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Abstract

With the increase of anti- Muslim bigotry in the current political and societal cli-

mate, ethnic minority children in western nations may experience increased nega-
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tive attention fueled by Islamophobia. Islamophobia is defined as the dislike of 

or prejudice against Islam, and individuals who are Muslims. A literature review 

yielded little research that examines the experience of Muslim children and their 

experiences with Islamophobia, particularly in the Canadian context. However, 

studies on the overall issue reveal Islamophobia is a phenomenon that has im-

pacted Muslims around the world. This community- based study explored the di-

chotomous experiences of Muslim school- aged children who are taught theirs is a 

faith of peace and yet who regularly experience microaggressions and overt hostil-

ity because of their beliefs.

Keywords: Islam, Muslim, Islamophobia, bigotry, prejudice, discrimination, stu-

dents, children

Experts claim that ethnic minorities who are thought of as being Muslim are 

experiencing increased negative attention fueled by Islamophobia (Council 

on American- Islamic Relations (CAIR), 2013; Lean, 2012; Poynting & Perry, 

2007). his claim has sadly been airmed in Canada:

“6 dead, 8 injured in terrorist attack at Quebec City mosque”

Montreal Gazette, January 30, 2017

“Enormous’ spike in hate crime reports in Montreal since mosque attack”

National Post February 1, 2017

“Liberal MP swamped by hate mail, threats over anti- Islamophobia motion 

in Commons”

he Star, February 16, 2017

“Anti- Islamic protesters demonstrate outside Toronto mosque calling for 

ban on Islam”

Global News, February 17, 2017

“Voters reject Quebec City- area Muslim cemetery project”

CTV News Montreal, July 16, 2017

hese contemporary events indicate that despite outpourings of public support 

by many Canadians there is a distinct sense of Islamophobia, which is deined 

as the dislike of or prejudice against Islam, Muslims, and individuals especially 

as a political force (Oxford Dictionary, 2015) in Canada. Colleen Lundy, pro-

fessor emeritus at Carleton University, wrote that during this overt systemic 

discrimination against Muslims, the social work profession in Canada has been 

ominously silent in the way they respond to clients who may be impacted by 
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Islamophobia (2011). his is despite the fact that social workers are obligated 

to continuously challenge inequality, exploitation, and discrimination, and to 

relect upon the impacts these injustices have on all clients (Canadian Associa-

tion of Social Workers, 2016). herefore, social work practitioners should be 

both professionally and morally concerned with the impact of Islamophobia 

on Muslim children and youth, and any victims of discrimination because of a 

“Muslim- like” appearance.

Literature Review

Currently, there exist few studies that look at the impact of Islamophobia on 

Muslim children (Arioan, 2012; CAIR- California, 2015) particularly within 

social work research1. he limited research that exists outside of social work 

suggests that Muslim children in public and non- Islamic private schools regu-

larly encounter discrimination from school administrators, peers, and teachers 

(Arioan, 2012; CAIR- CAN, 2015; Maes, Stevens, & Verkuyten, 2014).

Islamophobia

he contemporary deinition of Islamophobia is connected with the concept 

of Orientalism, a term coined by the founder of Postcolonial Studies, Edward 

Said (Mason & Poynting, 2007; Said, 1979). his word is deined as the asso-

ciation of Islam and Arabs with negative images, stereotypes, and sentiments 

(Said, 1979). he Council on American- Islamic Relations, a civil liberties and 

advocacy organization, views Islamophobia as a prejudice against or hatred of 

Islam and Muslims (CAIR, 2013). CAIR also describes an Islamophobe as an 

individual who holds a closed- minded view of Islam and promotes prejudice 

against or hatred of Muslims (2013). However, Islamophobia does not pertain 

to questioning Islam or Muslims about their faith or how they practice; it is not 

Islamophobic to denounce crimes committed by individual Muslims or those 

claiming Islam as a motivation for their actions (CAIR, 2013).

