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ABSTRACT 

 

 

NEDA POURASKARI.  Adherence to islamic dress code and hijabi muslim students’ 

experiences of belonging, social adjustment, and islamophobia.  (UNDER THE 

DIRECTION OF DR. SANDRA L. DIKA ) 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to understand how level of adherence to Islamic 

dress code relates to sense of belonging, social adjustment, and experiences of 

Islamophobic microaggressions among hijabi Muslim undergraduate students on U.S. 

college campuses. Hijabi Muslim refers to women who identify as Muslim and wear a 

hijab that covers the hair and/or face. Recruitment was primarily carried out 

electronically via email and social media. A total of 48 women (18-30 years of age) from 

various colleges participated in the study, with a plurality identifying as White Middle 

Eastern (43%), and all but one as a U.S. citizen. The survey instrument used for this study 

was comprised of existing measures of belonging and adjustment, an adapted measure of 

adherence of Islamic dress code, and items on Islamophobic microaggressions adapted 

and created by the researcher. Scales showed acceptable to excellent internal consistency 

(Cronbach’s alpha 0.77-0.96).  

Results indicated there were significant negative correlations between levels of 

modesty and three sense of belonging scales: peer support, faculty support, and class 

comfort. Some of the most frequently experienced microaggressions during the past year 

included being asked where they were born/from, being expected to speak for all Muslim 

women, being told they were articulate or speak English well, seeing negative messages 

about Muslims on social media, hearing assumptions they would have an arranged 

marriage, and being told their name is hard to pronounce. The results illustrate the need 
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for greater awareness and advocacy of college personnel to counteract Islamophobia and 

promote greater inclusion of hijabi Muslim students.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

As result of birth, migrations, and conversions to Islam, the number of Muslims in 

the United States is growing (Lipka, 2015; Mohamed, 2016). In fact, as the number of 

Muslim Americans in the United States grows, so does the discrimination against them 

(Bleich, 2011). While not all Muslims directly experience violence and assault, as a 

group they are negatively impacted by discrimination. From 2015 to 2016, hate crimes 

against Muslims rose 19% (Pew Research Center, 2017). Hate crimes are defined by 

Perry (2001) as any kind of criminal offence that is perceived, by the victim or others, 

being motivated by prejudice and hostility on a special ground such as race, sexual 

orientation, and religion. Hate crimes are not limited to physical harms but include wide 

range of crimes such as offensive notes and drawings, property damage, threatening and 

abusive messages, verbal abuse and harassment (Perry, 2001). In addition, these 

harassments take place on or near college and school campuses (Allen, 2010). Some 

examples include the 2015 shooting of three Muslim college students (Elmasry, 2015), 

and arresting a middle school Muslim student accused of making a bomb/clock for school 

assignment (Huseman, 2015). 

 As the number of Muslims grows in the United States, the number of Muslims in 

college is growing, domestic and international (Gualtieri, 2008). However, it is not easy 

to identify the exact number of Muslim students in the U.S. higher education institutions 

because in U.S. census reports do not categorize religion as a category. Muslims are 

categorized depending on their racial background. For example, Arab Americans are 

categorized as White (Gualtieri, 2008).  
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Integration and feelings of belonging among students in higher education are 

important for student persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). For minority students in 

particular, these predict persistence (Garcia & Garza, 2016) and academic success 

(Gummadam, Pittman, & Loffe, 2016; Walton & Cohen, 2011), however, this population 

may struggle with having a strong sense of belonging in their educational institution 

(Walton & Cohen, 2011). Students from religious minority background face more 

difficulties in their academic life. The dropout rate of religious minorities is higher than 

students who associate with the predominant religion of the student body (Patten & Rice, 

2008).  According to a study of worldview diversity and campus climate, the majority of 

U.S. college students (54%) believe Muslims are not accepted on their campuses and 

many students believe there is a lack of acceptance of diverse groups (Rockenbach, 

Mayhew, Kinarsky, & Interfaith Youth Core, 2014). Influence of negative stereotypes 

against Muslims impact campus religious climate and worldview diversity (Rockenbach, 

Mayhew, Bowman, Morin, & Riggers-Piehl, 2017). Anti-Muslim incidents in different 

states and universities around the United States include professors posting anti-Muslim 

statements on social media (Flaherty, 2018), inviting anti-Muslim speakers to campus 

(Bauer-Wolf, 207; Roll, 2017).  

