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Abstract 

This exploratory multiple case study explored Muslim mothers' perspectives and experiences in 

relation to their young children's education in Ontario, Canada. The study included seven cases, 

each being one Muslim mother of a child/children aged between 4 and 8. Data were collected 

through in-depth interviews with each participant mother and analyzed through a deductive and 

inductive thematic analysis. The five main deductive patterns discussed are home-school 

partnerships, sense of belonging, mothers’ conceptualization of education, the influence of 

media, and Islamophobia. The six inductive patterns discussed are fear as an emergent feeling, 

mothers as ambassadors, celebrations as a barrier, secular education, health education, and 

decolonizing the curriculum. Looking through the lens of anti-racist pedagogies and pedagogies 

of walking alongside parents, key findings include: from the mothers’ perspectives, educators’ 

biases and misconceptions about Islam contribute to feelings of fear and being judged; classroom 

curricula are lacking the necessary resources (including programmatic curricula) to include 

Muslim students’ funds of knowledge resulting in critical inclusions of Muslims and Islam in 

public schools being the null curriculum (Eisner, 1994); schools are not secular spaces due to the 

celebration of Eurocentric, Christian holidays and occasionally other holidays that coincide with 

Christian holidays (e.g., Hanukah during the Christmas season); classroom curricula privilege 

one religion over another; there are no equitable mechanisms for dealing with tensions in 

curricula. In large sum, weaving some of the inductive themes that emerged from the data, it was 

evident that the perpetuation of Eurocentric ideologies is part of the hidden curriculum. Hence, 

this study offers recommendations in three areas: 1) recommendations that can inform the early 

childhood classroom curriculum; 2) recommendations for early childhood educators directed 

towards anti-islamophobia; and 3) recommendations for intentional anti-racist family 

engagement in early childhood education. Future research may include exploring anti-racist 

pedagogies and pedagogies of walking alongside families in the early years’ classroom, 

examining the position of the educators and their conceptualization of the aforementioned 

pedagogies, and interrogating the lived curriculum in teacher preparation programs. 
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Summary for Lay Audience 

This exploratory multiple case study explored Muslim mothers' perspectives and experiences in 

relation to their young children's education in Ontario, Canada. The study included seven cases, 

each being one Muslim mother of a child/children aged between 4 and 8. Looking through the 

lens of anti-racist pedagogies and pedagogies of walking alongside parents, key findings include: 

from the mothers’ perspectives, educators’ biases and misconceptions about Islam contribute to 

feelings of fear and being judged; classrooms curricula are lacking the necessary resources 

(including programmatic curricula) to include Muslim students’ worldviews resulting in critical 

inclusions of Muslims and Islam in public schools; schools are not secular spaces due to the 

celebration of Eurocentric, Christian holidays and occasionally other holidays that coincide with 

Christian holiday (e.g., Hanukah during the Christmas season); classroom curricula privilege of 

one religion over another; there are no equitable mechanisms for dealing with tensions in 

curricula. This study offers recommendations in three areas: 1) recommendations that can inform 

the early childhood classroom curriculum, 2) recommendations for early childhood educators 

directed towards anti-islamophobia; 3) recommendations for intentional anti-racist family 

engagement in early childhood education. Future research may look into exploring anti-racist 

pedagogies and pedagogies of walking alongside families in early years classrooms, examining 

the position of the educators and their understanding of the aforementioned pedagogies, and 

reflecting on the lived curriculum in teacher preparation programs. 
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The heart of justice is truth telling, seeing ourselves and the world the way it is rather 
than the way we want it to be. More than ever before we, as a society, need to renew a 

commitment to truth telling. 
-bell hooks 
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Chapter 1 

1 Introduction 

This dissertation was written amidst troubling times. In the year that I was finalizing my research 

study, a global pandemic extended across the world due to the spread of the coronavirus. People 

were required to social distance, self-isolate and quarantine. During the several lockdowns in 

Ontario, Canada, the province in which I was writing, I could not help but acknowledge how 

privileged I was to have healthy children, a home, and food to eat. This pandemic was far from 

being an “equalizer” (Verma & Apple, 2021, p. 1). Instead, this pandemic “made visible and 

amplified global inequalities, the lack of safety… as well as exacerbating socio-cultural 

tensions” (p. 218). Apple and Verma (2021) wrote: 

The mandate to ‘stay home, be safe, and stay positive’ in itself unveiled harsh class, 

racial, and social inequalities. The implication that everyone has a safe ‘home’, that all 

can feed and sustain their livelihood, is deeply problematic and is emblematic of what we 

earlier called an ‘epistemological fog’ that makes the real conditions of so many people’s 

lives invisible or simply ignored… This is part of what we meant when we said that hate 

doesn’t always need to be overt. It can be part of the daily functioning of structures that 

define who is and is not ‘worthy’ of being thought about in the first place. (p. 218) 

Amidst the pandemic, a Black Lives Matter movement erupted, a riot of pro-Trump supporters 

invaded Capitol Hill in the United States, anti-Asian hate, violence, and shooting surfaced, the 

French senate voted to both ban the hijab for anyone under the age of 18 and ban mothers from 

accompanying their children on school field trips if they wear the hijab. Most recently, the 

discovery of the remains of more than a thousand Indigenous children found at former residential 

schools in Canada, a Free Palestine movement that has brought more global awareness of the 

continuous Palestinian struggle, and finally the brutal murder of the Afzal’s family in London 

Ontario. What is common about all of the above is the maintenance of white hegemony, 

structural inequities, and other forms of racial and gender-based violence nationally and 

internationally.  
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1.1 Purpose  

The purpose of this study is to contribute to knowledge about the type of relationships needed 

between educators and racialized parents to promote anti-racism in early childhood education. 

This knowledge may add to calls for recognizing the importance of educators “looking inwards” 

(Pushor, 2011) as they engage with racialized families so that children’s families may be 

included as a valued part of classroom curricula (what occurs daily in the classroom; the enacted 

curriculum [Dolye, 1992]).  

 

1.1.1. Terminology  

This study does not intend to essentialize the women that participated in this research. However, 

since this research aims to explore the experiences and encounters of women who identified as 

Muslim and a mother, I refer to the participants as Muslim mothers. The women that participated 

in this study are all unique individuals who bring into this research different experiences and 

encounters. Each one of them comes from different cultural backgrounds, childhoods and homes. 