Since the beginning of the 21st century, there has been a disturbing rise 

of anti- Muslim sentiment in Europe, the United States, and Canada that has 

increased as hundreds of thousands of refugees lee the Syrian civil war. Anti- 

Muslim prejudice was already signiicantly higher than the corresponding lev-

els of anti- immigrant prejudice in Europe (Listhaug & Strabac, 2007). A Time 

magazine poll released in August 2010 found 28% of American voters did not 

believe Muslims should be eligible to sit on the United States Supreme Court, 

1. A literature search was undertaken that included Google Scholar, Social Work Ab-

stracts, SAGE, JSTOR, ProQuest using the following keywords: Islamophobia, anti- Muslim big-

otry, Muslim, discrimination, school- aged children, and bullying.
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and nearly one- third believed that anyone who believes in Islam should be 

barred from running for President (Altman, 2010). A Canadian poll conducted 

by Angus Reid Public Opinion found that 68% of Quebecers, and 46% of the 

rest of Canada held an unfavorable opinion of Islam (Geddes, 2013).

Regular discourse of politicians, sensational news media coverage and en-

tertainment helps to fuel discrimination, and provides a legitimate platform 

for anti- Muslim fear- mongering and Islamophobia. According to CAIR, Islam 

is the most ot- mentioned religion in news coverage, and a substantial portion 

of that coverage is negative (2016). According to a report issued by Gallup in 

2009, media coverage of Islam had a negative tone 40% of the time, and two- 

thirds of the television coverage about Islam associates extremism with Mus-

lims. Politicians in the United States and Canada use Islamophobic speech and 

legislation to advance their own agenda. During his campaigning, American 

President Donald Trump proposed a ban on Muslim migration, and then upon 

gaining the presidency twice attempted to implement an overt Muslim travel 

ban as one of his irst executive orders. In Canada, MP Kelly Leitch champi-

oned the idea of screening immigrants and refugees on Canadian values, dur-

ing her unsuccessful campaign to become leader of the Conservative Party. 

During an event unveiling measures of the Canadian government’s new anti- 

terrorism legislation Bill C- 5, when asked how they would distinguish between 

youth who are radicalized and those who are just “messing around,” former Ca-

nadian Prime Minister Steve Harper stated: “it doesn’t matter what the age of 

the person is, or whether they’re in a basement, or whether they’re in a mosque 

or somewhere else,” (Payton, 2015) reinforcing yet again the idea that anyone 

engaged in terrorism may be a person who attends a mosque or is a practicing 

Muslim.

Islamophobia can fuel the incidence of hate crimes against any person as-

sociated with Islam. Interestingly, victims of discrimination and hate crimes 

arising from Islamophobia are not just Muslims (Poynting & Perry, 2007). Sub-

jects of acts of prejudice and violence have been anyone who looked like they 

may be from somewhere in the “Middle East”, or “looks Muslim.” his could 

include dark- skinned, bearded men who wear turbans or women who have 

their hair wrapped. As a result of these factors, a number of the victims of anti- 

Muslim violence have not been Muslim, but Sikhs and individuals of Indian, 

Lebanese Christian, and Greek descent (Poynting & Perry, 2007). In one case 

in the United States, a Hindu temple was confused with a mosque and targeted 

by arson (Poynting & Perry, 2007); in Hamilton, Ontario, a Sikh temple was 

burned down in response to the 9/11 attacks in the United States. In 2014, 

ater the tragic killings of two Canadian soldiers at the hands of individuals 

linking themselves to violent extremism, there was an immediate increase in 

anti- Muslim incidents and hate crimes reported to the National Council of 

Canadian Muslims (NCCM, 2014). he NCCM received reports of 48 diferent 
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hate crime incidents, as follows: 11 physical attacks on individuals or groups of 

individuals; 34 property attacks on Muslim institutions; and 3 threats against 

Muslim institutions (NCCM, 2014).

