’ technique was adopted to recruit Muslim
girls who were attending Brisbane secondary state and Islamic schools. It was a judgment
sampling that deliberately selected participants with specific qualities (Glaser, 1978). In using a
purposive sampling technique, the participants were selected on the basis of their experiences
and knowledge (Creswell, 2011; Glaser, 1998). According to Baker et al., (1992)
phenomenological studies are designed to describe the essence of a given phenomenon, and
informants are chosen because they have lived the experience being investigated. The sample
size of his study was kept reasonable in keeping with its aim of illuminating the richness of
individual experience. Smith el al. (2009) explained that IPA sampling involves participants who
are purposely selected, commonly in one of three ways: “referral, from various kinds of
gatekeepers; opportunities, as a result of one’s own contacts or snowballing (which amounts to
referral by participants)” (italics in original) (Smith et al., 2009, p. 49). The present study used
all these three ways to recruit participants from two types of schools that the participants of the
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study were attending. Referral from the gatekeeper of two Islamic schools was used to recruit
Muslim girls who were attending Islamic schools of Brisbane. The two Islamic schools included
participants who met the criteria for the desired participants of being Muslim girls and in the
high school. The purposive sampling of the participants was hence proceeded with in
cooperation with the two Islamic schools until the desired numbers of participants were
recruited. The participants that were recruited from the referral of gatekeepers included 10
Muslim girls and 3 teachers from Islamic schools. These participants were chosen on the basis
that they provided access by the researcher to the schooling experiences of Muslim girls: the
phenomenon that was under study (Smith et al., 2009, p. 49).
The researcher used the opportunities and snowballing ways to recruit Muslim girls,
teachers and parents who were attending state schools of Brisbane. A purposive sampling of the
participants therein proceeded until the desired number of participants were recruited. It included
14 Muslim girls who were attending four different state schools of Brisbane, four teachers who
were teaching in these respective state schools and four parents whose daughters were attending
their respective four state schools.
The sample for this study was thus divided into two homogeneous groups to optimise the
opportunity for a study of the ‘comparative schooling experiences of Muslim girls’. According to
Smith et al. (2009, p. 49), “sometimes it may be necessary or useful to divide the sample, so that
the phenomenon can be understood from more than one perspective”. In present study, it was
necessary to divide the sample into State schools and Islamic schools, because the researcher
wanted to understand and compare the schooling experiences of Muslim girls in the two different
types of schools that the Muslim girls of Brisbane were attending. However, it was not seen as
being important that equal numbers of participant be recruited from the two types of schools.
Rather, what was important that in each of the sub-sets, the data reached saturation (Creswell,
2007), by which was meant that the addition of further participants had reached the point where
their inclusion seemed to result in no further major themes being raised. It was also understood
that, in IPA “there is no right answer to the question of the sample size…it partly depends on
several factors: the degree of commitment to the case study level of analysis and reporting, the
richness of the individual cases, and the constraints one is operating under” (Smith & Osborn,
2007, p. 56). In addition, IPA advocates small sample sizes: “IPA studies have been published
with samples of one, four, and nine, fifteen and more” (Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 56). The
present study recruited 37 participants: 14 Muslim girls attending state schools, 4 parents, and 4
teachers, and 10 Muslim girls attending Islamic schools, 2 parents and 4 teachers. Those
participants were distributed across 4 state and 2 Islamic secondary schools.
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Girls attending schools in Brisbane were selected for the study on the basis of: (1)
practical convenience, since I was based in Brisbane at the time and (2) comparative integrity,
since all Islamic schools in Queensland were then based in Brisbane (although one had a campus
on the Gold Coast).
Research to date into the schooling experience of Muslim girls in Australia had not
embraced Queensland schools (El-Biza, 2010; Mouhanna, 2014), although there was known to
be a considerable number of Muslim girls attending both state and Islamic schools in that state.
South-Eastern Queensland was also recognised as including a diversity of immigrant ethnic and
religious populations. The two Queensland Islamic schools were both in that part of that state –
reflecting the significance of the Muslim population there (Australian Census Stats, 2012). The
selection of participants in that region, correspondingly, was taken as being most appropriate.
The rapidly growing and multicultural nature of the population there was also taken as being
comparable to that of other major concentrations of Muslims elsewhere in Australia: in Sydney
(New South Wales), Melbourne (Victoria) and Perth (Western Australia), ensuring comparability
of the findings across Australian states.
Research to date into the schooling experience of Muslim girls in Australia had not
embraced Queensland schools (El-Biza, 2010; Mouhanna, 2014), although there was known to
be a considerable number of Muslim girls attending both state and Islamic schools in that state.
South-Eastern Queensland was also recognised as including a diversity of immigrant ethnic and
religious populations. The two Queensland Islamic schools were both in that part of that state –
reflecting the significance of the Muslim population there (Australian Census Stats, 2012). The
selection of participants in that region, correspondingly, was taken as being most appropriate.
The rapidly growing and multicultural nature of the population there was also taken as being
comparable to that of other major concentrations of Muslims elsewhere in Australia: in Sydney
(New South Wales), Melbourne (Victoria) and Perth (Western Australia), ensuring comparability
of the findings across Australian states.

Data Collection
According to Bogden and Bilken (1992), the word ‘data’ is suggestive of the evidence that
researchers gather for their study, and these data are the essential sources that form the basis of
analysis. Data include resources and active records such as interview transcripts, field notes and
keen observation. Data are also made up of the findings of others, which can include personal
records, photographs, media reports and official documents. However, the data in qualitative
research are in the form of words or pictures, rather than numbers. Descriptive data often provide
quotations from participants, which can be used to validate the findings (Bogdan & Biklen,
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1992). The data collection process in phenomenology is undertaken in order to ensure that it is
not driven by preconceived notions, probabilities and frameworks (Field & Morse, 1985). In
IPA, data could be collected from various ways, such as personal accounts and diaries. However,
the best and most popular way of collecting data in IPA studies is with the help of semistructured interviews (Smith & Osborn, 2007), as semi-structured interviews enable the
researcher and the participants to engage in a dialogue (Smith & Osborn, 2007). Since the
research interest here was in exploring the schooling experiences of Muslim girls, so there was a
need for a dialogue that both researcher and participants could engage in to develop an
understanding of how the participants were experiencing and perceiving their school life and
what it meant to them. To that end, present study conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews
with the participants.

Semi-structured and In-depth Interviews
Semi-structured and in-depth interviews were chosen for this study (Berg, 2006). The notion of a
semi-structured interview, which has also been termed a focused interview, refers to a situation
where a researcher comes with a series of topics to explore in the interview, allowing variability
in the discussion that occurs in the interview and the way in which points are raised and
questions are asked (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). Semi-structured in-depth interviews are
conducted when an investigator wants to know about a person’s thoughts, experiences and
interpretations in exploring new issues in depth (Aslan, 2009). This type of interview helped me
to gain comprehensive information about informants’ beliefs, interpretations and experiences.
Semi-structured one-on-one interviews were used as “they are easily managed; allow
rapport to be developed; allow participants to think, speak and to be heard; and are well suited to
in-depth and personal discussion (Reid et al., 2005, p. 22). Semi-structured interviews were
conducted as a facilitative, comfortable interaction of the participants with the researcher and,
since the interviewing was conversational, it encouraged each individual to talk in detail (Smith
et al., 2009). IPA advocates individual interviews with each participant by “recruiting small
homogenous group of individuals and collecting data from them once” (Smith et al., 2009, p.
52). Accordingly, each participant was interviewed once, over 40 to 60 minutes. Semi-structured
interviews were understood to take up to one hour or more (Smith & Osborn, 2007) as such
interviews are intense and engaging. Interviews of participants from state schools took place at
participants’ homes, in mosques or other similar appropriate places where the informants were
comfortable to speak freely and share their experiences readily. Smith and Osborn (2007, p. 63)
suggested that “the location of the interview can also make a difference. People usually feel most
comfortable in a setting they are familiar with, as in their own home, but there may be times
66

when this is not practicable and a different venue will need to be chosen”. The choice of
interview location took that advice into consideration. The interviews with the participants from
Islamic schools took place at the schools’ library, because it was the quietest place in the school
and with minimal interruption from other students. Both schools provided a quiet room within
the library that enabled participants to feel comfortable and relaxed.
Each interview was started informally by asking participants their age, name and country
of origin. The rest of the interview consisted of questions related to the five focal points
identified in the conceptual framework. However, the interview questions were broad enough
(see Appendix E) to provide room for the participants to freely express their opinions and talk
about their experiences and interpretations. The researcher introduced some questions to make
the interview process comfortable for the participants by providing prompts like ‘can you please
tell me more about it’ or ‘what do you mean by that’.

Semi-structured Interviews with Muslim Girls
The participating girls were recruited by displaying notices calling for volunteers in different
mosques in Brisbane, and in the prayer rooms of university campuses, and by talking about the
project at community gatherings.
Twenty-four Muslim girls from different ethnic backgrounds (aged 13 to 19) were
selected: 14 from state schools and 10 from Islamic schools of Brisbane. The research questions
called for girls from Islamic and state school, suggesting more or less equal number of girls from
the two school types. However, after tenth interview in Islamic schools, the data reached
saturation. According to O’Reilly & Parker (2012) and Walker (2012), “data saturation is
reached when there is enough information to replicate the study” (cited by Fusch and Ness, 2015,
p, 1408). Since, it was a phenomenological study and as per Fusch and Ness (2015, p. 1409) “the
use of probing questions and creating a state of epoché [or bracketing] in a phenomenological
study design will assist the researcher in the quest for data saturation”. Bracketing is the
interactive form, in a sense, of epoché. It also involves setting aside presuppositions, judgments,
and biases, but doing so through a process known as reduction. As such, data saturation was
taken here as being evidenced by researcher when the participants were repeating the same
information as per the other participants also bracketing her own perceptions, psychological
categorization and contextualization. Henceforth, interviews at Islamic schools were stopped
interview girls. However, data saturation in state secondary schools was attained when adequate
and quality of data was collected in order to compare it with the data collected at Islamic
schools.
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Consistent with IPA, the interviews were conducted as conversations guided by the
research questions. Possible research questions were formulated beforehand, but the actual
questions used in each interview were framed by the conversation that was generated. Examples
of the questions asked in the course of these interviews are shown in Appendix 5.

Semi-structured Interviews with Teachers
Seven teachers were interviewed to gain a better understanding of the school experiences of the
Muslim girls. Their interviews were seen as providing supplementary data to that from the
interviews with the girls: qualifying, confirming or nuancing it in some way. Three teachers were
recruited from Islamic schools and four from state schools.
Teachers from state secondary schools were recruited by using the opportunity of my
own contacts. Being a registered high school teacher in Queensland, I made use of my contacts
and approached teachers whom I was aware were teaching in the same school as of the Muslim
girls who participated in the study. I was successful in recruiting four teachers and the interviews
were held at a time and place that suited them. The teachers interviewed were experienced
teachers of Muslim girls. Each taught or had taught a number of the girls participating in the
study.
They were invited to talk about (1) their experiences of teaching the Muslim girls in their
classes, (2) the school facilities that were available to Muslim students, (3) the challenges they
saw as confronting Muslim students in school, (4) their views on what might be done better for
these girls and (5) any further comments regarding their experience of teaching Muslim girls in
their classes. The interview discussion kept in mind the five focal points identified in the
conceptual framework that guided the research questions of the study. Examples of the questions
asked in the course of these interviews are shown in Appendix 6.
At the end of the interview, I ascertained each participants’ willingness to undertake a
follow-up interview, if needed, to clarify any points raised in the interview or to address
questions that occurred to me after the interview. All four of them agreed. A follow-up interview
was subsequently conducted with one of them.

Semi-structured Interviews with Parents
Six parents were interviewed to find out what they had to say about the experiences of their
daughters in both state and Islamic schools: Four of them were sending their daughters to state
schools and two were sending them to Islamic schools. These interviews were also seen as
providing supplementary data to that from the interviews with the girls: qualifying, confirming
or nuancing it in some way.
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The six parents that were recruited for interview were parents of the Muslim girls who
participated in this study. I used snowballing technique to their selection by asking the student
participants to refer their participation in the study to their parents. That process led to the
selection of the six parents. The interviews were held at a time and place that suited them. The
interview discussion kept in mind the five focal points identified in the conceptual framework
that guided the research questions of the study. Examples of the questions asked in the course of
these interviews are shown in Appendix 7.
They were invited to talk about (1) their experiences of sending their daughters to Islamic
and state schools, (2) the facilities that were available to their daughters in school and that
enabled them to carry out their religious duties, (3) the challenges that their daughters confronted
in school and (4) any suggestions they had to put forward to enhance their daughters’ school
experiences. Although I invited them to indicate their interest in participating in a follow-up
interview, if needed, only one of the parents agreed to so. In the event, it was not needed.

Audio-recording and Transcriptions
Smith and Osborn (2007) indicated that in IPA studies it is highly recommended that researcher
audio-record the interviews: “it is not possible to do the form of interviewing required for IPA
without tape recording” (Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 64). They argued that, if the researcher
attempted to write-up the interview while conducting it, there would be the chance that the
interview “will only capture the gist, missing important nuances. There still required a process of
interpretation by the transcriber or any other listener”.” (p. 64). However, they argued that audiorecording also could not be relied upon entirely, as it could not capture the expressions and body
language of the participant. Hence they recommended making notes on such matters after each
interview and in the course of their transcription.
Correspondingly, all interviews were audio-recorded (with each interviewee’s prior
approval) and I made notes on each after the interview. In qualitative studies, interviews after
being recorded are then transcribed verbatim (Creswell, 2007). In IPA , “the level of transcription
is generally at the semantic level: one needs to see all the words spoken including false starts;
significant pauses, laughs and other features are also worth recording” (Smith and Osborn, 2007,
p. 65). Accordingly, all interviews of the present study were tape recorded and then transcribed
verbatim.

Data Analysis
The first stage of data analysis for each of the interviews was for me to transcribe them. I did this
as soon as possible after each interview, to ensure that I would remember and record in the
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transcription any indicated comments on the manner or demeanour of the interviewee at any
point during its conduct. Interviews in most cases were transcribed within one week of the
interview, and all within one month. Although data collection was distributed over almost 12
months, each interview was transcribed as soon as it was conducted. All interviews were
conducted in and transcribed into English, except two interviews with parents that were
conducted in Urdu and transcribed into English.
Each transcript was then carefully analysed using the IPA guidelines explained by Smith
et al. (2009), Smith and Osborn, (2007) and Pietkiewicz and Smith (2012). In doing so, I
followed their exhortation completely immerse myself in the data provided by the participants
and to try to see as much as possible the phenomenon as it was experienced by the participants
before attempting to make sense out of it (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012).
IPA involves flexible guidelines to undertaking data analysis, to allow the researcher to
be responsive to the context and situation of their own study. The present study adopted the six
key steps outlined by Smith et al. (2009): (1) reading and re-reading the transcript, (2) initial
noting, (3) developing emergent themes, (4) searching for connections across emergent themes,
(5) moving to the next case, (6) looking for patterns across cases and (7) writing-up the findings.
The first four of these steps were undertaken with each interviewee’s transcript(s) separately
from the others. The nature of each of these seven steps and it conduct in the study are described
as follows

Reading and Re-reading
Reading and re-reading each transcript involves reading the transcript over and over again to
immerse oneself in it and to understand as fully as possible what was being said by the
participant.
To ensure that what the participant had said was rightly perceived by me, the transcripts
were shown to the participants who were invited to read the transcript and to confirm that they
were happy with what they had said or to correct it. This step was taken to ensure the clarity of
what had been said and how it was perceived. Once the final transcripts had been received, I read
it multiple times. I imported them to the qualitative software NVivo 10 to organise them in two
different folders: transcripts of the participants from Islamic schools; transcripts of the
participants from the State schools.
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Initial Noting
The second step in the analysis of IPA studies involved the initial noting of anything that was
significant enough to be noticed: “the left-hand margin being used to annotate what is interesting
or significant about what the respondent said” (Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 67).
This step allowed me to make notes of anything that I observed during the interview or
remembered afterwards about the manner or demeanour of the participant during the interview or
the meaning of what they were saying. NVivo 10 allowed me to link the annotations with the
related participants.

Developing Emergent Themes
In the third step – that of developing emergent themes – the researcher is at a stage where he or
she knows that what the participant was saying about his or her experiences and the initial notes
informed the researcher to explore emergent themes. Here are noted “concise phrases which aim
to capture the essential quality of what was found in the text. The themes move the response to a
slightly higher level of abstraction and may invoke more psychological terminology” (Smith &
Osborn, 2007, p. 68).
Again, I used NVivo 10 also to code the data, creating various nodes that were later used
to construct emergent themes. I also used a constant comparative method (CCM) developed by
Glaser and Strauss (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987; Glaser, 1992) to look for the
emergent themes and to attain data saturation. Boeije (2002) described the constant comparative
method as inductive data analysis employing a grounded theory approach. It involved my
constantly comparing data across each interview and with follow-up interviews where they had
been undertaken. It helped me to identify the categories and themes that were emerging from the
data. The flexible guidelines of IPA to undertake analysis made it possible to borrow the idea of
CCM to better interpret the data.

Searching for Connections Across Emergent Themes
Initially, the emergent themes are listed so see the connections between them, in this initial list,
the themes appeared in chronological manner (Smith and Osborn, 2007). The step of searching
for connections across emergent themes, then, involves “more analytical or theoretical ordering,
as the researcher tries to make sense of the connections between themes which are emerging”
(Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 70). Here the researcher has to be very vigilant as “some of the
themes will cluster together, and some may emerge as superordinate concepts” (Smith & Osborn,
2007, p. 70).
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I thus made different Queries (a function in NVivo that helps to compare and find text) in
an NVivo 10 search for the connection across the emergent themes: coding comparison and
matrix coding was used to see the connections between the emergent themes. I also made use of
hardcopy through listing all the emergent themes to ensure that I had identified all the evident
connections between the themes.

Moving to the Next Case
Smith et al. (2009) had indicated that, when moving to the next case (the next participant’s
transcript(s)) it was important that it be interpreted from a uniquely individual standpoint. The
researcher needed to bracket-out the previous information to analyse the transcript without
considering the information provided by previous participants.
I followed that approach to the best of my ability, while acknowledging that each
individual analysis after the first was irremediably influenced to some degree by those that
preceded it.

Looking for the Patterns Across Cases
Looking for the patters across cases involved developing “a final table of superordinate themes”
(Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 74). It sought to identify and bring together the common themes and
interrelationships across the individual cases.
I thus checked the emergent themes across all cases and came up with 13 superordinate
themes from the interview analyses of the individual participants attending state schools and 12
from the analyses of the interviews of the participants attending Islamic schools.

Writing-up the Findings
In IPA studies, the final stage “is concerned with moving from the final themes to a write-up and
final statement outlining the meanings inherent in the participants’ experience” (Smith &
Osborn, 2007, p. 79). Here the superordinate themes are translated into narrative accounts. At
this stage, the analysis is expanded “as the themes are explained, illustrated and nuanced” (Smith
& Osborn, 2007, p. 76).
Accordingly, once common themes had been identified across the individual interviews, I
used them to develop an overall picture of the data. This process helped me to re-evaluate the
commonalities and the relationship of these superordinate themes with the research questions of
the study. By doing that, the superordinate themes were identified. Each superordinate theme
consisted of one or more sub-themes.
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Matters of Research Integrity
The integrity of the research lies in the quality of the study and it is argued by many theorists that
the criteria used to measure the quality of qualitative research should differ from the criteria used
to measure the quality of quantitative research (Creswell, 2007; Merrian, 2009). It was
acknowledged that issues of validity and reliability in qualitative research should be considered
“from a perspective congruent with the philosophical assumptions underlying the paradigm”
(Marriam, 2009, p. 209). Although Patton (2001) argued that validity and reliability are the two
main aspects that all qualitative researchers should be mindful of at the time of designing,
analysing and judging the quality of their study, Lincoln and Guba (1985, 1994) argued that the
criteria of validity and reliability are important in quantitative research, but that, within the
qualitative research paradigm the criteria of ‘credibility,’ transferability”, ‘dependability’ and
‘confirmability’ are essential as important component of trustworthiness. To that list, I have
added ‘research merit’, as identified in the joint statement by the National Health and Medical
Research Council (NHMRC), the Australian Research Council (ARC) and the Australian ViceChancellors’ Committee (AVCC) (NHRMC, ARC, & AVCC, 2007).
I consider here that set of five criteria of the integrity of the research approach and
procedures that were used in the study and that have been raised in the methodological literature,
commenting also on how I responded to them in the design and conduct of the study, as follows.

Credibility
Credibility corresponds to the ‘internal validity’ of quantitative research (Shenton, 2004). In
qualitative research, it deals with the question whether the research findings resonate with the
reality or “how congruent are the findings with reality”? Or “Do the findings capture what is
really there”? (Merriam, 1994, p. 242). It is said to be the prime responsibility of a qualitative
researcher to ensure internal validity or credibility by making sure that their study is testing what
is really intended (Shenton, 2003). Guba and Lincoln (1985) considered credibility as an
important feature in instituting trustworthiness. Shenton (2004) further elaborated the notion of
credibility as defined by Guba and Lincoln identifying aspects of credibility that researchers
could cross-check to assess the accuracy of the phenomenon under investigation.
Firstly, it was seen as being important that the researcher use appropriate research
methods in the study. As Shenton (2004, p. 64) noted, “the specific procedures employed, such
as the line of questioning pursued in the data gathering sessions and the methods of data analysis,
should be derived, where possible, from those that have been successfully utilised in previous
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comparable projects”. Accordingly, the present study carefully adopted the approach best suited
to address the research questions.
Secondly, it is important that the researcher develop “an early familiarity with the culture
of participating organisations [or with the participants]” before starting the data collection
(Shenton, 2004, p, 64). Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 304) called it “prolonged engagement”
between the participants and the researchers to ensure understanding and trust between the two
parties. Accordingly, I invested time to develop familiarity with the participants to ensure trust
and understanding between me the participants. I spent almost 12 months in the field in order to
collect adequate data and developing an informal understanding of and trust with the potential
participants.
Thirdly, the sampling of the participants should be intelligent, ensuring the credibility of
the study. This meant that participants should be recruited for the study on the basis that they
potentially represent the larger group under study. In the present study I carefully selected the
participants, according to the criteria explained earlier in the chapter.
Lastly, triangulation has been seen as an important way of adding credibility to research
of this sort (Shenton, 2004). One approach to triangulation is to:
….involve the use of a wide range of informants. This is one way of triangulating via
data sources. Here individual viewpoints and experiences can be verified against others
and, ultimately, a rich picture of the attitudes, needs or behaviour of those under scrutiny
may be constructed based on the contributions of a range of people. (Shenton, 2004, p.
66)
The present study may be seen as using that approach to triangulation. A total of 37 participants
were interviewed strengthening the triangulation of the data in this way, and hence the credibility
of the findings.

Transferability
Transferability was another criterion advised by Guba and Lincoln (1985) to check the
trustworthiness of the study. It parallels Merriam and Tisdell’s (2015, p. 253) notion of external
validity, which, they say “is concerned with the extent to which the findings of one study can be
applied to other situations”. It suggests the extent to which the results of the study can be used to
inform other situations and also the degree to which the findings of a specific research study are
comparable to the findings of other similar research studies. The basis for such comparisons is
the context of the initial and subsequent studies. It raises, then, the importance of providing a
detailed account of the context of study to compare to facilitate its comparison with others. Such
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comparison also calls for a detailed description of the phenomenon under investigation. For
Guba and Lincoln (1985, p. 306), such thick description was a way of attaining external validity
of the study, through which, “by describing a phenomenon in sufficient detail, one can begin to
evaluate the extent to which the conclusions drawn are transferable to other times, settings,
situations, and people.”
Accordingly, I sought in present study both to describe the research in detail and to
develop a thick description grounded in the conversational interview data. I sought to include
demographic details that were obtained from the participants along with their detailed responses
to the phenomenon under investigation. This practice should help the reader to “evaluate the
comparable transferability of the same circumstance of people, place, and phenomenon under
similar conditions, with similar participants” (Billups, 2014, p. 3).

Dependability
Dependability refers to the question of whether the findings of the study are “stable and
consistent over time and across conditions” (Billups, 2014, p. 11). Guba (1990) proposed the
term dependability for interpretative qualitative research as an analogy to reliability, a criterion
more appropriate to quantitative research. Guba’s dependability is to be understood mainly as the
potential repeatability of the research by other researchers, specifically through the detailed
explication of the research procedures. It is understood that dependability would be high if the
same data were to be collected following those procedures and if the similar findings or
conclusions were to be yielded. Potential dependability is commonly assessed through external
audit, usually involves external researchers who check the extent to which the study purpose,
procedures and findings could be supported by other experts in the field (Miles, Huberman, &
Saldana, 2014). As indicated by Billups (2014, p. 11), “external audits are an important strategy
for feedback, to assess the truthfulness of preliminary findings.”
In the present study, I thus took measures to ensure that my research supervisors
developed with me all the research procedures and had access to all the resources related to the
data – including the interview transcripts, data analyses and developing findings – and that they
were in a position to provide feedback during data collection and data analysis.

Confirmability
The criterion of confirmability I understood in this study as being that of presenting an unbiased
picture of the phenomenon as experienced by the participants. Guba (1990) explained the
concept of confirmability by asserting that researchers should present the lived experiences of
the participants, putting aside his or her own beliefs and commitments. Shenton (2004, p. 72)
suggested that “steps must be taken to help ensure as far as possible that the work’s findings are
75

the result of the experiences and ideas of the informants, rather than the characteristics and
preferences of the researcher”: referring to the work of Mikes and Huberman and asserting that
“a key criterion for confirmability is the extent to which the researcher admits his or her own
predispositions” (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). Guba (1990) advocated making use of ‘audit trails’ that
would allow other researchers to determine the extent to which the research methodology and
other related research related decisions were made by considering the theoretical underpinning of
the study.
In the present study, I made ensure that I bracketed out my own dispositions and Beliefs
regarding the phenomena under investigation. My supervisors also played a major role by
assessing the quality of data collection and data analysis throughout the course of te study.

Research Merit
Research merit was identified in the National Statement from the NHRMC, ARC and AVCC
(2007) as an important aspect of research integrity. The National Statement identified a number
of measures pertinent to the present study in assessing research merit: (1) the potential benefit of
the study to knowledge and understanding, (2) the study being conducted by using methods that
were appropriate to the nature of the study, (3) the study being based on thorough literature
review, (4) the aim, purpose and findings of the study not compromising the respect of the
participants, (5) the study being supervised by an experienced team or person, and (6) the study
using resources and facilities needed to conduct it properly (NHRMC et al., 2007).
The present study fulfilled all these criteria. It sought to contribute to public knowledge
and understanding in the field of the research topic, and through that knowledge to lead to better
provision in state and Muslim secondary schools of support for the educational needs of its
Muslim students. It adopted interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) as the most
appropriate approach to conduct the study. It was grounded in a thorough literature review on the
study topic, which enabled me to identify the precise gap in the literature to be covered by the
research project. Respect for the participants respect was considered as priority in the study, as is
discussed in the following section. The study was supervised by an experienced supervisor, he
having supervised to graduation more than 25 PhD studies and also holding a vast research
experience in the field of the research. As the study was supported by its host universities
through the provision of appropriate resources and facilities.
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Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are important to consider when conducting research, especially when the
research involves humans. According to the ‘National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human
Research’ from the NHRMC, ARC and AVCC (2007), “The relationship between researchers and
research participants is the ground on which human research is conducted” (NHRMC et al.,
2007, p. 9). The values underpinning the National Statement were said to be “respect for human
beings, research merit and integrity, justice, and beneficence [that] help to shape that [research]
relationship as one of trust, mutual responsibility and ethical equality” (NHRMC et al., 2007, p.
9).
Research merit has been considered in the foregoing section on research integrity. The
remaining criteria elaborated in the National Statement that have commonly been seen as arising
in research of the type undertaken in this study, I considered in this study: those of (1) respecting
the participants, (2) justice and (3) beneficence. I also note below the ethical clearance required
and given by the University involved in the research design and data collection phases of the
study.

Respect for the Participants
Respect towards the research participants is the foremost condition in conducting Human
research. According to the National Statement, “Researchers and their institutions should respect
the privacy, confidentiality and cultural sensitivities of the participants and, where relevant, of
their communities. Any specific agreements made with the participants or the community should
be fulfilled” (NHRMC et al., 2007, p. 11).
The present study sought to respect the privacy and confidentiality of the participants by
providing them with them information sheet (See Appendix 4) and consent form (See Appendix
1, 2 & 3) before the interviews were conducted. IPA stresses the importance of ensuring the
informed consent of participants of the study, to which end, a consent form was given to each
participant and their consent was obtained before starting their interviews (Smith et al., 2009). It
was seen that the participants would bring the signed consent form to the interview. Later,
participants also verified their consent by signing it in my presence. An information sheet about
the research was given to all participants. Participants were told that the study would be of
benefit to the Muslim girls who were living in the wider community. The participants were told
that the findings of the study might be used to inform schools about supportive issues for Muslim
girls in state and Islamic schools and might be published in a journal or used as a conference
paper (following Smith et al., 2009).
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Respect for the privacy and anonymity of the participants, involved me in keeping the
participants’ personal details completely anonymous. The audio-recorded interviews were to be
discarded after completing the study. The recruitment of all participants’ was entirely voluntary
on their part and involved their being well-informed. The interviews were conducted after
gaining the consent of participants and their parents. The project description given to participants
stated that the information collected was confidential and would not be disclosed to third parties,
except (if required) to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements and that
a de-identified copy of the data may be used for other research purposes.

Justice
Justice, according to the National Statement requires that research studies should ensure that the
recruitment process is fair, that no extra burden should be laid on the participants, that
participants should not be exploited and that they should have fair access to the benefits of the
study (NHRMC et al., 2007).
Accordingly, the present study carefully recruited the participants (as discussed in the
early sections of the chapter) and the interview burden was distributed among all participants
equally and was seen as being justified by the potential benefits of the study. In addition, a copy
of the findings of the study is to be provided to the all participants upon its completion.

Beneficence
In human research, the value of beneficence refers to the requirement that “the likely benefit of
the research must justify any risks of harm or discomfort to participants. The likely benefit may
be to the participants, to the wider community, or to both” (NHRMC et al., 2007, p. 10). It is
argued in the National Statement that researchers are responsible to ensure that participants are
not at any risk of harm or discomfort and to inform participants regarding the benefits and risks
involved in research.
In the present study, measures were taken to ensure that the participants were not at any
risk of any harm or discomfort. These included the safe location where interviews were
conducted to ensure their comfort level; and anonymity of the participants’ identity so that
participant would not face any reaction from Muslim or wider community for anything they said.
In addition, I informed the participants about how the study would be of benefit to the wider
Australian and Muslim communities in particular.

Ethical Clearance
The present study was a research project towards at Doctor of Philosophy (PhD): initially (and
throughout the data collection phase) through Griffith University, then through the University of
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Canberra). Both universities followed the National Statement noted above (NHRMC et al.,
2007), which involved them in requiring a rigorous process for obtaining ethical clearance for
the project prior to the collection of any data.
The successful completion of confirmation of candidature included my engaging in that
process, ethical clearance being granted by the Griffith University Human Research Ethics
Committee (GU Ref No: EDN/11/13/HREC; see Appendix 9).
After transferring candidature to the University of Canberra, I sought assistance from its
human ethical committee and was advised that there no further ethical clearance was required.
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Chapter Four: The Participants and their Schools
This chapter provides a summary description of (1) the schools that the secondary school
participating girls were attending at the time of the data collection, (2) the participating girls
themselves and (3) the interviewed parents and teachers. A total of 37 participants were recruited
for interviewing: 24 Muslim girls, 10 who were attending Islamic schools and 14 in state
schools. Six parents were interviewed: four whose daughters were attending state schools and
two whose daughters were attending Islamic schools. Seven teachers were interviewed: four
from state schools and three from Islamic schools.
The participants and their schools are here introduced in headed sections in the following
order: (1) the state schools, (2) the participants associated with those schools, (3) the Muslim
schools and (4) the participants associated with those schools.

State Schools
This section offers short descriptions of the state schools attended by participating girls at the
time of the study in order to paint a contextual picture of the structures, practices and climate of
the schools involved and the demographics of their student catchments. The schools have been
labelled and the descriptions crafted with third-party confidentiality in mind.

State School A (SS-A)
State School-A (‘SS-A’ in this report) was a local secondary school located in the metropolitan
area of Brisbane but one that was highly multicultural, with a significant proportion of Muslims
from other countries. Its student population reflected those characteristics. The school held the
reputation of being a multicultural school. The total student enrolment number was in excess of
800. Forty-six per cent of the school student population possessed a Language other than English
(LOTE) background. A prayer room was provided for students with religious needs. It was fully
equipped with many copies of the Holy Book Qur’an and many other Islamic books. For the
female Muslim students, head scarves, long skirts, and praying mats were also available in the
room, and time was given each Friday for Muslim students to visit the Mosque for Friday
Prayers. Halal food options are offered in the school’s ‘tuck shop’ for Muslim students.
Six Muslim girls were recruited from SS-A: Jamila, Faiza, Rabia, Sadi, Zara and Rani.
The father of Jamila and Sadi (they were sisters) and the mothers of Rabia and Faiza were also
interviewed. No teachers were interviewed from SS-A.
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State School B (SS-B)
State School B (‘SS-B’ in this report) was a secondary school located in the metropolitan area of
East Brisbane. It was comparatively less multicultural in comparison with the other three state
schools. Muslim students in the school were enrolled not on the catchment criteria but because of
its large ESL unit. It was comparatively small in relation to the other schools in the study. The
total annual enrolment was approximately 400 students. Twenty-five per cent of the total school
population possessed a LOTE background. The school had developed partnerships with primary
schools, universities, industry, TAFE, parents, and the wider community, to establish
‘Professional Learning Communities’. It contained a large English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL)
unit in the school for refugee and students with LOTE backgrounds. The majority of those
refugee students enrolled from Milpara State High School (MSH), which had been similarly
committed to the settlement and English language development of newly arrived migrants from
an ESL background. Due to government policy changes involving the receipt of refugees on
Australian soil, the ESL unit had subsequently been closed. There was no prayer room in the
school, but the school’s administration indicated their willingness to assign a room to Muslim
students for that purpose, if requested. The ‘tuck shop’ did not provide halal food options, but
vegetarian food was available. At the time of the data collection, the number of Muslim students
attending the school was minimal.
Three Muslim girls were interviewed from SS-B: Fareeha, Maham and Wadi. Three
teachers were also interviewed: Mrs. Graham, Ms. Amanda, and Ms. Ashtin. I initially
interviewed the Head of the Department (Mrs. Graham), who referred me to the other two of her
colleagues who had Muslim girls in their respective classes (Ms. Amanda and Ms. Ashtin). No
parents were interviewed from the school.