This research does not explore each woman’s life encounter and experience (that is an interesting 

consideration for future research). Instead, this research focuses on the intersection of the 

participants’ Muslim and mother identities in relation to their children’s schools in Ontario.  

 

1.2 Background to research  

I am a Muslim mother, educator, and researcher who has experienced how racism and white 

hegemony is embedded in the educational system in Ontario with implications for early 

childhood pedagogy and curricula. These experiences were the genesis for the curiosities of this 

dissertation. This research explored the perspectives of Muslim mothers of children in early 

elementary years (ages 4 to 8) in Ontario.  
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Conducting research related to race, culture, and religion in early childhood in a multicultural 

country such as Canada is needed. According to Statistics Canada (2016), Canada has settled 

1,212,075 new immigrants between 2011 and 2016. Most new immigrants come from non-

European countries, which “has contributed to the growth of the visible minority population in 

Canada” (Statistics Canada, 2016, p. 6). As a result, “two in five Canadian children have an 

immigrant background” (p. 7). The steady growth of visible minorities will represent around 

35.9% of the total Canadian population by 2036 (Statistics Canada, 2016). In addition to the 

increase of visible minorities in Canada, Statistics Canada (2016) reported that Canada's second 

largest religion is the Islamic faith and that “slightly over 1 million individuals identified 

themselves as Muslims, representing 3.2% of the nation’s total population” (p. 21). The steady 

increase of visible minorities opens up many questions about white western values and beliefs in 

the Canadian school system (Castagna & Dei, 2000), and even more so regarding early 

childhood education.  

Four years ago, I completed my master’s degree which focused on the Ontario Kindergarten 

programmatic curriculum examining how the curriculum document represents children and 

families’ knowledge that is obtained from home (Ghannoum, 2017). The findings indicated that 

The Kindergarten Program (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016) had little emphasis on family 

involvement, home language, and deep understandings of children’s home, culture, and 

community perspectives. Despite these omissions, the programmatic curriculum document 

highlighted the importance of children’s sense of belonging and the freedom to express their 

opinion and ideas. The relationships between teachers, children, and families contribute to the 

construction of a bridge between school and home allowing children to value who they are and 

create a sense of belonging. One of the main points my study concluded was that it is essential 

for educators to communicate with families to construct a holistic understanding of individual 

children and their family networks, especially those who come from culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds.  

According to Raza (2014), “the current system of education is one that privileges Western 

knowledge and that operates within the notion that Whiteness is the norm” (p. 136). While some 

education scholars note that the Canadian government continues to praise multiculturalism and 

diversity among its citizens (Raza, 2014), others, such as Kempf (2011) recognise “a knowledge 
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gap persists (and is maintained) between the prevailing narratives that dominate the Eurocentric 

Canadian educational system, and the actual histories of the peoples who populate Canadian 

classroom and communities” (p. 93).  The colorblind ideology persists in many early childhood 

classrooms despite the vast literature that have problematized it (Boutte, Lopez-Robertson, & 

Costello, 2011; Husband, 2012). Perpetually adopting a colorblind approach "serves to reinforce 

the theorized invisibility of race and racism, thereby limiting one's ability to interrogate notions 

of privilege and its corollary, the deprivileging of minoritized social groups" (Solomona et al., 

2005, p. 150).  

Research that focuses on Muslim mothers and their encounters with early childhood education 

and schooling in Ontario is absent. Most of the existing studies were conducted on parents and 

children in high school (Zine, 2004). Further, the reported studies on Muslim mothers and 

schooling are conducted mainly in Alberta, the United Kingdom, the United States, and other 

parts of the world (Ahmad, 2001, 2007; Amjad, 2018; Din, 2017; Guo, 2015; Khan, 2019; Saleh, 

2017). The public education system is still far from acknowledging the existence and complexity 

of white hegemony, structural inequities, and other forms of racial and gender-based violence.  

The need for research that can interrupt the violence is reflected in my own lived experiences. I 

still remember the first spark of Islamophobia that occurred in my life. It was the day after 

September 11th, 2001; I was walking home after school, and a car full of teenage guys stopped in 

the middle of the street. They raised their middle fingers at me and shouted the ‘f’ word. My 

hijab (head scarf) identifies me as a Muslim from miles away. Now, as a Muslim mother who 

sends her children to a public school system in Ontario, I face the challenge when interacting 

with my child’s school of continuously swimming against the current of hate and violence that is 

portrayed about Muslims in media. I volunteer on a regular basis at the school, communicate 

almost daily with my children’s educators, and visit their classrooms to read stories about 

Ramadan and Eid. The motivation to establish a strong relationship with my children’s school 

comes from being both an educational researcher and a Muslim mother. As a researcher, I 

understand the great advantages of parental involvement and engagement. As a Muslim mother, I 

know that I need to work against the narrative that a Muslim body is backwards, uncivilized, and 

violent.  
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1.3 Research Problem  

The literature demonstrates that more research is needed concerning Muslim mothers if anti-

racist early childhood education is to be successfully established. In the aftermath of September 

11th, 2001, the demonization of Islam has affected Muslims in general, and Muslim women in 

particular have been placed in a difficult position. According to Ahmad (2003), Muslim women, 

especially those easily identified by their appearance, that is, “visible hijab-wearing women”, 

and/or those who belong to visible minority Muslim groups, “were amongst the most vulnerable 

victims of indiscriminate physical and verbal assaults” (p. 47). Thus, Muslims had to actively 

deal with the negative consequences of growing anti-Muslim sentiment and Islamophobia. 

Beydoun (2016) defines Islamophobia “as the presumption that Islam is inherently violent, alien, 

and inassimilable. Combined with this is the belief that expressions of Muslim identity are 

correlative with a propensity for terrorism” (p. 111). According to research that was conducted 

after 2001, many Muslims in North America are targeted and are victims of negative stereotypes 

simply because they are Muslims (Amjad, 2018; Charani, 2005; Erickson & Al-Timimi, 2001; 

Niyozov & Pluim, 2009; Shaheen, 2009; Sivanandan, 2006). Muslim mothers are presented in 

popular media in contradictory terms, from being barbaric to being dysfunctional. As Din (2017) 

puts it, the picture of a Muslim mother "remains much the same: Muslim women are alien, 

othered, and dehumanized" (p. 12). 