Muslim women who wear traditional head covering (hijabi Muslim) are more 

vulnerable, compared to Muslim men and women who do not wear the hijab. Their 

appearance reveals their faith (Abu-Ras & Suarez, 2009), and hijabi women in western 

countries have numerous challenges compared to other religious populations as result of 

misrecognition, discrimination, and exclusion (Bigger, 2006; Suleiman 2004). These 

challenges often come from their visibility of being Muslim (Abu-Ras & Suarez, 2009; 
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Asmar & Prude, 2004; Ramarjan & Runell, 2007). Hijabi Muslim students may 

experience prejudice and discrimination on campus, which can affect their academic life. 

Hijabi Muslim students have reported that faculty treat them differently compared to 

other students, which may result in dropping a class as a result of unfair treatment 

(Asmar, Proude & Inge, 2004). Hijabi students have to deal with low expectations from 

faculty and peers, as well as isolation because other students do not talk to them (Seggie 

& Sanford, 2010).  

This dissertation study examined experiences of hijabi Muslim students, 

particularly feelings of adjustment, belonging, and experiences of Islamophobia in U.S. 

higher education and the relationship of these experiences to their hijab style and 

adherence to Islamic dress code. For this purpose, chapter one provides a conceptual 

foundation and justification for the study beginning with exploration of religious 

diversity in the United States, and then specifically religious diversity on U.S. campuses. 

Next, the history of Muslims in the United States was explored to provide a context for 

the current situation of Muslims in the United States. Islamophobia is discussed next, as a 

central concept in this study to explain the roots of the long history of negative attitudes 

toward Muslims in the west and placing these roots in Orientalism, followed by a section 

of impacts of Islamophobia on Muslims.   

Religious Diversity in the United States 

Some of the most diverse religious areas in the world include Singapore, Taiwan, 

and Vietnam (Pew Research Center, 2014). The United States has a long history of 

different religious backgrounds, and this diversity is now at the highest level in North 

America’s history (Niyozov & Pluim, 2009; Reitz, Banerjee, Phan, & Thompson, 2009). 
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While the number of religions represented is higher than ever, the United States is a 

majority Christian nation (78%), with about 16% of Americans indicating being 

unaffiliated with a religion, and the remaining 5% as other religions such as Buddhists, 

Hindus, Jews, and Muslims, each consisting of less than 1% of the population (Pew 

Research Center, 2014).  

The dominant religion in the United States is Christian-Protestant and its history 

goes back to the 17th century with migrations from Britain, pursuing religious freedom 

(Joshi, 2006).  Religion and religious identity became very important for Colonial 

America and was considered as the center of social life (Gaustad & Schmidt, 2002). Race 

was important as well as religion in Colonial America after analyzing the history of 

Native Americans and enslaved Blacks (Banton, 1977). 

In the 19th century with the arrival of other immigrants to North America, 

previous arrivals felt threatened regarding their identities and religion. New arrivals were 

Italian Catholics, Asians who were Sikh, Muslim, or Hindu and also Jews from East 

Europe (Ngai, 1999). Being a Christian from a White race was considered the main 

criteria becoming a U.S. citizen. Among diverse religious groups in the United States, 

those with European background such as Catholics and Jews, could move to the White 

race category because of the similarity they had in appearance with the first generation of 

arrivals. The similarities of skin color, hair texture, and face features were among the 

similarities of being part of the White race (Brodkin, 1998). Additionally, some religions 

that entered the United States had less acceptance by the mainstream religion and race. 

The Sikhs and Muslims were not as accepted due to their racial, cultural, and religious 

backgrounds that were different from the mainstream White, Christian, and Eurocentric 
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(Ahmad, 2010; Joshi, 2006). These issues continue to play a role in discrimination and 

marginalization of Muslims in the 21st century. In order to understand how 

discrimination and marginalization of Muslims is a part of modern society, one must first 

understand the history of Muslims in the United States.  