State School C (SS-C)
State School C (SS-C) was situated in the metropolitan area of Brisbane: a local secondary
school in a highly multicultural suburb with a significant proportion of Muslims from other
countries. Its student population reflected those characteristics. The total annual enrolment of the
school was 1,428 students, with 64 per cent of the total school population possessing a LOTE
background. SS-C held the reputation of being a multicultural school, catering for the needs of
students from diverse backgrounds. It offered a range of subject choices to students from LOTE
backgrounds. SS-C had a praying room in the school, equipped with praying mats, headscarves
and Holy Books. Students were able to attend the Mosque for Friday Prayers. Recently, however,
a Muslim teacher had begun conducting Friday Prayers on the school’s premises.
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Four students were recruited for interviewing from SS-A: Yana, Zillay, Fakhara, and
Maham. Only the mother of Yana was interviewed. One teacher was also interviewed, Mr. Kabir.

State School D (SS-D)
State School D (SS-D) was a selective school, taking Year 10-12 students from its own area but
also admitting students from throughout Brisbane who met the high academic standards for
entry. The total enrolment of the school was 497 students. Sixty-eight per cent of the school
population possessed a LOTE background. The school taught the International Baccalaureate
(IB) curriculum. SS-D worked in partnership with the University of Queensland to arrange for a
transition pathway between senior secondary school and the University for highly competent
students. The school did not have halal food options in the school canteen for Muslim students’
dietary requirements. However, it had a reflection room that was open to students for religious
purposes. Only one student was interviewed from SS-B, Sadia. Her father, Mr. Kabir was also
interviewed.

State School Participants
The demographic details of the 14 Muslim girls interviewed from state schools are shown in
Table 1. Jamila was of Palestinian heritage, moved to Australia with her parents and siblings
when she was only three years old from Dubai. At the time of interview, she was 17 years old, in
year 12, attending SS-A. She had interests in Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM) subjects and was aiming to be a general practitioner. She was eloquent in
English Language and recognised English as her first language. She noted that she sometimes
tried to speak in Arabic with her parents at home and that she found it hard to speak with her
siblings (two sisters). Both her parents had university degrees. Her father was a primary school
teacher and her mother was working as a registered nurse in a local medical centre. The
interview with Jamila was held at her house lasting for almost 60 minutes. She was very excited
to be part of the project. She wore a hijab in a very modern style and she recognised that she did
not appreciate it when some people (within the Muslim community) criticised her for the way
she wore her hijab. Her sister Sadi was also interviewed at the request of her parents. The girls’
mother informed me that Sadi’s school experience was completely different from Jamila’s, so I
interviewed Sadi to investigate the ways that made their school experiences different from each
other. At the time when the interview was conducted, Sadi was in year 8, aged13, also attending
SS-A. Unlike her sister Jamila, she was very quiet but confident. Like Jamila, she was fluent in
English language and spoke Arabic at home occasionally. It took 40 minutes to conduct the
interview with Salwa. She wore a hijab in a traditional way and recognised that, unlike her sister,
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Table 1: Demographic details of Muslim girls participating from state schools
School

Father’s
Occupation
(&
Education)
Primary School
Teacher
Primary School
Teacher
Chartered
Accountant

Participant

Pseudonym

School
Year

Age
(Years)

Ethnicity

1

Jamila

12

17

Palestinian

SS-A

2

Salwa

8

13

Palestinian

SS-A

3

Faiza

12

16

Pakistani

SS-A

4

Rabia

12

16

Pakistani

SS-A

Chartered
Accountant

5

Rani

12

17

Pakistani

SS-A

6

Zara

11

16

Pakistani

SS-A

Mechanical
Engineer
Architect

7

Fareeha

10

15

Jordanian
(refugee
background)

SS-B

8

Maanah

11

15

Somali
(refugee
background)

SS-B

9

Wadi

9

14

SS-B

Butcher
(primary)

10

Yana

9

14

Afghanistan
(refugee
background)
Australian &
Lebanese

SS-C

Owned
a
painting
business
(Certificate III)

11

Zillay

11

16

Somali
(refugee
background)

SS-C

Taxi
Driver
(primarily)

12

Fakhara

12

17

SS-C

Not available

13

Maham

11

16

SS-C

14

Sadia

10

15

Somali
(refugee
background)
Somali
(refugee
background)
Palestinian

SS-D
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Worked in a
Mosque
(Certificate
in
Islamic
Education)
Did not live in
Australia

Mother’s
Occupation
(&
education)
Registered
Nurse
Registered
Nurse
Housewife but
with a degree
in
Business
Management
Housewife but
held a degree
in
Business
Management
Electrical
Engineer
Ran
Womenswear
online
business
(master’s
degree in Arts)
Housewife
(Secondary)

Time
living in
Australia
14 years
11 years
9 months

9 months

3 years
6 years

Since
birth

Housewife –
looking
for
work
(Childcare
Diploma)
Housewife (no
schooling)

6 years

Worked with
her husband in
the business
(Certificate
IV)
Worked parttime in day
care
(Childcare
Diploma)
Housewife
(primarily)

Since
birth

Not available

Housewife (no
schooling)

5 years

High
School
Science Teacher

High School
Teacher but
ran
own
private
tutoring
academy

Since
birth

1 year

4 years

Since
birth

her high school experience, from a non-academic point of view, had not been very successful so
far. However, like her sister Jamila, she had a high goal to obtain a degree in the field of STEM
and was aiming for the Queensland Academy of Science, Mathematics and Technology
(QASMT) for the senior years of high school.
Another two sisters were also interviewed from the state schools, Faiza and Rabia. They
were twin sisters, having recently arrived Australia and were attending SS-A, both in year 12.
When the interviews were conducted it had been only nine months since they moved to Australia
from Dubai. They were of Pakistani heritage, their father being a Chartered Accountant who had
been working for a multinational company in Dubai from previous 10 years or so. Their mother
was a house wife but she held a master’s degree in business management. They migrated to
Australia as skilled workers. Faiza and Rabia both had interests in fashion design. They both
recognised that they appreciated the Australian education system and the opportunities that were
receiving to pursue their interests. Rabia wore a hijab to school, whereas her twin sister Faiza did
not. The primary reason I interviewed these twin sisters was to see whether their schooling
experiences were different from each other because of the individual choices of wearing (or not)
a hijab. Both were fluent in English with a Pakistani accent and spoke Urdu at home. The
interviews with Faiza and Rabia took place separately for 40 minutes each, in their house.
Rani was also attending SS-A in year 12. She was 17 years old and of Pakistani heritage.
She had moved to Australia with her parents three years previously. Both her parents were
engineers, her mother an electrical engineer and father a mechanical engineer. They had moved
to Australia from Pakistan as skilled workers. Rani recognised that she was aiming to become an
engineer like their parents and hence had chosen related subjects in the senior years of high
school. The interview with her took 40 minutes at her home.
Zara was the 6th Muslim girl of the study. She was also attending SS-A, in year 11 and
was 16 years old. She was also a new migrant to Australia, her parents also having moved to
Australia as skilled workers. Her father was an architect and her mother held a master’s degree in
Arts. She was fluent in English, with a Pakistani accent and spoke Urdu at home. The interview
with Zara took 45 minutes at her home.
All three students attending SS-B – Fareeha, Maanah and Wadi – had a refugee
background. Fareeha was born in Australia and was in year 10 at the time of the interview. Her
father worked in a local mosque and her mother was a housewife. While her father held a
certificate in Islamic studies, her mother had completed 12 years of schooling. Her ethnic
background was Jordanian. She spoke fluent English, and Arabic at home. The interview with
Fareeha took place at her house, over 40 minutes.
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Maanah, was in year 11 and lived with her mother, of Somali background, who was
raising Maanah and her other two siblings as a single mother. Her mother had taken refuge in
Australia with her three children six years previously. She was fluent in English and spoke
Somali at home with her mother and siblings. The interview with Maanah took place at her home
over 45 minutes.
Wadi had migrated with her parents to Australia as a refugee from Afghanistan one year
previously. She was in year nine at the time of interview, aged 14 years. She spoke Pashto at
home and her command of English was limited. Her father worked in a butcher shop and mother
was a housewife. Neither parent finished their schooling.
Four students were attending SS-C: Yana, Zillay, Fakhara and Maham. Yana was born to
an Australian mother and Lebanese father, so she had both Australian and Lebanese heritage. Her
mother was a Muslim convert and held Certificate III in Business Administration. Her father held
a Certificate IV in Building and Construction. They were running their own painting business. At
the time of the interview Yana was 14 years old and was in grade nine. She was fluent in English
and, although understanding Arabic, she did not speak it well. She had attended Islamic School A
(IS-A) until grade six, when her parents enrolled her in SS-C after an incident of bullying that
IS-A had not addressed appropriately. The interview with her took 35 minutes, in her house.
Zillay, Fakhara and Maham had a refugee background from Somalia. Zillay was in year
1l, aged 16 at the time of interview. She had arrived in Australia four years previously with her
parents and three siblings. Her father had not finished his schooling and was driving a taxi, while
her mother had completed a childcare diploma and was working part-time in a local day-care
centre. She was also bilingual with fluent in Somali and a good use of English. The interview
with her took place at the Holland Park mosque over 45 minutes. The imam of the mosque had
kindly offered his office for conducting interviews.
Fakhara was born in Australia with Somalian heritage and was in year 12, aged 17 at the
time of interview. Her mother had not finished her schooling and Fakhara did not provide any
information about her father. She was fluent in English and Somali. The interview with Fakhara
took place at Holland Park mosque over 45 minutes.
Maham was in year 11, aged 16 at the time of interview. She had arrived Australia with
her mother five years previously. She was fluent in Somali and a good user of English. She also
did not provide any information about her father. Her mother was a housewife with no schooling.
Maham’s interview was also conducted at Holland Park mosque, taking 30 minutes.
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Sadia was the only participating student from SS-D. She was born in Australia with
Palestinian heritage. She was in grade 10, aged 15 when her interview was conducted. Both her
parents were high school teachers: father teaching at SS-C and mother running a private tutoring
academy. Sadia was also bilingual, being fluent in English and Arabic. The interview with her
took 50 minutes and was conducted at her place.
In Table Two, the demographic details of the four parents interviewed are provided. The
parents of Faiza and Rabia (sisters), Rani, Yana and Sadia became part of the project by
participating in the interviews.
Table 2: Demographic details of interviewed parents of state school girls
Participant Pseudonym

Occupation
(&
Education)

Schools
Attended by
their
Daughter

Mother/father
of

Time in
Australia

1

Mrs. Malik

Housewife (but with SS-A
a degree in Business
Management)

Faiza & Rabia

9 months

2

Mrs. Sheikh

Electrical Engineer

SS-A

Rani

3 years

3

Nancy

Worked with her SS-C
husband in the
business (Certificate
IV)

Yana

Since birth

4

Mr. Kabir

High
Teacher

Sadia

14 years

School SS-D

Faiza and Rabia’s mother, Mrs. Malik, was a housewife, but held a degree in Business
Management. Mrs. Malik very recently moved to Australia with her husband and four children
from Dubai as her husband was working in Dubai. She held Pakistani heritage. The interview
with Mrs. Malik took place for 33 minutes at her home, in a separate session with her daughters.
The interview was conducted both in Urdu and later transcribed into English.
Rani’s mother, Mrs Sheikh, was an electrical engineer. She had moved with her family to
Australia only recently, but they were well settled at the time of the interview. Mrs. Sheikh was
well satisfied the way SS-A had accepted their daughters into school. The interview with her was
conducted in Urdu and later transcribed into English. Interview with Mrs. Sheikh lasted for 39
minutes at her house.
Yana’s mother, Nancy, who was born in Australia and married to a Lebanese man, was a
Muslim convert and had had a bad experience of sending her children to IS-A. She was running
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a private family painting business of paint with her husband. The interview was conducted in
English at her house. She was the only participant who was interviewed for more than one hour.
Sadia’s father, Mr. Kabir, who had been living in Australia for the previous 14 years, was
interviewed in two sessions on two separate days: first as the father of Sadia and then as a high
school science teacher in SS-C. The first interview took 55 minutes and the second 35 minutes.
Both interviews were conducted in English and later transcribed verbatim. The interviews took
place at Mr. Kabir’s house.
In Table Three, the demographic details of the four interviewed teachers are provided.
Three of them were teaching at SS-B (Mrs. Graham, Ms Amanda, and Ms Ashtin) and one was
teaching at SS-C (Mr. Kabir).
Table 3: Demographic details of teachers interviewed at state schools
Participant

Pseudonym

Gender

School of
teaching

Subject
teaching/position

Teaching
experience

1

Mrs. Graham

Female

SS- B

Head of Department 37

2

Mr. Kabir

Male

SS-C

Physics
Chemistry

3

Ms Amanda

Female

SS-B

English-as-asecond -anguage

4

Ms Ashtin

Female

SS-B

Home Economics 8
and Hospitality

and 12
10

Mrs. Graham was the first teacher to be interviewed. She had been teaching for 37 years
and for the previous 33 years as Head of Department: in SS-B for the previous 26 years. Her
teaching area was home economics but for the previous few years she had also been teaching
some technology subjects, including IT, computer sciences and business. I approached her by
using my own contacts, and then she helped me recruit the other two teachers who had
experience of teaching Muslim girls in their respective classes. The interview with Mrs. Graham
took place at her school office over 57 minutes. She was very warm and welcomed me
wholeheartedly. It was apparent that she was very passionate about her job and had a lot to say
about the ways Muslim girls were experiencing SS-B.
Mr. Kabir, as explained earlier, was interviewed twice: first as a parent whose daughter
was attending SS-D and then as a science teacher in SS-C. He had been teaching in the state
school system of Queensland for the previous 12 years. He was the only Muslim teacher to be
interviewed. For the last few years, he had been leading the Friday prayers at SS-C for Muslim
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students, so that they did not have to leave school for Friday prayers. The interview with him
took place at his home over 35 minutes.
Ms. Amanda had teaching experience of 10 years and was teaching English as a second
language (ESL) at SS-B. She had extensive experience of teaching Muslim students, especially
Muslim girls in her ESL classes. She shared with me the wonderful experiences of Muslim girls
in her class. The interview took place at Mrs. Graham office over 35 minutes.
Ms Ashtin had previous teaching experience of eight years and was teaching home
economics at SS-B. She was the second teacher that Mrs. Graham had referred to me as having
experience of teaching Muslim girls. The interview took place at Mrs. Graham’s office and it
was completed in 44 minutes. Ms. Ashtin also shared with me some wonderful stories related to
Muslim girls’ experiences in her classes.

Islamic Schools
There were two major Islamic schools in Brisbane, one was affiliated the with Australian
Federation of Islamic Councils (AFIC), the other with the Australian Islamic Educational Trust
(AIET). However, both schools were members of the Association of Independent Schools of
Queensland (AISQ). Their funding came from both the Queensland and the Australian
Governments. All interviews with the participants took place in the school library. The schools
have been labelled and the descriptions crafted with third-party confidentiality in mind.

Islamic School A (IS-A)
Islamic School A (IS-A in this report) was a local co-educational school in a low socioeconomical area on the outskirts of Brisbane, but one that was highly multicultural, with a
significant proportion of Muslims from other countries. Its student population reflected those
characteristics. Both the students and the staff members were predominantly Muslim. However,
there were a number of non-Muslim teachers as well (the number was not available through
either the My School or at School’s websites, but it was noted on the My School website that the
school recruited teachers on the basis of their job credentials, rather than their religious beliefs).
Like all other Australian schools, IS-A followed the Australian curriculum from Prep. to Year 10
in the major learning areas of English, Mathematics, Science, and History. The Queensland
Curriculum and Assessment Authority (QCAA) curriculum was utilised in all other learning
areas, and also in Years 11 and 12. Arabic was taught as a compulsory language-other-thanEnglish (LOTE) from Prep. until Year 10, while Islamic studies was compulsory from Prep. until
Year 12. Established in 1995, IS-A formed part of the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils
Inc. (AFIC). Over 1000 students were studying at IS-A. The population of girls was 20 per cent
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higher than that of the boys. The population of students with LOTE backgrounds was 47 per
cent, 80 per cent of whom possessed an ESL background. Some of the remaining 20 per cent of
students were sixth-generation Australian Muslims (My School website).
Five Muslim girls from the secondary area of the school, two teachers and two parents
were recruited from IS-A for interviewing.

Islamic School B (IS-B)
Similarly, Islamic School B (IS-B) was a local co-educational school in an economically
depressed area of South Brisbane, but one that was highly multicultural, with a significant
proportion of Muslims from refugee backgrounds. Its student population reflected those
characteristics. Likewise, students and staff were mainly Muslims with the exception of a few
non-Muslim teaching staff (though figures were not provided at the My School website or the
School’s website). Initially founded in 2002, it had 20 students in each of Years 1-3, but, when
the student population increased in 2005, the school was relocated from Brisbane city to south of
Brisbane. Seventy-two per cent of the student population were from LOTE backgrounds. IS-B
followed the QCAA curriculum from Prep Year 12. Arabic and Islamic studies were taught as
compulsory subjects until Year 10. The student population numbered above 600 and, as in IS-A,
there were more girls than boys.
Five Muslim girls and one teaches from the secondary area of the school were recruited
for interviewing. No parents were interviewed.

Islamic School Participants
Ten Muslim girls were recruited for interviewing from the two Islamic schools (IS-A & IS-B).
Three teachers and two parents were also interviewed to record their perspectives about the
experiences of Muslim girls in those schools. The demographic details of the Muslim girls (Table
4) enabled their responses to be cross-referenced against their family backgrounds, facilitating
the interpretation of their individual educational experiences. All 10 participating girls were
bilingual and were fluent in English. Six had been born in Australia and four had arrived in
Australia as very young children. All ten were also fluent in their respective home country’s
languages. Each interview took between 40 and 60 minutes. Five were recruited from each of the
two schools.
Aya, Dania, Erum, Mariam and Urwa were attending IS-A. All were born in Australia.
Aya was in year nine at the time of interview, aged 14. She was a third generation Australian of
Pakistani Muslim heritage. Both her parents had finished schooling. Her father was working as a
taxi driver and mother was house wife. Aya’s mother also participated in the interview (see Table
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5). Dania was also born in Australia with Bosnian heritage. She was in year 11, both her parents
had studied through TAFE and earned certificates in their respective fields. Erum and Urwa were
also born in Australia, but to Algerian parents and were both in year 12 (aged 16). Both of
Erum’s parents had a university degree in teaching, whereas both Urwa’s parents were engineers.
Mairam was also in year 12, aged 17 and was born in Australia to Turkish parents. Both her
parents had finished schooling only. Her father was working as truck driver and her mother as a
house wife.
Table 4: Demographic details of girls interviewed from Islamic Schools

Participant

Pseudonym

School
Year

Age

Ethnicity

School

(Years)

Father’s
Occupation/
Education

Mother’s
Occupation/
Education

Time living
in Australia

1

Aya

9

14

Pakistani

IS-A

Taxi
driver
(finished
schooling
only)

Housewife
(finished
schooling
only)

Born
in
Australia

2

Dania

11

16

Bosnian

IS-A

Small business
(Certificate 3
in
Business
management)

Hairdresser
(certificate in
hairdressing)

Born
in
Australia

3

Erum

12

16

Algerian

IS-A

Teacher
(University
Degree)

Teacher
(university
degree)

Born
in
Australia

4

Urwa

12

16

Algerian

IS-A

IT Engineer
(University
Degree)

Engineer
(university
degree)

Born
in
Australia

5

Mariam

12

17

Turkish

IS-A

Truck driver
(finished
schooling
only)

Housewife
(finished
schooling
only)

Born
in
Australia

6

Hajra

12

17

Afghani
(Refugee)

IS-B

Chef (Diploma
of Hospitality)

Housewife (no
schooling)

Born
in
Australia

7

Hina

9

15

Tanzanian

IS-B

Deceased

N/A

7 years

Home
Daycare (diploma
in childcare).

9 years

Nurse

10 years

Housewife
(university
degree)

7 years

(Refugee)
8

Sajal

11

17

Burundian
(Refugee)

IS-B

Studying
TAFE

9

Isha

10

14

Egyptian

IS-B

Security
(Diploma
security)

10

Sofia

12

16

South
African

IS-B
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Doctor
(University
Degree)

for

Hajra, Hina, Isha, Sofia and Sajal were attending IS-B. Hajra, Hina and Sajal had refugee
backgrounds. Hajra was born in Australia soon after her parents had settled in Australia as
refugees from Afghanistan. She was in year 12, aged 17. Her father had completed a diploma in
hospitality and was working as a chef in a local restaurant, whereas her mother was a housewife
with no schooling. Hina was in year nine, aged 15 and she had been two years old when she
arrived with her parents to Australia as refugees from Tanzania. Her father had passed away
when she was four years old. Sajal was in year 11, aged 17, and had arrived in Australia nine
years previously as a refugee from Burundi. Her father was studying through TAFE when the
interview was conducted. Her mother had a diploma in childcare and was running a family daycare. Isha was in year 10, aged 14 and had moved to Australia with her parents from Egypt 10
years ago. Her mother was a registered nurse and father was working as a security guard. Sofia
was in year 12, aged 16 and had arrived in Australia from South Africa with her parents seven
years previously. Her father was a doctor who had come to Australia as a skilled worker. Her
mother also had a university degree but she was a housewife at the time of the interview. The
interview with Isha lasted for 60 minutes. All of the interviews with the girls at IS-B took place
at school’s library.
In Table Five, the demographic details of the two parents interviewed are provided. Only
Aya’s mother, Mrs Sameena was interviewed from the 10 Muslim girls recruited for this project.
She was a second generation Pakistani Muslim in Australia, born in Australia to Pakistani
parents. She was a house wife and had completed her schooling. The interview with her was
conducted in English, in her house, over 32 minutes.
Dr. Mawa was a doctor working as a general practitioner in a local medical centre. She
had arrived Australia 15 years previously with her husband from Pakistan. She had enrolled all
three of her children in the Islamic school. Her eldest daughter was attending IS-A, but could not
be interviewed for some unforeseen circumstances.
Table 5: Demographic details of interviewed parents of girls from Islamic schools
Participant

Pseudonym

Occupation

1

Mrs. Sameena

House wife

2

Dr. Mawa

General
Practitioner

Schools
Attended
by their
Daughter
IS-A
IS-A
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Mother/father of

Aya

Time in
Australia

Born
in
Australia
Her daughter could 15 years
not participate for
some
unforeseen
circumstances

In Table Six, demographic details of the three teachers interviewed are provided. Two of
the teachers were teaching in IS-A, and one in IS-B. Mr. Brian was teaching health and PE at ISA and had teaching experience of five years. Both Mr. Brian and Mr. Shaun were non-Muslim
teachers and indicated that teaching at Islamic schools was not different from teaching at a state
school. Mr. Shaun had 14 years of experience in teaching and was teaching Humanities and
History at IS-A. Ms. Shelly had four years of teaching experience and was the only teacher
interviewed from IS-B. She was teaching Health and PE. Each interview with the teachers took
40-60 minutes. They were conducted in English language and took place at the school’s library.

Table 6: Demographic details of teachers interviewed from Islamic schools
Participant

Pseudonym

Gender

School

Teaching Subject

Teaching
Experience
(Years)

1

Mr. Brian

Male

IS-A

Health & PE

5

2

Mr. Shaun

Male

IS-A

Humanities & History

14

3

Ms Shelly

Female

IS-B

Health & PE

4

93

Chapter Five: Findings from the State Secondary
Schools
This chapter presents the findings from the interviews with the 14 participating girls who were
attending state secondary schools of Brisbane. The interview material from the five teachers and
four parents who were also interviewed is used here whenever appropriate to support, qualify or
otherwise add to those findings.
The findings of the chapter are presented here in headed sections identifying the research
question with which each section is associated: (1) interactions with non-Muslims, (2)
accommodation of their religious needs, (3) academic experiences, (4) managing identity
formation, and (5) participation in school sports and physical education.
Within those sections, each of the identified findings is presented under a heading
identifying its central feature. It is then described in an explanatory paragraph. The significance
features of the finding are then explained and are illustratively grounded in narrative extracts and
vignettes from the interviews: its main features, variability across those features and any
qualifying evidence. Findings and narrative extracts from the teacher and parent interviews are
woven into that account wherever appropriate. The author of each narrative extract and vignette
is identified by the pseudonym noted in Chapter Four. All italicised text in this and the following
chapter indicates participant narrative.

Interactions with Non-Muslims
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, two major findings emerged in
response to the first question (that pertaining to their interactive experiences with non-Muslim
peers): (1) the challenge of being categorised and (2) the challenge of being judged. These two
findings are elaborated in detail in the next two sections as follows.

The Challenge of Being Categorised
Twelve Muslim girls attending the state secondary schools spoke, implicitly or explicitly, on a
number of occasions, of being categorised by their peers and sometimes by their teachers as
being Muslim as hence less capable than others, more extremist, and more inclined to support
terrorism.
Seven girls talked of Muslims being categorised in the school as less capable, for
example:
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Sometimes when people underestimate you that you are not capable of doing the things
they are doing it’s just because you are covered [in a hijab], it really offends me. Like
participating in physical activity, they are saying ‘oh it would be too hot for you, you
please sit down’. It’s annoying and frustrated feeling, like, we are equal, it’s just the
religion which is different. (Salwa, SS-A, Year 8)
My teachers either think that I am not sharp and I don’t know anything about Australia.
Just the other day the teacher was asking, talking about Captain James Cook, she asked
something about it and I raised my hand to answer, but she totally ignored me; then my
friend said to the teacher that Fakhara knows the answer, but she said ‘oh no she would
not know much about Australian history’. …Of course I do! I was born here, I know
everything about it, I am not stupid. …And it keeps on happening with me; I haven’t been
given chance to speak in the class. (Fakhara, SS-C, Year 12)
People see Muslims with a fixed mindset. Like they think if I am wearing a scarf I am
dumb and I am not smart, I can’t play. Like when I participated in touch football, nobody
wanted a Muslim girl in their team because I am wearing headscarf, but the coach had
chosen me and then the co-players said, ‘oh you could play?’ They were shocked! And I
remember when I won an award once and the teacher said, ‘you must have to work really
hard, don’t you? I said ‘not really. …. The teachers too really think that we are not
smart! They think we are not as bright as other students. (Maham, SS-C, Year 11)
Maham’s comment here was indicative of the fact that while she saw her peers as judging
her personality by her religious clothes, they also formed negative opinions of her capabilities at
playing sport when wearing a hijab and with her body fully covered.
Some teachers also made such categorisations of the Muslim girls, based on varying
assumptions. For example:
I had an English teacher in Grade Nine, she didn’t give me ‘A’ just for this reason that I
come from a different background. It offended me so much that I can’t get A because I
am from a different background. …I speak really good English and in fact English is my
first language and I have been taking Grade A in English for many years. …I went to the
Principal with this complaint…she was very concerned about that and she said she will
resolve this matter…The next day when I went to the same class, the teacher was so nice
to me and said, ‘oh I am sorry if I offended you’ …Then later I got Grade A in English,
which proved that I am capable of getting A in English – no matter where I come
from. …You just have to stand for your rights. (Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
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Many of the girls recognised that Muslims in their school were categorised as terrorists
and extremists. Ten indicated in their interviews that there existed a misconception in the school
that all Muslims were terrorists, or example:
What happened once: our teacher was talking about Osama Bin Laden, terrorists and
stuff and suddenly the whole class looked at us and turned away (my friend and I, were
wearing hijabs). It was very embarrassing as it feels like we are responsible or we are
terrorists and I also heard some girls talking about the stuff that, ‘oh the women in hijab
really scare them’. And you are feeling like ‘how on this earth I scare them?’ Just
because of my outer appearance. (Salwa, SS-A, Year 8)
Salwa’s also noted that she considered that the media played a large part in this, through
its continually negative portrayals of Muslims:
I must say it’s the media who shows negative images of Muslims and Islam. Those people
who don’t know Muslims personally or who know very little about Islam easily believe
what they hear from the media, you know? (Salwa, SS-A, Year 8)

The Challenge of Being Judged
Probably, the most daunting and collectively reported challenge confronted by the Muslim girls
was that they felt that they were under the spotlight, they felt that they were being judged. In
particular, they reported that they were being measured against the common negative stereotypes
of Muslims in general. They felt this happened on numerous occasions in their schools. Nine
participants claimed that they had been exposed to judgmental experiences inflicted by their
peers and by their teachers that were false, but based on what was reported in the news media
regarding Muslims. The girls suggested that because Muslim girls wore the hijab, people judged
that doing so had not been their own choice, and assumed that they had been forced to do so, for
example:
In high school, I think you have been judged more on the way you look, especially as we
girls face this a lot… people judge us with preconceived ideas. (Maham, SS-C, Year 11)
There are some teachers [who] will judge me and give me low grades but others are very
appreciative. Like my English teacher, she gave me average marks in a test and when I
questioned that how I have been marked she said that ‘it’s an OK mark for you as
English is your second language’! I was annoyed with this comment when I lived whole
my life here; of course, English is not my second language, it’s my first language. She
will do the same to other Indian girls but she will grade the students of European
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background really high. I went to grade C from grade A, just because the change of a
teacher. (Sadia, SS-D, Year 10)
Additionally, some of the respondents expressed their frustration when their peers assumed
that Muslim women were oppressed and did not possess freedom of choice in their clothing, for
example:
It’s really annoying because it does not feel good when they show their sympathy, like
they think your parents are forcing you and stuff…I keep on telling [them] it’s my
personal choice. (Salwa, SS-A Year 8)
Further frustration arose targeted at those who would judge these Muslim girls merely
because of the negativity of what was heard on the news media and on social media. For example,
Fakhara commented bitterly that:
We are so judged, people just assume that ‘yes, she is a Muslim, yes, she is a terrorist’,
and they just associate bad things with us. Like I’ve got long hair and I used to catch
them up at my head, and this boy in my class says ‘oh you got bomb in that’…I just got
angry and complained to the teacher. (Fakhara, SS-C, Year 12)
A few participants stated that some of their peers seemed intimidated by them, because
they considered that Muslims were perhaps extremist and were therefore not interested in
integrating with their peers:
I wear the hijab and some of my [non-Muslim] class fellows just feel a bit intimidated
and some people do not really talk to me just because I look religious. I try to be friendly,
so that people don’t just judge you by your appearance, by your looks, and stop talking to
you and think that you won't talk back. (Rani, SS-A, Year 12)
Rani dealt with this issue by using a friendly, co-operative strategy and she approached those
whom she sensed were judging her in this way to discuss it, attempting to divert them from the
judgemental path.
Fakhara also noted that such judgemental issues emerged during sports activities at the
school:
One day this white girl came to me during lunch time and said that she feels very sorry
for me. I said, ‘excuse me?’ She then said. ‘Aren’t you forced to wear this scarf?’ I said
‘NO!!! I live in Australia; no one can force me if I don’t want!!! I wear it because I want
to! (Fakhara, SS-C, year 12)
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Jamila reported seeing her class peers forming opinions that, although unintentionally
unjust and hurtful, were disturbing. She noted that she considered that the media played a large
part in this via its continually negative portrayals of Muslims:
I must say it’s the media who shows negative images of Muslims and Islam. Those people
who don’t know Muslims personally or who know very little about Islam easily believe
what they hear from the media, you know? (Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
There was consensus among these Muslim girls at State schools that they had
experienced judgements founded on others’ preconceptions, and that these had occurred on a
number of occasions. They accepted that such judgements had been made by their peers and
teachers because they were ill-informed and that they were not seeking to hurt or degrade others.
However, in light of the position of Muslims in the Western world as being under suspicion
because of global terrorist attacks in which some Muslims were involved, the participants
assigned blame to news reporting and social media, which they argued was the reason for their
peers and teachers judging them incorrectly on the basis of their Islamic faith:
Unfortunately, so many terrorist attacks are taking place these days, since an attack on
the US, and the sad thing is that Muslims were involved. So, other Muslims, like you and
me, who are innocent, become victims of hatred and suspicion. (Zara, SS-A Year 12)
Every time there is a terrorist attack and Muslims are involved in it, like 9/11, I stay
home and try to hide from non-Muslims because their looks say it all. I feel as if they see
me as a terrorist as well. I blame the media totally! They have put a lot of fear in the
minds of people about Muslims. (Maham, SS-C, Year 11)
Look at whatever is happening around the world – the war on terror etc. – but the thing
that really annoys me is the media and I suppose their role is not fair when depicting all
Muslims. The perception of the Muslims that the people get from the media do impact on
the everyday life of Muslims in schools. People judge us on that perception and Muslim
students get really nervous about such behaviours, and that is really frustrating. (Rani,
SS-C, Year 12)
There is a crucial point here that, whilst the girls saw themselves as confronting
erroneous judgements inflicted upon them by the wider society, such opinions were also directed
against Muslims in the smaller school community. In response, the girls spoke of seeking to
defend themselves, expressing the desire to be heard, and to change what they saw as
misconceptions about Muslims. pointed out:
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I wish if they could give five minutes to Muslim girls, not even long, and they could talk
about Hijab, Ramadan, Eid, or Islam or sometimes give a presentation, so that they
would stop calling us terrorists…and stop bullying us; because we have not done
anything wrong and we are just normal people and treat us nicer. (Zillay, SS-C, Year 11)
Like they could give half an hour once a month to every religion, so that all could learn
and respect each other’s beliefs. … When Muslims get their turn, I would like to inform
everyone that Islam is peace and not violence. (Manaah, SS-B, Year 12)
Thus, these Muslim girls reported that they actively desired to convey to students and teachers
within their schools the message that Islam is peaceful, and it does not entertain violence. This
seemed to be a coping strategy that doubled as a protective measure.
All four teachers spoke of recognising that Muslim students and especially Muslim girls
faced challenges, at least initially, in their interpersonal relations with their non-Muslim peers and
teachers:
Socially, oh yes socially it is very confronting for them. Then emotionally but I don’t
think that they face challenges academically, I don’t think that they find it that
challenging, again I am generalizing but I never see a Muslim student particularly girls
struggling with their school work, usually they get very good grades, usually no literacy
or numeracy deficits that I am aware of. I think they struggle initially. They tend to keep
away from groups that are loud, they tend to lock themselves away in the classroom but
gradually they relax more but it takes a number of years. (Mrs. Graham, Head of
Department, SS-B)
I think they [the Musim girls] face a lot of challenges because they [have] dealt with …a
lot of different things that standard Aussie people have not, so there is probably a lot of
trepidation that students would have which is probably a part of [their] reservedness.
(Ms. Amanda, ESL teacher at SS-B)
The interpersonal challenges identified by the Muslim girls were different from those
imputed by their teachers. For the teachers, the interpersonal challenges confronted by the
Muslim girls were related to their culture as being different from that of the mainstream society
and because they were struggling to integrate. However, from Muslim girls’ perspectives they
were categorised and judged because of their religion and outer appearance. Only one parent of
the three interviewed recognised that Muslim girls did face such interpersonal challenges while
in school. Mr. Kabir, who was also a teacher at SS-C, recognised that his daughter was facing a
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number of interpersonal challenges in her school (SS-D) that related to the challenges illustrated
by Muslim girls:
She [Sadia] thinks that some people have grudges for some people and then they judge
people by them. I always tell her that talk about it; talk to your class fellows; talk to your
teachers. You have to be open. If you will not talk about it and will keep in your mind one
day it might hurt you. She says that she does not want people to feel sorry for her or[that]
they get to know that she is passing through [a] hard time because of her scarf. She said
it is her choice and she says that she can understand that some people might not like it
because they might have been brought up like that. I say to her that you need to educate
people because they might have not [have been] interacting with a Muslim before or a
Muslim with a scarf. (Mr. Kabir, father of Sadia, SS-D)
In sum, then, the analysis of the data indicated that interpersonal challenges included being
categorised and being judged on the basis of their outward appearance and the negative portrayal
of their faith by their peers and school teachers, although such incidents were resolved positively
when brought to the attention of the school’s management. The data also revealed a number of
the girls desired to rectify this situation in school, seeking opportunities to address their fellow
peers and teachers to inform them of the peacefulness of Islam and to caution them about
negative stereotyping from the media.