Many Muslim women and mothers must defend who they are and try to cast off the stereotypical 

image of them being oppressed, barbaric, and dysfunctional (Saleh 2017; van Es, 2019). The 

stereotype of a Muslim mother can create barriers between them and the educators with whom 

they interact. Khattar et al. (2019) talk about this barrier as a wall that is “built around 

minoritized children and families” (p. 109). The authors used Loris Malaguzzi’s metaphor of the 

wall, which is used to describe the barrier “that keep educators from recognizing the knowledge, 

beliefs, and values of the [minoritized] children and families with whom we work” (Khattar et 

al., p. 108). Khattar et al. argued that “not all walls are created equal” (p. 109) and that the tallest 

walls are built around minoritized families. The authors claimed that “[t]hese walls breed 

ignorance in educators and education system” (p. 110) and maintain racism and Eurocentric 
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family engagement, in which the schools dictate what families do, think, and value (Ishimaru & 

Takahashi, 2017; Pushor, 2015; Wink, 2011). The literature on parental involvement “is 

grounded in assumptions of white normativity” (Ishimaru & Takahashi, 2017, p. 348). Racialized 

families then face an amplified fear of inadequacy when it comes to participating in school 

events (Ishimaru & Takahashi, 2017). By engaging in this study, I hope to contribute to research 

in early childhood education and beyond to start breaking this wall between educators and 

Muslim mothers and thus allow new possibilities to emerge in relation to family engagement.  

 

1.4 Research design and questions 

The aim of this research is to examine, through an exploratory multiple case study design, the 

perspectives of Muslim mothers in relation to their children’s early education in Ontario. It is my 

aim to explore how Muslim mothers perceive engagement with schools and what their 

encounters have to say about the enablers and barriers created in relation to public schools in 

Ontario. Furthermore, I aim to understand ways to promote anti-racist pedagogies and 

pedagogies of walking alongside families between educators, schools, and racialized families. 

These aims and goals of the study are reflected in the following research questions:   

1. What are Muslim mothers’ conceptualizations of race and racism, and how do they understand 

these to be related to their families’ relationship with public schools (or not)? 

2. What do mothers say are the enablers and barriers to their families’ opportunities to interact 

with schools in ways that are anti-racist? 

3. What might an anti-racist reading of Muslim mothers’ cases have to teach about promoting 

anti-racist education in early childhood classrooms? 

These questions guided the in-depth interviews I conducted with seven women who identified as 

both Muslim and a mother; they also assisted my exploration of their perspectives.   

 

1.5 Overview of dissertation   
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Chapter one outlines the research context, problem, and purpose for conducting this study and 

the research questions that guided this research. Chapter 2 introduces the theoretical framework 

which informs the study. These include racialization, racialization of the Muslim body, and 

Orientalism. The chapter also presents anti-racist pedagogies and the pedagogies of walking 

alongside families as the orientation that guides this study towards bridging theory and practice. 

This chapter also includes relevant literature that encompasses conceptualization of 

multiculturalism in the Canadian classroom, colorblindness and its implication, anti-racist 

education, school and family partnerships, the Muslim identity, and finally, mothering as a 

Muslim. Connecting between theory and pedagogies along with the reviewed literature will 

allow me to better conceptualize and make sense of the data. Chapter 3 outlines my exploratory 

multiple case study methodology and the methods used for data collection and analysis. Chapter 

4 showcases the study participants through seven individual case studies. Finally, in chapter 5, I 

discuss the themes that emerged through reading the case studies of the Muslim mothers and the 

implications. In addition, the chapter will offer recommendations that can inform early childhood 

educators, teacher education program coordinators, and curriculum writers. 
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Chapter 2 

2  Theoretical framework and literature review  

This chapter includes the theoretical framework of the study and literature review. Racialization 

and Orientalism form the backbone of the theoretical framework that guides this research, while 

notions of anti-racist pedagogies and the pedagogies of walking alongside families guide the 

study’s orientation towards bridging theory and practice. The literature review examines research 

on multiculturalism in classrooms in Ontario, the phenomena of colorblindness, anti-racism in 

education, home and school partnerships, the Muslim body, and mothering as a Muslim.  

 

2.1. Theoretical framework  

This study is predicated on the conceptualization of racialization, racialization of the Muslim 

body, and the ways that the stereotypical narratives of Muslims are rooted in the concept of 

Orientalism. 

 

2.1.1. Conceptualizing Racialization 

This research spotlights Muslim mothers' perspectives and experiences in relation to their young 

children's education in Ontario, Canada. Apart from shedding light on this one set of experiences 

and perspectives, the research also produces knowledge that can be transferred to global issues of 

race and racialization and begins to suggest implications for early childhood education. Falguni 

Sheth (2009) is an entrée for the dissertation to begin to think with questions of race, challenging 

the binary that race is either a Biological Race (BR) or Political Othering (PO). The author 

explained that BR “emerges from contemporary American philosophical type, and genealogy to 

ground its argument” (p. 24) while PO “refers to the political structures and worldviews such as 

colonialism, orientalism, and imperialism to discuss the methods by which certain populations 

have been constructed as ‘foreign,’ ‘Others,’ ‘aliens,’ on grounds such as culture, political 
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structures, status, or territory” (p. 24). Sheth elaborated that if race is defined as a biological 

category, then it ignores all the ways that race is used in politics and laws. Furthermore, she 

argued that addressing race as solely a social construct ignores the questions of who constructs it, 

why did they construct it, and how do they construct it? Instead, Sheth introduced the idea of 

race as a technology. Race as a technology  

explore[s] how a population can be divided and produced as a ‘breed’ or ‘species’ 

extremely or completely dissimilar in fundamental ways from the population against 

which it is juxtaposed. By extreme dissimilarity, I wish to invoke the idea that ‘they’ 

could never be part of ‘us’, because ‘they’ don’t embody the foundational trails required 

to be ‘human like us’. (p. 25)  

Sheth conceptualized race within the context of sovereign power, a term that is drawn from the 

work of Heidegger and Foucault. According to Sheth, the ones in power identify the unruly 

population through racialization, which answers the questions of why and how race is 

constructed. The unruly “is the element that is intuited as threatening to a political order, to a 

collectively disciplined society” (Sheth, 2009, p. 26). As for who, according to Sheth, it is the 

liberal power.   