History of Muslims in the United States  

History of Muslims in the United States goes back to the 14th century when 

enslaved Africans were brought to the country through the Atlantic slave trade (Austin, 

1997). Immigrating Muslims in addition to African American Muslims comprise the 

American Muslim population. There are three major waves of Muslims migrating to the 

United States. The first wave happened between the 19th century to World War II and the 

majority of immigrants were from Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan, and Syria. The second 

wave of migration includes years between and after World War II and 1965, mostly from 

South Asia, Eastern Europe, and Soviet Union. The third wave, after 1965, included 

immigrants from Africa and Asia (Leonard, 2003).  

The first wave of migrations included South East Asians from the Indian 

subcontinent and surrounding countries around 1900, these immigrants were escaping 

British colonization of in their countries of origin. However, strict U.S. immigration 

policies, only permitted the White race which prevented a large number of South Asians 

from entering until 1965. After 1965 large numbers of South Asians migrated to the 

United States from Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan (Ibrahim, Ohnishi, 

Sandhu, & Daya, 1997; Leonard, 2003; Reimers, 2005).  

 Majority of existing literature on Muslim history in the United States is about 

Arab Muslims migrating from the Middle East. The history of Arab immigrants to the 
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United States goes back to the period of 1880-1920 with migration of Syrian and 

Lebanese Christians fleeing the control of the Ottoman Empire at the time. Syrian-

Lebanese immigrants were identified by U.S. naturalization officers as Turks of Asia 

(Naff, 1985). Syrian-Lebanese immigrants faced threats of deportation and denial of 

citizenship under the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 because they were considered 

Asian. The Immigration Act of 1917 resolved debates over this group’s nationality and 

origin (Naff, 1985), and thus White Syrians coming from the Western part of Asia were 

not restricted from immigration to the United States.  

However, they were not called and treated as Americans for long, they were 

called names, ineligible to vote (Conklin & Faris, 1987), and ineligible to participate in 

the process of democracy in the United States as intelligent people (U.S. Congress, 

1929). During the 1920s, several discriminatory incidents occurred, among them the 

racial violence against an Arab American, naturalized Syrian-Lebanese. The man was 

lynched by Ku Klux Klan in Florida for speaking out as a non-White and challenging 

Southern caste system. This incident shows the challenge of Syrian-Lebanese as racism’s 

victims (Gualtieri, 2004).   

In the past 40 years, as a result of political marginalization, Arab Americans and 

Arabs have not been able to benefit from racial designation as White. Over time they 

became a stigmatized minority with racial status as not completely White (Gualtieri, 

2008). Arabs are considered White in the U.S. census reports which disables them from 

advocating for their minority status (Gualtieri, 2008). After World War II, 

marginalization of Arab Americans changed and was guided more by political Arab 

activities rather than national origin and race (Samhan, 1987), such as independence of 
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Israel, Arab-Israeli war, and U.S. economic and foreign policy in the Middle East 

(Suleiman, 1999).  

The second and third waves of Arab migration have similar demographics. The 

second wave occurred during 1945-1967. This time migration included larger number of 

Muslims from various parts of the Arab world including, Palestinian refugees of 1948 

Palestine War, university students, professionals and in general a higher educated 

population (Suleiman, 1999). The third wave of Arab migrations is after 1967 and their 

demographic is similar to the second wave of immigrants. Compared to the second wave, 

the third wave of migration included even more number of political refugees escaping 

wars: the Lebanese Civil War, Arab-Israeli War, and the Persian Gulf War. The last two 

waves of immigrants started political activism and established associations and 

organizations to help their communities after observing and experiencing discrimination, 

including the Arab American Medical Association, Arab Community Center for 

Education and Social Service, Arab American Institute, and American Anti-Arab 

Discrimination Committee (Shammas, 2009). The last two decades of conflict in 15 out 

of 22 countries in the Middle East have caused displacement of a large number of 

individuals who are majority Muslim (Mohamed, 2016). September 11 (9/11) was a 

historic point that has changed the Muslim lives drastically around the world, and 

specifically in the West. 