Accommodation of Religious Needs
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, two major findings emerged in
response to the second question (that pertaining to their experience of their school’s
accommodation of their religious needs): (1) a feeling of acceptance and belonging and (2) a
feeling of responsiveness to their religious needs. These two findings are elaborated in detail in
the next two sections as follows.

A Feeling of Acceptance and Belonging
All the Muslim girls in the study who were attending state schools spoke of feeling accepted by
their peers, teachers and the school management. The notion of acceptance here is that of a
feeling of ‘belonging’ to the school. The girls suggested that they felt that their schools had
accepted them, with their Muslim culture and values, since their religious needs had been
accommodated by their schools. They all spoke of having developed a strong sense of belonging
with the schools because their schools cared about being inclusive of their religious and cultural
needs. It appeared from the responses of the Muslim girls that the four schools they were
attending valued their presence and were taking initiatives to make them feel safe, valued and
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welcomed. Further, they felt that the four state schools were being inclusive, clearly assisting
them to integrate and develop a strong sense of belonging with their schools. For example:
The way school is looking after our needs, I feel that I belong here. … I am not an alien
and there are people here who care for my needs. (Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
I have been welcomed and accepted as a new student and in just few months I feel like
that I have adjusted so well and definitely credit goes to the teachers and the
management that accommodate students to a level that they no longer feel isolated or left
out. Starting from [the] uniform to all other religious needs, my school has always
accommodated my needs as a Muslim and as a new comer. I am very new this school,
coming from an entirely different culture, I wasn't expecting that I would be accepted by
the school in such a short time. (Faiza, SS-A, Year 12)
In all four of the state schools the girls reported recognising their acceptance as Muslims,
and they acknowledged its significance in relation to their developing a sense of belonging with
the school. They indicated that they appreciated the fact that their schools were complying with
their religious needs and that they consequently they felt accepted. The inclusive strategies
adopted by these schools may thus be seen as allowing the Muslim students to experience
acceptance in a largely secular education system.
Manaah said that she struggled in her previous state school, where she felt unwelcome
and unwanted. She acknowledged the role of the Head of Department (Mrs. Graham) in her
journey to get settled in school:
My school experience at my previous school was awful. I was made feel that I am not
wanted. I was going down and down academically and emotionally. I spoke with my
mother about it and told her that they will never accept me because I look alien to them.
But since I am at SS-B, my life has changed completely. The Head of Department
personally took care of how I feel. This is my first year in [the]school and I already feel
accepted and I feel that's where I belong and not where I wasted precious years of my life
feeling unwanted. (Manaah, SS-C, Year 11)
She suggested that her experience in the previous school had made a significant difference to her
academic performance and her well-being overall:
I was a low achiever at my previous school, and to be honest I had no motivation to do
well. Since I am at SS-B, I feel that I am getting better as I feel motivated to work hard
and get better scores, because the teachers too here want you to do well – which was not
the same at my old school. (Manaah, SS-C, Year 11)
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All four parents recognised that their daughters were accepted in the school for who they
were. The parents’ satisfaction regarding their daughters’ social acceptance in the school was
apparent. They all reported that their daughters had developed a strong sense of belonging with
their respective schools because of the ways schools were addressing their religious and cultural
needs. They recognised that the religious freedom that their daughters had in the schools was a
significant factor in their feeling accepted as integral part of the school community. When asked
about her daughter’s experience at school, Nancy commented:
Nothing but support. Nothing but acceptance and appreciation of difference. (Nancy,
Mother of Yana, SS-C)
Similarly, Mrs. Malik recognised that the school her daughters were attending had met all
their religious, cultural and educational needs. She said that she and her husband had enrolled
their daughters in state schools not for the long term, their plan being to enrol them into an
Islamic school at the start of the following year, but that, since their daughters were so well
accepted by the state school, they had changed their minds and now they decided to retain them
at SS-A:
We are completely satisfied the way our daughters have religious freedom and school
had accepted them with their religion. This is good and if it continues to be like this, then
there won’t be any issue and that’s why we decided not to change the school as we
planned initially. (Mrs. Malik, Faiza & Rabia’s mother, SS-A)
It was also apparent that the teachers valued the Muslim girls in their classes and tried
their best to include them in all the social and academic activities so they could develop the sense
of belonging with the school:
The great thing about SS-B is that we are incredibly multicultural and one thing I love
about my students and staff is that they are accepting of each other. There is not a great
deal of bullying that goes on because we don’t have students from one particular group
or social-economic group and we don’t have special programs at all. We have a big ESL
unit and the ESL teachers are highly trained in ensuring that some process is put in place
where students can understand the cultural differences so that they don’t offend and that
they understand and we are not offending in a way when we speak. We are all working as
a team and our ultimate home is that our students feel safe and accepted by the school
community. (Mrs. Graham, Head of Department, SS-B)
The analysis of the data thus indicated that, despite there being some interpersonal
challenges that Muslim girls were confronting in the state schools, the schools themselves had
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adopted inclusive strategies to address the individual religious and cultural needs of students, and
that these strategies were crucial in the girls’ development of sense of belonging to and sense of
acceptance by the school community.

A Feeling of Responsiveness to their Learning Needs
The analysis of the data suggests that three key factors enabled the girls to feel accepted and to
develop and sense of belonging with the school: (1) the provision of a prayer room, (2)
modification to the school uniform to accommodate their faith, and (3) the availability of halal
food. These are explained as follows.
The Provision of a Prayer Room
The literature reviewed in Chapter Two identified the importance to Muslims of their
engagement in five obligatory daily prayer sessions in each day. Muslim children are encouraged
to commence praying when they reach the age of seven, but this becomes obligatory upon
reaching puberty. Only one of those sessions (the Doh’r), however, falls during school hours:
around the lunch hour. Being aged 13 and 19, the girls in this study had reached adolescence.
Those girls who attended SS-A, SS-C, and SS-D schools reported that they were enabled
to pray the Doh’r within their lunch hour at school, for example:
We are allowed to do our prayers within the lunch hour. So all the Muslim girls of my
class, including myself, go to prayer Doh’r at our lunch break – the time is always
limited, as we have to do our lunch and prayer within that 20-minutes of break. (Jamila,
SS-A, Year 12)
I do my Doh’r at lunch time; it’s like a routine now for so many years. We need to pray
within the limited time. (Fakhara, SS-C, Year 12)
These responses suggested that the schools the girls were attending accepted the religious
imperative for prayers, and that it was accommodated by the presence of a prayer room within
the school that could be utilised at the appropriate hour, which they confirmed:
Recently, the school introduced a prayer and a reflection room, it is just a classroom but
recently they advised students that we are free to use this room at lunch time for prayers
or reflection for those who are interested. (Sadia, SS-D, Year 10)
Sadia’s statement revealed that she considered her school’s action in this regard as a clear
indication of its Muslim students’ religious needs. She viewed this move as even more admirable
since she further stated that, whilst her school was multicultural, Muslim students were in a
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minority. Thus, for Sadia, the existence of the prayer and reflection room was a symbol of her
school’s acceptance of her religious needs.
The Muslim girls in SS-A, also recognised that their school had changed some of their
practices to incorporate Islamic culture and religion into the general school policy:
My school is awesome. They really respect our activities and our prayer times. I pray
every day with my friends at school because the second break is our only time. They give
us an opportunity to do prayers at school, and they actually informed us that we could
pray the first day we went there. There is a place for us to pray. By allowing us a time
and place for our prayers, the school has shown that they care for every one of us. (Rani,
SS-A, Year 12)
In other words, Rani echoed Sadia’s sentiments here, when she pointed out that her school
evidenced its care towards them. Similar views were held by the Muslim girls attending SS-C,
who noted that their school had allocated two rooms for Muslim students, one for the boys and
the other for the girls. This shows that in this case, the school additionally respected gender
differences. indicated:
We have a prayer room…, separate for boys and girls. …We have to bring our own stuff
like praying mats. …We just put our long jumpers onto the floor and pray. (Zillay, SS-C,
Year 11)
Overall, the girls’ responses made the point that the state schools were adapting their
school policy to include the obligatory religious practices of their Muslim students through the
provision of a prayer room. Such provision was also perceived as being a legitimisation of Islam
through its incorporation into regular school practices.
Nevertheless, one school (SS-B) did not offer its Muslim students a prayer room, although
the students saw this failure as reflection of the low Muslim student population at the school.
Significantly, the Muslim students at the school had not requested a prayer room in the school.
They appeared to be waiting for their school to take the initiative. They indicated that they would
have valued such a positive action as giving them a feeling of importance within their school and
that, had they requested a prayer room, their school would indeed have granted the request. Their
reluctance to put forward such a request seemed to derive from their awareness that they were
few in number and they were reluctant to ask for it:
We don't have a prayer room in the school and we never asked for it. As there are hardly
10-15 Muslim students in the whole school, and when you are in the minority, you don't
ask for big things. They might have allocated us a room – to be very honest with you, we
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are too shy to ask for it. But yes, if we have a prayer room in the school, it would help
Muslim girls in the school to feel that they exist, and the school really cares about their
needs – but considering ourselves the minority, we never ask for it. (Maanah, SS-B, Year
11)
We didn’t really ask for a praying room, they would probably lend an office to us for our
prayers. I would love to see it, as it would make us feel somehow 'important' to them. It
would mean that they want us to stay! (Fareeha, SS-B, Year 10)
It should also be noted that, with the exception of Fareeha, the Muslim girls attending SSB had recently migrated to Australia as refugees. Given that they were new to Australian
schooling, they were reticent to make such a request, although they acknowledged that it
probably would have been granted, as Mrs. Graham, the participating Head of Department at SSB suggested:
Muslim girls at our school come from refugee backgrounds and they are usually shy to
come forward and talk about what they need or what’s bothering them. I think that is the
reason that I have never heard of any kind of request from my Muslim students, that they
need a prayer room. If they would have requested it I am 100 per cent sure that it would
be definitely fulfilled. (Mrs. Graham, Head of department, SS-B)
To summarise, the Muslim girls attending the state schools viewed the school provision of
a prayer room as symbolic of their acceptance as Muslims, and they acknowledged its
significance in relation to developing a sense of belonging with the school. The responses
revealed that they appreciated the fact that their schools were meeting their religious needs and
consequently they felt accepted. Moreover, although a prayer room at SS-B did not exist, the
failure was due to its minority of Muslim students feeling outnumbered by the other students at
the school, such that they failed to request it. This meant that the opportunity for acceptance of
their religion within the school in this way had been overlooked, and they did not receive the
feelings of wellbeing and belonging with the school that its provision would have generated.
Overall, then, the provision of prayer rooms in these schools meant that the Muslim girls could
experience acceptance in a largely secular education system.
Modification to the School Uniform
All four schools studied acknowledged the religious imperatives surrounding the Muslim dress,
and they accommodated this through adapting their practices regarding the school uniform. All
the state schools in the study evidenced acceptance of Muslim girls wearing a hijab, long-sleeved
shirt and long trousers or leggings.
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Those schools with a higher proportion of Muslim students – namely SS-A and SS-C –
offered Muslims the option of inclusive clothing through the school uniform shop that include
those clothing items. In those schools where the Muslim student population was less – SS-B and
SS-D – that choice was not provided. However, the participants were permitted to wear the hijab
or any other extra clothing in the school colours that they needed to wear to cover their bodies.
Collectively, it seems that these schools accommodated the dress codes applicable to young
Muslim girls so that they were able to comply with the religious practices expected of them as
young Muslim women:
The actual uniform is pants, or you can wear skirts, but for Muslim girls they actually
allow long skirts as well, which is available in the school colours. Our shirts are half
sleeves, but we can also wear shirts with full sleeves. Or if we have half sleeves, we are
actually allowed to wear shirts underneath. The others are not allowed to wear that!
(Rabia, SS-A, Year 12)
Seemingly, Rabia appreciated her school’s action, and probably even felt special
compared to the other pupils in the school. Like Rabia, other female students reported that they
were grateful to the school that the staff were accommodating their religious and cultural needs.
In fact, for Faiza, the school as a whole school assisted her full inclusion in a new education
system:
I am very happy with my school, the way I have been welcomed as a new student, and in
just a few months I feel like that I have adjusted so well, and definitely credit goes to the
teachers and the management that accommodate students to a level that they don’t feel
isolated or left out. Starting from the uniform to all my other religious needs, my school
has always accommodated my needs as a Muslim. (Faiza, SS-A, Year 12)
And Zillay:
We do not need to go out of the school and find a hijab and other extra clothing in the
school colours that we need, as it is now available in school and within school. It gives
me a feeling that I exist too. (Zillay, SS-C, Year 11)
Compared with SS-A and SS-C, despite their lower Muslim populations, these schools still
showed understanding towards the religious practices of their Muslim students through school
uniform modification. For example, Manaah suggested that:
My teachers are great. They don’t ask so many questions about my appearance. It seems
that they have knowledged my faith. They teach me equally and the same as everyone
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else. I am grateful that they let me wear the Hijab and cover my arms and legs with extra
clothing, which is not a part of the uniform. (Manaah, SS-B, Year 11)
Hence, Manaah linked her school’s willingness to promote religious acceptance in this way
with her teachers’ knowledge of her religion. She considered that this knowledge encouraged her
teachers to afford her equal status with her fellow students. This is important, because it signifies
that the school’s religious acceptance is also projected by its teaching staff, providing visible
confirmation that the Islam is wholly accepted.
Further, the data indicated the satisfaction and gratitude of the participants’ parents
regarding the schools’ resource provision in relation to their accommodation of Muslims’
religious requirements. Mrs. Sheikh expressed this as follows:
My daughters go to a state school but they have Hijab available in their uniform colours.
They are allowed to wear full sleeves and headscarves. They cater to longer dresses as
well. They are allowed to go to the Mosque for Friday prayers; they are even allowed to
go by themselves at a certain age. (Mrs. Sheikh, mother of Rani, SS-A)
To conclude, the data indicated that the state schools’ modification to the school uniform
to accommodate Muslim female participants clearly helped them to adjust within the school
because the girls believed that their Muslim faith was being respected and accepted by their
schools. The schools also accepted the girls’ religious differences:
When you are a covered Muslim, you have religious needs – and when your school gives
you ways to practise your Deen [religion], like a hijab at the school uniform shop, or
halal food in the tuck shop, etc., it means that they are accepting you with all of those
differences. (Yana, SS-C, Year 10)
These girls were humbled by their schools’ understanding that for them symbolised acceptance
of their religion.
The Availability of Halal Food
The availability of halal food in the schools’ ‘tuck shops’ was reported by the girls as the third
major reason for their feeling accepted. The importance of eating halal food for Muslims has
been discussed earlier in this thesis, but here I reiterate that the word halal means ‘permissible’
or ‘allowed’, meaning the food that Muslims are allowed to eat according to Islamic Sharia Law.
The in-depth interviews with the girls in this study indicated that they were well-informed by
their families from an Islamic perspective that they were not allowed any food that was not halal.
For them, eating halal food was a serious religious practice that must be upheld.
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The data indicated that those Muslim girls attending the state saw their schools as
introducing Halal food to incorporate and legitimise the culture of Muslim students in the school.
The Muslim girls in the two schools doing so reported their satisfaction at their school’s moves
in this respect, and stated that their religious dietary requirements were acknowledged:
My school has introduced halal food into our canteen very recently; they announced in
the parade that there was Halal food now available for Muslim students. And we are just
like ‘Thank you.’… They are welcoming. …It feels like they are accepting us. (Fakhara,
SS-C, Year 12)
Fakhara noted that her school made the introduction of halal food public to the other students in
the school, suggesting that the school sought to raise the profile of the Muslim students in the
eyes of their fellow students. Zillay echoed this, although she stated that the initiative had to
come from the students initially:
Our school tries to take care of the needs of all students. When we didn’t have halal food
available in the tuck shop they used to order it for us one day before the halal meat
pies. …but we have to order it. (Zillay, SS-C, Year, 11)
Likewise, those Muslim girls at SS-A indicated that they appreciated the school’s
provision of halal food, and they interpreted this as their school’s display of respect towards their
religious beliefs, and its encouragement of inclusion and acceptance:
In the tuck-shop they have space for Halal food as they have labelled it ‘Halal’. And the
staff knows – for example, if we are going to buy something which is not Halal they will
tell us that it is not Halal. (Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
This meant that the staff employed by the school to work in the school shop were familiar
about the girls’ religious needs, and they sought to ensure that the food offered was compatible
with their religious requirements. Rani reported that her school was not only accommodating
Muslim students’ religious dietary requirements, but also that the ‘tuck-shop’ staff asked them
whether the Muslim students generally were happy with the arrangements, or if they wanted
changes.
The parents of the Muslim girls further recognised the schools’ inclusion policy that
extended both to Muslim students and to their parents:
In all the functions or the parent-teacher meetings which have been held so far, they
invite the parents for morning tea. So, there was a session where the food that was served
was all Halal. So, they make sure the source of the food on the table is from halal
gelatine or vegetable oil; they had kept in mind about all of these and had ensured that,
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since the Muslim families would be here, the food would be served accordingly. And they
serve Halal food even in the canteen. Even if there is a barbeque function or any other
function, they serve Halal. (Mrs. Malik, Faiza & Rabia’s Mothe, SS-A)
Mrs. Malik indicated that her daughter’s school exemplified its acceptance of parents’ as well as
Muslim girls’ religious faith through its provision of halal food at school functions.
Those participants attending SS-B and SS-D did not have halal food at the school ‘tuckshop’, but they remained silent over its unavailability at school. Like their comments on the nonavailability of a prayer room at their school, their responses identified that they were aware that
they were a minority at the school and that they were too reticent to raise the issue. However,
Wadi indicated:
They care for our needs, like our Art and Home Economics teacher will always bring
halal or vegetarian options to accommodate our needs in our cooking time. (Wadi, SS-B,
Year 10)
Notably, the Muslim population in SS-B and SS-D was less than 1 per cent of the whole
school population, yet those schools attempted to introduce halal food in school at events and in
the Home Economics lesson. This meant that the teachers were aware of the Muslim girls’
religious needs and were making every effort to include them within the class to avoid their
exclusion from school practice. Sadia, though, commented that she did not expect her school to
make special food provision because Muslim students at her school were too few in number to
render this economically practicable. She was satisfied that she could purchase a vegetarian meal
rather than requesting halal food. Maanah was the only participant from those attending SS-B or
SS-D who noted the importance of having halal food at the tuck shop. For her, it was a means of
social engagement with her fellow students:
I think if there was Halal food in our school canteen, we would be able to socialise more.
It would give us an opportunity to go with our friends and buy food from the canteen.
(Maanah, SS-B, Year 11)
Thus, it appeared from the responses offered by the girls that the availability of halal food
at these state schools was viewed as another key factor that encouraged their religious
acceptance in the schools. In some instances, it contributed to whole staff acceptance of the
Muslim faith.
In sum, the analysis identified three key ways in which the state schools were
accommodating the Muslim girls’ religious needs: (1) prayer rooms, (2) modifications to the
school uniform, and (3) the availability of halal food in school. There was a definite correlation
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between these three key factors and the Muslim girls’ sense of being recognised and embraced
by their schools. The data suggested that there was a strong sentiment among the participants of
this study, that these small but crucial initiatives implemented by their schools were contributing
to their belief that they were an integral part of their schools.

Academic Experiences
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, four major findings emerged in
response to the third question (that pertaining to their academic experiences): (1) high academic
aspirations, (2) the importance of STEM vocational paths, (3) supportive schooling, and (4)
strong parental support. The following sub-sections explain these four major findings.

High Educational Aspirations
All the Muslim girls interviewed from state schools indicated that they what were,
comparatively, high educational aspirations. They all reported that they were aiming for postsecondary education – mostly through university – and then to pursue a career in the profession
of their interest. Eleven spoke of their intentions to pursue university education and three of
pursuing tertiary vocational education qualifications:
My aim is to study at university. For me it is a dream because I would be the first one in
my family to enter university. (Maham, SS-C, Year 11)
Zillay reported that she and her family went through very difficult times during their journey as
refugees so she acknowledged seeking refuge in Australia presented a golden opportunity to gain
a higher education and:
to prove myself as a successful professional. So I want to seek higher education. (Zillay,
SS-C, Year 11)
She proceeded to argue that her school had provided her all the opportunities that would be
needed to pursue her dream:
The way education is delivered is excellent. I am aware of my choices; the school will
make very clear the importance of each subject and help us to choose the right subject
that will help [prepare us] for our university degree. So, I feel very confident that my
school is definitely helping me and will help me to choose a degree that will help me to
chase my life goal. (Zillay, SS-C, Year 9)
Jamila indicated that she had already chosen the subjects in her senior years that would
enable her to pursue her university education in medicine:
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I have taken science subjects in my senior years – studying biology, chemistry and
physics. I am going to do a Bachelor in Medical Science from Griffith University.
(Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
Salwa, Jamila’s sister, also reported her aspirations for future higher education. She said
that she was aiming for Queensland Academy of Mathematics, Science and Technology
(QAMST) in her senior years of high school. She narrated that upon hearing about QAMST from
her science teacher, she collected the admission related information and made up her mind that
she will attend QAMST. She also recognised that attending QAMST would need a lot of hard
work and she was prepared for it:
I know I am going to do my university degree in either science, maths or IT. I heard
about the Queensland Academy of Science, Mathematics and Technology (QASMT) from
my Science teacher when I was in Grade Eight. I went home and did my research about it
and decided that I am going to QASMT for Years 10-12. I know it is going to be a lot of
hard work as there the competition is very high, but I like to challenge myself. (Salwa,
SS-A, Year 8)
Three students reported post-secondary education aspirations but in vocational education.
They understood vocational education to be more practical and a passport to the workforce
without studying hard in university. For instance, Rabia, who was in year 12 was aiming to do a
Certificate Three in Applied Fashion Design and Technology, which she was anticipating would
take her directly into the field of her interest:
I have done my research already regarding my education after school. I don’t have to do
a master’s degree in fashion designing like my mother to pursue a career of my choice I
would do Certificate Three in Applied Fashion Design and Technology. (Rabia, SS-A,
Year 12)
Zara, similarly, was of the view that a certificate or a diploma through TAFE could enable
her to pursue her career in the field of her interest (fashion designing). She talked of aspiring to
build her career in fashion design after finishing a Diploma in Applied Fashion Design and
Merchandising from TAFE Brisbane:
I want to be a Fashion Designer. I want to set new trends in the Pakistani fashion
designing. I want to promote Pakistani fashion in Australia. I have a craze for fashion
designing. I want to do business and fashion designing and interior designing, and set up
my own fashion line internationally. (Zara, SS-A, Year 12)
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Faiza was the third student who reported her aspirations to study after school in vocational
education to pursue her career in the area of her interest.

The Importance of STEM Vocational Paths
The importance of STEM vocational paths was another overarching theme that had emerged
from the analysis of the interview data from the girls attending state schools. Ten participants
reported that they were aiming to pursue further education in a field of STEM, which then would
lead them to their career of their interest:
Well, my first preference is medical imaging, so I put that down. I put down medical
imaging first because, it is the highest and is a three- year degree, so, you know, so I’m
interested in it, so I write it down. Yeah. I got [my] second preference as law –
completely different from medical imaging. I want to have a career in science and I do
understand the world is getting very challenging in terms of getting an appropriate job.
So, if I will study science and maths, I would have more bright chances to get a
profession that will open doors for me. (Salwa, SS-A, Year 8)
It was evident from the responses of these 10 students that they were aware of their
options for post-secondary education and a career pathway in a field of STEM. For example,
Sadia reported that she wanted to do a degree in medicine and then to do a specialisation:
I want to study medicine but I am hoping to become a doctor and then specialise, I am
more interested in doing medical imaging, radiology or sonography. (Sadia, SS-D, Year
9)
Jamila, similarly, reported having high aspirations for a STEM vocational path after
finishing school:
I have taken science subjects in senior years – studying biology, chemistry and physics. I
am going to do a Bachelor in Medical science from Griffith University, Gold Coast.
(Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
Fareeha wanted to convert her skills in technology into a successful career. She reported
that she was good with technology, which had shaped her interest in taking up a degree in
Information Technology (IT):
I believe that I am very good with technology so I want to do a degree in IT. There are so
many courses that different universities of Brisbane are offering in IT, so I will examine
my options after finishing my school. It will also depend on how well I do in the OP's.
(Fareeha, SS-B, Year 10)
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Fakhara’s motivation to take a degree in a STEM subject was different from the rest of
the girls. She reported that she wanted to take a degree in science because she wanted to change
her future life as she did not want to live a life of her mother. She reported that her mother was a
housewife and a stay-at-home all the time, doing home chores and looking after the family. She
reported that a degree in science would allow her to change her life positively as she did not have
to depend on anyone:
A degree in science!! I definitely want to change my life as I don't want to end up like my
mother, a housewife!! I don't want to stay home and do home chores and look after the
whole family like my mother. A degree in science will give me opportunities to be
independent and successful. (Fakhara, SS-C, Year 12)

Supportive Schooling
Another significant overarching theme that emerged from the analysis of the data from the
interviews with the Muslim girls attending state schools was their experience of highly
supportive schooling. All the girls spoke of their individual educational experiences differently,
but a common element running through their responses involved the importance and high level
of school support. It appeared that their respective schools had provided different ways to
scaffold the curriculum for them to facilitate their acquisition of a better education. Each
participant spoke highly of the education they received at school. For example, Sadia
commended the timing and pacing of the curriculum delivery at SS-D:
In my school, the curriculum is much planned and everything has to be done at the right
time. You can’t slack off. The way my school is delivering curriculum is amazing. (Sadia,
SS-D, Year 10)
In a similar vein, Yana reported:
The curriculum at school is very broad and is indeed helping me to achieve my goal of
life. (Yana, SS-B, Year 9)
Thus, Yana highlighted the broad curriculum that functioned as a building block for academic
success, assisting her to transition into a career or other pathways beyond her school years.
Moreover, there was a clear expectation within these schools that all students should
achieve good academic grades:
My educational experience so far has been great. I have an excellent academic record so
far. I have always been 'above-year-level'. I scored outstanding bands in Years Three,
Five, Seven and Nine NAPLAN, which was way higher than the average. My strong areas
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are Science and English. I remember when I was in Grade Nine, in a parent-teacher
meeting, my science teacher said to my parents that ‘Jamila's understanding and interest
in Science shows that she’s holding a bright future in the field of Science’. My parents
were so proud of me and they said to me that I have made their day. (Jamila, SS-A, Year
12)
Here, Jamila made the point that her school understood the need to value-add whenever possible
as a means of student encouragement for academic and future career successes. She further
elaborated this point:
My school has shown us pathways to our careers which have made it easy for me to
choose medicine. I have taken science subjects in my senior years – studying biology,
chemistry and physics. I am going to do a Bachelor in Medical Science from Griffith
University. (Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
Evidently, Jamila’s school had greatly assisted her in her choice of career through its provision
of a range of pathways, and it expected strong achievement from all its students in the Australian
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority’s (ACARA) standardised testing system, and
in the National Assessment Program, Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN, 2008).
Jamila’s sister, Salwa, reinforced that point:
It has been great so far. I am in Grade Nine and currently we all are preparing ourselves
for NAPLAN. My NAPLAN bands in Year Seven were very good and I was above the
average and I am hoping to do even better. Our school prepares us for NAPLAN and they
have expectations that we will do well. (Salwa, SS-A, Year 8)
Like her sister, Salwa also spoke of her school’s encouragement. This was reflected in her
teacher’s suggestion that she attempt entrance to the competitive, high-ranking Queensland
Academy of Science, Mathamatics and Technology (QASMT). In this suggestion, it was clear
that her school had recognised that she had excellent capabilities in science, as she indicated:
I am interested in radiology, medical imaging..., but science is my field. I enjoy learning
science and maths at school. They teach you in a way that you love studying it. (Salwa,
SS-A, year 8)
Both these girls’ sentence choices, such as I know I am going to and I am going to do
Bachelor of Medical Science, pointed towards their awareness and optimism about their future,
as it had been shaped by their school experiences.
Likewise, Wadi said that:
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First, I thought I wanted to become a Doctor. But now I am interested in computer
studies and want to become a software engineer. I never thought about such careers or
education when I was studying in Afghanistan. Here they give you a lot of confidence and
teachers expect a lot from you, and you know when someone believes in you, you don’t
want to let them down. (Wadi, SS-B, Year 10)
Wadi connected her confidence with strong school support. Her previous schooling in
Afghanistan ensured her recognition of the strength of that support.
Zillay spoke of how her school supported her through its scaffolded curriculum, which
permitted her to make an informed choice with respect to her academic subjects:
Absolutely. The way education is delivered is excellent. I am aware of my choices; the
school will make very clear the importance of each subject and help us to choose the
right subject that will help for our University degree. I remember my sister when she was
in Grade 12 – the school made the transition very easy. She got to know what she is
going to study in University because the school was having information sessions with
Grade 12 that helped them to choose the right degree. So, I feel very confident that my
school is definitely helping me and will help me to choose a degree that will help me to
chase my life goal. (Zillay, SS-C, Year 9)
Zillay was certain that, based on her sister’s positive experience at this school, her school would
offer her strong support during her transition to university to study a degree that would suit to her
interest and future career.
It was evident from these girls’ responses that they held high aspirations for higher
education, and that one of the key factors in this was the support that they received within their
state schools. Further, their educational experiences at the state schools were exceptional, in the
range of subject choices that they could access in the senior years of high school. Twelve of the
fourteen girls reported that this was a major reason for their parents’ selection of a state schools
for their daughters:
It’s great so far because I can do the subjects of my interest in my senior years. I am an
art girl and wanted to do visual arts. At Islamic school, there was nothing around arts
that would have let me stay there. I spoke with my parents and told them that I don't want
to study the subjects that don’t have any interest for me. They took me out of that school
in Year 8 and put me at SS-C. That’s the main reason that I am here because I can see
that it will take me closer to my goal of having a career in arts. My parents, especially
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my mother really supported me, because she knew how passionate I am in arts. (Yana,
SS-C, Year 9)
In the state school system, you have got to know a vast array of subject choices that they
are exposed to and which they will choose for innumerable occupations open to them
after school, and brilliant opportunities. Opportunities of the sporting field, arts and the
academic field. You know they have got links with the universities, you know with the
techs. You know that Islamic high school just doesn’t have these – especially in Years 11
and 12, students do not have many subject choices. (Nancy, Yana’s Mother)
Thus, Yana’s mother identified the gap between Islamic schools and state schools in this respect.
Another student, Rani noted that the curriculum in the Senior High School (Years 10, 11
& 12) was more relevant to her future goal of becoming an engineer than was the curriculum in
her earlier years of school:
I want to be an engineer like my parents. In Year 11, you can choose your own subjects,
so my subjects pretty much include the sciences and the maths; so that is pretty good, but
I found that in Year nine and before, you do not have pretty much to do towards your aim
so in that way it does not help or hinder your aim. In Year 10 you have limited choices to
make, like you have to do bit of graphics and other related stuff. But yes, I am satisfied
now that I am studying subjects like physics, maths and chemistry that link with the field
of Engineering. (Rani, SS-A, Year 12)
To conclude, it was evident that the state schools were scaffolding the school curriculum to
match all their students’ needs and abilities. This enabled positive educational experiences that
included tailored pathways towards future careers, a thoughtful curriculum, wide-ranging subject
choices, and high academic expectations from all the students. Overall, there existed a
harmonious relationship between the school and the girls, which promoted the development of
high aspirations for the further education and future career goals of the girls.