Impact on Children

Islamophobia has potentially even greater negative impact on Muslim school- 

aged children, and the consequences of encountering discrimination in the 

public and at school are numerous and substantive (Arioan, 2012; CAIR- CA, 

2015; Zinn, 2001). Mae and colleagues reported that in almost all cities across 

the world, children from immigrant groups are confronted with stigmatization, 

discrimination, and unfavorable images of their own group (2013). A study 

conducted in California involving 621 students enrolled in public and non- 

Muslim private schools found that these young people routinely faced verbal 

assaults, speciically those referencing bombs or calling American Muslim stu-

dents terrorists. he study also reported that 55% of Muslim students had been 

bullied; 29% of hijab- wearing students experienced ofensive touching or pull-

ing of their hijab; and 19% of the respondents report experiencing cyberbul-

lying because of their religion (CAIR- CA, 2015). Studies report Islamophobia 

manifests at school in the form of teasing, bullying, name- calling, taunting, and 

physical assaults. Experts have identiied Muslim girls as at risk for harassment 

by strangers because of headscarves or other identiiable clothing (CAIR- CA, 

2015). he majority of the discriminatory incidents reported in these studies 

occurred in school settings, and are oten perpetrated by students and, in some 

instances, teachers as well (Arioan, 2012; Maes, Stevens, & Verkuyten, 2013).

In 2015, the world witnessed an extreme example of how Islamophobic 

stereotypes seeped into the school environment. In Irving, Texas, a 14- year- old 

American Muslim boy, Ahmed Muhammed, was arrested for bringing a home-

made clock to school. Many believe because of his religion and race, school 

authorities assumed the project was a bomb and called law enforcement (Fantz, 

2015). Exposure to this type of discrimination may leave children feeling mar-

ginalized and disempowered; this could lead to the internalization of negative 

stereotypes associated with Islam. Students who feel alienated from the school 

environment may sufer academically, have a low self- concept, and may fail to 

fully invest in their future (Aroian, 2012; CAIR- CA, 2015). Experts believe that 

sustained exposure to discrimination has efects that adversely impact mental 

and physical health and child development (Arioan, 2012).

Islamophobia is a phenomenon that has impacted Muslims around the 

world. It is a form of discrimination that has the potential to manifest into bul-

lying and hate crimes among children in schools and adults in broader society. 

However, little is known in Canada of the lived experience of Muslim children 

and the impact that Islamophobia has had upon them. he goal of this explor-
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atory study is to begin to ill the gaps in the existing body of formal knowledge 

on this topic in order to build an informed response.

Methodology

Procedure

A letter of information outlining the study and its goals was sent home to the 

parents of all students in grades six, seven, and eight at a Muslim day school 

in southwestern Ontario; the letter invited their children to participate in a 

grade- speciic focus group examining what it is like to grow up Muslim in the 

community. Students and their parents needed to consent in order to be con-

sidered for the study.

Focus groups consisting of students in grades six, seven, and eight were 

conducted at the Muslim day school ater classes were concluded for the day. 

here were two facilitators in each focus group, at least one of which was a 

registered social worker with a graduate degree who belonged to the Ontario 

College of Social Workers and Social Service Workers. At least one member of 

the interview team was themselves also a self- identiied Muslim. his protocol 

was established given the topic and the potential emotional responses that may 

have arisen during the focus group sessions. Students were asked eight open- 

ended questions (Appendix A).

Population

A total of 25 students participated in this study; twelve male and thirteen fe-

male students divided in the three age- oriented focus groups: six from grade 

six, nine from grade seven, and ten from grade eight.

Data Collection and Analysis

Focus group discussions were voice recorded and transcribed verbatim. Tran-

scription sotware was not used based upon the assumption that that sotware 

may not pick up the potential cross- cultural language used by members of the 

population, particularly that related to Arabic and Islamic faith tradition ter-

minology. Transcripts were reviewed for themes by the eight members of the 

research team, four researchers being Muslim, and then compared. Exemplars 

supporting each theme were used as a cross- reference mechanism.
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Results

he Disconnect: How We See Ourselves and Others See Us

he most prominent theme that arose from the focus groups was the divide 

between how the Muslim youth saw themselves, their faith, and their commu-

nity and how they viewed non- Muslims perceptions of themselves. Obviously, 

faith was of great importance to them and being Muslim gave them purpose, 

pride, and “something to hang on to” (7FV3). Participants indicated that being 

Muslim kept them out of harm, gave them a sense of compassion and provided 

guidelines for daily living. Among the most introspective comments was that 

being Muslim “provided a means to serve God and in this process to serve the 

community” (8MV3), for the traditional Muslim greeting is one that wishes 

peace and the mercy of God upon everyone, regardless of faith.