September 11 and attacks on the New York’s World Trade Center in 2001, started 

another chapter in Muslim history and the treatment of Muslims by law, government and 

people in the United States. Following this event, lack of knowledge, curiosity and 

holding inferior viewpoints toward Muslims, which already existed and affected 
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treatment toward Muslims became weighted with fear and hatred. Despite their long 

history as part of American society, Muslims are still are not welcomed and are treated 

differently because of their faith. The disparity in treatment has led to marginalization, 

discrimination, and hate crimes against this population (Beck, Charania, Abed-Rabo Al-

Issa, & Wahab, 2017). Today, while the terms Arab, Muslim, and immigrant are often 

conflated, there is significant racial and ethnic diversity among Muslims in the United 

States. National origins among the 3.5 million Muslims currently in the United States 

include Pakistan, India, Iran, sub Saharan Africa, Europe, and the Americas (Pew 

Research Center, 2017). 

Islam on College Campuses 

Similar to lack of religious diversity in American society (Pew Research Center, 

2014), American higher education’s religious diversity and diversity climate, lack 

acceptance and inclusion of people from various religious backgrounds. Campus climate 

is a term and concept that is often used in the literature studying religion and its influence 

in higher education and campuses (Mayhew, Grunwald, & Dey; 2005; Peterson & 

Spencer, 1990). Mayhew, Bowman and Rockenbach (2014) studied campus climate and 

its relation to religion and religious minorities, and found that the perceived campus 

climate as positive and negative is different among students from majority religion, non-

religious, and minority religions. Current American campus climate is weighted with 

cultural, and religious practices associated with the majority population (White,and 

Protestant Christian), and religious minority students are marginalized and isolated 

(Jones, Castellanos, & Cole, 2002; Mayhew, Bowman & Rockenbach, 2014).  
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In studies where researchers have examined student perceptions related to campus 

climate and religion, there are mixed results. Mayhew and colleagues (2014) in a national 

survey study examined campus climate perceptions among diverse world view students. 

They found that despite having privileges in a country and society where Christian 

experience is normalized, students who belong to the majority religion (Christianity) 

experienced and perceived campus climate more negatively compared to non-religious 

students and those who belong to non- Christian religions. In a community college 

setting, however, Shammas (2017) found that Muslim and Arab students were more 

likely to feel discriminated against because of their religion or ethnicity, by faculty, peers, 

and administration compared to non-Muslim and non-Arab counterparts. Religion in this 

case was shown to be more significant in experiencing discrimination compared to 

ethnicity. Other research has also revealed the influence of religion being stronger than 

ethnicity among Arab Muslims and Arab Christians (Shammas, 2015). However, Arab 

and Muslim students are reluctant to report discriminations they experience because of 

the social cost and being called oversensitive or a complainer (Kaiser & Miller, 2001; 

Shammas, 2017). Muslim students prefer to group with other students who share the 

same religion and ethnicity to help them with experiences of marginalization and to 

connect to the campus community (Shammas, 2017). Second generation Muslims, 

however, are more likely to recognize and report higher levels of discrimination against 

them compare to immigrants and converts especially after 9/11 (Rippy & Newman, 

2006).  
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Orientalism and Islamophobia 

Two conceptual lenses have been used to understand perceptions of Muslims 

among Western Societies. Orientalism has been used as a lens that Eurocentric countries 

look at and understand the East, especially countries with majority of Muslims. In 1978, 

Edward Said wrote the book Orientalism and analyzed cultural, political movements in 

West and their relation to Islam and Muslims. Said (1978) asserted that Western scholars, 

through the Imperialist lens, showed twisted image of East, such as being ancient, absurd, 

and exotic, land of mystics and backward people especially men and subordinate women. 

Notions of being exotic, and dangerous have transferred to the religion (Islam), because 

many eastern cultures practice Islam. For a long time, trade and colonialism have been 

reasons increasing contact among cultures. Many eastern countries and Muslims, after 

World War II, tried to limit colonialism and its unwanted influence. However, this 

involvement continued and caused political and cultural opposition between the Muslim 

world and the West which reinforced the mentality of “us versus them” (Fradkin, 2004). 

Such ideologies have led to current unfriendly, Islamophobic views toward Muslims 

which negatively affect their lives in many ways.  

The term Islamophobia was introduced over 20 years ago by Trust (1997) and 

defined as “unfounded hostility towards Islam and a fear or dislike of all or most 

Muslims.” (Trust, 1997, p. 9). Trust (1997) defined the term Islamophobia as closely 

related and referring to Middle Eastern Muslims specifically. Over time, the term has 

been defined similarly among scholars as hatred or fear of Muslims and those who look 

like they are Muslim (Quraishi, 2005; Zine, & Dei, 2004). However, the scope has been 

broadened to include all Muslims in the definition of Islamophobia and not Middle 
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Easterns only. The term Islamophobia has evolved from the individual level of hatred or 

dislike to include racism and violence against Muslims in both individual and systemic 

level (Beck, Charania, Abed-Rabo Al-Issa, & Wahab, 2017; Cesari, 2011; Husain, 2015). 