Strong Parental Support
The parents of the Muslim girls also played a significant role in motivating their daughters to
aim high towards higher education, and professional careers. Parents were seen as supporting
their daughters by helping them with their homework, encouraging them in their subject choices,
motivating them to choose a field of education that suited to their interests, and by offering
encouragement to study STEM subjects:
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My parents played a huge role and they are still, to motivate and push me and my
younger sisters to take education, and especially science subjects seriously because it is
going to shape our futures. (Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
I spoke with my Dad when I heard about QAMST and he said that if I think that I can do
it I should do it. (Salwa, SS-A, Year 8)
The other girls also acknowledged their parents’ role in motivating and supporting them at
school. Sadia also acknowledged the supportive educational environment at home:
My home is like another school for me. My mother and father are both doing teaching
and it helped me a lot. They keep reminding me that they expect me to do exceptionally
well when in school. (Sadia, SS-D, Year 10)
Sadia attributed her high academic successes to both her parents. She said that, like her father,
she preferred activities that challenged her capacity to achieve success, such as undertaking the
International Baccalaureate (IB). She was also well aware of the opportunities that the IB
Diploma would open for her, perhaps due to her parents’ professional background:
I have got that from my father, like him I like to do difficult things because that is my way
of discovering myself. I am aware of the fact that it gets very challenging. Like the
standard of education at SS-D is very high. Here the curriculum is IB so it means that I
am accepted anywhere in the world whereas OP [Overall Position – a tertiary entrance
rank used in Queensland for selection into universities] limits you to study just in
Australia. (Sadia, SS-D, Year 10)
Both Sadia’s parents worked in education and were aware of the practices and rules
surrounding education in schools. Naturally, they transferred this knowledge to their daughters.
Sadia’s father, Mr. Kabir asserted that he enjoyed engaging with his daughters in a variety of
conversations that included social and academic aspects. He confirmed his pride in his role in his
daughters’ education, stating that:
I involve myself with my girls a lot at home. I take interest in listening to their stories.
They will come and tell me what has happened at school. We talk about everything –
from their friends to their studies. Being a science teacher, I will initiate talks about
science and maths. A number of times, Sadia will come to me about some science lessons
with some confusion and I will explain. It helped them a lot at school. So, there is a very
friendly and healthy educational atmosphere that we have created at home. When Sadia
told me about her intentions to go for SS-D, I said that's it!! She applied and she
prepared her CV and she had a hard time for the interview, it was such a long process
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and it is really for the outstanding students. She is a good student and she wants a
challenge, so I said OK go for it. It was her big achievement that she was accepted. (Mr.
Kabir, Sadia’s father)
Nancy’s decision to take her children to a public school, Salwa’s father’s encouragement
of his daughter to aim for QAMST and Sadia’s father’s support suggested that they wanted their
children to study subjects that reflected their own specific interests.
Rabia and Zara also indicated that their parents fully supported their own decision to enter
fashion designing. Zara reflected that:
My mother is in the field of fashion designing as well so she gets very excited whenever I
show my interest in fashion designing. I want to be a fashion designer. I want to set new
trends in the Pakistani fashion designing. I want to promote Pakistani fashion in
Australia. I have a craze for fashion designing. I want to do business and fashion
designing and interior designing, and set up my own fashion line internationally and my
mother understands where I am coming from so she always supports me. (Zara, SS-A,
Year 11)
For Zara, then, her mother was her inspiration; she supported and understood Zara’s passion for
this career due to her current employment in the field.
Yet the data also threw light on the fact that even those Muslim parents who did not hold
a university degree and were in blue collar employment (see Table 2, in Chapter 4) desired their
children to study STEM subjects in their state schools. From the girls’ responses, it is important
to note that their parents who lacked higher education still encouraged their children to study
STEM subjects. Possibly, those parents perceived STEM as an escape for their children from the
disadvantaged social and economic conditions they inhabited. This was evidenced in Wadi’s
response:
My mother really wants me to study science and have a career. She does not want me to
end up like her as a housewife. My father wants me to take an interest in science and
maths. He believes that if I have a career in arts or anything non-science, then my life is
a waste. It is a lot of pressure. (Wadi, SS-B, Year 9)
Whilst Wadi saw her father’s expectations of her as placing her under much pressure to achieve
well in science and mathematics, she also suggested that she understood the reason for those
expectations as being that she could choose a profession that would shape her future:
I know why my father pushes me because he wants me to be a Doctor or engineer, he
thinks that these professions will help me to shape my bright future. (Wadi, SS-B, Year 9)
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Fareeha also reported that her parents were pushing her to study science, but that she
disliked the subject:
I don't enjoy studying science but my parents want me to study science even in senior
years of high school as they believe that I would be respected if I have a career in
science. (Fareeha, SS-B, Year 10)
Fareeha’s parents saw the demand for STEM in the contemporary world, and so they supported
the idea, even if their daughter disliked the subjects involved.
Narrative from the other girls contained a similar element. For example, Manaah stated
that:
My parents are always keen to know how well I am doing in my science and maths class
and if I need extra support after school. …I have taken hard science subjects in Year 11
because my parents expect me be a Doctor or engineer. …They want to see me succeed.
(Manaah, SS-B, Year 11)
To sum, the data analysis suggests that, irrespective of the socio-economic status of the
parents and their educational status, the majority of the state school Muslim girls’ parents
supported their daughters in school in order that they achieve higher education and their desired
career goals.

Managing Identity Formation
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, two major findings emerged in
response to the fourth question (that pertaining to their experience of managing their identity
formation in their schooling): (1) their sense of a strong Muslim identity in school and (2) their
sense of successful integration. The next two sub-sections explain and evidence these two
findings.

Sense of a Strong Muslim Identity in School
All the participating Muslim girls from state schools, with one exception, reported that they
identified themselves as Muslims and that they were proud of their Muslim identities. These
Muslim girls were developed strong Muslim identities within their schools and they related their
Muslim identities to the obligatory religious dress code: 12 girls indicating that they negotiated
their Muslim identities by wearing religious clothing, included a hijab, full sleeved shirts and
either long skirts, trousers or leggings. Further, they expressed their confidence in wearing the
hijab, revealing that the majority of their peers and school staff respected their choice of
clothing. Yana stated that:
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I identify myself as a Muslim girl who wears a hijab. It's my identity, so I wear a hijab at
school quite confidently. We do not really have clashes that much, not really. We all
respect each other’s beliefs and I think that is the most important thing. I try not to be
rude to people who are not even nice to me because my parents taught us that there is no
excuse for being rude to anyone. They respect my beliefs and I respect their point of view
towards life which is very opposite to mine, but because of the multicultural atmosphere
of the school, we all know to respect each other. So, I do not have to face any challenges
to negotiate my Muslim identity at school, as I came from a Muslim school. So, there was
a little concern initially but as soon as I entered school, I was 'welcomed' for 'who I am'.
(Yana, SS-C, Year 9)
Apparently therefore, the multicultural approach that these state schools had adopted was
responsible for empowering the Muslim girls to develop their identities within the school. Jamila
confirmed this point and went further:
I wear a scarf a bit loose, because I want myself comfortable in what I am wearing. So
my hijab is a bit loose and it also gives me a modern look. It is part of my identity!! I
wear long pants in school. …I respect every woman – Muslim or Muslim – no matter if
she is covered or not because they are women. It should be us to decide what to wear and
what makes us comfortable. I wear a scarf and long pants and full sleeves because I feel
more secure and protected like that: I have a bubble around me, and nobody can invade
it! We all are free to make choices of how to dress and how not to because it is our body.
(Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
Clearly, Jamila carried herself proudly as a Muslim and she took pride in her Muslim identity.
She extended Yana’s point by stating that she believed that not only should Muslim females be
able to select their religious clothing, but they should additionally be permitted to wear the items
in whichever manner they chose, so that they could feel secure among the other students in
school. Nevertheless, she respected every woman, whether Muslim or non-Muslim.
Other participants echoed Jamila’s comments, adding that sometimes they are asked
casual questions concerning their religious dress. They answered that it reflected their identity
and without it they are uncomfortable. Maham noted that:
Of course, as a Muslim girl, the identity of a Muslim girl who wears a hijab is very
visible. And I wear a hijab, long sleeves and long pants. Sometimes my class fellows ask
me ‘don’t I feel hot in that?’ but I am not! I am used to it now and plus, it is who I am!
(Maham, SS-C, Year 11)
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Thus, for Maham, her religious dress made her very visible to others.
Likewise, Manaah reported the inquisitiveness of others in relation to her religious dress
and her religious beliefs:
This school is so multicultural, we have Chinese, Japanese, Indians, and Somalis like
me. … We all have different cultures and religious beliefs. So we all are allowed to keep
our cultures here. Like I am a Muslim and being a woman I have to show modesty, it is a
cultural and religious expectation. So, I wear long sleeves, a hijab, long pants, that
basically cover up my body! Some people don’t know why I wear what I wear. So many
questions, why I wear it and stuff, I don’t care whether they like it or not because it is my
religion and I follow it, and that’s all what matters. (Manaah, SS-B, Year 11)
Manaah accepted that her culture and her religion dictated that she show modesty in her clothing,
and she appeared to prioritise her Muslim identity over others’ judgement of her because of her
religion.
These participants were successfully developing strong Muslim identities in non-Muslim
schools. The assisting factor was their schools’ multicultural approach that appreciated and
accepted everyone in these schools, whatever their identities. The girls’ responses also indicated
that the junior years of their secondary schooling were more challenging than their senior years
regarding identity formation. Most participants spoke of their attempts to fit into Australian
society at the beginning of high school by trying to adopt an Australian lifestyle, but they
realised in their later years that they were all different and that such difference was perfectly
acceptable in society. For example, Sadia recognised her own distinctive identity and that it had
made her stronger in tackling adversity:
There was a time, maybe at my early years of high school or senior years of primary
when I was trying to fit in. ... I wanted to be just like everyone else!! But with time I
realised that I am a Muslim girl!! I have my own identity, I can never be like one of them.
Then I embraced my Muslim identity so dearly!! I started to love who I am. ... I started to
take pride in my Muslim identity. Then I started to wear the hijab, things were difficult at
the start, for example many of my friends started avoiding me. It made me stronger!! It
was possible because my school has a platform for it. I have a place to pray and I can
wear my hijab. (Sadia, SS-D, Year 10)
Maham also spoke of this stage of identity development. She recalled that:
It was very awkward when I was trying to fit in. I wanted to take my hijab of …, so that I
will look like everyone else. But then I used to see these hijabi [girls who wear hijab] in
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the school, so confident!!! It made me think!! Also, the school was allowing us to wear
the hijab and stuff so it gave me confidence! (Maham, SS-B, Year 11)
Only one student, Faiza, refrained from identifying herself as a Muslim. She argued that
her religious beliefs were something she considered very personal, and she chose not to wear a
hijab or identify herself as a Muslim because she acknowledged the fact that she and her family
had selected to reside in a country with a culture of its own. Before entering Australia, she had
decided to accept the Australian culture and not to require Australians to accept her as a Muslim:
I have just kept this in my mind that I came here into another culture but I just have to
accept the people that are here so if I don’t then I’m not accepting being a part of this
country. So, I do, like I keep what I have but I respect what they do also because they
actually respect us so I respect them. … It’s always mutual. I am always mindful of my
Australian identity first. I believe my religious beliefs are something very personal, I
don't show my religion through my clothing, for example, I don't wear a hijab like my
own sister. (Faiza, SS-A, Year 12)
Faiza also noted that her sister Rabia wore the hijab and identified herself as a covered Muslim
girl. This created a marked difference in the way they practised their religion:
We have similar beliefs yet we are bit different in the practice of our faiths. I cover my
head and body in a different way, while an Arab or an African Muslim girl will cover
herself in a different way. That's part of my identity I believe. My sister Faiza, she does
not wear a hijab at all. She has her reasons not to wear it. We respect our differences.
(Rabia, SS-A, Year 12)
Hence, with the exception of Faiza, all the girls commented that the covering of their
bodies and their wearing of the hijab represented their portrayal of their unique Muslim identity.
Nevertheless, some participants took this a stage further, asserting that these were not the only
ways they employed to display their Muslim identity. The adoption of appropriate behaviour and
following a straight path, they saw as playing a major part in this. For example, Zillay contended
that:
I wear a hijab and cover my arms and legs but that’s not all. I try to lead a straight
path. … Not only that, I don’t participate in back-stabbing. … I try to be nice even with
those who ignore me. (Zillay, SS-C, Year 11)
Rani identified a further way to negotiate her Muslim identity in school:
I sit with the girls who are also very much into their religion and culture. Like my
Korean friends, they are Christian but they are strong Catholic Christians. So they do
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understand the value of culture and religion in my life. So, it is part of my Muslim identity
to wear the hijab, I eat my traditional [halal] food, and yes, I stick to my religion a lot so
I pray at school. (Rani, SS-A, Year 12)
It was evident from the data that the girls’ parents did not compel them to wear the hijab,
as this was their own choice. Still, their families did have some influence in shaping their
Muslim identities. For example, Salwa reported:
My sister and my mum were wearing the hijab and I used to say to my mother that I want
to wear the hijab as well because I used to see them and my other cousins that they were
all wearing it, and my mother will say that I am not ready for it – she used to say that if I
wear it, I have to respect it. This means I can't wear it today and I can’t wear it
tomorrow. So, when I entered high school, I said to my mum that I am ready for it so she
let me wear it, and when I went to school for the first time with the hijab on there were
many Muslim girls within the school so I didn’t feel different. There were so many like
me, as I am a part of a community that is already there. (Salwa, SS-A, Year 8)
Thus overall, the data revealed that for the Muslim girls attending state schools where
other Muslim girls were present, they felt part of a community that had existed there before
them. Possibly, this empowered them to embrace their very own Muslim identity confidently,
especially during their senior years of high school. To sum, there was evidence that the
multicultural approach of these state schools had provided a platform within the schools that
assisted the Muslim girls to mould their possible identities. Moreover, as teenagers, they tended
to appreciate and value their own culture and religion. It was anticipated that they were actively
developing their strong religious (Islamic) identities because they were aware that, for the wider
Australian society, it was the visibility of their religious identities that signified them as a large
and strong group, rather than their ethnic or cultural identities.

Sense of Successful Integration
Eleven of the girls saw themselves as having successfully integrated into Australian society,
while the three others were still engaged in the process of integrating. Although the girls were
not asked directly about their integration, the theme emerged from the data when the participants
frequently referred to the need to attain a balance between Australian and Islamic values. The
data suggested that these girls were aware of the fact they lived in a non-Muslim country and that
their Muslim culture was different from the Australian culture, yet it was evident that they were
integrating into the Australian culture successfully. The 11 girls who reported, implicitly and
explicitly, that they had integrated into Australian society spoke of believing that their attendance
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on school excursions, shopping, or cinema trips with their non-Muslim peers, and their
involvement in various extra-curriculum activities assisted their effective integration. For
instance, Jamila considered that:
All other cultures around are daunting in terms of understanding them fully, ... but it's
good, you learn a lot. It is a very positive thing as well, but sometimes it can be all the
other way around. People could be influenced by other cultures and lose their own
culture and values, and sometimes people could pick a lot of bad stuff as well. Like
sometimes, I have seen a few students in Grade Eight; they were very innocent and very
nice but after hanging-out with a lot of different people they turned out to be rude with
different personalities. It is a very wrong approach to mix and make an attempt to show
that they are so cool. So, I believe one culture could influence another culture, you just
make sure that when you are mixing with other cultures you do not lose your own
identity. I am a mix of both Australian and Muslim cultures. I always keep a balance
between the two cultures. I go out with my non-Muslim Australian friends and watch
movies with them but there is always a limit. Like no drinking or staying outside after
sunset, or sleepovers on weekends. That's a line you can't cross. (Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
Jamila highlighted that, although it was a daunting task, she could learn from other cultures
present in her immediate school environment, yet it was equally as easy to be negatively
influenced by them. The consequences were that personalities could change dramatically. She
appreciated that she must balance the two cultures, and this was her strategy to maintain her
Australian Muslim identity.
Likewise, other girls such as Zillay adopted this approach:
I participate in all activities in school, either study-based or fun-based. I always go on
excursions and school camps. My parents are happy with anything that comes from
school. But, yeah, I am not allowed to hang out with my friends until late, or sleepovers
on weekends or attending parties. … If I will ever do one of those things I know I am
going to disappoint my family. … the expectations of Muslim parents on their children
are really high and especially on daughters, … so I hang out with my non-Muslim and
Muslim friends by not crossing my limits. And that is the beauty of living in Australia!
You can keep your own culture and at the same time you can enjoy their culture and they
still accept you. (Zillay, SS-C, Year 11)
It appeared from what Zillay had said that she appreciated living in Australia as it gave her the
liberty of keeping her identity while providing a platform to integrate with the Australian culture.
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Yet she was acutely aware that she must respect her parents’ impositions regarding certain
activities, or risk incurring their disappointment.
It seemed therefore that these Muslim girls attending the state schools studied were indeed
aware of the cultural differences between their inherited culture and the host culture. Moreover,
the data indicated that those girls who appreciated the differences between these two cultures
could better develop their Muslim identities, and thus embrace Australian society more
comfortably. The two responses below demonstrate this point:
Everybody in my school is really accepting like everyone knows how cultures could be
different from each other and you know what, we all have to confront our realities one
day. Like I couldn't run from the fact that I am a Muslim girl, ... so it becomes easier
when you finally accept who you are! I confronted myself very recently. I don't have to
shy away from my Muslim identity. I am a proud Muslim and my Muslim identity made
me see what I can offer to the country as an Australian Muslim. (Sadia, SS-D, Year 10)
I think it is an opportunity to live in a multicultural society where you meet different
people from different backgrounds and that's how you get to know a lot of things about
other cultures and vice versa. You also learn how to live in harmony while respecting our
differences. It is really a great experience. All you need is to see who you are and love
yourself for who you are. (Rabia, SS-A, Year 12)
Thus, the majority of the girls in this study were successful in integrating into Australian
society. They recognised the difference between the two cultures, and could therefore develop
strong Muslim identities. The schools’ multicultural approach contributed to their appreciation of
their own identities and to their successful integration, first into school, and then into the wider
Australian society.
Nevertheless, the three other participants admitted that they were still struggling to
integrate into Australian society. Fakhara, Manaah, and Wadi had encountered obstacles to
mixing socially with their non-Muslim peers. They were all in refugee families. Two had arrived
in Australia only recently, and one had been born in Australia. None of them considered that they
could be Australian and Muslim simultaneously. They viewed the two cultures as being parallels
that could not entwine:
It is very difficult to be a Muslim and attend state school in Australia. …. You can only be
one – either be a Muslim or Australian. … Their culture and values clash with our
beliefs. (Manaah, SS-B: Year 11)
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There are three kinds of students in my class, the good ones, the bad ones and me, the
rejected ones…because I feel that for Australian people I am a symbol of embarrassment
for them if they are with me. … So I just keep my distance because people just judge!! It
doesn’t feel that it is a class, it’s a group of different people. … Some are every kind of
people, but most of them are cold. … I don’t talk too much to them either, but they really
don’t even care as well; in fact, they feel embarrassed if they sit and talk with me.
(Fakhara, SS-C, Year 12)
Fakhara seemed to have formed a particularly challenging reality in her adolescence that had
resulted in her peers’ rejection of her and she felt isolated. This situation was surprising, since
she was born in Australia, which might been expected to facilitate her integration. She revealed,
though, that she had attended seven different schools, which may have been a contributing
factor:
I have been to seven different schools, we keep on changing our homes and the second
reason is the unwelcoming attitudes of the people. I have been to state school at
Salisbury. I felt that the teachers there were degrading me. I left that school as well
because I can’t fight for myself. (Fakhara, SS-C, Year 12)
Parental pressure on these Muslim girls could be a further detriment to their effective
integration. This factor was noted by the Head of Department at SS-B, who noted the absence of
Muslim girls in her school’s camps and at other sporting events:
I can’t remember a single Muslim girl that has ever gone to a camp with school. Not only
sports, we have science camps and biology camps, and these girls always missed
attending these camps, but then we have alternative pieces of assessment so that they
aren’t disadvantaged. Because it is part of our schools’ ethos that we can’t disadvantage
any student because of social, cultural or religious reasons, at all. And I believe if you
integrate by respecting your culture and also respecting your freedom you actually
empower yourself, you can make so many choices, and I think locking people in is really
isolating and in young people this kind of atmosphere can make them rebellious – it has
happened with one of my Muslim students. She has graduated now, but she was a
rebellious student. She rebelled against her culture and everything, she was completely
lost. (Mrs. Graham, Head of department, SS-B)
In sum, all the participating girls, except one, identified themselves as proud Muslims,
and they reported that they had negotiated their Muslim multicultural approach adopted in the
schools appeared to enabled the girls, aside from three participants, to develop their Muslim
identities and to subsequently integrate successfully within their state schools, and then within
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the wider Australian society. Their continued exposure to other cultures and religions facilitated
their appreciation of their own distinctive identities, and their respect of others’ religion and
culture. In this sense, these state schools provided a platform for them to develop their Muslim
identities, and offered them opportunities to integrate with their non-Muslim peers.

Participation in School Sports and Physical Education
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, three major findings emerged in
response to the fifth question (that pertaining to their participation in school sports and physical
education): (1) their inactivity in school sports and physical education, (2) the issue of sports
dress codes, and (3) the issue of mixed-gender groups. These three findings are explained in the
following three sub-sections.

Inactivity in School Sports and Physical Education
The Muslim girls in state schools were clearly not actively participating in the school-based
sports and physical education. They suggested that they used to undertake sports and physical
education activities in their primary schools, but that, since they had entered high school, their
participation had significantly decreased. When asked that how often they participated in schoolbased sport and physical education activities, all the girls, except one, indicated that they loved
engaging in sports but that they found it discomforting and so tended to avoid involvement:
I am not really a sporty girl anymore, I used to be one, in fact!!! Our school is one of the
top schools in terms of sports, volleyball, basketball.… My school is at the front in all
games. I tried basketball in Grade Eight, but then I dropped the idea to play basketball
now, I didn’t feel comfortable. (Jamila, SS-A, Year 12)
I really never done sports at school. I would never feel comfortable. (Fareeha, SS-B,
Year 10)
No, I am not that interested and I am not that good at it anymore. In some sports, they
wear shorts which I am not really comfortable with. (Wadi, SS-B, Year 9)
I love doing sports – I love to play basketball, volley ball. I used to play basketball and
volley ball twice a week in school as a subject. I used to participate in a lot of sports
when I was in primary school, I used to play netball there and stuff, but when I came to
high school I felt kind of that I was older now. (Salwa, SS-A, Year 8)
Sadia reported that her school was more focused on academic achievements and hence
there was not a lot of encouragement in the school for engagement in sport or physical education.
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She recognised that her parents were pushing her do some sport for health reasons, so she was
doing so outside school, because she was not comfortable in school-based sport:
My parents are pushing me to do as much for sports, so they taking me by force to a park
every Saturday to play a basketball match. They try to encourage me to do swimming, but
swimming is a thing that still I am little bit conscious about and uncomfortable about,
being a Muslim girl. Though I do have a Muslim swimming dress; but in public I still do
get stares that make me uncomfortable. But ‘yes’, my family are really supportive and in
fact encourage me to participate in sports and physical activities, so for them I do some
kinds of sports after school but in school, I am not comfortable. And, also, my school is
not a very sporty school like my previous school (SS-A). A lot of times they focus on the
academic achievements. (Sadia, SS-D, year 10)
Some of the other girls also acknowledged that they were active in sports outside school
and were attending some sports academy to fulfil their desire to do sport in an environment
which was comfortable:
I participated in sports last year, but this year I didn’t take it because I don’t feel very
comfortable to, but there is a lot of competition as well in sports, there are many people
who have been playing sports since they were kids and so they are really good at it. Also,
because it is hot, so when you are covered it is really humid and hot. But I am doing
Martial Arts in an all-girls academy where I feel very comfortable. (Rabia, SS-A, Year
12)
Yana was the only student who was actively participating in the school-based sports and
physical education. The interview with Yana’s mother revealed that initially she was not
comfortable when Yana first moved to SS-C from IS-A. However, because Yana was so good in
sports and her physical education teacher found that out, the teacher encouraged her so that she
would not waste her talent. Yana reported:
I love sports and at IS-A I was winning all of the sports awards and when I moved to SSC, I was fearful. I was hesitating and then my teacher encouraged me, saying that I have
a lot of offer in basketball and I should represent our school and country. (Yana, SS-C,
Year 9)
Her mother, Nancy confirmed what Nancy had reported:
Yana had been very fearful of sports, until last year. When her primary teacher pushed
her and said ‘no-no we need you. Your height is ideal for basketball. Oh let’s work to
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your strength’. And they made her so comfortable with all her clothing needs that she
never looked back since then. (Nancy, Yana’s mother)

The Issue of Sports Dress Codes
One of the two factors that emerged as explaining why the Muslim girls were not actively taking
part in school sports and physical education in the state schools was a clash between the sports
dress codes and the dress code dictated by their faith. The girls commented that they excelled at
sport through primary school, but once they entered high school, they lost interest. Thus, it
seemed that as they became older, their Muslim identity became more important, as portrayed by
their wearing of the hijab and their covered bodies. Dissonance was thus created between their
Muslim identities and the sports and physical education practices.
It was my first year in school and with the hijab as well, I thought that when I played
sports wearing the hijab it would be hot, and it will look awkward that I am running with
long pants and with a head scarf while the other girls are wearing shirts. I felt that as
everyone finds it funny to see a hijabi running, ... I just started to lose my interest,
because I was not enjoying it anymore because I was not comfortable anymore. ... I was
not wearing a proper sports dress code in school, … but I carried on doing sports from a
sports club that was all women, where even all of the coaches are female. I just love
playing there because I feel just comfortable within that environment. (Salwa, SS-A,
Year 8)
Similar views were reported by nine of the other girls. Nevertheless, the four state
schools had modified some of their practices around school sports to incorporate the cultural
requirements of their Muslim students. However, there were still incidents reported where the
Muslim girls were advised not to wear a particular item for safety reasons:
I participate much less now. … I love to play soccer as I have played since my childhood
with my three brothers and my dad. But one day, the coach said to me I could not
participate wearing my long pants and they did not allow me to [do so] for some safety
reasons. … Then I quit. … I left playing at school because I was not comfortable playing
with the dress code. I have always played soccer wearing my long pants when I go to the
soccer club or at home. I don’t think wearing those clothes affects my performance.
(Zillay, SS-C, Year 11)
Thus, despite the fact that these four state schools had shown flexibility with the school
uniform to incorporate the culture of the faith requirements of their Muslim grils, some incidents
still arose. For Zillay, these events had lessened her otherwise keen interest in sport, and she
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considered that her wearing of long trousers had not affected her performance in sport or her
comfort level in doing so.
Ms. Ashtin, a physical education teacher at SS-B, gave her opinion on the matter from a
teacher’s perspective. She acknowledged the struggles and challenges that Muslim girls
encountered in the field of sports and physical education. She reported that it was clear that the
Muslim girls in her class tended to feel uncomfortable whenever there was a physical activity.
She recognised the religious requirement of Muslim girls to wear their religious dress, but
highlighted that it might cause discomfort in the summer months:
I don’t think they feel very comfortable while taking part in any physical activity in my
class. Obviously, they wear the headscarf and the long sleeves for religious reasons!! I
could see that physically it gets very hot for them to play while wearing too many layers
in summer, … but without it they won’t be comfortable – especially when there are male
students around. (Andrea, PE teacher, SS- B)
Contrary to this view, Mr. Kabir, a male Muslim teacher at SS-C, reported that some
Muslim girls may use their religion and culture as an excuse for not taking part in sports and
other physical education activities. He suggested that, because the school was multicultural, all
its staff were aware of the individual needs of the students. For example, he noted that, at SS-C, a
sports uniform was made available for Muslim girls that included sports hijabs, leggings, and
long-sleeved shirts, hence he was unable to comprehend these students’ reluctance to participate:
Seriously, I don’t understand why a majority of Muslim girls do not participate in sports
when school is doing so much for them. They have sports hijabs, leggings and shirts that
they are allowed to wear. (Mr. Kabir, Physics & Chemistry teacher, SS-C)
Nevertheless, there was a consensus across the Muslim girls (except Yana) at the state
schools that they found it challenging to participate in school-based sports and physical
education because of the requirements of their Muslim faith. The girls did, though, acknowledge
the inclusive practices in the field of sports and physical education that had been instituted by
their schools.

The Issue of Mixed-gender Groups
The issue of mixed-gender groups and teams in school sports and physical education was the
second emergent factor impacting on the inactivity of the Muslim girls in this area of schooling.
Religious and cultural expectations of Muslim girls and women restrict their contact with boys
and men. Mixing with the opposite sex is considered to be immodest. In these state schools
included within the study, there was no segregation of boys and girls in sports and physical
131

education activities, so as they moved through adolescence, the Muslim girls tended to become
increasingly self-conscious of the need for gender segregation in those activities:
I really wish we could have only-girl groups. Like other schools, if our school starts
making two separate groups of sports – boys separate and the girls’ separate – then I am
sure many Muslim girls will come forward and will participate in sports. It is the same
case with swimming: if we have separate pools with female coaches then we can
participate more confidently. But I am still doing swimming in my completely-covering
swimming suit. (Salwa, SS- A, Year 8)
For Salwa, then, a major hindrance to Muslim girls’ participation in school sports was the nonsegregation of boys and girls. She believed that if that were reversed, then Muslim girls would
come forward to participate. Fakhara echoed these sentiments:
I love to play touch ball, basketball, and swimming, I used to play touch football and
basketball at school. …I don’t participate anymore because it’s a mixed group!! I started
to feel uncomfortable as I started to grow older – especially in swimming, male teachers
and boys of Year 12 all jumping into the same pool. … If there are separate pools I won’t
hesitate to participate. (Fakhara, SS-C, Year 12)
As these Muslim girls became older, their religious obligations figured prominently in
their school lives. They perceived a clear disconnection between the religious requirement for
them to remain separate from their male peers, and their school obligation to participate in sports
and physical education.
In sum, this section presented the findings regarding the Muslim girls’ involvement in
school-based sports and physical education activities. The girls (except Yana) in the state schools
were not actively participating in PE and the sports being played at high school, even though
they had taken an active interest in sport in primary school. The situation arose at the time when
the Muslim identity of these schoolgirls became visible in high school. The analysis yielded two
contributing factors that influenced the participation of the girls in school-based sport and
physical education: the sports dress-codes and mixed-gender groups and male coaches.
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Chapter Six: Findings from the Islamic Schools
This chapter presents the findings from the interviews with the 10 participating girls who were
attending Islamic secondary schools of Brisbane. The interview material from the three teachers
and two parents who were also interviewed is used here whenever appropriate to support, qualify
or otherwise add to those findings.
As in the previous chapter, the findings here are presented here in headed sections
identifying the research question with which each section is associated: (1) interactions with nonMuslims, (2) accommodation of their religious needs, (3) academic experiences, (4) managing
identity formation, and (5) participation in school sports and physical education.
The presentation of the material within those sections also follows the pattern of Chapter
Five.

Interactions with Non-Muslims
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, two major findings emerged in
response to the first question (that pertaining to their interactive experiences with non-Muslim
peers): (1) the challenge of bullying and racism from teachers and management; (2) the
challenge of studying in a co-educational system. The next two sections explain and evidence
these two findings.