Liberal societies talk the talk of inclusion and universal human rights, even as they systemically 

exclude some and privilege others. Sheth (2009) noted that the promise of liberalism is very 

rarely realised for everyone. However, the sovereign power has to preserve the basic liberal 

assumptions, so it creates exceptions: the unruly. The unruly is identified through “the element 

that is intuited as threating to a political order, to a collectively disciplined society” (p. 26). Sheth 

(2009) further explained that  

the nature of the threat that is so posed to sovereign power can be rather ambiguous or 

board. It need not in fact be a clear or inevitable challenge to an existing regime; it need 

only be perceived as such… the ‘unruly’ threat is a transgression of the prevailing order; 

it signifies something intangible, such as a constructing ideology framework, like Islam, 

or the memory of a dangerous or troubling history or discourse surrounding that 

population, for example, slavery, colonialism, Nazism, the Cold War, and the ‘Clash of 

Civilization.’ But the danger can be represented or manifested by something else that 
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may or may not be tangible, such as outward garb, physical comportment, phenotype, 

accent, skin color, or something even more subtle. (p. 49) 

In other words, if a group of people openly displays their private values in public, if a person 

reminds people that the law is not always administered equally, or if a person needs the welfare 

state to survive, then in the eyes of the sovereign power, that person can be a threat.  

Racialization is the process by which a population is divided, and one group is pushed further 

away from the promise of liberalism both in the law and in the minds of the people (Sheth, 

2009). Sheth clarified that racialization is not about “racial identities; rather, the perceived threat 

and vulnerability that characterize a certain subject-population becomes part of the ground of its 

outcasting as a species unto itself” (2009, p. 51). Racialization is 

the process of delineating a population in contrast to a dominant population in contrast to 

a dominant (or powerful) population and a corresponding political tension; this 

population can be highlighted according to any range of characteristics – none of which 

have to be ‘racial’ qua phenotype or blood or physical characteristics; they might be 

religious, economic, social, etc. (p. 51)  

To sum up, Sheth’s (2009) model of race as technology is neither a biological nor social 

construct; rather, race latches on to certain observable variations in humans, sometimes 

biological, sometimes not, and attaches sociopolitical importance to them in order to preserve 

power. When racialization becomes part of the law and the everyday discourse, it is easily 

perpetuated without even meaning to or realizing it.  

 

2.1.2. Racialization of the Muslim body  

Sherene Razack (2008) conceptualizes racialization in relation to the Muslim body in the 

Canadian context. Like Sheth (2009), Razack (2008) wrote about how the people in power create 

division among certain citizens through what she calls camps. The author explains that “the 

denial of a common bond of humanity between European people and those of different origins 

has given rise to the proliferation of literal and figurative ‘camps,’ places or bodies where 
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liberties are suspended and the rule of law does not apply” (p. iii). Camps are a consequence of 

racialization. Racialization appears to justify the need for camps by making the target population 

(Muslims) seem unsuited to existing outside of one, which Razack (2008) called the culture 

clash narrative. The culture clash narrative refers to Islam as fundamentally different from and 

incompatible with western values, and therefore, it needs to be eradicated (Razack, 2008).  

The culture clash narratives can be used to justify feelings of superiority in the dominant culture 

and can therefore be used to justify aggressive imperialism (Razack, 2008). We see this narrative 

being spun when Islam is referred to as barbaric, irrational, or medieval. The language of 

rationality has been used to mark out certain groups, such as Muslims, as incapable of being 

reached by anything but violence, located in a pre-modern and uncivilized state, where the 

supposedly more modern and civilized white western population must liberate the uncivilized 

Muslim population through the western ways of being and doing, not through Muslim’s term 

(Razack, 2008). Razack (2008) wrote:  

We can see the same kind of media spectacle around the banning of the hijab in various 

countries, notably, France, a context to which many Canadian social commentators 

referred when discussing faith-based arbitration. In each of these ‘panics,’ Muslim 

women’s bodies become the ground on which nations and citizens are established as 

civilized and modern, while Muslims and immigrants remain trapped in the pre-modern. 

(p. 150) 

The narratives of Muslim women are also particular. Razack (2008) noted that narratives 

featuring Muslim women portray them as being victims of violence, oppressed, and in need of 

rescuing. Razack (2008) elaborated that  

the body of the Muslim woman, a body fixed in the Western imaginary as confined, 

mutilated, and sometimes murdered in the name of culture, serves to reinforce the threat 

that the Muslim man is said to pose to the West, and is used to justify the extraordinary 

measures of violence and surveillance required to discipline him and Muslim 

communities… It is virtually impossible to name and confront the violence that Muslim 

women (like all groups of women) experience at the hands of their men and families 

without providing ideological fuel to the ‘war on terror’. (p. 107) 
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It is essential for educators to understand how the sovereign power creates camps and racializes 

specific groups of the population. Early childhood educators “often fail to consider the influence 

‘race’ exerts on children’s play and the social life of the classroom” (MacNevin & Berman, 

2017, p. 837). Often, western narratives about Muslims are infused with notions of being 

barbaric and irrational, making it easier to justify the racialization of Muslim mothers and 

families by the allegedly more civilized and rational white western population (Razack, 2008; 

Sheth, 2009). This type of Othering can create distance between Muslim mothers and their 

child’s educators. Research shows that although classrooms are increasingly culturally and 

linguistically diverse, educators continue to avoid any discussions about race in the early 

childhood classroom (MacNevin & Berman, 2017). MacNevin and Berman (2017) note that 

“White teachers, who have the privilege of maintaining a colourblind ideology, may not believe 

that racism and discrimination are particularly salient or contemporary topics” (p. 834) because 

they don’t feel the daily impact of racism compared to a racialized person. The authors further 

explained that, while Ontario is recognized as being culturally diverse and the curriculum 

documents and policies encourage a sense of belonging for all, these same documents are “silent 

on topic of how race, ethnicity, culture, and other dimensions of difference should inform 

teacher-child interactions” (p. 827) in early childhood classrooms and beyond.  

 

2.1.3. Orientalism  

Stereotypical narratives of Muslims abound (Jamil, 2012), and many of these stereotypes are 

rooted in the concept of Orientalism (Said, 1978), which produces particular Muslim subjects. 