The Iranian revolution in 1979 and U.S. media coverage of it portrayed a negative view 

of Muslims which increased discriminatory views towards Muslim population (Ogan, 

Willnat, Pennington, & Bashir, 2014). In 1980s, Middle Eastern communities such as 

Muslims and Sikhs were stereotyped as terrorists (Allen, 2010). In 1996, the deportation 

of Muslims following Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act aligned with 

negative media coverage of Muslims (Love, 2009). This act prepared a foundation for 

structural Islamophobia. The term Islamophobia, in the United States, represents anti-

Muslim stereotypes, racism and xenophobia, social stigma toward Muslims and Islam, 

and dislike of Muslims as a political force (Allen, 2010; Bleich, 2011). 

More recently, scholars have provided more nuanced definitions of Islamophobia 

that also inform this study. Sheehi (2011) elaborated Islamophobia as an ideology formed 

by a culture with implying set of fixed beliefs and analysis which influence and inform 

government’s policies, social beliefs and practices, media, and political discourse. In 

related research, Bakali (2016, p. 190), defined Islamophobia as: 

 ...an ideology, similar in theory, function and purpose to racism and other 

similar phenomena that sustains and perpetuates negatively evaluated 

meaning about Muslims and Islam in the contemporary setting in similar 

ways to that which it has historically…that inform and construct thinking 

about Muslims and Islam as Other. Neither restricted to explicit nor direct 

relationships of power and domination but instead, and possibly even 
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more importantly, in the less explicit and everyday relationships of power 

that we contemporarily encounter, identified both in that which is real and 

that which is clearly not. 

Evidence of Islamophobia can be seen in the increase in discrimination and 

crimes against Muslims in the United States and more people experience Islamophobia in 

their lives (FBI, 2014; Pew Research Center, 2017). Islamophobia has different types of 

impacts on Muslims including emotional distress, fear, and anxiety about their individual 

and family safety. Such fear and caution affect their everyday life and prevent them from 

having a normal life and routine (Allen, 2014). Furthermore health issues can result from 

being discriminated against, marginalized, and harassed (Hatzenbuehler, Phelan, & Link, 

2013; Williams & Mohammed, 2009). Economic impacts are also evident, with Muslims 

having higher numbers of unemployment in the United States (Pew Research Center, 

2017) which is suggested to be a result of institutional racism (Naber, 2000). 

Summary 

The number of Muslims is growing in the United States (3.45 million) (Pew 

Research Center, 2018) as result of birth and migrations mainly and converts. However, 

Islamophobia is growing along with the number of Muslims which results in 

discrimination and marginalization for this group, affecting their wellbeing. To 

understand Islamophobia and factors creating and feeding it, Orientalism (Said, 1978) 

was discussed as main source of viewing different cultures and religions from the East 

side of the planet as negative and not acceptable. Religious diversity is at its highest rate 

in history in the United States, however, Christianity still dominates. Religious diversity 

on college campuses follows the same pattern, with limited diversity and limited 



13 
 

acceptance of religious diversity. These factors have provided a context that is highly 

weighted with anti-Muslim attitudes that create difficulties for Muslims and specifically 

hijabi Muslims who are visually Muslim. The higher education environment is also 

affected by anti-Muslim and Islamophobic attitudes, which creates an environment that 

might not be comfortable for many including hijabi Muslim students. Hijabi Muslim 

students experience more pressure and difficulty compared to men and other religious 

minorities.  

In this exploratory study, the researcher sought to explore two questions: 

1. What is the relationship between covering and grooming style of hijabi Muslim 

students and their sense of belonging and social adjustment? 

2. To what extent do hijabi Muslim students experience Islamophobia 

(microaggressions and hostility) on U.S. college campuses?  