The Challenge of Bullying and Racism from Teachers and Management
The analysis of the narrative from the Muslim girls in relation to their interaction with their
peers, teachers and management revealed that, while the majority of the teachers – who were
predominantly non-Muslims – were respectful of their religious beliefs, all 10 girls recognised
that some teachers presented themselves as racist, bullies and lacking in understanding of Islam.
When questioned regarding their interaction with their teachers and management, all the girls
reported that there was hidden racism and bullying, and whenever such issues were escalated to
the management, they were turned down without resolution. For example, Aya, in IS-A reported
that all her teachers were respectful towards her religious beliefs, but that there was one nonMuslim teacher who was rude about Islam and was disrespectful of its religious scriptures:
Most of my teachers are good but one of the English teachers is rude towards Muslim
students and once said bad things about Islam like 'I do not believe in the Qur’an' and
stuff like that. We tried taking this thing to the Principal but he is not really doing
anything about it. So, that teacher is still in the school and no one in the school can stop
him being rude towards students. We have taken this complaint to one of our teachers,
the Maths teacher. She said that maybe he did not mean that and maybe he wanted to say
133

something else. We felt that she is also taking his side because he is a teacher and we
tried taking this problem to the Head of the Department of the High School. He is a nonMuslim and he also really does not respect us. So, we also took this thing to one of our
Imams and he says just to have patience, we will work something out! I was thinking why
should an Imam not be Head of the High School? He would have respect for us and
would resolve the issue better. (Aya, IS-A, Year 9)
Aya also gave an account of another incident involving the same teacher that revealed that the
school was not handling such issues.
The majority of the girls in the Islamic schools reported some cases of racism. However,
there was variation in their individual experiences. Six out of ten girls reported cases of
perceived racism and bullying:
All of our teachers are really nice; the non-Muslim teachers are very understanding
because they came to our school knowing the fact that it is a Muslim school, and this
shows their understanding of different religious practices. And the Muslim teachers are
extremely nice too. All of our teachers come along with us on our free days. One of our
non-Muslim teachers wore traditional Muslim dress on one of our free days, so it is so
sweet, but there are a few of teachers, both Muslims and non-Muslims who discriminate
students against their race or religion. (Erum, IS-A, Year 12)
Some girls reported that some teachers would bully students and show no respect for
their religious practices and beliefs. Mariam reported an incident in which a teacher asked her a
question related to her religion that she considered inappropriate and disrespectful:
Some teachers. … Like once, I don’t want to give a name but, she was like to me ‘Why
did your prophet get married [to] someone … that’s 9 years old?’ And I felt really like
upset ‘coz I’m just like, you don’t know the whole basis and the whole story and you
come and you just say this to me. (Mariam, IS-A, Year 12)
Mariam proceeded to indicate that she was hurt by such ignorance from a teacher, who was
supposed to have some understanding of Islam, as a teacher at an Islamic school:
I said sorry Miss but please learn the whole story about it then come and ask me why. It’s
like this. Because in Islam, there’s a reason for everything that happens and you know – I
was really upset. But I was so disappointed that she should be insensitive to such
religious issues being a teacher and especially when she was teaching in an Islamic
school. (Mariam, IS-A, Year 12)
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Some students suggested that some teachers at Islamic schools had been teaching for so
many years and had lost their passion for it and were just coming to school because it was their
means to make a living. Urwa reported that such teachers were also bullying students:
I found some of our teachers have issues, because they have been in the school for so
long, maybe they don’t want to teach us. That’s what you feel in class. They are just there
because of getting money; they are not there to work. You know, if they are not putting it
[in], you can tell the difference between the teachers that put in work and the teachers
that just come to school. And constraining your marks. You don’t want to get that class.
You know like some teachers are bullies. (Urwa, IS-A, Year 12)
Urwa proceeded to indicate that some Muslim teachers had ethnic issues with some of the
students and then they would discriminate against students on that basis:
Some Muslim teachers would bully some student because of their ethnicity. I feel like that
they have ethnic issues. (Urwa, IS-A, Year 12)
Mariam reported seeing that some teachers did not develop connections with their
students, although such connections were important in student-teacher relationships. Hina
reported that sometimes Imams of the school could discriminate among students. She stated that
all the Imams of her school only preached, failing to take action:
Imams in our school just preach but it’s sad that they themselves show us the same in
their actions. I believe [they] don’t like to do it, what they say, they just make us feel like
they don’t care about us and they’re just taking our hopes up. And the Imam’s, … all
Imams [are] doing this in school, … they say ‘control your anger and like, keep yourself
calm’ and our high school Imam, he’s like, … he screams so much, he gets angry a lot,
and to me saying that ‘keep your anger and calm down’ and when he says ‘silence’ … I
call him a hypocrite, because that’s [what] you call people like that: same things you’re
supposed to practice [and] what you preach and he doesn’t, like he says, treat everyone
fairly. (Hina, IS-B, Year 9)
One challenge reported by a majority of the girls was that the teachers at their Islamic
schools talked about them to other teachers on the staff. If one student happened to be in trouble
in one class, the whole staff would know about it. The girls interviewed saw this issue as a
challenge and a matter of concern:
I find some teachers are bully, they like to talk to each other, they spread things, like you
make a mistake in one class, I seen a teacher go share it with the entire staff, and they
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talk about it, treat you differently now, it worries me a lot and for the student who face
this situation suffer big time. (Urwa, IS-A, Year 12)
Nancy was interviewed as mother of Yana, who was then attending a state school after
having been in IS-A. However, she reported her dissatisfaction with IS-A. Nancy reported that
when her daughter was bullied in IS-A and she complained to the management, the entire staff
started treating her daughter differently. She reported that a teacher at IS-A, approached her one
day and pleaded to her to take her children from IS-A, as the teacher was a witness of what Yana
was going through. Nancy reported that this incident had negatively affected the self-esteem of
her daughter:
Her self-esteem was eroded. She really has struggled and she has continued to struggle.
She is seeing a psychologist to boost her self-esteem and to be able for her choose better
choices of dealing with. (Nancy, Yana’s mother)
Nancy proceeded to indicate that Yana’s self-esteem had been eroded when the school
investigated the case of bullying of which they had complained. The school sent a letter to her
stating that there was no bullying in the school and Yana may have been untruthful:
They investigated and then they wrote back to me and said that ‘thorough investigations
is concluded, no bullying is occurring’. And in front of my daughter and in front of the
first meeting, he said no bullying is happening!! Yana was lying, maybe?? (Nancy,
Yana’s mother)
None of the teachers interviewed from the Islamic schools identified any interpersonal
challenges that Muslim girls might be confronting at school, except one, Ms. Shelly (health and
physical education teacher) who recognised that Muslim girls take their time to come out of their
shell and once the teachers had won their trust, they tended to excel:
It took them some time to come out of their shell, but … in my classes as soon as I was
trusted and they knew I was going to be here … they got involved in class discussions and
arts and doing sport. (Ms. Shelly, health and physical education teacher, IS-B)

The Challenge of Studying in a Co-educational System
The challenge of studying in a co-educational system was another challenge emerging for
Muslim girls attending the Islamic schools. Six Muslim girls reported that the most challenging
issue for them Islamic schools was the co-educational system of the school. When was asked that
how it was a challenging for them, some of them reported that Islam advocates segregation and,
since the ethos of these schools was grounded in Islamic principles, the schools should
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implement them. Others reported that they did not take part in class discussions because of the
presence of the boys in the class, which made them uncomfortable.
Hina explained that the boys in her class attempted to seek the girls’ attention: an act that
is prohibited in Islam. She argued that there should be complete segregation in the school
because it was the girls who struggled when the boys adopted such behaviours:
The boys want to get more attention from the girls. And that’s haram [prohibited], it’s
just not allowed in Islam. At least Islamic schools should provide an environment where
there are no chances of such behaviours. (Hina, IS-B, Year 9)
Hina proceeded to indicate that the Imams of the school gave more preference to the boys, which
she found highly discriminatory. She argued that complete segregation between both genders
would eliminate this discrimination:
He [the imam] doesn’t treat everyone fairly and he takes the boys’ side[rather] than
[the] girls’. Like, just say I’m in a class and I have a question and I put my hand up for a
very, very long time and he’s just there looking at me. … He doesn’t say anything and
then the other guy puts his hand up and he [the Imam] goes, ‘yeah?’ So I believe if
there’s only [girls in the] class, there would be less challenges for girls. (Hina, IS-B,
Year 9)
Mariam suggested that schools could help students to deal with the interpersonal
challenges by separating boys’ and girls’ classes completely. She argued that a complete
segregation, even in classes, would make girls feel more comfortable:
I want to see complete segregation if [the] school wants to see the girls comfortable.
(Mariam, IS-A, Year 12)
Teachers also suggested that segregation of boy and girls in the school could bring
positive changes in student behaviour and in educational achievement. When asked how the
school could enhance the interaction of the students with their peers and teachers, all three of the
teachers explicitly or implicitly suggested segregation of boys and girls in the school. Mr. Shaun,
who was teaching health and physical education, recognised that girls at IS-A were performing
well in sports because of the accommodating environment and, as a teacher, he was interested to
see how the segregation would influence their educational performance. He recognised that
segregation would be key to the girls’ comfort in class:
[I suggest] may be in later years, [the] segregation of boys and girls: I mean when
school will have more space and more classrooms, so it would be great for the girls to sit
separately from the boys as I feel that they will feel more comfortable. And being a
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teacher I would like to see the difference that how this change could influence their
educational experiences. Being a HPE [health and physical education] teacher, I myself
feel when we have mixed HP groups that either gender might benefit from having it the
other around. Sometimes noisy boys would interrupt what girls would like to do, so I
want to take boys out and [I] want to focus only on girls so that their experience in sports
is enhanced (or not). It would be interesting to see it. (Mr. Shaun, Health and physical
education teacher, IS-A)
On the other hand, none of the parents expressed the desire for gender segregation in the Islamic
schools.

Accommodation of Religious Needs
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, two major findings emerged in
response to the second question (that pertaining to their experience of their school’s
accommodation of their religious needs): (1) a sense of belonging and feeling at home and (2) a
feeling of responsiveness to their religious needs. These two findings are explained and
evidenced in the next two sections.

A Sense of Belonging and Feeling at Home
For the Muslim girls in the Islamic schools, the emergent sense of belonging in the school and a
sense of feeling at home in it was similar to the cognate theme that emerged from the responses
of the Muslim girls attending the state schools. The Muslim girls at the Islamic schools reported
their strong bonding with the school and their responses frequently suggested that they had
developed a sense of feeling at home in their school.
All Muslim girls at Islamic schools, when asked about their views and feelings towards
the ways their schools were accommodating their religious needs, reported that the way in which
their religious needs were met at school enabled them to develop a strong sense of belonging
with their school. The data indicated that both Islamic schools were scheduling one daily prayer
(the Doh’r: the second prayer, which falls during the school lunch hour) in congregation. The
Muslim girls of these two Islamic schools indicated that this practice of praying in congregation
symbolised unity and a sense of belonging with the school.
Given that the ethos of Islamic schools revolves around the teaching of Islam, this finding
is unsurprising. What is important, however, is that the pupils’ responses revealed their
consequential feelings of unity with each other:
We have a prayer hall where we all pray together and there is no religious
discrimination among students because we all have the same religion and we all go for
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prayer together. It is not like state schools where Muslim girls might be hesitant to leave
the class and go for prayers – they might not pray because they don’t want to look
different. (Erum, IS-A, Year 12)
The key point here was that the school’s insistence that all pupils and teachers should congregate
together and pray was seen as being symbolic of religious unity. In other words, IS-A as a school
actively encouraged religious unity.
Moreover, for the Muslim girls in the Islamic schools, congregated prayers promoted
feelings of homeliness:
I come from a big family and my father has made a rule in the house that at the time of
prayer, when he will play the Adhan, everyone will leave what they were doing and come
to the lounge to pray together. In my school, it is the pattern. When the bell rings for the
prayer, everyone has to be at the hall, students and teachers. I think it’s great. Our nonMuslim teachers also have to come in the hall but not for praying but to discipline
students. (Dania, IS-A, Year 11)
The girls also noted that, despite the diversity of the Muslim community in the school,
they all held a number of practices and beliefs in common. For example, it appeared from
Erum’s response that she felt that all her friends and their parents had similar likes and dislikes
and, since all her friends grew up in Australia, she saw that similar way of life as a symbol of
unity. She also indicated that, upon coming to school and finding the same people doing the
same practices, it made her feel that they all belonged there:
We generally have similar likes, beliefs and our parents do the similar stuff, like I don't
have a friend who’s just came from overseas; all of us are raised here. And when you
come to school, everything is same! We all belong from here. (Erum, IS-A, Year 12)

A Feeling of Being Grounded in the Islamic Way of Life
The second of the two main findings identified in response to the question regarding the ways
Islamic schools were accommodating the religious needs of Muslim students was that all eleven
girls reported that their schools gave them a feeling of being grounded in the Islamic way of life.
The girls frequently spoke of the opportunity to pray in congregation, learning Arabic and
Islamic studies, the presence of Imams in the school and a school uniform that followed Islamic
dictates on clothing. These are explained in the following four sub-sections.
Compulsory, Collective Doh’r Prayers at School
The importance of offering prayers five times a day for Muslims was discussed in early chapters,
where it was also noted that the selected state schools were aware of the religious imperative
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surrounding Muslim prayers. Those girls attending the Islamic schools spoke of the importance
of the school providing a prayer room and ensuring that the Doh’r prayer – the only prayer that
falls within school hours – was attended and participated-in by all pupils:
The school is good because it’s an Islamic school so they are putting religion first and so
prayer – they are really strict about that, the prayers – and I also believe that it is very
important for us as Muslims to pray together. (Sajal, IS-B, Year 11)
From the teachers’ perspective, the practice of the Doh’r was further recognition of the
significance of prayer among the non-Muslim teachers. Mr. Shaun, who has had seven years
teaching experience at IS-A, stated that:
We have a prayer hall. Everyone has to attend that one prayer. I am not Muslim but I
have been teaching in this school for almost seven years, so I’ve got to know that it forms
the centre of the religious part of being a Muslim. (Mr. Shaun, health and physical
education teacher, IS-A)
This response portrays the value of non-Muslims being knowledgeable about the central
concepts of Islam as a means of furthering overall unity among Muslims first within schools and
then within the wider community. Congregated prayer practice was directly linked to religious
reward. As Isha noted:
We pray together in school and when you pray together, it means that you are scoring
Thawab, reward, 27 times more. (Isha, IS-B, Year 10)
The girls viewed the practice of congregated prayers at school as very important, since
it was enabling them to score maximum religious reward. As such, they perceived their
school as accommodating their religious needs.
Compulsory Learning of Arabic Language and Islamic Studies
The Arabic language is sacred among Muslims. It is believed that learning Arabic enables a
better understanding of the Holy Qur’an. This research study found that both Islamic schools
required Arabic language learning and Islamic studies by all pupils. All the Muslim girls –
whether of Arabic or non-Arabic background – considered that their schools provided this
opportunity in order to adapt to their pupils’ religious needs. Dania observed that:
I am thankful to my school that they made it compulsory for every student to learn Arabic
and, honestly, it was one of the main reasons that my parents had chosen an Islamic
school for my schooling because they wanted me to learn and understand Arabic. (Dania,
IS-A, Year 11)
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Isha acknowledged that, while living in a non-Muslim world, she valued the chance to learn the
language of her religion, and was very positive about religion as a whole in the school:
We have Islamic studies and we are learning Arabic: it's great when you are a Muslim
and you are living in a non-Muslim country but still you get to learn about your religion
and its language. (Isha, IS-B Year 10)
Overall, the girls’ reported their perceptions that Arabic and Islamic studies were vital
from a religious perspective and were a clear acknowledgement that their schools had also
recognised this fact through the provision of this learning opportunity. This finding is
unsurprising as such provision is expected in an Islamic school.
Imams in Islamic Leadership
‘Imam’ in Arabic signifies a leader. From an Islamic viewpoint, an Imam is someone who holds
the leadership position in a mosque or in an Islamic Centre, leads the congregational prayers, and
who is consulted by the local community for guidance on any Islamic matter. All but one of the
girls attending the Islamic schools repeatedly conveyed their recognition that their schools’
appointment of an Imam indicated its accommodation of their pupils’ religious needs. Seeing the
Imam in school reminded these girls of the symbolic importance of such religious leadership,
which is similarly displayed outside school and within their families. Isha commented that:
I haven't seen anything during my time in school that arose and hasn’t been resolved. We
have Imams in school, so if anything comes up that is beyond our understanding, we just
go to them and they are so approachable that we just speak out and they explain to us in
a very convincing manner. It’s just like an elderly person in every family – we all trust
and believe what they say. But the Imams of our schools act far younger than their age in
this situation. I am just giving this comparison of traits. You know what I mean? (Isha,
IS-B Year 10)
Similarly, Aya stated that:
The Imams in my schools are really nice, not very strict, as they are unfortunately known
for, but they do not want to stay in the school to scare students, they want us to enjoy
what we learn, either Islamic studies or other studies, as well. If we have some problem
in the school, we first talk to each as a group. Then, if we really need help we go to our
Imams and they’ve never disappointed us. (Aya, IS-A, Year 9)
Dania (IS-A, Year 11) highlighted the conflict arising when pupils studied evolution
theory that Muslims did not accept. The fact that the Imam was present in her school meant that
evolution was explained to her through the integration of Islamic views about it. Therefore, the
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appointment of the Imam by her school meant that potentially difficult obstacles such as this
topic could be overcome.
The parents interviewed reported that the Islamic schools had excelled by appointing
Imams. Dr. Maawa, a mother, constantly referred to the benefits her children were receiving due
to the Imam’s role in the school. In her view, the fact that an Imam had been appointed meant
that various Islamic religious and social perspectives that had been initiated by parents and
Imams at home were then extended into the school day. In this respect, both parents interviewed
praised the schools’ efforts in assisting the fulfilment of their children’s religious needs. Dr.
Maawa suggested that:
They have very good Imams and very approachable Imams. When girls go to them and
say that they find that guy very hot and I like him and stuff, they won't say
‘Astagfiruullah’ [seeking forgiveness from Allah] or ‘How dare you say that?’ – Rather,
they will say, ‘Would you say this to your father?’ This is the thing I really like about it
as a parent. They teach students to be a proud Muslim!! They teach them to be proud of
who they are. (Dr. Mawa, Mother of four daughters attending IS-A)
The girls’ responses signified the importance of the Imam’s appointment within their
schools. Further, their responses reflected their appreciation of their schools understanding of
their religious need in this regard, through offering them a practical way to remove religious
confusion and doubt while they were in school.
Muslim Dress as part of the School Uniform
Girls’ responses from both Islamic schools revealed that the schools had designed the regular
school uniform to incorporate Muslim dress codes. From the girls’ perspective, this established a
clear message that their schools were providing them with the chance to dress as their religion
demanded within school. Indeed, it assisted in the creation of a feeling of unity among them.
Erum commented that:
I see it as a positive from a point of view that we all look the same. I mean no one asks
here about why we wear this cloth on the head like they will ask in the state schools.
Everyone understands you because they are like you. (Erum, IS-A, Year 12)
Erum’s comment indicated her perception of state schools as having to allow Muslim dress as
something different from the norm. Another pupil, Dania, reported that attending Islamic schools
protected Muslims from abuse from their non-Muslim peers, thus permitting them to practise
their religious rights. She argued that her Islamic school gave her freedom to express her
religious faith through Muslim dress and, as such, it permitted a feeling of commonality with her
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Muslim peers. As a result, marginality issues as a consequence of their religious practices were
unlikely to arise.
These findings suggested that Muslim dress represented these girls’ comfort zone,
offering a sense of unity.

Academic Experiences
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, four major findings emerged in
response to the third question (that pertaining to their academic experiences): (1) moderate
academic and career aspirations, (2) the importance of physical education and health vocational
paths, (3) the influence of family background on educational aspirations, and (4) limited subject
choices. Next four sub-sections explain and illustrate these four major findings.

Moderate Educational and Career Aspirations
Eight of the Muslim girls attending the Islamic schools reported their aspirations for postsecondary education and future careers and a further two reported that they had no further plans
for studying after finishing school. It was evident that the girls were facing a number of
educational challenges and both Islamic schools fell short in scaffolding their students in number
of possible ways. The analysis suggested that at Islamic high schools, the girls would be leaving
school having completed their secondary education through quite limited subject choices and in
difficult subjects like science and mathematics having been taught by teachers who were not
explicitly engaging with their students to enhance their educational experiences. For example,
Aya reported that the approach teaching hard subjects in her school was very strict. She indicated
that the teachers pushed hard, which led to students losing interest. She also suggested a need of
extra tutoring by her mathematics teacher:
The teachers of hard subjects were usually … very strict in the class like 'you have to
finish this and that' especially our Maths teacher. She expects us to get really good
grades, so yeah if they could minimise [take a] little bit of time from the studies. They did
not tutor us in High School, our teacher does not like it when we really need it. So, I
would like to say that if they could tutor us in the afternoon like just for an hour, as lots
of students are failing in Maths in our grade. The way she is teaching to the students is
the factor that students are failing in the Maths, because she expects us to know
everything by heart but sometimes when you have formulas and stuff you can't remember
them. (Aya, IS-A, Year 9)
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The majority of the eight students who reported that they would be pursuing postsecondary education, planned to study non-science related subjects, and only few of them had
reported that they would pursue a career after finishing their degree, certificate of diploma:
I might go for teaching with health and physical education as my majors. (Erum, IS, A,
Year 12)
I am planning to do a diploma in aged care after finishing my school. (Sajal, IS-B, Year
11)
It appeared from the responses of the students that there was lack of encouragement from
the school or them to consider post-secondary education or to do well in STEM subjects. The
only moderate educational and career aspirations of these girls are further elaborated in the
following overarching themes that emerged from the analysis of the girls’ responses to the
second research question.

The Importance of Physical Education and Health Vocational Paths
Six of the eleven Muslim girls at Islamic schools reported their aspirations for post-secondary
education as being within the field of health and physical education (PE). Two stated that they
aimed to study science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) in their senior years,
whilst two reported that they had no plans for further studies, since they intended to pursue some
Islamic courses after completing high school. A key factor influencing their predominant
aspirations towards higher education and career goals in the field of health and physical
education was a scaffolded curriculum and the staff in school committed to health and physical
education. For example, Dania indicated her vision of pursuing health and physical education for
her university degree:
Our PE teacher is really good when it comes to the way he teaches us. He really
connects us, like in the way he makes what we are studying more interesting than in any
other class we do. He makes the learning fun. So, I think that he has opened that door for
me towards health. I can see myself studying physical education in university itself.
Because for me to become a maths teacher, I really have to love maths. And I really love
health and the way he teaches us is the reason that I have started loving this field so
much. (Dania, IS-A, Year 11)
Erum explained that she enjoyed studying health in school because it was taught in the school
from an Islamic perspective, which appealed to her as a Muslim:
I really like studying health in an Islamic school. When you have a Muslim teacher
[who] teaches you health, he/she brings [an] Islamic perspective into it and then it makes
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more sense [in] how our religion teaches us to take care of our body. I think that when
you are in [a] state school you miss this interpretation of the disadvantages of being a
Muslim. We wrote about HIV and other diseases from [an] Islamic perspective. (Erum,
IS-A, Year 12)
Erum thus felt the importance of studying health from a religious point of view, while implying
that Muslim students studying in state schools missed out on the Islamic interpretation. Further,
Hina argued that:
I have interests in health and I want to be a nurse. I really enjoy studying health in
particular, and I see it as a pathway to nursing. But I also love science, but we do not
have good science teachers in the school and it is a difficult subject, so most of the
students in my class hate to be in a science class. ... So I suspect that many students will
choose science subjects in the senior years of high school, … but our physical education
teacher is an amazing teacher, she made us love physical education and health and for
girls, and especially for Muslim girls, health is [a] safe option. (Hina, IS-B, Year 9)
Hina suggested in her response that Muslim girls at Islamic schools viewed studying health and
physical education as a safe choice because of the limitations imposed in choosing professional
careers. Significantly, the physical education teachers at both IS-A and IS-B were playing an
influential role in motivating their pupils to study health and physical education in the future.
These teachers’ actions motivated the girls to further their education in these fields.
The foregoing responses evidence the low expectations on the part of the school for these
pupils to achieve well in the sciences, which in turn created low aspirations for the girls in
science. Sajal continued:
The teachers are not enthusiastic enough to inspire students to achieve high in science
and Maths in particular. There is no motivation for those who are struggling in these
subjects. I used to love studying biology, it was great fun to read about the science of
animals and plants, but as I got into the higher grades, I found it very hard to absorb the
information. My mother wants me to become a doctor as all of her sisters' and brothers'
children have careers in science and technology, and she wants me to be one of them. But
I was struggling and then she realised that I wouldn’t bring good grades and that would
be a double shame [laughed]. So, she let me study health and physical education, which I
found much easier because of [the] physical education teacher who made it so easy and
interesting for students. (Sajal, IS-B, Year 11)
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It thus appeared from Sajal’s response that she chose health education in her senior years instead
of science subjects because she was finding it difficult to achieve good grades in science. Clearly
also, the clash of low expectations from her school with the high expectations of her mother
ensured that she chose a subject in which she was confident that she could score good grades.
Hence, her aspirations to study science were dashed.
In summary, the majority of these girls aimed to study health and physical education in
the future, and the scaffolding around these learning areas was identified as the main
contributing factor. An additional important influence was the low expectations on the part of
their teachers in the Islamic schools for their pupils to achieve good grades in the sciences. The
effect of this seemed to be that the girls tended to choose the relatively easy option of health and
physical education so as to achieve high grades, and therefore avoid incurring the
disappointment of their parents.

The Influence of Family Background on Educational Aspirations
The educational and career backgrounds of the girls’ parents played a significant role in shaping
the girls’ educational aspirations, for example, Sofia reported that:
I am sure I will have a career in science or IT. My mother studied IT and my father is a
doctor so I have the support that most of my classmates do not have. There are a few
students in my class who are really struggling in science and maths classes for two
reasons: first they have no support at home, as their parents are not educated, so they
don't get the motivation to strive in hard subjects and second, they have no other option
because science and Maths is compulsory until Grade 10 so they have to study. And on
top of that, our science and maths teachers are not very good teachers; they just teach
students at their own level and they don't try to go at the level of the students. So, those
students who are struggling in class and have no support at home are the ones who are
suffering a lot, both academically and emotionally. (Sofia, IS-B, Year 12)
Thus, Sofia considered herself fortunate that she was able to study STEM because of the strong
support of both her parents who held degrees in STEM fields. Her parents encouraged her to
study science and mathematics and they compensated for the poor performance and lack of
encouragement of her science teachers. From this position, she was able to recognise the
academic and emotional struggles of her classmates whose parents were less educated and who
failed to encourage their daughters to follow difficult subjects like mathematics and science.
Urwa responded similarly:
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Well, I want to do medical imaging, I am interested in it. My parents want me to have a
career in science and I understand that is why they want me to focus more on science and
maths because … the world is getting very challenging in terms of getting an appropriate
job. So, if I study science and maths, I would have brighter chances of getting a
profession that will open doors for me. And I like studying maths and science so I don't
struggle in class. I study science and maths with interest, as I know that I have to study it
for [a] better future; so, why not study it with interest? Also, my parents' profession – my
father and mother are both engineers – [stimulated my] instinct to like maths and
science. (Urwa, IS-A, Year 12)
Urwa also acknowledged that her parents’ education and their professions had helped her to
choose to study STEM for a better future. She highlighted the strong influence of her parents’
view that STEM represented a major area for obtaining professional employment and in which to
build a successful career.
Two other students presented a contrasting picture. Mariam and Hina stated that they did
not have plans for continuing their education once high school was completed. The parents of
both these girls had not received a formal tertiary education and worked in blue collar jobs:
I want to be a good Muslim and my aim and my goal obviously lies in a religious
perspective. I want to be a better person in this world, and to win Jahah [heaven]. I want
to benefit myself and the people for this world and the hereafter in Jannah [paradise]. So
that’s what I want, and I really want to take Islamic studies and learn my religion much
better and become a Hafiz e Qur’an [one who memorizes the Qur’an by heart]. There
[are] not [many] options for us in an Islamic school – those who are very smart will take
hard subjects, but many students like me will struggle if we take those hard subjects
because the teachers who teach those difficult subjects are hopeless and do not care
much for those who are not smart. Both my parents do not have an education, and for
them religion comes first so they put me in a school where I can learn my religion and
get some worldly education. So, I am going to study until 12 and then all my focus will be
on Islamic Studies. (Mariam, IS-A, Year 12)
In Mariam’s case, although she had decided to seek religious knowledge at a higher level, it was
evident that the lack of options for her and those of her peers who struggled academically
significantly influenced her decision to curtail her studying at the appropriate time and then to
pursue Islamic studies. Mariam’s aims for the future were thus religiously motivated. Like some
other girls, she pointed out that it was only the clever pupils who studied the difficult
mathematics and science subjects, given the teachers’ unfruitful pedagogy.
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Notably then, the girls’ familial background played a crucial role in moulding their future
aspirations. Parents with no formal education and with low incomes seemed to be ineffective in
motivating their children to aim for higher education in STEM or non-STEM fields.
The parents of the girls attending Islamic schools considered religious education to be
paramount, selecting Islamic schools for their children. When the girls struggled academically in
school, their family background featured in their children’s lack of desire for higher education.
The Muslim parents of the girls attending the Islamic schools and who were educated and
employed in professional jobs, chose Islamic schools for their daughters because religion was
their priority also, and they specified that they were aware of the fact that the education that their
children received at Islamic schools did not reach the high standard of that in state schools.
These particular parents stated that sending their daughters to an Islamic school would teach
them about the religion and culture that is unavoidably omitted from their lives due to their
children’s absence from their home countries. They also recognised that their assistance was
needed to help their daughters in their studies in order to support them through school:
It’s all about priorities. We live in a non-Muslim country and we could not teach about
religion at home so we have chosen to send our daughters to an Islamic school where
they learn about their religion and culture. We are compromising on education [to] some
extent by sending them to an Islamic school. Education at state schools [is] far better, so
we sit with our girls at home and [help] them in their studies because we know that they
need that extra support, because IS-B [is] missing out in a number of areas in terms of
education. (Mrs. Moona, Aya’s mother)

Limited Subject Choices
All respondents, including the girls, the parents and the two teachers who were interviewed,
reported that the subject choices at their Islamic schools were limited to the extent that there
were very few options when they entered the senior years of high school. For example, Urwa
explained that:
Sometimes I think it is best to move to the upper secondary classes of a state school for
better opportunities and subject choices that would be available regarding science and
technology. And I know that I can convince my parents to let me go to a state school. But
again, as I mentioned, I am so used to being in an Islamic thing that I won't be able to
adjust. (Urwa, IS-A, Year 12)
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Urwa felt comfortable in an Islamic school, and feared that she would have difficulty adjusting
to a state school at upper secondary level. Nevertheless, she accepted that being at an Islamic
school meant that she and her peers were deprived of educational opportunities.
Another student, Hina, considered that this deprivation was a result of her school not
receiving adequate resources, and she expressed her disappointment:
Our school needs funding so that they can bring more subject choices for students who
are attending Islamic schools for religious reasons. We all should have equal
opportunities just like those that exist in other state schools. (Hina, IS-B, Year 9)
Seemingly, Hina considered that no student should be left behind because of their religious and
cultural differences.
Aya compared the subject choices that were available to them with those found in nonMuslim schools. Frustrated, she noted:
The subject choices in our school [are] limited. … We really do not get the [chance] to
choose. I have a few friends from state schools and I know they can choose to select their
subjects from when they are in the middle years of high school, from Grade nine, ten, and
I think it is really good. Like even in Year 11 and 12, we have to do mathematics but at
different levels, like Math A, Math B, and Math C. (Aya, IS-A, Year 9)
Erum reported her disappointment at not being able to study a subject such as Islamic
history and the history of science that fitted with Islamic doctrine. Both of these she suggested
could be taught in an Islamic school:
Unfortunately, we don't do History, so it would be good if we could study this subject and
if we could be given more subject choices. Like this is an Islamic school and it would be
great if we could study about Islamic history. I would like to study all my subjects though
[an] Islamic perspective because Islam talks a lot [about] science. (Erum, IS-A, Year 12)
Sajal sought to break with the traditional approach and study drama and applied theatre to
fulfil her ambition to become an actor:
I want to be an actor. I want to study drama and applied theatre when I go Uni. But I am
afraid that I would not be able to do so because there is nothing in school that would
help me to go that far. Sadly, our subject choices are very limited in [an] Islamic school.
The only option for me if I am to pursue my goal is to attend a state school. They have a
lot to offer. But, my parents will never allow me to go to a state school. I tried to go, but
they refused. They just want me to stay and study here at Islamic school. (Sajal, IS-B,
Year 11)
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The appropriate subject options that would enable Sajal to follow her ambition clearly did not
exist at her school and her parents did not wish her to attend a state school. Thus, in response to
the question of whether the education she received at her Islamic school was sufficient for her to
achieve her desired ambition, she replied in the negative.
Sajal seemed to recommend that Islamic schools should offer numerous subject options
to their pupils because they were unable to attend state schools on the strength of some parents’
preferences for religious priorities in their children’s schools. Mr. Brian, a teacher, agreed that
Islamic schools should provide a platform that maintained and did not transgress the rules and
ethos of an Islamic school, but where Muslim girls would be given an outlet to express
themselves through drama and Theatre:
For the girls, well you know all this and I could go on for hours. But you know we are
limited by budgets, by the teachers and the student ratios and buildings. So, with the
girls, you know, I think having more scope of self-expression through art or drama but in
an appropriate kind of context, without the boys in [the] background, would be great.
(Mr Brian, health and physical education teacher, IS-A)
It was clear that Mr. Brian was passionate for the girls’ education. He continued by commenting
on the strong support provided to the girls from the teaching staff:
Well, we are realistic in where we are at, and where we dwell developmentally, and we
don’t have a wide range of subjects for the students to pick the subjects that they choose.
But what we do say is that the subjects we do offer, you know, you kind of get unlimited
support from your teacher. And we will work as hard as we can together to get you to
raise your potential. (Mr Brian, health and physical education teacher, IS-A)
From such responses, it seemed that the teaching staff at these Islamic schools were
aware of the restricted subject options on offer to their pupils, but that they thought that he
scaffolded curriculum enabled the teaching staff to develop their pupils’ strengths.
The majority of the Muslim girls attending Islamic schools were intending to continue
their education in the field of health and physical education. Their responses suggested that the
fact that the staff and the health and physical education curriculum in these schools was highly
scaffolded has been identified as a major influence. It directed the girls towards favouring those
particular subjects for further study. The teachers’ perception of STEM students as being
challenging also discouraged the girls from being more ambitious regarding their own future
careers.
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In overview, then, the Muslim parents of the girls attending these Islamic schools who
had not been formally educated beyond secondary level and were employed in blue collar work,
tended to play an inactive role in motivating their daughters towards STEM. They were of the
view that religion was the top priority for their daughters and they did not desire to compromise
the religious education of their daughters for the career-winning but difficult education that
potentially they could have received at state schools. In terms of support, those parents who were
more highly educated provided extra support at home, as they were aware that the subjects of
STEM were not taught at the level provided in state schools. Perhaps the greatest issue for the
girls attending Islamic schools, however, was the obvious lack of a variety of subject options.
Some of these girls who received support at home expressed their desire to follow a higher
education path in STEM, but felt discouraged and unduly restricted. They were compelled to
follow either health or physical education or, as in the case of two girls, to choose not to continue
with further education after they completed high school.

Managing Identity Formation
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, two major findings emerged in
response to the fourth question (that pertaining to their experience of managing their identity
formation in their schooling): (1) their sense of a strong ethnic identity in school and (2) their
sense of separation from the wider Australian society. These two findings are articulated in the
next two sub-sections.