Mamdani (2004) suggested that the Muslim subject is situated within a binary: a good Muslim 

versus a bad Muslim.  A good Muslim is the Muslim who is moderate and can be integrated into 

the Western ways of life and living while the bad Muslim is primitive, barbaric, and uncivilized 

(Mamdani, 2004). The subjectification of Muslims can be seen as located in Orientalism with 

Ahmed (2000) arguing,  

The production of the nation… requires some-body or some-where to not-be in order for 

it to be… The Orient comes to embody that which the Occident is not… Orientalism 
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creates an imaginary geographical divide based on the binarism of Occident/Orient…. 

(p. 99) 

In other words, the Orient is always seen as backwards, and the Occident is the progressive. This 

notion of the Occident/Orient is extended by further dividing the Muslim body into the good 

versus bad. Kassam (2011) wrote:   

Muslims are presumed to be ‘bad’ unless proved otherwise; this bolsters the authority of 

the state to justify action against other bodies. On the other hand, ‘good’ Muslims aspire 

to be like ‘us’ and hence, can be assimilated into the nation, and can then both reinforce 

the nation’s image as benevolent, and be co-opted into support for the policies of the 

state. (p. 561) 

Ahmed (2000) positioned this good versus bad Muslim notion as familiar stranger versus 

stranger stranger. The author suggested that:  

The very habits and gestures of marking out bodily space involve differentiating ‘others’ 

into familiar (assimilable, touchable) and strange (unassimilable, untouchable) . . . The 

nation becomes imagined and embodied as a space, not simply by being defined against 

other spaces, but by being defined as close to some others (friends), and further away 

from other others (strangers) . . . The proximity of strangers within the nation space – that 

is, the proximity of that which cannot be assimilated into a national body – is a 

mechanism for the demarcation of the national body, a way of defining borders within it, 

rather than just between it and an imagined and exterior other. (p. 100)  

Kassam (2018) noted that another Muslim figure emerges in Western discourse, the Acceptable 

Muslim. She described the Acceptable Muslim as “modern, as one who supports the ideological 

and political foundations of Western society, and who espouses a privatized faith with few or no 

public expressions of faith and cultural belonging – and even then, only acceptable expressions” 

(p. 2). Kassam juxtaposed this image of the Acceptable Muslim against the Muslim Other 

situated as dangerous and violent. In other words, for a Muslim to be viewed and treated like a 

human, they need to let go of their faith-based practices in the public sphere and instead keep 

their faith-based practices hidden from Eurocentric eyes. The figure of the familiar stranger or 
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the good acceptable idealized Muslim plays a significant role in reinforcing hegemonic social 

relations patterns (Kassam, 2011).  

Gender is situated at the core of Orientalist discourse. The persona of exotic and veiled Muslim 

women is part of the western imagination (Kassam, 2011, 2015). Yegenoglu (1998) maintained 

that “the question of sexuality cannot be treated as a regional one; it governs and structures the 

subject’s every relation with the other” (p. 26). She extended Orientalism’s framework by 

arguing that the Orient is “a fantasy built upon sexual difference… the figure of the ‘veiled 

Oriental’ woman has a particular place in these texts, not only as signifying Oriental woman as 

mysterious and exotic but also as signifying the Orient as feminine, always veiled, seductive and 

dangerous” (p. 11). Through the lens of Islamophobia, Zine (2006) said,  

In the case of gendered Islamophobia, the discursive roots are historically entrenched 

within Orientalist representations that cast colonial Muslim women as backward, 

oppressed victims of misogynist societies. Such representations serve to justify and 

rationalize imperial domination over colonized Muslims through the emancipatory effect 

that European hegemony was expected to garner for Muslim women. These stereotypical 

constructs have maintained currency over time and have served to mark the border 

between the binary spaces of the West (read: progress, modernity) and the East (read: 

illiberal, pre-modern) as irreconcilable halves of a world living renewed relations of 

conquest and subjugation. (p. 240)  

The discourse of the idealized Muslim woman continues to be situated between two binaries, the 

carrier of tradition through the view of the Muslim community and on the other hand, as the 

oppressed third-world woman that needs rescuing by the North American society (Kassam, 

2011). It is deeply troubling that the narrative of a Muslim woman is always associated with this 

image of an alienated Other or boiled down to arguments and discussions about the hijab 

(Islamic headscarf). Saleh (2018) explained that there is “an uncomfortable fixation on why we 

do/don’t do it [the word ‘it’ in the text referrers to the hijab], how we negotiate expectations 

related to it, what happens when/if we do/don’t do it, etc.” (p.132). Although knowing and 

understanding why Muslim women wear the hijab is essential, the fixation on the hijab is also 

incredibly troubling and disturbingly narrow. Narrowing the narrative of a Muslim woman to 
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understanding the reasoning behind wearing the hijab is one of the catalysts that guided this 

research to explore the experiences of Muslim mothers in relation to their children’s early 

childhood education. 

 

2.2. Orientations for Thinking with Pedagogies 

Two interconnected orientations for thinking with pedagogies guide this study; they are 

pedagogies of walking alongside families and anti-racist pedagogies. Pedagogies of walking 

alongside calls upon the need to engage with parents as partners in teaching and learning 

(Pushor, 2015). Pushor (2015) explained that pedagogies of walking alongside "shifts the 

relationship between parents and teachers from one that is hierarchical and primarily 

unidirectional to one that is side-by-side and reciprocal" (p. 235). Pedagogies of walking 

alongside challenges educators to take the time to know parents and come to understand, learn, 

and value families' lived experiences. Anti-racist pedagogies and theory, on the other hand, have 

emerged as an intellectual response to the notion of multiculturalism and colorblindness, 

complexifying issues of race and culture from a socio-political lens. Dei (1996) claimed that an 

anti-racist approach "names the issues of race and social difference as issues of power and equity 

rather than as matters of cultural and ethnic variety" (p. 25). The anti-racist theory challenges 

educators to unpack the complexity of race and racism concerning social power and privileges. 