A review of the literature that guided the study’s framework and instrument 

development is provided in Chapter 2, followed by a description of the methodology in 

Chapter 3. The results of the study related to the two major research questions are 

detailed in Chapter 4, while discussion and implications arising from the study are 

explained in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of hijabi Muslim 

college students in the United States, particularly how the level of adherence to Islamic 

dress code and hijab styles are related to their sense of belonging, social adjustment, and 

experiences of Islamophobia on their college campus. A review of literature was 

conducted to provide a contextual and empirical framework to design the study. The 

review was guided by the following questions:  

1. What does Islamophobia mean, including its roots in and relation to Orientalism? 

What is the impact of Islamophobia on Muslims in the United States? 

2. What are the theories of student belonging and integration for college students, 

and how do those theories explain the integration of marginalized groups? What is 

known about the integration of marginalized religious groups on U.S. campuses, 

including Muslim students? 

3. How do Muslim women experience Islamophobia in the West? How does their 

adherence to their religious dress code, including wearing a hijab, relate to their 

experiences of discrimination, social integration, and belonging in Western 

society, including in higher education settings? 

To complete this literature review, the researcher searched for sources in Google 

Scholar, as well as the ERIC database, using keywords including Islamophobia, 

Orientalism, microaggression, Muslims, Muslim women, Muslim students, female 

Muslim students, and hijab/hijabi. While the dissertation study’s focus is on experiences 

of hijabi students in the United States, research conducted in European countries, 
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Australia, and Canada was included due to the limited research conducted in the United 

States. The scope of this literature review did not include a review some related topics, 

such as ethnic and/or religious identity and acculturation. The focus of this literature 

review is on hijabi Muslim students’ sense of belonging and social adjustment to 

university campuses in the United States, and how their adherence to Islamic dress code 

might influence their sense of belonging, social adjustment, and experiences of 

microaggression and hostility.   

Islamophobia and its Impact on Muslims in the United States 

To frame this study on the experiences of hijabi Muslim students on U.S. college 

campuses, it is important to understand the view of Islam in the West, particularly 

Islamophobia and its effects on Western Muslims.  Islam is the last among three 

Abrahamic religions and was established around 612 AD. In Islam, followers believe that 

God's words were revealed to the prophet Mohammed.  These words were written as the 

Quran which is the holy text for this religion (Ali, Liu, & Humedian, 2004). 

The Five Pillars of Islam are known to be Muslims’ guidelines in life; believing in 

God, praying five times a day, donating to the poor, observing the Ramadan, and taking 

the once in a lifetime journey to Mecca, God’s house (Ali, Liu, & Humedian, 2004). 

Later in the Muslim world some differences emerged in the interpreting the Quran 

according to geographical and cultural differences, and it is sometimes confusing to 

differentiate local culture from the religion (Timimi, 1995). 
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Orientalist Discourse 

A discourse is created to provide understanding of a group of people based on the 

other’s conception of them. Western societies are influenced by the Orientalist discourse 

(Hall, 2007). Orientalism, with roots in the nineteenth century, has shaped a truth system 

that makes epistemological and ontological distinction between the East (Orient) and the 

West (Occident). Individuals who seem to be Muslim, in particular, are constructed 

through the Orientalist lens, and this lens tends to conflate Muslims with Arabs and vice 

versa (Prakash, 1995). Some world changes strengthened the Orientalist discourse in the 

West, including the Gulf war, the Iranian revolution, the Israeli/ Palestinian conflicts, and 

the 9/11 (Prakash, 1995). The Orientalist discourse puts the occidental in contrast to the 

Oriental, which is signified as the other that has little or no control over the creation and 

continuation of this imposed identity (Said, 2007). The creations of other are increased 

and universalized through literature, academia, news media, and daily conversations 

(Hall, 2007). In the Western world, currently, the discourse of Orient versus Occident has 

been narrowed down to the West versus Islam (Mian, 2012). In today's’ transnational and 

globalized society, religious qualifiers are taken away from Muslims as being adherents 

to Islam to being against West (Borg & Mayo, 2007).   