Sense of a Strong Ethnic Identity in School
The girls attending the Islamic schools evidenced in their interview narratives the importance of
their ethnic identities in school. Their individual identities in school were developed from their
cultural background rather than their Islamic background, although their religion exerted a strong
influence in shaping their cultural identities. The ethnic diversity in the Muslim community in
Australia within a common Islamic religious framework meant that the girls sought to develop
their ethnic distinctiveness to mark individuate themselves in school. When asked specifically
about how they identified themselves in an Islamic school, eight girls identified themselves with
their ethnic backgrounds, and only two girls identified themselves as Australian Muslims. The
eight girls reported in their respective interviews that, since the Muslim community in Australia
was very diverse, their ethnic identities differentiated them from one another. For example, Aya
commented that:
We have free dress days in school when we can dress as we wish. My cultural
background is Pakistani so I like to dress up in Shalwar Kameez [the traditional Pakistani
dress]. I really respect the way I dress myself and other students dress as well. They dress
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up in their cultural clothes so they also respect what you are wearing as well, and then
they know from what we are wearing where we are from and they will ask us 'Are you
Pakistanis?’. It is amazing to see that the Muslim community is so diverse. In my school
we have Arabs, Turkish, Bosnian, Pakistani, and Indian students and they all bring their
own culture into the school. Everyone has different ways of doing religious practices like
ways of wearing the hijab and praying, so it is our own cultures that differentiate us.
(Aya, IS-A, Year 10)
It appeared that Aya proudly held her cultural identity up in a school where there were several
other cultures and she enjoyed learning about other cultures was mixing with girls from those
cultures.
In a similar vein, Hajrah stated that:
Well, I always say to myself that they are different and I’m different, even though we have
the same religion, but family expectations might also be different. So even though if I
hang out with Afghans their family expectations might be different to my family
expectations. I keep that in mind that I shouldn’t change who I am for others, and yes, I
keep my Islamic identity as I wear the hijab every day. But I never forget my Afghan
culture. My Afghani culture values [that] my family have taught me come with me
everywhere I go. (Hajrah, IS-B, Year 12)
Hajrah’s response pinpointed her awareness of her Islamic identity in addition to her Afghan
identity. However, she was strongly attached to her ethnic background in school. She
acknowledged the Afghani values that she had inherited from her family, recognising that every
family’s expectations were different even within the Afghan culture and that her identity lay with
the family expectations and values that she had learned from her parents.
Isha also acknowledged her Egyptian ethnic background:
I am Egyptian and my culture is different from the other Muslim cultures. [The] Muslim
community is so diverse and we are all different from each other. So, I just try to be
respectful to the other cultures’ values, like showing respect to their ways of practising
Islam and other cultural beliefs. Like Muslims, their community is very diverse and some
of the groups are really loud when they argue, so I try to be respectful and stay patient.
We do have clashes regarding religion so if I have clashes with the cultures of my
friends, then I will explain that it is my culture and that's how I have been brought up and
that is how we have been practising our religion. (Isha, IS-B, Year 10)
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Isha’s comment indicated that she identified with her ethnic background and, like the other girls,
she considered that the Muslim community was very diverse and she chose to stay with her own
cultural values. In her opinion, the best way to live in a multicultural society was to respect the
differences, and to avoid the clashes induced by diverse religious practices. Whenever a clash
arose in the Muslim community, Isha suggested that she explained her position from a cultural
point of view. She implied that confrontations often occurred regarding the practice of praying,
wearing the hijab, and other religious practices that all Muslim groups tended to perform
according to their ethnic backgrounds.
Others suggested that religious diversity within their school created some confrontations
among the pupils:
My cultural background is Bosnian. Our cultural values differ sometimes with other
cultures. I respect other cultures but I also never let anyone disrespect my culture. We all
have our own opinion and we all respect each other's opinions and if I don't believe what
someone else is saying, I will listen to it quietly and will respect it. The Bosnian culture is
different from other Muslim cultures and there are many different viewpoints [where]
people say what is allowed or not allowed in Islam. It is definitely hard, but I just
approach the Imam if I come across any such situation and I [seek] his advice and just
take that in. (Dania, IS-A, Year 12)
It appeared from Dania’s comment that, unlike Isha, she chose to approach an Imam of the
school to guide her whenever she clashed with her classmates because of different cultural
interpretations of Islam. Therefore, these girls employed different methods to deal with any
clashes. Some tended to take charge and explain their own cultural reasoning, and some
approached the Imams to obtain a better understanding of the particular circumstance.
Erum, one of the two students who identified herself as Australian Muslim, explained
that it was a common practice for pupils in her school to identify themselves with their ethnic
backgrounds, but she believed that in reality everyone was identical in this regard:
The thing is that, though we are coming from different backgrounds, … we are not that
different, we are pretty much the same, as we [were] all raised in Australia. We generally
have similar likes, beliefs and our parents do similar stuff like, I don't have a friend
who’s just came from overseas. All of us are raised here. Our religion holds all of us
together. However, in our school it is very common that people will identify others from
their cultural backgrounds. Like if a group of girls are introducing each other, they will
say ‘I am Algerian’, another will say ‘I am Pakistani’, and another will say ‘I am
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Afghani’, and so on. No one says that I am just Muslim and that's it. (Erum, IS-A, Year
12)
It seemed that Erum viewed Islam as her religion and Australia as her country where she was
born and had been brought up and which formed her identity.
Urwa, who also accepted her identity as Australian Muslim, described her struggles when
she was going through the stage of identity formation:
My family is not very cultural. They have customs but they are more Islamic than they are
cultural, you know, so it’s always been here. I remember in Year Seven, Eight, at one
point I didn’t know whether I was Australian or Algerian; I was kind of struggling by the
side of the fence. And now, we did health with our PE teacher; he helped me to
understand. I ended up being Australian Muslim, with Algerian heritage, because I found
like, when I was looking at it, when I go back to Algeria – I love going there, meeting
family, different experiences – and since we can’t go frequently, we go every two years, I
can’t stay there for more than two or three months. I can’t wait to come back to
Australia. (Urwa, IS-A, Year 12)
In the same way that the other girls reviewed above used various measures to handle any
situations of conflict between culture and religion, or between one culture and another – such as
personally taking charge of the situation by themselves or by discussing the situation with the
school Imams – Urwa approached one of her teachers who eventually helped her to recognise her
identity that now defines her. Her narrative suggested that she shared strong bonding with
Australia and with her religion. It was also understood that teachers could play a significant role
in assisting students in their adolescent years to identify paths and directions during their journey
of identity formation. This was exemplified by Urwa in her above comment, where she flagged
the role of her physical education teacher in aiding her to resolve her dilemma by enabling her to
understand the confusion of possessing multiple identities. As a consequence of this, and after
undergoing a process of reflection, she identified herself as an Australian Muslim.
It was thus evident from the responses of the other eight girls that they believed that they
were bonded more to their cultural backgrounds than to their religious backgrounds. With the
exception of one participant, they did not refer to their ethnic backgrounds when they were
questioned about their negotiation of identities. This finding may be seen as surprising, since for
many of these girls, religious practices featured strongly, and the schools they attended upheld
the Islamic faith, compared with those girls who attended state schools. However, it is explicable
in terms of their common Islamic identity, within which they were individuated and made special
by their ethnicity. Surrounded by the context of an Islamic school culture, where every student
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was a Muslim, they naturally tended to identify with their respective cultures for their own
personal self-awareness, and reserved their religious backgrounds for use in identifying their
religious awareness. These girls, then, developed their cultural identities in school more strongly
than their Islamic identities, although their cultural identities were all underpinned by Islam,
which had led their parents to choose Islamic schools for their education. When they identified
themselves with their ethnic backgrounds, it was understood that they sought to appear different
in a homogeneous religious school through their distinctive cultural identities.

Sense of Separation from the Wider Australian Society
The Muslim girls who attended Islamic schools also revealed a significant sense of separation
from what they saw as the wider Australian society beyond the school. Six girls reported that
they viewed their integration with Australian society as a difficult challenge. Erum, for example,
reported that there was no interaction of her school and non-Muslims:
We feel isolated while living in Australia. It feels that we have created our own world
where no one comes [in] and no one goes out, except those who play sports, like I do, but
other than that I never experience interaction during my school time: … interaction with
the outer world. Like, when I will start my University now I would [like to] have been
exposed to this, so it would be good if Islamic schools [would] have more interactions
with the non-Muslims. Otherwise, I think it is going to be hard for Muslim students, and
especially for Muslim girls, to mix. (Erum, IS-A, Year 12)
Thus, she stated that her school had no interaction with Australians outside the school and that
her school was therefore very insular in its outlook. She suggested the clear need for Islamic
schools to organise platforms where Muslim students had the opportunity to mix with nonMuslims, otherwise she feared that it would be very difficult for Muslim girls to integrate
successfully with the wider Australian community after they left the school.
Isha shared this view:
Also, I feel that we don't get involved with the outside world that much, like with what’s
happening in other schools. Only at Eidfest, a festival that all Muslims attend, do we get
a chance to meet people from other schools, but there too we meet only Muslims so [we
have] no communication with the non-Muslim students of our Grade. So, I would like to
see more interaction of our school with other schools, maybe in the shape of excursions.
Like our school only has interactions with IS-A, [the other Islamic school in Brisbane].
That, I feel, is a limited world for us to explore. (Isha, IS-B, Year 10)

155

Isha argued that the only opportunities provided by her school for its pupils to interact with
others was with students from the other local Islamic school, although they did attend the yearly
Eid festival, where interaction was confined to Muslims, since Eid was a Muslim ceremony.
Hence no opportunities for socialisation occurred with non-Muslims.
Isha also suggested that experiences with non-Muslims would permit greater integration
of Muslim pupils with those in the wider Australian milieu. The lack of the provision of
opportunities for interaction by her school led Isha to express her anticipation that she would
struggle to integrate after she entered university:
I feel that I am going to struggle [in] the interaction with the outer world when I go Uni.
Like, here we don't have much interaction with the outer world and if we [got] more
interaction with other schools like public schools, then it will prepare us to integrate with
the outer world. (Isha, IS-B, Year 10)
It was evident, then, that the girls felt that their interaction with the outer world was
limited in the Islamic schools. They suggested that collaboration with the outer world should be
established through their schools to help Muslim students to integrate successfully in Australian
society. They also suggested that Islamic schools needed more funding so that they would be
able to support such programs:
One last thing I should say [is] that other schools should visit our schools and vice versa
(excursions), since our school has [a] lack of funding so we are missing out on this stuff
– we need extra support from [the] Government. (Sajal, IS-B, Year 11)
The teachers also expressed the same concern:
One challenge that I can expect for these girls is when they go to university, when they
will be out of their shelves, it would be challenging for them to cope with the Australian
culture of alcoholic parties, and sometimes I think, … have we prepared our students for
that atmosphere well enough? And especially girls, you know – new people, new ideas.
How [are] they going to deal with all these? (Mr, Shaun, Teacher of health and physical
education, IS-A)
Mr. Shaun’s comments revealed that he held concerns regarding the girls managing the transition
from the Islamic culture of their schooling to the Australian culture of the university.

Participation in School Sports and Physical Education
From the analysis of the interviews with the participating girls, two major findings emerged in
response to the fifth question (that pertaining to their participation in school sports and physical
education): (1) their active participation in school sports and physical education and (2) the
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importance of the Islamic dress code and gender separation. The remaining two sub-sections of
the chapter now elaborate these two findings.

Active Participation in School Sports and Physical Education
All ten Muslim girls attending the Islamic schools indicated that they found the sporting
environment in school to be comfortable and encouraging for them to actively participate. Eight
also reported being actively involved in school-based sports and other physical education
activities:
I love to do sports; I do PE so we have four days of sports lessons. I play all sorts of
sports, I do Taekwondo, I am so good in it. Our school had made the environment for
girls very comfortable. (Erum, IS-A, Year 12)
We have sports three times a week, on Wednesdays we have two and a half hours that we
rotate, boys play in separate areas and girls play in separate areas. We play different
sports, net ball, volleyball, badminton, and all that and if it is raining then we just
watched movies sometimes. We have two individual lessons, it is just Year Nine. We learn
about health and other lesson on Volleyball, like one term we focus on one sport. Last
semester, we focused on touch football and next term we would be doing water polo and
all that. I am not really good in sports but once I start picking up the rules and I know
what to do, the teachers say that I am really improving because I am not that active in
sports so she thinks that is really good. I got B's and A's, especially in swimming, she
thinks that I am really improving, so that is a really good sign. (Aya, IS-A, Year 9)
It appeared from what Aya said that, despite her not being a very active person, her teacher
encouraged her in such a way that her sporting skills and enthusiasm improved.
The other six students indicated similarly that sports played a significant role in their
school and after school lives and that their families were playing an important role in motivating
them to engage in sports. Eight of the ten girls reported that they were receiving strong support
from their families to join in school sports as a consequence of the favourable school atmosphere
towards the needs of Muslim female students. Thus, it was clear that an accommodating sport
and physical education environment and family support were both contributing factors in the
girls being actively involved. For example, Dania acknowledged that her family’s own
involvement in sports, and particularly her father’s interest in it, as her main motivation to take
part:
My dad lives for sports [laugh]. My sister and brother also play sports, so me and my
sister, we play basketball and my brother plays soccer and, yeah, he is always taking us
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to the training and he encourages us to do sports in our lives. He loves sports. Anything
related to sports he will say yes to it. My dad is very protective as well, he will let me and
my sister go out and play sport on an inter-school level. All he wants to know is where it
is, what’s happening, who is going, all that kind of stuff, but yeah, he probably will say
yes at the end coz it is sports. For me and my dad it is more, like, to have a balance in life
by having both sports and study at the same time. (Dania, IS-A Year 11)
Mariam reported that she was actively engaging in all sorts of sports played at school and
in the other physical education activities. She narrated her passion and family influence for
sports in the following words:
I love sports. I love the way it makes me feel. I feel so positive and actually last year
because PE was one of my subjects. I was even more into sports than usual because of
my brother and I come from a very sporty family. So, my brother, he used to be a soccer
player, not official but in clubs and everything and well. I’m actually part of every single
sport there is – I did taekwondo for five years and I’m black belt. Yeah, and my dad
started us from a young age. I am part of all sorts of sports being played at school.
(Mariam, IS-A, Year 12)
Hina reported that it did not concern her parents if she involved herself in sports at her
school and at inter-school events, as long as she was wearing her hijab:
As long as I am fully covered they don't mind me going and participating. Like, even if I
have to go out for inter-school sports they allow me to go as long as I am covered. … But
if something comes up outside [our] suburb or town they will come with me. (Hina, IS-B,
Year 9)
Thus, at least in the case of Hina, some parents were more protective than others, as shown by
the fact that Hina’s parents preferred to accompany her to any inter-school competitions.
It was notable that two girls reported their inactivity in school sport. Both girls suggested that
they were not comfortable playing sports at school or after school because of their selfassumptions regarding their Islamic identity and the sports concept. Urwa suggested that she was
of the opinion that her Islamic identity and sports could not co-exist:
I am sporty as my family is a very sporty family. Like, you know, we go to basketball
courts a lot, also we go swimming a lot, things like that. When I got covered I think I
created a barrier for myself – I wasn’t wearing the right gear. Being a Muslim girl, I
have to cover my body and I believe these two cannot work together. (Urwa, IS-B, Year
12)
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Sofia’s spoke of her discomfort at playing sports in the presence of a male coach and in front of
the boys’ team:
When I was young, I used to do a lot but not anymore. Because I feel it is just difficult for
girls to do sports when they grow up. I feel that I don’t want to be noticed, and then the
running around of girls in the presence of boys or male coaches does not fit in my
definition of ‘modesty’. Yeah, but if there were no males around I would definitely
participate in sports-related stuff. Yeah, boys and girls have their own teams, but still
they are playing at the same field, and boys can see us. So that’s the reason I am
reluctant to do sports. (Sofia, IS-B, Year 12)
Thus, each girl’s comfort lies in her own definition of being ‘modest’. Some Muslim girls
viewed simply wearing a hijab as being modest, but for others, such as Sofia, playing in front of
a male coach or in site of boys was immodest.

The Importance of the Islamic Dress Code and Gender Separation
True to the Islamic ethos of the Muslim schools, all the girls in this study who attended the
Islamic schools wore a hijab and covered their bodies from head to toe, except for the face and
hands and their interactions boys in the school was restricted to academic matters. Accordingly,
both Islamic schools separated boys from girls in sports and physical education activities and
both provided a sports and physical education dress code for the girls that conformed to those
precepts. The girls interviewed frequently acknowledged the role of those accommodations in
permitting them to participate actively in sports and physical education. For example, Sajal
reported that:
Our school is doing well in terms of engaging students to participate in sports and PE.
Almost every student is doing sports. And the main reason is that all of us are so
comfortable in the environment being provided to us: like, uniform and girls-only groups.
(Sajal, IS-B, Year 11)
It appeared from Sajal’s response that she had found the dress code and gender segregation in
sports fields to be a key factor in encouraging them to undertake sports being played at school.
She then proceeded to remark that their school was encouraging students to undertake physical
activities like sports and physical education because it was one of the teachings of Islam to avoid
laziness and to indulge into activities that keep individuals active:
I love sports. Well I think our school is concentrating on attracting students to do sports
from a religious point of view. As Islam says, like, ‘don’t be lazy’. (Sajal, IS-B, Year 11)
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Girls from IS-A, also reported on the comfort level they felt in the school while playing sports
and engaging in physical education:
We do sports, we do PE – this term we are all doing school touch football. It is a threeday competition, and whenever we go for it we feel that everyone is curious as we are the
only Muslim school out of 200 schools you can say, and yes, people do talk a lot with us
and about us. Most of the coaches from other schools will approach us and say that they
are so happy to see Muslim girls’ teams coming to play, and I think it opens people’s
eyes to the fact that we can compete as well. The uniform for touch football is shorts but
we wear the uniform that our school has imported from Sweden. It is very comfortable
and we play in our comfort zone – our school is doing a lot in accommodating us for
sports by providing a uniform [dress code] in which we are so comfortable, and separate
groups. (Erum, IS-A, Year 12)
For Erum, the representation of her Islamic school in a sports competition conveyed a positive
message to the wider society that Muslim girls are equally competitive. Her statement also
suggested that the sports dress code that her Islamic school had provided to the Muslim girls was
one of the main motivating factors for their active participation in sports. Erum’s comfort zone
was created by the fact that she was wearing a sports uniform that recognised her religious
imperatives towards clothing. She was therefore positive, as she was going to a school where she
found everything accorded with her religious and cultural beliefs, which included an Islamic
sports dress code and segregation during sports sessions.
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Chapter Seven: Comparison of the Girls’ Experiences of
State and Islamic Schooling
This chapter compares the findings from state schools and Islamic schools that were discussed in
Chapters Five and Chapter Six respectively, to develop an understanding of the comparative
schooling experiences of Muslim girls in Queensland schools across the two school types.
The comparative analysis informing the findings here sought to identify one or more
points of comparison – whether of similarity or difference – under each of the focal points of the
research that led to the five research questions. The seven findings are presented here in the same
order of presentation as that followed in the previous two chapters. They are headed by
descriptive labels of the core finding in each case. Under each descriptive heading, then, the text
explains the core finding and any significant variation or qualification of it in the comparison.
The seven findings associated with the five research focal points emerged as follows: (1) in the
girls’ interactions with non-Muslims, that there were different challenges across the two types of
school in their interactions with non-Muslims; (2) in the girls’ accommodation of their religious
needs, that there was appropriate accommodation of their religious needs across both types of
school; (3) in the girls’ academic experiences, that there were different educational and career
aspirations across the two school types and that there was a limited choice of subjects available
in the Islamic schools; (4) in the girls’ managing of their identity formation, that there were
different identity types formed across the two types of school and that there was a strong
integration of the girls into Australian society in the state schools; and (5) in the girls’
participation in school sports and physical education, that there was a marked inactivity in school
sports and physical education in the state schools. These seven findings are presented, then, as
follows.

Different Challenges in Interactions with Non-Muslims
The first research question sought to identify the interactive experiences of the girls with their
non-Muslim peers and teachers. The major finding of the comparative analysis across the two
school types was that the two types of school both presented challenges, but that they were
different.
It is explained and evidenced in Chapter Five that Muslim girls attending the state
secondary schools faced some challenges in their interactions with their non-Muslim peers and
teachers. Those challenges focused on being categorised and being judged because of their
presentation as Muslims. Twelve Muslim girls from state schools had reported that they were
being categorised as ‘less capable or compatible’, ‘extremist’, ‘terrorists’, and as ‘backward’
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quite frequently in the school by some of their peers and teachers. The parents also recognised
that the Muslim girls in state schools sometimes faced such challenges.
The majority of participants also felt that they were being judged in the school by some
of their teachers and peers because of their outer appearance, cultural and religious background,
and international terrorist events. The teachers also recognised that Muslim girls confronted such
challenges in the schools when they interacted with their non-Muslim peers.
However, the participants also suggested that, whenever any of the challenges arising
from interactions between the Muslim girls and their non-Muslim peers and teachers were
escalated to the point of conflict or of becoming a management concern, they were invariably
resolved in the favour of Muslim girls.
On the other hand, the challenges reported by Muslim girls attending Islamic schools as
arising from their interactions with their non-Muslim peers and teachers were predominantly
from their interactions with some of their teachers, both Muslim and non-Muslim, and with the
male students in the school. These two interpersonal challenges are detailed here in Chapter Six.
It was felt by the girls that some of the teachers had a racist attitude towards some Muslim
students, whom they bullied, and that they showed a lack of understanding of their religious
practices. A majority of the girls narrated different individual experiences of facing such racism
from their teachers, presenting for them a challenge that tarnished the otherwise supportive
endeavours of the schools.
It was also found that, unlike state schools, whenever any such challenges were escalated
to the point of becoming a management concern, the Islamic schools failed to resolve them
amicably. A number of the participating girls and one of the parents narrated their experience of
how unprofessionally the issues were dealt by the schools.
The challenges arising from the girls’ interactions with fellow male students in class
attending Islamic schools was not identified by the participants from state schools. A majority of
the Muslim girls attending Islamic schools suggested that they did not feel comfortable in the
mix-gender educational activities in their school. The significance of this finding lies in the fact
that even the teachers from Islamic schools also recognised the need of single-sex educational
engagements to enhance the overall schooling experiences of Muslim girls.

Appropriate School Accommodation of Religious Needs
The second research question sought to identify Muslim girls’ experiences of their school’s
accommodation of their religious needs. It was designed to investigate the ways both types of
schools were accommodating the religious needs of Muslim girls during their schooling. The
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major finding of the comparative analysis across the two school types was that both types of
school were accommodating the Muslim girls’ religious needs, although there were differences
across the two types of school the ways they were meeting the religious needs of the students.
One commonality across both types of school was the bonding of the students with their
respective schools.
Chapter Five presents the finding that the Muslim girls who attended state schools
generally felt accepted by their peers and the staff in their schools. For them, the feeling of
acceptance translated into a feeling of belonging to the school. The schools showed their
willingness to accept these Muslim participants through their provision of a prayer room, their
appropriate modification of the regular school uniform, and by making halal food available in
school. This is a significant finding, especially in the case of one school, where Muslim students
were in the minority. Only one school did not offer a prayer room, but this seemed to be because
the Muslim students there had not actually requested one, possibly because they felt
outnumbered, and they did not wish to appear demanding. Nevertheless, across the other state
schools, the Muslim girls viewed their school’s provision of a prayer room as symbolic of their
school’s acceptance of them as Muslims. From their perspective, such measures assisted them to
adjust to school because they saw the school as respecting their faith and, even more importantly,
their religious differences in general school practices. Both the parents and the teachers
participating in the study also recognised that the schools had taken extraordinary measures to
accommodate the religious needs of Muslim girls during their schooling.
On the other hand, the Muslim girls who were attending Islamic schools viewed their
schools’ action in strictly enforcing congregated prayers as a strong indicator of their schools’
acceptance of their religious needs. This action was seen as having a further positive effect in its
encouragement of unity and uniformity among the Muslim pupils, while also indirectly
promoting acceptance of Islam by the non-Muslim staff. Moreover, the fact that the pupils were
provided with the opportunity to study the Arabic language and Islamic studies, the schools’
appointment of an Imam, who offered assistance, leadership and direction to them, and the
inclusion of Muslim dress codes within the school uniform, were all appreciated by the Muslim
girls. Together, these conditions represented a move on the part of their schools to accommodate
their religious practices. Like the participating parents and teachers of the state schools, the
participating parents and teachers of Islamic schools also recognised that the schools were
successful in implementing the Islamic ethos in the schools and were efficaciously
accommodating the religious needs of their female Muslim students. The parents, however,
recognised that this was the prime reason that they had chosen Islamic schools for their
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daughters, as continuity of religious practices and values was a priority for them and was an
integral part of Muslim schooling.
What makes this finding important is the sense of belonging that Muslim girls had
developed with their respective types of school. On the one hand, Muslim girls at state schools
recognised that the ways their schools were accommodating their religious needs made them feel
that they were accepted and hence they developed a strong sense of belonging. On the other
hand, Muslim girls at Islamic schools recognised that they resonated with the school values and
practices that were strongly grounded in Islam. As such, it made them feel at home and hence
they had strong bond with the school.

Different Educational and Career Aspirations
The third research question sought to identify the academic experiences of Muslim girls across
the two school types. One of the two major findings of the comparative analysis across the two
school types was that there were significant differences in both educational and career
aspirations across the two types of school.
The Muslim girls attending state schools indicated that, overall, they were content with
the education they were being offered, and they recognised that a high standard of education was
needed if they were to fulfil their ambitions of attending higher education. All Muslim girls at
state schools indicated that they had high aspirations for post-secondary education and career
paths. A significant finding that emerged during the analysis of the Muslim girls’ responses
towards their academic experiences was their significant orientation towards science, technology,
engineering and mathematics (STEM) educational and vocational pathways. A vast majority of
the Muslim girls at state schools expressed their aim to pursue a career in a field of STEM.
A key factor in these aspirations was the commendable level school support that they
experienced. Whilst this took the form of the schools actively encouraging these students to
perform well academically, the schools additionally provided a scaffolded curriculum so that the
participants’ high aspirations for higher education and their individual career goals could become
achievable. Furthermore, alongside this school support, it was clear that these Muslim students’
parents played a crucial role in supplementing the school education by motivating their daughters
to aim high. Parental support took various forms, for example, homework assistance, help with
subject choices, and by providing motivation to undertake educational challenges. A key finding
in relation to parental support was that the professional background of these parents figured
strongly in the degree of motivation and assistance they were able to offer their children. Such
parents were seen as evidencing an affinity with the high academic expectations and future
career goals that their children experienced. Nevertheless, in the state schools, those parents with
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little or no formal education were also seen by the girls as giving them strong encouragement to
aim high, advising them to study STEM subjects. It is possible that this was because they viewed
STEM as providing an escape route for their daughters from the disadvantaged social and
economic conditions that they inhabited. Both the teachers and the parents recognised the
exceptional academic aspirations and achievements of Muslim girls in the state schools. While
the teachers suggested that Muslim girls took their education very seriously and they did
experience any particular academic challenges, the parents recognised that the prime reason they
had chosen state schools for their daughters was the high standard of education that state schools
tended to provide.
On the other hand, Muslim girls at Islamic schools expressed only moderate postsecondary educational and career aspirations. In contrast to the Muslim girls from state schools,
only two girls from Islamic schools expressed their aspiration to pursue a career in the field of
STEM. The other Muslim girls were seen as aspiring to fields and vocation in health and
physical education. The strong focus of the Muslim schools on providing encouragement and
supportive scaffolding for their girls to engage in sports and physical education had the effect of
encouraging the girls to adopt these pathways in their future study at university or tertiary
vocational levels. The fact that their teachers often were seen as holding low expectations of their
students’ academic achievement in science subjects strengthened this subject and career choice
because the participants were fearful of under-achieving in science and of disappointing their
parents. It was evident that the girls’ family background also crucially shaped their educational
and career aspirations. For example, in the case of those pupils who struggled to achieve
academically, the non-academic background of their parents figured in their daughters’
despondency towards their capacity to achieve in higher education. Even when the girls’ parents
had a strong background of academic achievement, the learning of their religion and the practice
of it in school remained of paramount importance. However, such parents also recognised that
their children needed their full support in their studies to help them to achieve as best they could.
It is significant to note that none of the teachers from Islamic schools mentioned during the
interviews the atmosphere of low educational expectations of students in STEM-related subjects
in the Islamic schools. They did, though, recognise the challenge that students at Islamic schools
were confronting in relation to the availability of subject choices, which is the subject of the
following finding.

Limited Subject Choice in Islamic Schools
The second major finding in response to the third research question was that the Islamic schools
presented a significantly limited choice of subjects for the girls.
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When was asked that how they interpreted their academic experience, all Muslim girls
from the state schools commented on their feelings of achievement and success and all
commented favourably on the range of subject options from which they could choose in the areas
of their interest. They recognised also that their schools had scaffolded staff and curriculum to
support them in making the right choices. Parents and teachers from state schools also reported
that Muslim girls in their schools had a good range of subject choices to accommodate their
educational and career aspirations.
On the contrary, Muslim girls reported the educational challenge of poor access to a
range of subjects in Islamic schools. All Muslim girls in the Islamic schools reported that their
biggest challenge was the poverty of subject choice and the lack of scaffolding around it. They
indicated that it adversely affected their future educational and career options. When was asked
how their schools could enhance their academic experience, all the girls spoke of the desire to
see a wider range of subject choices in future. From the teachers’ perspective, it became clear
that they were aware that the subject options for their students were curtailed, and they
advocated that appropriate scaffolding be introduced so that Muslim girls would be better
supported in their access to an appropriately wider range of options.

The Formation of Different Identity Types
The fourth research question sought to identify how the Muslim girls were managing their
identity formation in their schooling. It was designed to develop an understanding of how they
were negotiating their possible identities in their respective schools. One of the two major
findings in response to this question was that the two types of school generated two different
identity types in the girls. In the state schools the girls were developing strong Muslim identities,
while in the Islamic schools they were developing their ethnic identities.
The findings from state schools suggested that all of the participating Muslim girls
attending the state schools, except one who had taken the decision to embrace Australian culture,
were developing strong Muslim identities. The state schools’ clear multicultural agenda was
evidently a crucial factor in this identification. The girls also suggested that their junior school
years were more challenging than their senior years with respect to identity formation. All
reported initially having tried to fit into Australian society through adopting an Australian
lifestyle, but that they had then realised that they were in fact different, each with a distinctive
identity, and that this was accepted by the wider society. They suggested that these unique
identities were made visible to their peers and school staff through their wearing of the religious
dress, the latter acting as an expression of their pride in their own Muslim identity. These
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suggested that the girls felt empowered to stand in a multicultural society as a large and strong
Muslim group.
This finding is important as it suggests that state schools in Queensland were providing
opportunities and an atmosphere that were enabling Muslim girls to develop an identity
grounded in their religious values. Parents’ views of their daughters’ identity formation were that
it was in order. They recognised that their daughters’ schools had, unexpectedly, provided
opportunities to develop strong Muslim identities. However, they also recognised that the
significant interpersonal challenges that their daughters confronted on occasions at school were
in fact enabling them to grow stronger and clearer about their Muslim identity. Similarly, the
teachers interviewed recognised that Muslim girls in the state schools were successful in
negotiating their Muslim identities. They recognised that Muslim girls did not hold themselves
back in expressing their religious beliefs and practices. The teachers also recognised that the
Muslim girls were negotiating their Muslim identities quite comfortably in the school by wearing
a hijab and fully covered clothing, and they did not see any Muslim girl struggling in the
formation of their Muslim identity, as the schools encouraged and respected all cultures and
religions.
On the other hand, in the Islamic schools, the majority of the Muslim girls expressed their
belief that they possessed a particularly strong bond with their ethnicity: their religious identity
being assumed. They suggested that identifying themselves via their cultural identities meant that
they could mark themselves as different from the homogeneity of students from Islamic
backgrounds. Unlike the teachers from the state school, the teachers from Islamic schools were
unsure whether the Muslim girls were wearing hijab as a contribution to the formation of their
Muslim identity or because it was the school uniform. Either way, the teachers recognised that
the Muslim girls appeared comfortable.

Strong Integration into Australian Society in State Schools
The second major finding in response to the fourth research question was that the girls in state
schools developed the feeling of a strong integration into Australian society, which was not the
case in the Islamic schools.
As discussed in Chapter Five, Muslim girls in state schools felt successful in their
integration into Australian society. Most of them acknowledged the difference between their
culture and the Australian culture, and that they were successfully integrating by attending
school and shopping trips, and by mixing with their non-Muslim peers in and out of school. Yet a
few participants (3) were unable to achieve this level of integration. They encountered social
obstacles to mixing with their non-Muslim peers, and it appeared that their demographic
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background and familial pressure played a large part in this. Of refugee status, these participants
were struggling to integrate their Muslim culture with Australian culture as their fellow Muslim
students had done. For them, the Muslim and Australian cultures were not identical, and must
remain separate. It was evident that these few students who were struggling to integrate into
Australian society had migrated to Australia in recent years and were finding Australian culture
quite confronting. However, there were suggestions that they would settle and would start to
integrate like other Muslim girls of the study who had a refugee background. This trajectory was
also recognised by the teachers from the state schools, who indicated that the Muslim girls with
refugee backgrounds, took a few years to settle and that, as soon as they started to understand the
Australian culture and to set limits to their embracing of it, they would start to settle and to
integrate. Similarly, parents also indicated that they encouraged their daughters to take part in the
social activities of the school and make non-Muslim friends without retreating from their
religious values and practices.
On the other hand, the analysis indicated that Muslim girls in the Islamic schools saw it
as a challenge to integrate into Australian society. All the Muslim girls interviewed from the
Islamic schools and their teachers recognised that they saw it as a challenge to integrate into
Australian society upon entering university or other tertiary institutes. Muslim girls’ responses
also revealed that they were acutely aware that their interaction with the wider society was
minimal in their schools. They appeared particularly concerned regarding this point, and were
unanimous in their call for collaborative links to be established by their schools with the outer
world in order that they may integrate more successfully into the wider Australian society.
However, they also suggested that this would require additional Government funding to be
successful. The teaching staff also recognised this need, and noted that there were clear
differences between the Australian and Islamic cultures. They suggested that, due to the fact that
these pupils were not exposed to the Australian culture, they could be vulnerable upon entering
Australian society.
This finding is significant since this study is grounded in the contemporary Australian
context of Muslim immigration into a substantially non-Islamic culture. It is evident that Muslim
girls in state schools were more successful in integrating into Australian wider society as
compared to the Muslim girls in Islamic schools. In state schools, Muslim girls had exposure to
meet and engage with the non-Muslim, whereas in Islamic schools the interaction of the students
with the outer world was minimal and led to the generation of a number of apprehensions in the
minds of the Muslim girls and the teachers that. once the Muslim girls stepped out into a non-
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Muslim world, they would struggle to interact and engage with people from other cultures and
religions.