 

2.2.1 Pedagogies of walking alongside families  

I draw heavily on Canadian scholar Debbie Pushor, who coined the pedagogies of walking 

alongside families. She has been publishing research that focuses on education and educators 

working with parents and families for over 18 years. Pushor (2011) used the word parent 

consciously to signify the role of caregiving instead of care receiving, "a role lived out in a 

family by someone who has more responsibility than others in the family for the care and well-

being of family members" (p. 226). She further explained that this role of a parent is inclusive of 

biological and nonbiological individuals to the child. Pushor's (2011, 2013, 2015) work is 

grounded in parental engagement, which focuses on listening to parents (Ferlazzo, 2011) and 
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working with parents (Wink, 2011). When educators ally with parents, it mirrors what Pushor 

(2015) coined pedagogies of walking alongside, where educators and parents work alongside 

each other, “[a]cknowledging that both teachers and parents are holders of knowledge, together 

they work towards mutually determined goals and outcomes…” (p. 236).  

School is the nexus between the public and private. Early schooling may be one of the first 

encounters where children and families become part of such a nexus. In a pedagogy that aims to 

walk alongside parents, educators "see the provision of schooling as an opportunity to walk 

alongside parents and families in the education of their children, as an opportunity to support 

them in realizing their lifelong hopes and dreams for their children" (Pushor, 2015, p. 236). The 

knowledge that the parent and the educator bring into this relationship equally emerge together to 

diffuse a lived curriculum that values the "schools' agenda and the hopes and dreams of the 

parents and families" (p. 236). Pushor (2011, 2013, 2015) drew from Green and Christian's 

(1998) work, who wrote about ‘accompanying’ to help educators visualize what the pedagogy of 

walking alongside entails. 

Green and Christian (1998) described accompanying as rooted in the state of mind rather than 

acquiring a set of skills to implement. They examined the Chinese characters of the word listen 

and found that it consists of five symbols: an eye, ear, heart, as well as the concept of “you” and 

"undivided attention" (p. 3). The listening concept then becomes this conscious effort of being 

present at the moment, offering empathy and support. Green and Christian (1998) express this 

conscious presence through the words and thoughts of "I am with you" (p. 3). Working with 

families and parents through this pedagogy is complex and requires time and effort to understand 

and learn from parents, their lives, context, and knowledge (Pushor, 2015). It also requires 

educators to reflect and notice their thoughts that dwell in their minds about the different families 

that they work with in educational settings.   

Pushor (2011) invited educators to look inward instead of outward. When educators look 

outwards, they view families from a deficit perspective, pinpointing the challenges that exist 

within families and how they engage with the school's agenda. When educators adopt this 

outward view of parents focusing on things that educators believe parents "should do, [they] only 

serve to widen the distance and feelings of alienation between the school and the home" (p. 66). 
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However, when educators look inwards, they move away from assumptions that shape their 

relationship with parents and look for new ways to engage with parents (Pushor, 2011), 

questioning what about their own practices in schools might need to change. In other words, 

educators need to shift their orientation from always thinking of ways to involve parents to serve 

the school’s agenda, to an orientation that looks for opportunities to engage with parents.  

The literature on home and school partnerships emphasizes the significant impact such 

relationships have on fostering learning and development in the early years (Heath, 1983; Moll et 

al., 1992; Purcell-Gates, 1996; Taylor, 1983). These studies emphasized the need for home 

practices and knowledge to tie in with school curricula. One of the first and most influential 

studies was conducted over nine years by Heath (1983). Her research found that school 

minoritized racialized students' knowledge and practices, creating achievement gaps between 

these children and their white, affluent counterparts. Rowsell (2006) stated that "our first 

memories of making meaning with words, images, and objects occur in our homes" (p. 7). The 

home is the core of learning, development, and making sense of one's surroundings. 

The literature indicates two main types of relationships between home and school, family 

engagement and family involvement (Ferlazzo, 2011). Ferlazzo explained that a school that 

strives towards "family involvement often leads with its mouth - identifying projects, needs and 

goals and then telling parents how they can contribute" (p. 8). However, family engagement 

"tends to lead with its ears - listening to what parents think, dream and worry about" (p. 8). Wink 

(2011) named these two types of relationships as "Doing It to Them" versus "Doing It with 

Them" (p. 199). Despite the existence of a large body of research and evidence of students' 

academic success, there continue to be only "random acts of parent engagement" (Weiss et al., 

2010) and little emphasis on understanding and including family knowledge in schools (Frey, 

2010). Instead, educators continue to focus on "how can parents serve the school's agenda?" 

(Pushor & Amendt, 2018, p. 206), or how can schools and educators wrap up or envelop parents 

into serving the school system (Benson, 1999)? Lawson (2003) argued that a 

schoolcentric relationship involves parents by prescribing their involvement. Often, these 

prescriptions are imposed by white and middle-class educators (Crozier, 2001; Reay, 2008), 

perpetuating Eurocentric notions of parental engagement (Pushor & Amendt, 2018). 
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Crozier and Davies (2007) explained that when parents decide not to engage in the prescribed 

ways, they become marked as "hard to reach parents"(p. 296). There are these unspoken “taken-

for-grantedness" (Pushor, 2012, 464) notions, "norms, expectations, and assumptions that 

constrain marginalized families and educators" (Ishimaru & Takahashi, 2017, p. 343) that 

perpetuate inequalities in educational spheres. Khattar et. al. (2019) used the metaphor of the 

wall as a way to describe barriers that "we live with and construct" (p. 108) while working with 

families. The authors further explain that "not all walls are created equal; those that are built 

around minoritized children and families are the tallest and most rigid" (p. 109). According to 

research in recent years, "even when policies and structures aim to foster partnerships between 

families and schools, the dominant norms, expectations, and assumptions in schools can 

constrain the possibilities for families from marginalized communities to work with educators in 

exercising collective agency to disrupt these inequalities" (Ishimaru and Takahashi, 2017, p. 

344). As a result, the wall between schools and racialized families continues to get taller.  

Schools need to build relationships that validate families’ home experiences and perceive these 

experiences as a precious resource for understanding children's home practices. Valuing families 

empowers them and enables them to "come to authenticate their skills as worthy of pedagogical 

notice" (Gonzalez et al., 2005, p. 108). Hensley (2005) noted that when teachers value parents, 

they give them a sense of empowerment, which dramatically enhances school-home 

relationships. To build a healthy relationship with parents, "school should consider cultural and 

economic difference of families." (LaRocque et al., 2011, p. 119). Moreover, LaRocque et al. 

note that it is essential for schools and teachers "to address emotional barriers, physical barriers, 

and cultural differences to increase parent involvement for all families, and in particular families 

who are from diverse backgrounds" (2011, p. 118). 