Comments made by these pre- teen and teenage participants relected ap-

preciation for the sense of respect and community in Islam:

I like the amount of respect in our religion . . . I feel like we show respect to 

ourselves and we show respect to others . . . me and my friend were watch-

ing a movie and cashier was Muslim and we just said asalaamu- alkium 

(may the peace and blessings of God be upon you) and it just makes you 

feel united. (8FV4)

Not surprisingly, this was a media- savvy group and they were well aware of 

how media portrayed them:

he media makes it too hard on Muslims . . . one small mistake and they 

make a huge deal. (6FV2)

I feel angered, to the point where I just turn of the TV and I’ll walk away 

because I feel like there’s nothing we can do anymore. (8FV4)

Also unsurprising were feelings of being continually judged:
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A lot of people are scared of us being diferent so they automatically as-

sume that it’s bad . . . then they make it seem like we’re weird . . . you don’t 

drink? hat’s weird. Why don’t you want to get drunk? (7FV3)

It’s hard because you cannot give them a good picture of yourself because 

they already have their own picture that they got from the media. (8MV1)

Participants from each of the three grades discussed at length the double 

standards found in media portrayals and presentations of Muslims:

here are people from diferent races that have done so many bad things, 

yet nobody’s going to go and say oh, you did this and then all of your race 

is bad, but one Muslim goes and does something and then they’re like oh, 

this person did this now all Muslims are bad, I don’t know, I may be wrong. 

Everybody’s looking at me like I’m wrong or something (7FV1)

And every participant knew that those around them only thought of Muslims 

as terrorists:

hey’ve portrayed as, in most media, as terrorists and people you have to 

stay away from. (7MV3)

We are portrayed as the villains of this world. (7FV3)

If you hear ‘terrorist’, you don’t think of a Mexican or a Canadian, you au-

tomatically think of a Muslim. (7MV1)

he inluence of the America’s verbose president was also evident on Ca-

nadian grade- school- aged children, as comments included that “the president 

of the United States is against us” (8MV5), “he shows us so much hate” (8FV5), 

and “he just wants to make people believe that Muslims are not good at all” 

(7MV1). However, what was surprising was how this message already begins 

to be internalized at a young age:

. . . to be honest, when I think of a terrorist I think of an old Arab guy with 

a massive beard (7FV2).

his fear and negativity culminated in discussions examining Islamopho-

bia. Despite all that being Muslim brings and what Islam represents and strives 

to embody among its adherents, the youth felt that many outside of their faith, 

outside their community, not only feared them but hated them, even though 

they were still only children.
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A lot of people are scared of . . . or, like, they’re afraid of us being diferent. 

So they would automatically assume that, you know, we’re diferent, we’re 

bad, we’re not good people. (7FV3)

Implications of the disconnect

here was expression of fear by the youth in every focus group and why this is 

happening to them: “You feel unsafe because you are a Muslim” (8FV2). Enter-

ing into adolescence is a time of uncertainty regardless of who you are, but for 

this group there was the additional issue of fear of being who they are. his was 

discussed at several levels beginning with just trying to it in:

We all went to a tournament and we had to go pray . . . four or ive of us 

found a spare room . . . I heard a bunch of guys start coming up and I just 

remember being so scared  .  .  . like please don’t do anything, please just 

leave. Please just leave. Please just leave. And aterwards I was like, why on 

earth was I so scared? (7FV2)

Or having to counter misbeliefs about Islam:

. . . “but aren’t Muslims sexist?” . . . “Aren’t they transphobic,” and “aren’t 

they homophobic,” and aren’t they against this and that . . . (7FV2)

and dealing with crucial peer- to- peer relationships:

I’m also afraid of being judged by people who are Muslim, because there 

are a couple controversial topics and I feel that people focus more on that 

than actually what’s haram (forbidden). (8FV4)

What was most profound however were the microaggressions participants 

reporting occurred on a regular (if not daily) basis, that can lead to feelings of 

being overwhelmed and targeted:

I was at Victoria Park and then some guy came by and he started swearing 

at us . . . and saying you guys are horrible, get out of here, you suck.(6FV5)

. . . we sat down somewhere and there were people there they would move 

away. (6FV3)
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In a basketball game when we beat them and we wear hijabs and one of the 

parents said well at least they didn’t bomb us. (7FV3)