Marked Inactivity in School Sport and Physical Education in State
Schools
The fifth and last research question sought to identify the experiences of Muslim girls in their
participation in school sports and physical education in Queensland state and Islamic secondary
schooling. The major finding of the comparative analysis across the two school types was that
there was a marked inactivity on the part of the girls in their involvement in state schools, but
that their involvement in Islamic schools was strong and enthusiastic.
The responses of the participants from state schools indicated that a large majority of the
Muslim girls did not take part in school sports or physical education activities owing to a
mismatch between the sports and Muslim dress codes. The lack of a modified sports dress code
created challenges for them. This was in spite of these Muslim students having formed a strong
Muslim identity in school that had been seamlessly incorporated into other school practices.
However, they reported frequently encountering questioning of their capabilities at sport and
physical education activities because of the requirements demanded of their sports clothing by
their Muslim faith. They reported, over time, having dropped out of sports activities. However,
some of the state schools clearly had attempted to provide a suitable sports dress code, but the
Muslim girls attending those schools were often confronted with the fact that their religious
clothing raised safety issues regarding their participation in sport. Again, the overall effect was
that these Muslim girls withdrew from participation in school-based sport and other physical
education activities as they entered into high school and particularly through the senior years of
high school. The issue for them was compounded by their discomfort with the school’s mixedgendered grouping and the inclusion of men as coaches at sports and physical education
activities. With their religious obligations featuring strongly at school due to their adolescence,
these participants acknowledged that sports and physical education activities created a
disconnection between the religious necessity for them to be separate from male peers, and their
schools’ requirement that they mix with the opposite sex during these lessons.
On the other hand, Muslim girls in the Islamic schools talked of their active participation
in school-based sports and physical education activities without fear of repercussions with regard
to their religious faith. They were motivated to take part in these activities through the provision
of a favourable environment by their schools: one involving segregated gender groupings and
Muslim dress codes being incorporated into the school uniform. The participants thus expressed
their comfort, both with their surroundings and with their involvement in sports and physical
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education activities. The teachers interviewed also recognised that the participation of Muslim
girls in the school sport and physical education was at a high level and that the schools had
created an atmosphere in the field of sports and physical education that resonated with the
religious needs of Muslim girls and thus them to actively participate. Similarly, the parents
recognised the active participation by and the interests of their daughters through the supportive
environment in the school sport and physical education.

170

Chapter Eight: Discussion
This chapter examines the eight findings from the preceding chapter in relation to the existing
research literature, to identify the ways in which and the extent to which they may be seen as
contributing to our understanding of the research topic: the comparative schooling experiences of
Muslim girls in state and Islamic secondary schools in Queensland.
It does so in relation to the five focal points in the conceptual framework that guided this
study: (1) the girls’ interactive experiences with their non-Muslim peers and teachers; (2) the
girls’ experiences of their school’s accommodation of their religious needs; (3) the girls’
academic experiences in their schooling; (4) the girls’ experiences of managing their identity
formation at school; and (5) the girls’ experiences of participation in school sports and physical
education.

The Girls’ Interactive Experiences with their Non-Muslim Peers
and Teachers
The first research question sought to identify the interactive experiences of the girls with their
non-Muslim peers and teachers. The major finding of the comparative analysis across the two
school types was that the two types of school both presented challenges, but that they were
different. It was found that Muslim girls in state schools did confront situations where they were
judged by their non-Muslim peers and sometimes by their teachers because of their visible
Muslim identity. This finding suggested that, in the state schools, the girls were not generally
facing the challenging issues like racism and bullying that were evidenced in the studies of
Hassan (2007), HREOC (2004) and Poynting and Noble (2004).
However, it was found that the Muslim girls were tackling situations in school where
they felt that they were being judged on the basis of their visible Muslim identity and the general
negative stereotyping of Muslims. The majority of the participants from state schools had
indicated that they believed they were judged by their peers and by their teachers, and that this
was characterised by negative stereotyping. This finding is in line with the findings of a research
study conducted by El-Biza (2010) on Muslim girls in Australia and in Saudi Arabia. She found
that Muslim girls in state schools were sometimes judged by the teachers, and that these
judgements were founded on their perceptions of the minority social group. She asserted that
such stereotypical views held by the teachers against minority groups could negatively affect the
self-esteem of the students, showing through the story of ‘Mona’ that, when teachers held low
expectations of a particular minority group, it tended to affect their self-esteem and demotivate
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them to achieve well in school. The current study uncovered incidents too where Muslim girls
were experiencing being victims of preconceived views held by their teachers against Muslims,
for example, the incident shared by one participant (Jamila), where she saw her English teacher
marking her down in an English test because of the teacher’s assumption that Jamila was from an
ESL background. When Jamila asked her teacher to explain her low marks, the teacher replied
that she had scored very well considering her English-as a-second-language background.
However, the biased marking by the teacher was not seen by Jamila as affecting her self-esteem
as it had for Mona in El-Biza’s study. Rather, this case was taken to the School Principal, with
the result that the teacher later apologised to the participant for being judgmental and ensured
that her future grading was fair.
Thus, the study suggested that some Muslim girls did experience situations in state
schools where they saw themselves as being inaccurately judged as a result of some teachers’
preconceived notions against Muslims. Likewise, Mouhanna (2014), who explored the lives of
Muslim girls from Arabic backgrounds in the state schools of Sydney, Australia, discovered that
issues did occur in the school where Muslim students are judged based on negative Muslim
stereotyping, racism and bullying. These were handled by the schools according to their relevant
rules and policies as the schools she studied had “prioritised programs and initiatives, which
celebrated students’ cultural and religious diversity, while religious and cultural harmony was
described as being 'second nature' in the school” (Mouhanna, 2014, p. 156). The same strategy
was adopted by the state schools of the current study, where it was found that state schools were
reviewing such issues appropriately and it was observed that there was no tolerance of
discrimination and racism in the state schools. This approach applied to the case cited above,
where the Principal took timely action to deal with a situation that might otherwise have
escalated. It was thus clear that the participating state schools had implemented a proactive,
multicultural approach, creating an environment in the school that recognised and celebrated
cultural and religious diversity. Such an environment discouraged racism and encouraged
tolerance towards the minority Muslim population of girls.
Yet the current study did find that racism and bullying were experienced in Islamic
schools by the Muslim girls from some non-Muslim and Muslim teachers. The girls spoke of
some non-Muslim teachers in the Islamic schools discriminating against them on the basis of
their faith. They also experienced some Muslim students discriminating against them on the basis
of their race. The girls thus indicated that racism and bullying by teachers and fellow students
was experienced by them in the Islamic schools studied. The incidents shared by Aya and Nancy
(Yana’s mother) suggested that racism and bullying cases were reported by the pupils to the
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school management, although they both considered that these incidents had not been dealt with
appropriately by the school.
The literature review for this study had identified a lack of studies into the experiences of
Muslim girls in Islamic schools, either in Queensland or in Australia as a whole. However, there
were a few studies internationally that had researched Islamic schools in the Western world
(Merry, 2005, 2006; Zine 2004), but none that had investigated the comparative schooling
experiences of Muslim high-school girls in Australia. El-Biza (2010) had investigated the
experiences of Muslim girls in both Islamic and state schools in New South Wales and her
participants were primary-level schoolgirls. Mah (2015) had examined the counselling and
wellbeing services in Islamic schools of Sydney, Melbourne, and Perth. And Zine’s (2004) study
provided valuable insight into some of the ways Muslim girls in Canada were perceiving Islamic
schools.
The findings of the present study pertaining to racism and bullying in some Islamic
schools run counter to Zine’s (2004, 2006) claim that one of the significant reasons that Muslim
parents enrol their children in Islamic schools was to keep them away from the racism and
bullying that Muslim children might confront in the state schools. On the contrary, the current
study had found that racism and bullying were experienced in Islamic schools and that the
Islamic school management had failed to address such issues.
From a socio-political context, the study’s findings on racism and bullying are important
in what they show about how such issues were handled within the school. The state schools of
this study showed a proactive approach in combating any issues that discriminated or judged the
pupils according to their race or religion, whereas the Islamic schools failed to adopt a proactive
approach in dealing with any racism or bullying issues that were brought to their attention. Jones
(2013) in his doctoral study into the Islamic schools of Australia identified different educational
and structural aspects of the schools, but his study did not identify the interpersonal experiences
of students with their peers and teachers. Similarly, Mah (2015) in her doctoral study
investigated counselling and wellbeing services in Islamic schools of Sydney, Melbourne, and
Perth, but did not examine the interactive experiences of Muslim girls in Islamic schools.
Therefore, this finding from the present study becomes an important contribution to knowledge
in the field.
The present study also found that the girls at Islamic schools saw their interactions with
the male students as one of the challenges in Islamic schools. This finding is also worthy of note,
as it has not been reported in other studies. Indeed, the focus of the present study on the girls’
interactive experiences at school provided a new perspective, which allowed issues arising in
173

those interactions to b identified. The previous studies by El-Biza (2010), Gurr (2010), Mah
(2015), Merry (2005, 2006), Sanjakdar (2001) and Zine (2004) had not taken such perspective.
The present study also found no issues of racism and discrimination in the experience of
girls in the state schools, although previous studies by Bigelow (2007), Hassan (2007), HREOC
(2004) and Mansouri and Kamp (2007) had found such issues faced by Muslim students
(particularly girls) in state schools at the primary level. On the other hand, the present study did
identify issues of Muslim negative stereotyping among the Muslim girls in the state schools.
Still, these schools addressed those incidents appropriately and in a timely manner to maintain
the cultural diversity and religious tolerance in the school community.

The Girls’ Experiences of their School’s Accommodation of their
Religious Needs
The second research question sought to identify Muslim girls’ experiences of their school’s
accommodation of their religious needs. It was designed to investigate the ways both types of
schools were accommodating the religious needs of Muslim girls during their schooling. The
major finding of the comparative analysis across the two school types was that both types of
school were accommodating the Muslim girls’ religious needs, although there were differences
across the two types of school the ways they were meeting the religious needs of the students.
One commonality across both types of school was the bonding of the students with their
respective schools. The girls from both the Islamic and the state schools were satisfied that their
schools were meeting their religious needs through the schools’ provision of religious practice
opportunities. However, different contributing factors in the two types of school enabled these
practices to occur. For example, the state schools’ girls suggested that they were accepted by
their schools for who they were, the three primary contributing factors were the availability of a
prayer room, modifications to the school uniform, and the availability of halal food in the ‘tuck
shop’ at school. These factors combined to promote feelings of acceptance.
Donohoue-Clyne (2006, p. 288) had previously identified these factors as organisational
changes at the school level. The current study argued that these three organisational changes
were collectively enabling the girls to in the state schools to develop a sense of belonging with
the school. The girls indicated that the initiatives that their state schools were taking to
accommodate their religious needs indicated that their schools desired them to attend the school.
Indeed, such respect signalled to them a clear acknowledgement of the girls’ faith. The girls in
these schools felt free to practise their religion.
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Buckingham (2010) suggested that 80 per cent of Muslim students in Australia were
attending state schools. Despite the growing number of Muslim children in state schools and the
importance of religious practices in their lives, there had been no empirical research on this issue
in the Australian context. A few studies conducted in Canada and America have indicated the
importance of religious practices performed by Muslim students in state and Islamic schools
(Merry, 2007; Schlein & Chan, 2010; Zine, 2000, 2001). Against this backdrop, it was evident
from the current study that the Muslim girls felt welcomed and that they felt that they belonged
to the schools they attended, due to their schools’ open encouragement and facilitation of
opportunities to accommodate their religious needs. This, then, identifies an important finding
from this study.
Nevertheless, the study conducted by Scarino, Liddicoat and O'Neill (2015) into the
intercultural relationship of Muslims and non-Muslims in a Catholic Adelaide College found that
the Muslim girls expressed a sense of belonging to the school community. The factors that
played a role in creating an amenable atmosphere were space for them to pray in the school, the
provision of halal food, and allowing modest clothing, included a headscarf. The findings of the
current study in relation to the state schools resonated with those findings in the importance of
addressing the needs of the Muslim minority in multicultural schools. As in the present study, the
participants in Scarino et al.’s (2015) study also recognised that the manner in which their school
had included their religion through encouraging various religious practices revealed that the
school had validated their religion and accepted them into the schools’ pupil population.
This sense of belonging also fits neatly with the notion of self-esteem noted by Phinney
et al. (1997). These authors similarly discovered that, when individuals identified themselves
with a group or institution, they developed a sense of belonging, which enabled them to develop
higher self-esteem. The girls attending state schools in current study, however, did not examine
the correlation between a sense of belonging and self-esteem.
The study conducted by Mouhanna (2014) explored the experiences of Muslim girls from
Arab backgrounds in state schools in Sydney, Australia. The findings of the current study are in
accord with those of Mouhanna to the extent that both reported that state schools in Australia
were accommodating the religious needs of Muslim girls. Mouhanna’s research found that the
participating state schools had adopted inclusive strategies at an informal curriculum level to
incorporate the religion and culture of Muslim students, which included the availability of the
prayer rooms, the provision of halal food in the school shop, and modifications to the school
uniform so that Muslim girls could maintain their modesty in their clothing. Participants of AlBiza’s (2010) study also acknowledged their schools’ allocation of a prayer room for Muslim
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students to pray and rest during Ramadan. Those findings from both studies echo those of the
current study.
Nevertheless, the findings of this study run counter to those of the studies of Archer
(2002), Sabry, Bruna and Al-Biza (2010), Wingfield (2006), and Zine (2001, 2008), with regard
to the challenges the Muslim pupils face concerning the schools’ dress-code, Islamic religious
practices, and the understanding of the non-Muslims about Muslim beliefs in the state schools of
the Western world. Unlike the findings of these studies, those of the current study indicate a good
level of understanding about the religious needs of Muslim girls within state schools.
As indicated earlier, there was a convergence between Islamic and state schools regarding
the schools’ accommodation of the religious needs of their Muslim girls. The girls attending
Islamic schools also indicated that their religious needs were accommodated by their schools in
similar ways to those of their state school counterparts, but were differentiated by the schools
being more structured in their response, which was more firmly located firmly within the school
ethos. This was illustrated by the finding that Muslim girls in the state schools studied were
offered a separate prayer room to accommodate their religious needs, whereas the Islamic
schools promoted a more seamless, yet more structured, naturalistic prayer environment for their
Muslim female pupils. Moreover, this study found additional differences, including the school
uniform being designed in Islamic schools according to the Islamic religious dress, incorporating
the hijab, the Islamic schools providing learning opportunities for Arabic language and Islamic
studies, and the hiring of Imams within the Islamic schools that clearly targeted the Muslim girls’
religious needs. It was these structured developments within the Islamic schools that enabled the
girls attending these schools to feel at ease with their Islamic school, such that some considered
it to be their second home. This finding supports the studies conducted by Sanjakdar (2001) and
Al-Biza (2010), in their conclusions that Islamic schools in Australia were successful in
reinforcing the culture and religion of Muslims, culminating in a strong sense of belonging,
together with their Muslim pupils’ comfort and pride about the shared culture and ethos of the
school. However, Al-Biza (2010) also noted that some Islamic schools in Australia were not as
successful as others in reiterating the religion and culture of Muslim students.
As Merry (2005, 2006) noted that Islamic schools in the West were established by the
Muslim communities to preserve both their cultural and their religious identities. The findings of
the current study investigating indicated that the two Islamic schools included in the study had
also established an environment and curriculum that was underpinned by Islamic values and
cultural practices. The girls recognised that their schools included Islamic perspectives in the
curriculum alongside the standard Queensland Curriculum, making it easier for them to
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understand different complex and contemporary topics such as evolution from an Islamic point
of view. Merry’s (2006) research further found that the teachers and pupils in his study
experienced unity among the school community through their participation in shared religious
practices, such as congregated prayers, eating halal food, celebrating Islamic festivals together,
and wearing the same dress. The findings of the current study pertaining to the facilities and
opportunities available to the Muslim girls in the Islamic schools studied has also found similar
responses from them. The girls spoke of a feeling of unity existing among the school community
as a consequence of all the pupils participating in the same practices and wearing identical
school uniform.
Zine (2004) had found that, for religious families, Islamic schools provided a transition
between the values, beliefs, and practices of the home and school environments. The findings of
the current study in relation to the motivation of parents to send their children to Islamic schools,
confirmed that finding. As in Zine’s study, the girls in this study frequently mentioned in their
interviews that one of the reasons their parents enrolled them in Islamic schools was because of
the continuity of the religious practices and beliefs in the school, which according to Zine (2004)
constituted a definite movement of values, beliefs, and practices between home and school.
The role of Imams and the importance of Islamic studies within schools were
documented by Mah (2015) in her study of the counselling and wellbeing services in Australian
Islamic schools. She argued that qualified Imams could play an important role in Islamic schools
for the spiritual wellbeing of the students. The participants in her study acknowledged the
importance of the Imam’s presence in the school and the teaching of Islamic studies, and,
likewise, the girls in the current study respected the significant role of the Imams within the two
Islamic schools studied. This study thus concurred with Mah’s claim that the inclusion of Islamic
studies and the presence of Imams in the school provided Muslim pupils with a religious
perspective and reassurance of their spiritual beliefs that was crucial for the wellbeing of Muslim
pupils.
Thus, the current study concurred with those conducted previously in finding that the
state schools in a multicultural society were endeavouring to accommodate the religious needs of
Muslim students in the schools according to the multicultural policies that these schools had
adopted and that were designed to foster a climate of religious and cultural diversity. The current
study also concurred with earlier studies in finding that the Islamic schools in the West were
contributing to one of the main purposes of the establishment of Islamic schools: the
maintenance of Islamic culture and values supported by the notion of the liberal values of
Western democratic societies.
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Such findings are significant in presenting positive experiences of Muslims in both Islamic
and state schools in relation to the freedom and opportunities to practice their religious
obligations. It is argued in this thesis that both types of schools were aware of the religious
requirements of their Muslim girls and hence, by accommodating their needs, they were
fostering an environment that catered for their Muslims’ religious and cultural needs. The
ultimate attainment was the Muslim girls’ development of a strong sense of belonging with the
school.

The Girls’ Academic Experiences in their Schooling
Different Educational and Career Aspirations
The third research question sought to identify the academic experiences of Muslim girls across
the two school types. One of the two major findings in response to this question was that there
were significant differences in both educational and career aspirations across the two types of
school. It was found that the Muslim girls who were attending the state schools held high
aspirations for their future higher education and careers. Analysis of the data identified two key
factors behind these high aspirations: were parental support and school support. The state schools
were playing a proactive role in enhancing the educational experiences of the pupils. Each of the
girls in the state schools observed different ways in which their schools sought to progress them
towards high academic achievement and professional careers. Some of them saw the scaffolded
curriculum as a key factor for their academic success, and others articulated the variety of
subject choices as the reason for their high academic and professional aspirations. The majority
of the girls expressed their aspirations as being in the fields of science, technology, engineering
and mathematics (STEM).
A number of studies (e.g., Cahill, 1996; Considine & Zappalà, 2002, 2012; Suliman &
McInerney, 2006) found Arab Australian Muslim youths in Australia were less ambitious in their
career and future study goals compared to other culturally and linguistically diverse groups.
Those authors also referenced studies conducted in the 21st century that found that the
educational challenges faced by Muslim youths, especially from Arab backgrounds, had not
changed (Considine & Zappalà, 2002, 2012; Suliman & McInerney, 2006). These studies
revealed that Arab and Muslim Australians continued to achieve low educational results despite
the fact they had settled in Australia for some time and were now second or third generation
Australians, compared to other cultural groupings. However, Mansouri and Wood (2008) found
that a majority of Muslims who failed to finish high school had expressed high aspirations
towards their education in the early years of their schooling. Similarly, Mouhanna’s (2014) study
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discussed the perceptions of her Muslim girl participants regarding their educational experiences,
and they expressed positive academic outcomes and high aspirations for their further education
after completing their secondary schooling. The study by Basit (1997, p. 429) also evidenced the
“high aspirations and career goals” of Muslim women in Britain.
All these studies identified different contributing factors behind the optimism of Muslim
girls regarding their future educational and career goals. Mansouri and Wood (2008) contended
that schools were a crucial site for young Muslim students where inclusion and belonging could
emerge. Mouhanna’s (2014) study confirmed that support from within the school in the shape of
high expectations from the teachers encouraged their pupils to develop high ambitions for their
future studies and careers. In the present study, the Muslim girls attending the state schools
reported that their schools were successfully providing equitable access to education for them, a
scaffolded curriculum and appropriate subject choices, reinforced by teacher support: affording
them equally high expectations to their non-Muslim peers. In this respect therefore, the findings
of Mouhanna’s (2014) study were reinforced by the current study.
Parental support was viewed by this study’s girl participants as occupying an equally
crucial position in shaping their high aspirations for higher education and career goals. All the
participants recognised the support they were receiving from their parents during their studies.
Their parents, irrespective of their socio-economical or educational background, were seen as
supporting their daughters within their capabilities, and the parents spoke of their high academic
expectations for their children. This finding also emerged in Mouhanna’s (2014) study. Abid
(2003) found that migrants’ parents held high expectations of their children to perform well in
their studies and that the parents could be differentiated according to their education levels, with
educated parents supporting their daughters in their homework and in other academic activities,
while the non-educated and socially disadvantaged parents supported their daughters through
strong motivation and their high expectations of them to pursue careers in STEM.
This finding is critical when viewed against the backdrop of the low educational
achievement of Muslim students noted by several studies. The girls in the Islamic schools
reported what they saw as their teachers’ low expectations of their pupils to achieve
academically, particularly in STEM subjects, leading to the majority aspirating to health and
physical education in their post-secondary studies: because the teachers in the Islamic schools
studied held low expectations of the girls’ academic achievement in science subjects, their
interest in health and physical education was strengthened, as they were fearful of underachieving in science and thus of disappointing their parents. High expectations of the girls’
educational achievement were also evident in a number of the Muslim girls attending the Islamic
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schools, where their family backgrounds notably influenced their aspirations for future studies.
The indication here was that their parents had chosen Islamic schools for their daughters because
they prioritised the Islamic values and practices that they saw the schools as upholding. They
were also aware that the education level at these Islamic schools was lower than that at state
schools. In this situation, educated parents were helping their daughters at home with their
studies to fill the gap, whereas non-educated parents tended to fall short in this respect. As a
result, the daughters of parents in the latter category chose comparatively easy subjects in their
senior years to avoid incurring their parents’ disappointment through their failure to achieve in
more difficult subjects such as science and mathematics.
It was concluded that girls who attended state schools experienced stronger educational
and career opportunities and pathways than did the participants attending Islamic schools and
that the girls’ career goals were shaped by the schools they attended. Similar findings emerged in
the studies of Basit (1997), Mansouri (2008), and Mouhanna (2014), where the contrasting
educational expectations of teachers in relation to their Muslim pupils: with high expectations
from the teachers at state schools contrasting with the lower expectations from teachers for their
pupils and the corresponding lack of resources at Islamic schools.

Limited Subject Choice in Islamic Schools
The second major finding in response to the third research question was that the girls in the
Islamic schools were presented with a significantly limited choice of subjects by their schools.
In consequence, the Muslim girls wanted to see a wider range of school subjects in their senior
years. The teachers interviewed also recognised that the limited choice of subjects impacted
negatively on the girls’ aspirations for post-secondary education and career orientations. In
contrast, the girls attending the state schools experienced a much wider range of school subjects
in their senior secondary years, including subjects in science, mathematics and the performing
arts that were not available in the Islamic schools.
Recent doctoral studies of Mouhanna (2014) and Jones (2012) had explored some of the
ways Muslims students were receiving and experiencing education in state and Islamic schools
of Australia. Mouhanna (2014) reported that, in Islamic schools, the main concern of the parents
was related to their Islamic identity and Islamic values while living in Western society.
Correspondingly, Donohoue-Clyne noted that Muslim parents called for a curriculum with
“higher standards of discipline and sexual propriety, an academic curriculum infused with
Islamic values [that] will teach their children respect for traditional Islamic culture” (DonohoueClyne, 2006, p. 287). Mouhanna (2014) argued that Muslim parents enrolled their children into
Islamic schools for their higher Islamic rather than their academic profiles. On the other hand,
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Jones (2012) in his research into the Islamic schools in Australia recognised that they lacked
resources and staff to be able to introduce a wide range of subjects like art and drama. He also
presented a different Islamic perspective through introducing art and music along with the
standard national curriculum. He recognised that Islamic schools had reservations about teaching
music in the schools, as a majority of the principals believed that “more conservative parents
would object” (Jones, 2012, p. 45).
Nevertheless, none of the above-mentioned studies had noted the concerns of Muslim
students and parents about the lack of variety of school subject choices in the Islamic schools.
Instead, They had, though, recognised the concerns of the Muslim community about the teaching
some of the topics taught in standard national curriculum, for example evolution theory and
subjects that include sex and alcohol.

The Girls’ Experiences of Managing Their Identity Formation at
School
The Formation of Different Identity Types
The fourth research question sought to identify how the Muslim girls were managing their
identity formation in their schooling. It was designed to develop an understanding of how they
were negotiating their possible identities in their respective schools. One of the two major
findings in response to this question was that the two types of school generated two different
identity types in the girls. In the state schools the girls were developing strong Muslim identities,
while in the Islamic schools they were developing their ethnic identities. In the Islamic schools
studied, the girls specifically utilised their cultural identities to identify their distinctive Islamic
identities, whereas Muslim girls attending the state schools studied employed religion for the
same purpose.
The notion of Muslim identity used in the study was that of a person totally submitting to
Allah through practising the five pillars of Islam in their everyday lives, while also following the
other aspects of religion seen as being required in the Quran. With one exception, all the girls in
this study asserted in various ways that Islam played a central role in their lives and that their
identities were shaped by their religious dispositions that they had internalised from their
family’s values since childhood. This point was also confirmed in the previous studies by Hall
(1992, 1996), Grossberg (1996) and Robins (1996), which found that individuals form their
identities according to the environment in which they reside. In other words, the surrounding
childhood environment plays a critical and dominant role in the formation of their identity. Hall
(1992, p. 5) argued that individuals construct their identities “continuously in relation to the ways
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we are represented or addressed in the cultural system which surrounds us” and that the
representation and addressing shifts perpetually, leading to shifts in individual identity.
Many Muslim scholars have recognised that the process of Muslim identity formation is
embedded in religion Islam (e.g., Ramadan, 1999, 2004; Yasmeen, 2008; Zine, 2008). Others
have acknowledged the role of religion in the construction of a Muslim identity, but also the role
of society and culture (e.g., Bayat & Herrera, 2010; Imtoual, 2006; Kabir, 2010; Mondal, 2008;
Zine, 2008).
Yasmeen’s (2008) recognised the category of ‘practicing’ Muslims are those who practise
their religion in their everyday lives, including the offering prayers five times a day, covering
their bodies with a headscarf to sustain modesty, and observing the other five pillars of Islam in
their lives. In this group, she recognised both ‘orthodox’ and ‘moderate’ practicing Muslims. She
also recognised the category of ‘non-practicing’ Muslims as those who were Muslim only by
name, as they did not practise the religious obligations of religion in their daily lives. In this
category, she recognised ‘secular’, ‘quietly’ ‘observant’, and ‘exited’ Muslims. Within that
Muslim identity framework, the girls of the present study all emerged as being practising
Muslims – with one exception – in that they observed the religious obligations and the
accompanying rules and regulations of Islam. All the Muslim girls attending the state schools
(except SS-B) were categorised as ‘moderate/liberal’ Muslims and as being simultaneously
‘orthodox’. This finding concurs with that of Yasmeen (2008), where the participant Muslims in
practised their religious obligations with pride, while integrating with the wider society at the
same time. Indeed, for them, the core of being a Muslim lay both in religious obligations and
social life (following Mondal, 2008).
On the other hand, the Muslim girls in SS-B were categorised solely in the ‘orthodox’
group. The responses of the girls from SS-B suggested that they had recently arrived in Australia
(with one exception) and that they were experiencing the process of integration into the school
community. Their responses revealed that they were holding their religious values very tightly
because they saw their parents as believing that, if they integrated among the non-Muslim school
population, they would lose their Muslim identity. Yasmeen claimed that such girls may possess
orthodox religious identities, but that their identities were not fixed as “individuals can move
along the spectrum during their life time” (Yasmeen, 2008, p. 23). It was thus seen that the
religious identities of the Muslim girls from SS-B were more likely to move to become liberal
Muslims in the later years of their lives: similar to the identities of the Muslims girls in the other
three state schools.

182

The current study found that all the girls except one identified themselves as Australian
Muslims, that is, they considered themselves as Muslims and Australians at the same time. This
finding resonates with many other studies on Muslim identity – including those of Basit (2009),
Kabir (2011), Mondal (2008), Sirin and Fine (2008), Yasmeen (2008) and Zine (2008) – that
have found indicated that Muslims living in the West can negotiate the one girl in the study who
did not identify herself as a Muslim. For her it was clear that her religious beliefs were very
personal, and she did not want to show it to others either by wearing a hijab or by observing
prayers at school. Yasmeen’s (2008) framework aptly categorised this girl as ‘secular’ from a
‘non-practicing’ category. However, this participant’s responses revealed that she was
negotiating her identity from one setting to another. For example, at home she was a liberal
Muslim like her sister, but when she was out of the house, in the school or away from the school
setting, she chose to retain her secular Muslim identity. Thus, this exception supported,
according to Yasmeen (2008, p. 23), that view that people “can move along the spectrum during
their life time. Someone who may be identified as a secular/progressive Muslim may shift in the
opposite direction and vice versa”.
On the other hand, within the Islamic schools studied, and based on Yasmeen’s (2008)
Muslim identity framework, the girls were also ‘practicing’ Muslims. Nine of the ten girls could
be grouped as ‘liberal or moderate’ Muslims. However, the responses of these nine students
revealed that they held their cultural identities more strongly than their religious identities. Both
identities, however, existed for them in parallel. Ramadan (2004) noted that religion and culture
co-existed. However, his claim that second generation Muslims in the West are distancing
themselves from their cultural backgrounds and holding onto their religious identities could not
be applied to the Muslims girls at the Islamic schools studied. On the contrary, it was observed
that they were holding their ethnic cultural backgrounds more strongly. Nevertheless, Ramadan’s
(2004) claim resonated with the Muslim girls at state schools, as none of them identified
themselves with their cultural backgrounds. Rather, they used their Islamic identities as their
identity markers in the same way that the girls at the Islamic schools studied used their cultures
as their identity markers.
Thus, the majority of young Australian Muslims in this study identified themselves as
‘liberal or moderate’ Muslims, but they also held the attributes of Orthodox Muslims. While they
valued their religious attributes, they also managed their social lives within their schools.