Thus, to break that ever-growing wall between schools and racialized families, educators and 

schools need to build a relationship that seeks engagement instead of involvement. However, 

since this research focuses on understanding Muslim mothers' perspective, further research into 

understanding the identity of a Muslim would provide further information on how to engage with 

Muslim mothers in educational settings.  
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The concept of looking inwards, that Pushor (2011) describes, could be useful when early 

childhood educators are engaging with Muslim mothers given the proliferation of problematic 

discourses about them as discussed earlier in this chapter.  Pedagogies of walking alongside does 

not address the complexity of working with racialized families, however, combining anti-racist 

pedagogies with pedagogies of walking alongside families might allow this study to make fuller 

sense of its intensions. 

 

2.2.2. Anti-racist pedagogies  

Anti-racist pedagogies are approaches to education that recognize and actively fight against 

racial injustice. Husband (2012) argued that "racial injustice exists in and is furthered through the 

formal and informal ideologies, policies, practices, and texts implemented in schools" (p. 366). 

In practice, anti-racist pedagogies seek to battle against what is currently implemented in schools 

since it is constructed on the belief "that schools are racist by virtue of being reflections of a 

larger racist society" (p. 366). Consequently, anti-racist pedagogy can be seen as contributing to 

the development of awareness and consciousness of race and racism (Husband, 2012) among 

educators, challenging and negotiating the historical silencing of issues of race and racism in 

early years education. 

Dei (2000) argued that to discern privilege and power, anti-racist discourses and hence 

pedagogies, need to be examined through the concept of whiteness. Frankenberg (1993) defined 

whiteness as "a set of locations that are historically, socially, politically, and culturally produced 

and moreover are intrinsically linked to unfolding relations of domination. Naming 'whiteness' 

displaces it from the unmarked, unnamed status that is itself an effect of its dominance" (p. 62). 

Levine-Rasky (2013) conceptualized whiteness "as the quality of a set of social relations defined 

by differential access to power, resources, rewards, meaning, status, and futures" rather than as a 

reference to people (p. 18). Dei (2000) further explained that whiteness weaves dominance into 

the fabric of political, social, and psychological systems over racialized others. Derman-Spark 

and Ramsey (2006) argued that whiteness manifests power and privilege within the educational 

system. Following up on this, Escayg et al. (2017) suggested that "Whiteness and its defining 
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characteristics is an important part of a comprehensive analysis of racial attitudes among White 

and minority Canadian children" (p. 14). Dei and McDermott (2014) reminded us that although 

Canada claims to be a country that nurtures multiculturalism, "to speak race and anti-racism is 

considered to be stirring up trouble in the face of post-racial discourses" (p. 2). 

Discussions and conversations about anti-racist pedagogies are not only essential when it comes 

to educational institutions and educators, but should also be a vital part of the lived curriculum in 

the early years. Earick (2008) contended that society, communities, homes, and schools are not 

neutral spaces – racist connotations and activities can and do exist in these spaces. Children in 

the early years are neither naïve nor colorblind (Earick, 2008). From an early age, children can 

think and talk about racial identities (Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2001; Ryan & Grieshaber, 2004; 

Park, 2011). According to numerous research studies (e.g., Rizvi, 1993; Tobin, 2000; Dulin-

Keita et al., 2011; Shutts et al., 2011), children who live in colonial settler countries, such as the 

United States, Canada or Australia, believe that the lighter the skin tone, the more beautiful a 

person is. In this regard, Earick (2008) reported that racial identities exist in the early years' 

classrooms just as they exist in society and the communities where these children live. 

There is a common misconception in early childhood education that children cannot understand 

race and racism and that it is not appropriate for educators to engage children in discussions 

about such topics (Husband, 2010; 2012). The early childhood classroom is the first place where 

children encounter people who might be different from them socially, culturally, linguistically, 

and racially (Farago, Sanders, & Gaias, 2015) and such spaces are not devoid of racism. To the 

contrary, many scholars have found that young white children develop a positive racial attitude 

towards their own racial identity and tend to formulate a negative mindset towards racialized 

groups (Doyle & Aboud, 1995; Johnson & Aboud, 2013; Escayg et al., 2017). Farago et al. 

(2015) remind educators not to eliminate discussions about race and racism. Children need to 

learn “about the oppression and marginalization of groups of people throughout history (Farago 

et al., 2015, p. 33). 

In the context of listening to Muslim mothers' perspectives regarding their children's schooling 

and developing anti-racist pedagogies, it becomes vital to address the complex, dynamic and 

fluid nature of racial identity and how it intersects with gender. hooks (1981) highlighted the 
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interconnected relations between racism and sexism and argued that by no means can we 

“divorce the issue of race from sex, or sex from race" (p. 12). According to hooks (1984), 

"feminist theory would have much to offer if it showed women ways in which racism and sexism 

are immutably connected rather than pitting one struggle against the other, or blatantly 

dismissing racism" (p. 52). Standpoint theory, founded by Haraway (1988), is one of the most 

influential theories in feminism, which asserts that knowledge claims are socially located, and 

knowledge is better sought at the bottom of the social and economic hierarchies. According to 

Ardill (2013), “standpoint theory sheds light on the maintenance of power relations, and aims to 

transform those relations through the production of knowledge” (p. 325). Dorothy Smith has also 

contributed to standpoint theory. Smith (1987), who conceptualized women's everyday world as 

problematic, believed that feminist methodology should be based on women's concrete 

experiences and standpoints. Smith argued that "a standpoint in the everyday world is the 

fundamental grounding of modes of knowing developed in a ruling apparatus" (p. 108).  