Once we were driving . . . there was this one guy . . . and he started scream-

ing at us . . . Muslims don’t know how to drive, go back to your own coun-

try. (8MV2)

Whenever we’re walking around, like me and my mom, you can see peo-

ple’s eyes on us . . . just the dirty looks. (8FV4)

Microaggressions seem to be experienced more by young Muslim girls than 

boys, as they are more easily identiiable from afar if they wear hijab:

Wearing the hijab can be hard. People might bully you and make fun of 

you. Like what are you wearing? What is that piece of garbage on your 

head? (7FV1)

I get a lot of points and stares for my hijab during games  .  .  . they were 

pointing at me and laughing, pointing at my hijab. (7FV3).

However, there was also a serious impact on the Muslim boys in the groups 

who felt powerless to defend their mothers when they are harassed in public 

because of their appearance. his all contributes to an overall sense of power-

lessness, which in turn made these young people feel that they are always on 

display. hus, there is a sense that they must always be on their best behavior, 

as they have a greater accountability not only to themselves and their families 

but to their entire community and religion:

Around people we kind of, like, are obliged to be good and everything and 

set good examples because when a white person does something not that 

good they think okay . . . but then when a Muslim does something, they 

think, oh they’re a terrorist. (8FV6)

People tend to judge negatively . . . so when you’re walking in the streets 

you have to try to be your best because if you do something wrong people 

will be like, oh, see, I told you Muslims are always terrible . . . people are 

watching you. hey want you to do something wrong. (8MV3)

he focus groups occurred shortly ater the February 2017 Quebec City 

mosque shooting, and this event crystallized the larger macro issues that im-

pact Muslim youth:
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Now we’re not allowed to pray in the mosque anymore, for our safety. 

(6FV2)

Our school’s right beside a mosque. I was scared I didn’t want to go to the 

mosque . . . they killed so many people . . . they were praying. (8MV4)

. . . it’s just always in the back of your head . . . am I going to pray peacefully 

and leave? Is something going to happen? Am I going to die? (8FV4)

Resiliency and Hope

However, being raised Muslim allows for resiliency in that there is a sense of 

belonging and community that pervades their lives as they begin to make the 

transition from childhood to adolescence:

here are a lot of Muslims in London, so wherever you go you kind of feel 

welcome, like even if you go to the randomest place ever and you just see, 

like a Muslim girl . . . you just kind of smile. (8FV4)

I like our religion because most of the acts are toward making the world a 

better place. (6FV3)

he youth also discussed themes of hope and provided examples of how 

those outside their community have reached out to them and their families 

spontaneously to show support, that they belong to a larger community and 

have supportive allies:

I play hockey and all my friends . . . my teammates aren’t Muslim but when 

they ask me what religion I am I tell them and then they’re like, oh nice, 

and then I tell them we have fast and they’re like, or really? And some of 

them try to fast a day . . . so it makes me happy. Like they actually care and 

they don’t take it from the media . . . they actually believe that we’re good. 

(6MV1)

Ater that day (Quebec City mosque shooting), lots of people in London, 

like from all ethnicities, they came out to the mosque . . . some girl told me 

how she sympathizes with us and I just felt that was, like really nice. (8FV5)

hey say behind every shadow there’s light. he Quebec shooting may 

have seemed like a terrible event, you might ind no good from it, but you 

could see that people sympathized for us ater that. hey were kinder to 
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us. It shows us that there are still people who care. Not everything is dark. 

(8MV3).

Discussion

his exploratory study has conirmed what little is already known while gaining 

new insights with regards to the experience of Muslim children and the impact 

that Islamophobia has upon them in one Canadian community. he indings 

are consistent with the existing literature describing how Muslim school- aged 

children are living within their communities amid discrimination and stigma-

tization. Feedback from the participants support the literature related to the 

rise of Islamophobia, the impact of media including the ‘Trump’ efect, being 

victims of hateful comments in the community, and experiencing safety issues 

at school. Children were regularly subjected to oppression, and expressed fear 

due to being Muslim. Islamophobia is present in their daily living and has a 

direct impact upon them.