Strong Integration into Australian Society in State Schools
The second major finding in response to the fourth research question was that the girls in state
schools developed the feeling of a strong integration into Australian society, which was not the
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case in the Islamic schools. Eleven of the girls attending state schools were successfully
navigating their integration into Australian society.
Berry’s (1974, 1997, 2003) conceptual analysis of acculturation was used to position
integration as one of four types of acculturation strategies of migrant groups, the others being
assimilation, separation, and marginalisation. Individuals not wishing to maintain their own
cultural values and identity were categorised by Berry as having adopted the assimilation
strategy. The strategy of separation was defined as the contrary of the assimilation strategy – as
the approach of those who did not wish to mix their values and culture with the host culture.
Those individuals who created a balance between the dominant cultures and maintained their
own cultures whilst living in multicultural societies were seen as having adopted an integrationist
strategy, and those who did not fit into any culture as ‘marginalised. With Berry’s categories in
mind, this study found that the Muslim girls attending the state schools studied had embraced an
integrationist strategy, in which they were taking part in the host culture yet also maintaining
their own distinctive Muslim identities (as discussed earlier in this section). However, Berry
(1997) recognised that the integration strategy could only take place with mutual
accommodation, in which regard, it was evident in this study that both the state schools and their
Muslim female pupils had shown mutual accommodation, which may be seen the reason for the
smooth process of integration for young Muslim girls within these schools.
It was clear in this study that the mechanism for such integration was provided by the
schools. Muslim girls attending the state schools studied were taking part in school excursions,
going out shopping and watching movies with their non-Muslim friends: they were involved in
all the social activities occurring at school. However, the girls at SS-B found their integration
into the wider Australian society a challenge: possibly as a result of their refugee background,
coupled with their recent arrival in Australia. It was evident that these girls were willing to
integrate, but were facing difficulties which their Head of Department explained as ‘cultural
shock’. She also suggested that, although these refugee Muslim girls were initially reserved and
reluctant to mingle with the non-Muslim peers, she had noticed that they did tend to integrate in
their later years of high school.
Nonetheless, the findings from the Islamic schools suggested that the Muslim girls and
their teachers were acutely aware that their interaction within the wider society was minimalist in
their schools. They recognised that achieving seamless integration was a most challenging
experience for the Muslim girls attending the Islamic schools. The majority of the girls in the
Islamic schools acknowledged that they had fears regarding their capability to mingle with their
non-Muslim peers upon were they to enter higher education.
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Recalling Berry’s (1997) conceptual analysis of acculturation once more, the Muslim
girls at the Islamic schools studied could possibly be characterised as being in the category of
separation. However, it appeared that they had not adopted this strategy out of choice, but
because the practices, ethos, and culture of the schools had separated them from mainstream
Australian culture. They appeared to be particularly concerned regarding this point, and were
unanimous in their call for collaborative links to be established by their schools with the outer
world in order that they may integrate satisfactorily into the wider Australian society. However,
they also acknowledged that this would require additional Government funding if it were to
succeed. The teaching staff also recognised this need, and noted that there were clear differences
between the Australian and Islamic cultures.
The limited exposure of these pupils to Australian culture was seen as possibly making
them vulnerable upon entering Australian society in the future and hence as possibly excluded
them from it when they had completed their school studies. This finding was consistent with the
findings of Jones (2013, p. 47) into the Islamic schools in Australia, as some of his participants
had also recognised that “Islamic schools had isolated them from the other young Australians”
and that “it took a while to adapt to university life”. However, his participants also recognised
that attending Islamic schools had strengthened their Islamic faith, although this notion was not
recognised by the participants of current study.
The findings of this study pertaining to the integration of young Muslim girls from
Islamic schools into Australian education establishments and society, are also consistent with the
studies of Anwar (2008), Johns and Saeed (2002), Vertovec (1998), and Yasmeen, (2010) to
some extent. These authors found that some Muslim communities were still finding it difficult to
settle and integrate within the host Western countries and that Muslim girls from Islamic schools
recognised difficulties whilst living in Australia that had affected their participation within the
wider community. The findings here from state schools are also in line with the studies of
Dizboni (2008) and Kabir (2006), who found that Muslim communities are able to create
methods to include themselves satisfactorily within the host countries.
The findings of this study pertaining to the integration of young Muslim girls attending
the Islamic schools also concur with those of the studies of Meyer (1993), Teunissen (1990),
Yasmeen (2008) and Zine (2007, 2008), who each held reservations about how Islamic schools
in Western countries could fully integrate their Muslim female students within the wider society.
A common concern of those studies was that Islamic schools played an indirect role in socially
excluding their students from the wider community. This finding was borne out by the current
study’s girls attending the Islamic schools.
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The above discussion identifies that, with one exception, whilst the current study
discovered that the Muslim girls attending state schools were already successfully integrating
into Australian state schools and society with their own distinctive Islamic identities, the Muslim
girls in the Islamic schools were confronted with uphill challenges when entering the same
integration process. The reason for this appeared to be that the latter group of participants were
less exposed by their schools to the outer world than their Muslim peers attending the state
schools. The state schools were actively playing a role in integrating the Muslim girls within the
wider community.

The Girls’ Experiences of Participation in School Sports and
Physical Education
The fifth and last research question sought to identify the experiences of Muslim girls in their
participation in school sports and physical education in Queensland state and Islamic secondary
schooling. The major finding of the comparative analysis across the two school types was that
there was a marked inactivity on the part of the girls in their involvement in state schools, but
that their involvement in Islamic schools was strong and enthusiastic.
The majority of Muslim girls (10) attending state schools recognised that they were
markedly inactive in school-based sports and physical education. This finding is consistent with
a number of national and international studies that have explored the same topic (Alamri, 2013,
2015; Benn, 1996; Benn, Dagkas, et al., 2011; Benn & Pfister, 2013; Benn, Pfister, et al., 2011;
Dagkas & Benn, 2006; Dagkas et al., 2014; Kanwal, 2015; Kanwal & Jorgensen, 2014 ; Knez,
2010; Knez et al., 2012). All those studies found that Muslim girls and women had the lowest
participation rates in sports and physical education of any ethnic or religious group. They also
indicated that the participation of Muslim women in sport and physical activity was directly
related to their Muslim identity. Ben and Pfister (2013) noted that “central to the Muslim girls’
participation was their ability to position themselves in PE classes in a way that ethnic and
athletic identities were not compromised”. They theorised the dispositions of Muslim girls’
participation in sports and physical education classes with Bourdieu’s (1990, 2005) concept of
habitus and taste, by asserting that “the Muslim girls have adopted in lifelong socialisation
processes an habitus including ways of being, moving, dealing with the body, dressing,
interacting with the opposite sex, embracing faith and answering to expectations from various
environments” (Benn & Pfister, 2013, p. 573). When their habitus clashed with the practices and
rules of the school sport and physical education, they tended to drop out. Kanwal (2017) also
theorised the dropout of Muslim girls from school sports by applying Bourdieu’s notion of
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habitus. She referred to the hysteresis effect to explain the influences on Muslim girls when their
habitus lagged behind in the immediate conditions and practices of school sport and physical
education.
The current study noted that the ten Muslim schoolgirls from the state schools were
comfortable in playing sports outside their schools, but were reluctant to take part while they
were at school. Moreover, they had taken part in school-based sports and other physical
education activities whilst they were in primary school. When these girls entered high school
they were additionally entering adolescence and they became conscious of the changes in their
bodies. Above and beyond being a Muslim, their identity started to become visible, for example,
they began to wear the Hijab and to cover their bodies to conform to the religious requirement
for Muslim girls to maintain modesty upon reaching adolescence. Thereby, this transition tended
to shape their dispositions towards any physical activities in the school such as sports and
physical education. Two contributing factors that influenced their participation in school sports
and physical education were the sports dress-code and mixed gender groups with male coaches.
Those findings are consistent with those of the above studies. Thus, despite the high level of
understanding that the state schools had shown towards the religious requirements of their
Muslim girls through their introduction of organisational changes within the schools, the Muslim
girls acknowledged that their discomfort arose because of these two identified factors. The girls’
suggested that they were not comfortable in school sport and physical education and that, as a
result, they chose to drop out from these classes as they grew older. This was despite the fact
that they were attending sports classes after school hours. Thus, despite the fact the Muslim girls
were effectively managing their Muslim identities and the cultural demands of the Western
world, they remained confronted by the Western school culture. This finding is in agreement
with the conclusion drawn in Alamri’s (2013, p. 425) study, that:
It is important for schools in multicultural societies to take a sober approach when
considering and understanding religious needs and cultural differences, in particular, the
Islamic dress code for girls and the limits placed on interaction with boys resulting from
Muslim female students’ adherence to cultural norms and practices and religious
teachings.
In contrast, the findings from the Islamic schools revealed that the Muslim girls were
actively participating in the school sport and physical education. The identified contributory
factors were the Islamic sports code and gender segregation and family support that they
experienced. The girls attending the Islamic schools indicated that, for them, sports and physical
education had become an integral part of their school lives and that the environment created was
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congruent with their Islamic values. This finding harked back to a comment by Merry (2006),
who noted that one of the reasons Muslim parents enrolled their children into Islamic schools
was because of the segregation of boys and girls in physical activities like swimming, and in
other sports.

188

Chapter Nine: Conclusions and Recommendations
This final chapter presents an overview of the study, the conclusions that have been drawn from
it, and the recommendations that it suggests for both educational practice and further research.
That material is presented as follows in four headed sections.

Overview of the Study
The study investigated, from a comparative perspective, the lived schooling experiences of
Muslim girls studying in secondary state and Islamic schools in Brisbane. It was grounded in the
contemporary Australian context of Muslim immigration into a substantially non-Islamic culture
where Muslims have often been seen as ‘different’ and where international events have often
seen Muslims portrayed as enemies of Western liberal democracies, fueling Islamophobia and
the negative stereotyping of Muslims.
An initial review of research and scholarly literature identified five challenges impacting
significantly on the schooling experiences of Muslim girls in that context: (1) managing
Islamophobia and the negative stereotyping of Muslims, (2) experiencing education that supports
the development of an Islamic way of life, (3) managing their academic achievement, (4)
managing their identity formation, and (5) participating in school sport and physical education.
A lack of comparative research into the schooling experiences of Muslim girls in Secondary state
and Islamic schools in Queensland was identified, particularly with respect to those noted
challenges. Those five challenges identified were taken, then, as defining five focal points for the
study: (1) the girls’ interactive experiences with their non-Muslim peers and teachers, (2) the
girls’ experiences of their school’s accommodation of their religious needs, (3) the girls’
academic experiences in their schooling, (4) the girls’ experiences of managing their identity
formation at school, and (5) the girls’ experiences of participation in school sport and physical
education.
To address those five focal points, a phenomenological research approach was used,
centring on Muslim girls in both state and Islamic schools in Brisbane. The data were obtained
through in-depth narrative interviews with twenty-four Muslim students across four state and
two Muslim secondary schools. Supplementary data were also obtained using similar interviews
with seven teachers and six parents of the girls interviewed. Data analysis followed the
procedures articulated in interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA).
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Conclusions
Seven conclusions were drawn from the study. These are presented here under the following
indicative sub-headings: (1) different interpersonal challenges, (2) different approaches to
accommodating religious needs, (3) different educational and career aspirations, (4) different
range of subject choices, (5) different levels of integration into Australian society, (6) different
school-based identities and (7) different levels of engagement in sports and physical education.
In interpreting these conclusions (and in considering the following implications for
educational practice and recommendations for further research), it is important to remember that
they are drawn from a small and selective sample of participating Muslim secondary school girls
and schools, and even smaller samples of their parents and teachers. Hence, while they may be
used to extend our understanding of possibilities, they should not be generalised to wider Muslim
schoolgirl populations.

Different Management of Interpersonal Challenges
The first conclusion is that, although interpersonal challenges were experienced in both types of
school, the way in which the challenges were managed by the schools differed across the two
school types. It was drawn in response to the first of the focal points of the research: that of the
girls’ interactive experiences with their non-Muslim peers and teachers.
The study suggested that Muslim girls in both school types did experience a number of
interpersonal challenges during their school time. What they perceived to be inaccurate
judgements of Muslim girls by teachers based on preconceived ideas about Muslims and Islam
were experienced in the state schools studied. The state schools were seen, though, as adopting a
zero-tolerance approach to religious and racial discrimination and racism. Racism and bullying
was also experienced in the Islamic schools studied, involving both non-Muslim and Muslim
teachers towards their Muslim pupils, and also by some Muslim pupils towards other Muslim
girls’ religious practices. However, it was found that these Islamic schools failed their pupils in
their handling of those situations.

Different Approaches to Accommodating Religious Needs
The second conclusions is that both types of school were seen as appropriately accommodating
the religious needs of Muslim girls, but that the different approaches used in the two school types
created different experiences for the girls. It was drawn in response to the second of the focal
points of the research: that of the girls’ experiences of their school’s accommodation of their
religious needs.
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The state schools were openly making strides towards accommodating Muslim girls’
religious needs through multicultural policies practised intended to encourage religious and
cultural diversity, including the provision of prayer rooms and halal food. However, these
responses, although lauded by the Muslim girls, were recognised as modifications to the Western
liberal secular culture and practices of the schools. As Muslims, then, they had a sense difference
from the rest of the school. On the other hand, the Islamic schools were seen as upholding the
religious needs of their Muslim girls in a seamless and natural fashion. The girls felt as though
they were an integral part of the school. The presence of Imams in the Islamic schools, the
design of school uniforms according to Islamic dress codes, the incorporation of common prayer
observances into the school timetable and the grounding of the whole school culture in Islamic
precepts meant that the girls felt a strong sense of belonging to the school.

Different Educational and Career Aspirations
The third conclusion is that Muslim girls in the state schools had high educational and career
aspirations, whereas Muslim girls in the Islamic schools had more moderate educational and
career aspirations – Muslim girls in the state schools had a significant orientation to STEM
academic and career pathways, whereas Muslim girls in the Islamic schools were more oriented
to health and physical education pathways. This conclusion is the first of two drawn in response
to the third of the focal points of the research: that of the girls’ academic experiences in their
schooling.
The Muslim girls attending state schools reported that they felt that they received strong
educational support, opportunities and pathways to higher education and professional careers,
through the wide range of subject choices available to them and the high educational
expectations that they saw their teachers having of them. They also saw themselves as receiving
strong support and encouragement from their parents. They were, correspondingly, seen as
having high educational and career aspirations. Conversely, the Muslim girls attending Islamic
schools evidenced more modest further educational and career aspirations, grounded in what
they saw as the lower expectations of the teachers for their educational achievement, the lack of
subject choice, poor teaching in science and mathematics, and a strong school culture of sport
and health. They also perceived a lack of parental assistance in their studies in what they saw as
difficult subjects, especially mathematics and the sciences, but strong parental pressure for them
to do well at school.
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Different Range of Subject Choices
The fourth conclusion is that Muslim girls experienced a diversity of subject choices in the state
schools, but in the Islamic schools they experienced quite limited choices. It is the second of the
two conclusions drawn in response to the third of the focal points of the research: that of the
girls’ academic experiences in their schooling.
As noted in the preceding conclusion, the two types of school were experienced by the
girls as offering contrasting subject choices to them at the senior secondary level. The state
schools offered a wide range of subjects, notably strong in core disciplines, including
mathematics and the sciences. On the other hand, the range of subject choices at the Islamic
schools was seen as being limited at senior secondary level. The subject offerings were seen as a
being weak in the sciences and mathematics, and in other subject areas such as drama that are
not endorsed in Islam. The more limited range of options in the Islamic schools was seen by the
girls as constraining their career and higher education options and aspirations.

Different Levels of Integration into Australian Society
The fifth conclusion is that Muslim girls in the state schools experienced successful integration
with the wider Australian society, but in the Islamic schools, they saw themselves as struggling
in integrate. This conclusion is the first of two drawn in response to the fourth of the focal points
of the research: that of the girls’ experiences of managing their identity formation at school.
The Muslim girls in the state schools saw themselves and were seen by others as being
integrated with the wider community because of the multicultural nature and approach of their
schools in fostering acceptance and tolerance for other religions and cultures. They therefore saw
themselves as being better positioned to achieve successfully in the future. However, those
attending the Islamic schools were clearly concerned about obtaining a successful outcome from
the integration process because of the challenges they faced in completing this process within
their schools. Those attending the Islamic schools felt that they lacked exposure to broader
Australian culture and, as a result, they felt reticent about venturing into the wider community
outside school in the future. They felt that their schools could more by providing more
opportunities for them to attend school trips, excursions and social activities that exposed them
to the wider Australian society.

Different School-based Identities
The sixth conclusion is that Muslim girls in the state schools were developing strong Muslim
identities, whereas in the Islamic schools they were developing their ethnic identities. It is the

192

second of the two conclusions drawn in response to the fourth of the focal points of the research:
that of the girls’ experiences of managing their identity formation at school.
With one exception, all the girls in the study were seen as practising Muslims, according
to Yasmeen’s (2008) classification. They saw themselves as fulfilling their religious obligations
and as following their religious rules and regulations. They also were seen as moderate/liberal
Muslims and orthodox (with the exception of one student from an Islamic school). Only those
Muslim girls attending the SS-B revealed that they held their orthodox Muslim identity closely
because they were of the opinion that if they integrated among the non-Islamic school
population, they would lose their Muslim identity.
All the girls also identified themselves as Australian Muslims. Significantly, however, the
girls in the state schools saw themselves as emphasising and developing their Islamic identities
in school, while those in the Islamic schools saw themselves as emphasising and developing their
ethnic identities. In both cases, this was evidently a response on the part of individual girls to
differentiate themselves from the school norm, while also assuming it. Those in state schools
tended, then, to develop their Islamic identities as what made them different and special within
the schools, whereas those in the Islamic schools could all assume a common commitment to
Islamic culture, religion and belief, so they tended to develop and present themselves as being of
their ethnic origins.

Different Levels of Engagement in Sports and Physical Education
The seventh and final conclusion that Muslim girls in the Islamic schools were actively
participating in school-based sports and physical education, but in the state schools, Muslim
girls’ participation in sports and physical education was minimal. This conclusion is the first of
two drawn in response to the fifth of the focal points of the research: that of the girls’
experiences of participation in school sport and physical education.
The Muslim girls in the state schools felt uncomfortable in participating in school sports
and physical education because of the dissonance that doing so created for them between the
Islamic precepts regarding modesty in dress and restrained contact with boys and the
expectations of their schools regarding sports dress codes and mixed-gender sports and physical
education. Although they recognised the accommodations made by their schools in allowing
them to wear Islamic clothing in sports and physical education, they tended to feel
uncomfortable in doing so, and they were concerned at proximity of boys in such events. Their
involvement in sports and physical education at school was thus very low. Contrastingly, the
Muslim girls in the Islamic schools experienced sports uniforms designed for all participants
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according to Islamic precepts and they only engaged in school sports and physical education
with due respect to Islamic requirements for separation of the sexes. Their schools also promoted
their active involvement and achievement in sports. Accordingly, they evidenced high levels of
engagement in sports and physical education, to the extent that it often contributed to forming
their future career aspirations in health and allied fields.

Implications for Educational Practice
Six key implications were drawn from those findings for educational practice: (1) that state
schools should ensure that all teachers and students have a good understanding of Islamic
practices pertinent to schooling; (2) that state schools should ensure that they provide appropriate
opportunities for Muslim students to exercise their religious commitments; (3) that state schools
should pay particular attention to providing for the inclusive engagement of Muslim girls in
school sport and physical education; (4) that Islamic schools should pay more attention to
providing a wider range of school subject choices, responding to the contemporary higher
educational and vocational options open to girls; (5) that co-educational Islamic schools should
pay particular attention to providing appropriate single-sex educational activities to respect
Islamic traditions; and (6) that Islamic schools should pay particular attention to helping their
female students integrate into the wider Australian society. These are explained in the following
sub-sections.

Developing a School-wide Understanding of Islamic Practices
The implication for educational practice that state schools should ensure that all teachers and
students have a good understanding of Islamic practices pertinent to schooling is grounded in the
observation that those issues that did arise for the girls in both state and Islamic schools were
generally grounded in ignorance, rather than malice on the part of those whom they saw as
failing to respect their situation and needs. The successes of the state schools were clearly well
informed, as were those of the Islamic schools: suggesting the value of being well informed.
However, the perceived incidents of failure in both school types suggest the importance of
continued commitment to addressing pockets of ignorance.

Ensuring Appropriate Opportunities for Muslim Girls to Exercise their
Religious Commitments in School
The implication for educational practice that state schools should ensure that they provide
appropriate opportunities for Muslim students to exercise their religious commitments is
grounded first in the fundamental importance of religious observance to the lives of Muslims,
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and particularly during their formative years in school. It is secondly grounded here, though, in
the evidenced importance to the Muslim girls in this study of their respective schools’
accommodation of the girls’ duties flowing from that observance. In the state schools, the
schools’ recognition of the need for a prayer room, for time for prayer, for accommodating
Islamic dress codes, and for providing halal food, were all experienced as crucial to the girls’
sense of wellbeing in their school. In the Islamic schools, the overwhelming importance of the
sense of belonging to the school, of being an integral part of it and of sharing those feelings with
the other girls because the whole school culture was grounded in Islam made the schooling
experience valuable, comforting supportive and productive.

Using Inclusive Strategies for Muslim Girls in School Sports and Physical
Education in State Schools
The implication for educational practice that state schools should pay particular attention to
providing for the inclusive engagement of Muslim girls in school sport and physical education in
state schools is grounded in the poor performance of the state schools in facilitating Muslim
girls’ involvement in school sports and physical education, in contrast to the outstanding level of
involvement in the Islamic schools.
The study found that Muslim girls in state schools were reluctant to take part in school
sport and physical education activities due to the sports environment and dress code. In the
Islamic schools, however, active participation of Muslim girls in school sport and physical
education was reported. The difference was clearly a function of the relative degree of comfort
felt by the Muslim girls in the two types of school. In spite of their efforts of the state schools to
provide an inclusive environment for the Muslim girls to engage, their efforts were ineffective:
the levels of their involvement were very low. To the extent that this conclusion is representative
of comparable state schools, much more remains to be done.

Strengthening the Subject Choice in Islamic Schools
The implication for educational practice that Islamic schools should pay more attention to
providing a wider range of school subject choices, responding to the contemporary higher
educational and vocational options open to girls is grounded in the low levels of subject choice
for girls in the senior secondary school years and the lack of attention to STEM subjects and
subjects seen as contrary to Islamic belief.
One of the significant findings of the study was that Muslim girls in the state schools had
the option of range of school subjects in their respective schools, which was seen by them as
providing a pathway to pursue higher education and professional career aspirations. Whereas, in
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Islamic schools, the Muslim girls were deprived of this option. All the girls in both Islamic
schools recognised that there needed to be more school subject choices so that they could pursue
higher educational and career aspirations.

Providing Single-sex Educational Activities in Islamic Schools
The implication for educational practice that co-educational Islamic schools should pay
particular attention to providing appropriate single-sex educational activities to respect Islamic
traditions is grounded in the finding that the Muslim girls felt challenged by the presence of boys
in their classes in the Islamic schools.
The Muslim girls in the Islamic schools identified the issue of sitting with the boys in
class restrained them in engaging in the class discussions, denying the importance of the
segregation of men and women in Islam.

Providing a Platform in Islamic Schools to Encourage Integration
The implication for educational practice that Islamic schools should pay particular attention to
helping their female students integrate into the wider Australian society is grounded in the
finding that the Islamic schools were seen by the girls as failing to provide programs to
adequately support their integration in Australian society after they had left school.
The Muslim girls in the state schools appeared very confident with their Islamic identities
and also integrating successfully with the wider Australian society. Whereas, Muslim girls in the
Islamic schools had recognised that they were struggling to integrate with the wider Australian
society. There is evident the need, then, for attention to this issue, to the extent that it is
representative of Islamic secondary schools more broadly.

Recommendations for Further Research
Particular recommendations for further research arising from the study, then, are the following.
(1) The undertaking of a follow-up – longitudinal – study of the girls in this study to track their
post-school educational and vocational pathways and achievements.
(2) Comparative research across Australian states and territories to examine the response of both
state and Islamic schools to the educational, cultural and religious needs of Muslim girls. And
(3) A further study of the type here undertaken that includes the perspectives on non-Muslim
peers of the Muslim girls.
These recommendations for further research arise from what may be seen as the
limitations of the present study in its scope and in the time over which it was able to collect data.
They seek to more strongly ground or re-focus, if indicated, the findings of the present study to
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better reflect the realities of Muslim girls’ experiences of secondary schooling across state and
Islamic schools in Australia.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Consent form for Muslim Girls

CONSENT FORM FOR STUDENTS & PARENTS
Title of project
‘Young Muslim girls’ experiences in Brisbane Schools’
Research
Team:

Names:
Chief investigator; Supervisor Professor Robyn Jorgensen
Student: Huma Kanwal (S2805178)
School: Griffith Graduate Research School
Contact Phone: 3735 5876
3735 5705, 0449905020
Contact Email: r.jorgensen@griffith.edu.au
huma.kanwal@griffithuni.edu.au

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package
and in particular have noted that:
 I understand that this research study is about young Muslim girls (aged from 13 to
19) who are attending Muslims and non-Muslim schools of Brisbane. This study will
capture the experiences of these girls and is purely got educational benefits.
 I understand that the data collected will include interviews.
 I understand that that the transcripts of the data will be stored on the Griffith
University, Mt Gravatt Campus for the duration of the project.
 I understand that the audio voice files of the interviews will be destroyed once
transcribed and will not be able to be identified;
 I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;
 I understand that this project is typical of the research conducted and such has no
identifiable risks;
 I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this
research (this may need to be modified for some projects);
 I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and that participant
may withdraw at any time without comment and penalty;
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 I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team
on 3735-5876 or 3735 5705 or by email huma.kanwal@griffithuni.edu.au or
r.jorgensen@griffith.edu.au.
 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University
Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or researchethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the
project; and
 I agree to participate in the project.

Name

Signature

Participants’

Parents’
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Date

Appendix 2: Consent form for the Parents

Title of project
‘Young Muslim girls’ experiences in Brisbane Schools’

Research

Names:

Team:

Senior investigator; Supervisor Professor Robyn Jorgensen
Student: Huma Kanwal (S2805178)
School: Griffith Graduate Research School
Contact Phone: 3735 5876
3735 5705, 0449905020
Contact Email: r.jorgensen@griffith.edu.au
huma.kanwal@griffithuni.edu.au

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package
and in particular have noted that:
 I understand that this research study is about young Muslim girls (aged from 13 to 19) who
are attending Muslims and non-Muslim schools of Brisbane. This study will capture the
experiences of these girls and is purely got educational benefits.
 I understand that the data collected will include interviews.
 I understand that that the transcripts of the data will be stored on the Griffith University, Mt
Gravatt Campus for the duration of the project.
 I understand that the audio voice files of the interviews will be destroyed once transcribed
and will not be able to be identified;

 I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;
 I understand that this project is typical of the research conducted and such has no
identifiable risks;
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 I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this
research (this may need to be modified for some projects);
 I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and that participant
may withdraw at any time without comment and penalty;
 I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team
on 3735-5876 or 3735 5705 or by email huma.kanwal@griffithuni.edu.au or
r.jorgensen@griffith.edu.au.
 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University
Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or researchethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the
project; and
 I agree to participate in the project.

Name

Signature

Parents’
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Date

Appendix 3: Consent form for the Teachers

CONSENT FORM FOR TEACHERS
Title of project
‘Young Muslim girls’ experiences in Brisbane Schools’
Research
Team

Chief investigator; Supervisor Professor Robyn Jorgensen
Student: Huma Kanwal (S2805178)
School: Griffith Graduate Research School
Contact Phone: 3735 5876
3735 5705, 0449905020
Contact Email: r.jorgensen@griffith.edu.au
huma.kanwal@griffithuni.edu.au

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package
and in particular have noted that:
 I understand that this research study is about young Muslim girls (aged from 13 to 19) who
are attending Muslims and non-Muslim schools of Brisbane. This study will capture the
experiences of these girls and is purely got educational benefits.
 I understand that the data collected will include interviews.

 I understand that that the transcripts of the data will be stored on the Griffith
University, Mt Gravatt Campus for the duration of the project.
 I understand that the audio voice files of the interviews will be destroyed once
transcribed and will not be able to be identified.
 I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction.
 I understand that this project is typical of the research conducted and such has no
identifiable risks.
 I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this
research (this may need to be modified for some projects).
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 I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and that participant
may withdraw at any time without comment and penalty.
 I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team
on 3735-5876 or 3735 5705 or by email huma.kanwal@griffithuni.edu.au or
r.jorgensen@griffith.edu.au.
 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University
Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or researchethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the
project; and
 I agree to participate in the project.

Name

Signature

Teachers’
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Appendix 4: Information Sheet

TITLE OF PROJECT

Young Muslim girls’ experiences in Brisbane Schools
INFORMATION SHEET
Chief Investigator
SUPERVISOR: Prof Robyn Jorgensen
SCHOOL: School of Education and
Professional Studies
TELEPHONE: 3735 5876
EMAIL: r.jorgensen@griffith.edu.au

Student Investigator
Huma Kanwal
SCHOOL: Griffith Graduate Research School
Masters of Philosophy
TELEPHONE: 3735 5705
Mobile:
0449905020
EMAIL: huma.kanwal@griffithuni.edu.au

‘Young Muslim girls’ experiences in Brisbane schools’ is a research project that aims to examine the
experiences of Muslim girls who are attending non-Muslim and Muslim schools of Brisbane. The project will
interview 40 Muslim girls (age 13-19), ten parents and ten teachers’ in order to establish a better understanding
of the lived experiences of these participants. This project is part of the researchers’ MPhil programme. This
study has been approved by Griffith University’ Ethic Committee.
As a volunteer in this project, you will be asked to participate in an interview that will take approximately 3040 minutes. The interview will be audio recorded and later transcribed for analysis. After the interview has
been transcribed, the original audiotape will be discarded. All data will be treated as confidential. Your
responses will be combined with those of other participants to generate an overall picture of the experiences of
Muslim girls in non-Muslim and Muslim schools.
This study will be of some small benefit for the Muslim girls who are living in wider community. The findings
of this study will be fed back into schools and will be used to inform schools about issues around supporting
Muslim girls in non-Muslim schools. The results of this study may be published as a journal and/or
conference paper. You will be provided a copy of the results of this project at your request.
This research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified personal information. The
information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to the third parties without your consent, except
to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be
used for research purposes. However, any anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information
consult the University’s Privacy Plan at www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publcations/Griffithuniversity-privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 5585.
If you have any further questions about the project, please feel free to contact us. Your input is very valuable.
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement or Ethical Conduct in Human
Research. If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of t he research
project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 5585 or by email researchethics@griffith.edu.au
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Should you have any questions about the research project, please feel free to phone us on our contact details
given above. Thank you for taking the time to be part of this research. If you agree to participate in the project,
please complete and sign the attached consent form.
Yours sincerely,
Professor Robyn Jorgensen (Supervisor)

Huma Kanwal (Student)
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Appendix 5: Interview Questions for Muslim girls

Interview Questions for Muslim girls in High schools
Section 1 (Background)
 Tell me about yourself? (Age and Year level)
 Tell me about your family. Which country are you originally from?
 How long you have been living in Australia?
 How long you have been studying in non-Muslim/ Muslim school?
 What is the occupation of your father and mother?
Section 2 (About your School experiences)
Q1 Describe your typical day in school?
(b) What kind of activities do you do after school?
Q2- In School, who do you usually hang out with? Why?
(b) How do you decide who will be your friends?
Q3- What do you think being in a non-Muslim / Muslim School, where everybody is from different
backgrounds?
(b) How do you negotiate your Muslim identity when you are at school?
(c) What are the challenges you face when you have to work with your Muslim culture in a nonMuslim/Muslim setting.
Q4 - How does your school cater for your Muslim beliefs?
(b) How might your school better care for your Muslim beliefs?
Q5 Tell me about your teachers and school’s management behaviour towards you and your Muslim
faith?
(b) Do you have any concerns that you want to share?
Q6- How often do you participate in sports? If not, why don’t you participate?
(b) How supportive is your family in your participation in sports?
(c) Is there anything about sports in school you would like to change?
Q7- What is your aim in life?
(b) Do you think your education is connecting with your future plans?
Q8 - What are your views about your school curricula?
(b) Do you want to bring change in its context? If yes, then kind of changes you want to introduce?
Q9 How do you celebrate your Islamic festivals when you are in school?
(b) How could you better celebrate these sacred occasions if your school ask for it?
Q10 If you had to give three important messages about your experience as a Muslim girl to an
important person- such as principal or an Imam or the Prime Minister or the Minister of Education,
what are the three key things you would like to tell him/her?
(b) Any other comments?
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Appendix 6: Interview Questions for the Teachers

Young Muslim girls’ experiences in Brisbane schools
 Section 1 (General Information)
 Tell me about yourself (Name and age)
 Tell me about your teaching experience?
 How long have you been teaching in non-Muslim/ Muslim schools?
 Section 2 (School Experiences of Muslim girls)
Q 1 What are the experiences of Muslim girls in your schools. What are your thoughts about
their involvement in the class please share.
Q 2 How your school caters their Muslim beliefs? What kind of facilities your school offers to
encourage them.
Q 3 What kind of challenges Muslim girls confront when they are in the school? Please share
your thoughts.
Q 4 What kind of challenges Muslim girls face when they get involve into physical education.
Q 5 In your observations, what do you think that what sort of things should be placed within
school system that could enhance their educational experience.
Q 6 Any final comments you want to make?
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Appendix 7: Interview Questions for the Parents

Young Muslim girls’ experiences in Brisbane Schools
Section 1 (General Information)
 Tell me about yourself (name, age and occupation).
 How long have you been living in Australia?
 How long your daughter has been going to non-Muslim/ Muslim school?
Section 2 (School experiences of your daughter)
Q 1 What is the experience of your daughter in school. What are your thoughts about her
involvement in the class please share.
Q 2 How her school caters her Muslim beliefs? What kind of facilities her school offers to
encourage her as a Muslim.
Q 3 What kind of challenges your daughter confront when she is in the school? Please share your
thoughts.
Q 4 What sort of challenges your daughter face when she gets involve into physical education.
And what you feel about her participation in sports.
Q 5 What suggestions you want to put forward to bring improvement in the school system or to
enhance the educational experience of your daughter.
Q 6 Any final comments you want to make?
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Appendix 8: Advertisement of the Study to Recruit Participants

Muslim girls, parents and teachers of high school to
participate in a research study
Volunteers are needed to participate in a research study regarding Young Muslim girls’
experiences in Muslim & non-Muslim schools of Brisbane. The research is conducted by PhD
student Huma Kanwal and is supervised by Professor Robyn Jorgensen and Associate Professor
Mohamad Abdalla, Griffith University. The research aims at exploring the experiences of
Muslim girls at Islamic and non-Islamic high schools in Brisbane. It also aims at exploring the
views of parents and teachers on these experiences. It is anticipated that findings of this research
will contribute positively to enhancing girls’ school experience at schools in Brisbane, and
possibly elsewhere in Australia.
At least 40 volunteers are needed for this research. This invitation is open for all Muslim
girls attending Islamic or non-Islamic High schools in Brisbane. As part of this research,
volunteers will be asked to participate in an interview, which will take approximately 30-40
minutes. The interview will be audio recorded and all the information will be treated as
confidential. The interviews will solicit information about the experiences of Muslim girls in
contexts where their Islamic faith is not part of the dominant culture. These experiences may be
positive, negative or neutral.
The research team needs ten (10) parents and ten (10) teachers to share their thoughts
about the experiences of Muslim girls in Islamic and non-Islamic schools. Volunteers, who wish
to participate, or have any other questions about the research project, please feel free to phone or
email me on my contact details given below,. I look forward of your participation.
Contact person: Huma Kanwal, Ph. 3737 5705, 0449905020
Email: huma.kanwal@griffithuni.edu.au
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Appendix 9: Ethical Clearance Statement
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