Critical feminist, anti-racist discourse examines race and gender and how it can either fracture or 

enhance the understanding of communities and individuals (Calliste & Dei, 2000). Calliste and 

Dei (2000) argued that "understanding gender and race relations is knowing about power 

relations in society" (p. 12). The authors further elaborated, 

Critical anti-racist feminism locates the dialogue in the reality of women's lives and at the 

intersection/s of race, gender and class. Racism, patriarchy and colonialism continue to 

dominate power relations in North American society and within institutional settings. It 

appears few resources have been allocated to supporting forms of intervention that are 

not merely reproductive of the alienation, oppression, marginality and exploitation of 

marginalized groups. (p. 15)  

According to Crenshaw (1991), women of colour are uniquely vulnerable to gendered violence 

and oppression. Looking at Muslim women's identity, especially those veiled or wearing the 

hijab (Islamic headscarf), the intersection between race, gender, and religion, becomes much 

more complicated. According to research by the Canadian scholar Barbara Perry (2013), whose 

research centers around hate, bias and extremism in countries such as Canada, United States, UK 

and Australia, Muslim women "are often constructed as racialized, exotic Others who do not fit 
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the Western ideal of womanhood" (p. 79). The author continues to write that Muslim women 

"are further subject to specific gendered constructs, which serve to Other them in very specific 

ways, ways that render them vulnerable to harassment and violence" (p. 80). 

Zine (2006) identified the notion of gendered Islamophobia, which refers to the "specific forms 

of ethno-religious and racialized discrimination leveled at Muslim women that proceed from 

historically contextualized negative stereotypes that inform individual and system forms of 

oppression" (p. 240). A Muslim woman's identity is complex and places her at an entirely 

different level compared to women who identify as white, black, Asian, and Aboriginal (Perry, 

2013). Media is one of the major contributors that influence the identity of a Muslim in general. 

Moore (1995) observed, 

Crude caricatures of Muslims appear abundantly in the production and organization of 

popular culture. Events and situations, whether fictional or real, are presented to us within 

a framework of symbols, concepts, and images through which we mediate our 

understanding about reality ... The news and entertainment media both generate 

stereotypes and rely on our familiarity with them in order to formulate the world in their 

terms and communicate ideas in an efficient, i.e., timely, fashion. (p. 16)  

The media portrays a misguided image of a Muslim that fuels the continuous mistreatment and 

suspicion of the Muslim identity, making Muslims less than human and not worthy of respect. 

Enacting anti-racist pedagogies in return help educators to identify misleading messages 

portrayed about Muslims and the pedagogies of walking alongside families will invite educators 

to break the wall that is placed between educators and racialized Muslim mothers.   

An anti-racist approach to education is central to educational institutions that seek to promote 

social justice in education. For the practice of early years educators, this means discussing and 

reflecting on 

the processes inherent in the construction of racial difference: how power differentials 

structure relationships between white and non-white groups; the racialized nature of 

institutional power; racial imageries attached to racialized persons and how these signify 



 

 23 

power imbalances; and the material effects that such symbolism creates for racialized 

persons in the Canadian context. (Escayg et al., 2017, p. 16) 

Educators come into the classroom with knowledge and experiences accumulated over the years, 

from childhood into adulthood. The educators' funds of identity (Esteban- Guitart, 2016) are 

weaved into the fabric of their daily interactions within the social world. Funds of identity are the 

"lived experiences by the self that can include significant others, cultural tools, geographical 

places, institutions, and activities that people use to express and understand themselves" 

(Esteban- Guitart, 2016, p. 51). Teachers do not come to class as an empty slate, they come with 

life-long experience, personal beliefs and assumptions. As a result of the dramatic demographic 

shift in today's classrooms, many educators have become aware of the importance of 

acknowledging children's cultural differences, yet many continue to express racist behaviour and 

practices unconsciously. In this regard, Ríos (2018) argued: 

We all have [developed] an awareness of the impact and existence of racism historically 

and in present-day reality and even globally. However, the subtle ways that racism 

manifests itself in peoples and systems are still so layered and complex, it makes it 

possible for a person to understand racist ideology but behave in racist ways in some area 

of their lives. (p. 36) 

The impact of racism has manifested in societies and people's minds for hundreds of years, 

which implies a reality that "racist ideology is now part of our collective consciousness" (Ríos, 

2018, p. 35). Racism is nourished and continues to grow as part of society. As Ríos put it, 

"racism is taught, learned, nurtured, and perpetuated in every aspect of society" (p. 36). 

Becoming conscious and having regular discussions about race and racism is vital in cultivating 

an anti-racist classroom environment, which builds a society that is conscious of race and works 

towards a more just world. 

When educators value the complexity and the significance of infusing anti-racist practices in the 

classroom, they will push against the oppressive social norms. This infusion is said to help 

children to be equipped "with the cognitive, linguistic, and social tools necessary for identifying, 

deconstructing, and countering racially biased information acquired in and outside of school" 

(Husband, 2012, p. 368). Farago et al. (2015) told us that “discussing race and racism with 
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preschoolers may be particularly effective in changing their racial attitudes and setting a 

foundation for tolerance and respect” (p. 33). When educators weave anti-racist theory into their 

practices, they will empower children with the tools they need to recognize, challenge, and react 

to racist encounters in a constructive way (Tatum, 1992). 

Anti-racist practices in the early childhood classroom have been documented as affecting 

children's understanding of race within the classroom and their peers. Farago et al. (2015), for 

instance, affirmed that children exposed to and involved in discussions about racism and white 

privilege are more likely to interrupt racist behaviour, actions, and words. As a result, children 

will better recognize how race and racism negatively impact racialized people. Therefore, 

educators in the early years can foster children's understanding and awareness about social 

injustice in society.  

Anti-racist pedagogies are viewed by some in the literature, as needing to start with the self 

(MacNevin & Berman, 2017), in this case, the educator. In their practice, educators might 

unconsciously or consciously perpetuate their own biases, stereotypes, privilege, and power 

(Ríos, 2018). Unless educators are intentionally working towards an anti-racist pedagogy, the 

literature exhorts that racism will continue to be reflected in their teaching (Farago et al., 2015; 

MacNevin & Berman, 2017). The literature on home and school interactions indicates that the 

educational institutions are grounded in Eurocentric ideology, which works towards maintaining 

racism by continuously prescribing to parents a set of expectations of what to do, how to think, 

and what is valuable (Ishimaru & Takahashi, 2017). As will be shown in the next section, 

acknowledging children’s home lives in the classroom is one way for educators to enact anti-

racist pedagogies. As such, more attention is warranted to the significance of relationships 

between racialized families and educators. 

 

2.3. Literature Review  

I reviewed literature pertinent to the research questions and theoretical framework of the study. 

This review is organization according to six broad themes that I identified in the literature. These 

themes are conceptualization of multiculturism in the Canadian classroom, colorblindness and its 
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