However, what the existing literature did not fully relect was an apprecia-

tion of the multi- layered impact Muslim children currently face. he impact 

is felt in how the children saw themselves, their community, and particularly 

in the fears regarding their personal safety. his study revealed new insights 

around the disconnect between how Muslim youth see themselves, their faith, 

and their community and how they perceive non- Muslims’ perceptions of 

themselves. We learned that these processes happen on several levels for these 

children, individually as they experience bullying and Islamophobia in their 

daily lives, but also in the witnessing of micro-  and macroaggressions against 

friends and family. his is coupled with the umbrella Islamophobia that is com-

monplace in media that the children were already internalizing. Exposure to 

this type of discrimination let participants feeling marginalized and disem-

powered. Although this disconnect contributes to frustration for Muslim chil-

dren, it also provides a space for relection around how their faith is of great 

importance to them during and because of the turbulent times they live in. 

heir faith brings them peace despite the oppression they experience due to 

their beliefs. Many children described their religion as a source of pride and 

strength, providing them with a sense of respect and community along with a 

degree of resiliency and guidance on how to live in the world.

Analysis of the transcripts relected some of the participants’ awareness of 

a sense of being ‘cautious’ with non- Muslims, gauging whether they fell into 

a group that was sensitive to Muslim issues or those who outwardly were dis-

criminatory. Participants discussed how media portrayed them negatively, and 

feelings of being continually judged and stereotyped. he children felt that de-

spite all that being Muslim brings and what Islam represents and strives to 
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embody among its adherents, that many outside of their faith, outside their 

community, not only feared them but hated them, even though they were still 

only children. How challenging this must be as one navigates work, social, and 

community relationships when you are never sure how you will be received 

and perceived.

here are distinct limitations with this study, as there are with any explor-

atory qualitative analysis. he study only involved children from one school in 

one community who were known to each other. Interviewers were not all Mus-

lim, which may have impacted what was and was not shared during the focus 

groups. he sessions also took place soon ater a major tragedy had befallen the 

Canadian Muslim community, and thus there was a greater heightened sense 

of being the other when the focus groups were held.

At risk of being too simplistic, much of what is experienced by Muslims 

from the non- Muslim community is the result of ignorance and lack of educa-

tion. Time and again, ignorance has been shown to breed phobias and hate 

rather than acceptance, especially when individuals in positions of power and 

dominance are the ones perpetuating the ignorance and fear. In these instanc-

es, more of society tends to follow and is even emboldened in their actions. 

hus, strategies for education need to happen at all levels of intervention, mi-

cro, mezzo, and macro. In addition, there needs to be a willingness and con-

certed efort to speak out against the discrimination at all levels of society, from 

the school environment to the larger political arena. he indings of this study 

can provide an impetus to bring the community at large to talk about the im-

plications of the efects of Islamophobia on children and also give parents an 

opportunity to discuss the issues and the concerns they have for their children 

and themselves in the current environment of fear and hate.

On the micro level, school- aged children who are Muslim would beneit 

from opportunities to have ongoing conversations about their experiences out-

side of their family unit; some participants indicated reluctance to ask certain 

questions of family members or tell them of all that they experience on a regu-

lar basis. Teachers, school staf, and other caregivers would beneit from train-

ing related to how to support and respond to children when they face both 

critical incidents and daily microaggressions and discrimination they currently 

endure. At a community level, engaging in discussion about the impact Islamo-

phobia has on school- aged children, and how to support this community is 

needed. he challenge for the Muslim community as a whole will be inding a 

way to bridge this disconnect and navigate the tension in a Canadian context; 

while there are many supporters and allies, there are communication obstacles 

in describing the realities of being subject to discrimination and negative ste-

reotypes that have an ongoing efect upon their children.
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Appendix A: Youth Instrument

 What do you like about being Muslim?

 What do you dislike about being Muslim?

 Have you ever been treated diferently because you are Muslim compared to 

non- Muslims you know?

 How do you see Muslims in the media?

 How do images of how Muslims are shown impact you?

 Have there been any incidents that you witnessed or heard of that have made 

you feel unsafe because you are Muslim?

 When I say “Islamophobia” what does it mean to you?

 Is there anything else that you would like to talk about on this subject that I 

haven’t asked you?
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