Islamophobia  

One harmful effect on the society is the increase of Islamophobia. Dhamoon and 

Abu-Laban (2009) defined Islamophobia as: 

 Representing Islam as a fundamentalist religion rather than a variedly interpreted 

faith, a source of spirituality, an element of ethno-cultural identity, a marker of 



17 
 

geography, an oppositional ideology, and an official state ideology for a number 

of countries. (p. 180) 

While Islamophobia is a recent term, the concept is not a recent phenomenon (Esposito, 

2011). Gottschalk and Greenburg (2008) argue that the first encounter of Christians and 

Muslims was in the seventh century when Muslims toppled the Byzantine Empire 

(Catholic Church), and it initiated the conflicts between these two religions (Gottschalk 

& Greenburg, 2008). These authors state that Islamophobia has multiple demonstrations 

which come from historical constructions. According to the economic, religious, and 

political needs during the time, these histories have formed different demonstrations of 

Islamophobia. During the Crusades, Muslims were attacked by Catholic Christians being 

accused of holding the Holy Land of Jerusalem. In the eighteenth and nineteenth century, 

similarly Colonists viewed Muslims as backward and needing political and moral 

uplifting to justify dismantling Muslims’ societies. Contemporarily, globalization, 

immigration, and oil dependency influence how Islam and Muslim world are viewed by 

the West (Gottschalk & Greenburg, 2008). 

The institutionalization of Islamophobia can be seen in U.S. national policy over 

the past few decades in relation to war and conflict. In 1972, the Nixon administration 

targeted Arab Americans and Arabs in the United States, students in particular, to check 

their possible role in activities happening at the Israel and Palestine war at the time 

(Akram, 2002). These check activities included Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 

phone calls and home searches, wiretapping, and surveillance of Arab Americans and 

Arab resident aliens without criminal evidence. As a result of this monitoring by the FBI, 

many Arabs and Arab American students, educators, and leaders were subjected to 
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harassment, firing, incarceration, and deportation due to their religious affiliation. All of 

these cases were non-violent, with no threat to the community or the country (Cohler-

Esses, 2007; Naber, 2008; Walsh, 2003).   

Cincotta (2011) offers additional examples to show how Islamophobia is 

institutionalized in the United States; the first example is security training in the United 

States Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in which training content is not peer 

reviewed and, instead, is biased, theologically and ideologically. In these trainings, Islam 

is introduced as a terrorist religion and all Muslims are connected to terrorism (Cincotta, 

2011).  The other example of institutionalized Islamophobia includes efforts of the Center 

for Security Policy to develop anti-Sharia laws. As a result, three states, Alaska, South 

Carolina, and Texas, passed anti-Sharia bills following twenty-three states that have 

developed different forms of legislation prohibiting Sharia in the United States (Ali et al., 

2011) showing widespread bias toward Muslims (Council on American-Islamic 

Relations, 2014).  

To gain influence and power, political parties in Europe as well as the United 

States promote Islamophobia. Islamophobia is not only used by conservative political 

parties, but moderate politicians and political parties have used Islamophobia as well 

(Cesari, 2011). In the 2008 United States presidential campaign, the Republican party 

accused candidate Barack Obama of being a closet Muslim (Giardina, 2010), and 

distributed 28 million free copies of a film to voters in swing states showing Islam as a 

threat to American culture and values and promising the fighting against Islamization 

(Nimer, 2011). President Trump’s anti-Muslim speeches and Muslim travel ban 

(Gökarıksel, 2017; Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood, 2017; Alvarez, 2019) are among 
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more recent examples of events that reflect Islamophobia and target Muslim 

communities.  

Impact of Islamophobia 

Islamophobia negatively affects the lives of Muslims in the United States. 

Islamophobia goes further than dehumanizing Muslim representations and associating all 

Muslims with terrorism to setting a stigmatized Muslim identity (Sirin & Fine, 2007). 

Islamophobia as stigma functions through interpersonal experiences of hate crimes and 

discrimination, individual identity, and immigration policies that target Muslim 

immigrants (Amer & Bagasra, 2013; Sirin & Fine, 2007).  

In a recent survey of U.S. Muslims by the Pew Research Center (2017), a 

majority reported experiencing discrimination (75%), feeling that Americans do not see 

Islam as a part of mainstream society (62%), and that state media does not fairly portray 

the Islamic religion (60%). Data on assaults and hate crimes toward Muslims shows a 

troublesome trend since 9/11/2001. The number of anti-Muslim assault cases per year 

rose gradually between 2002 and 2015 from 34 to 63 reported cases; however, sharp 

growth was seen in 2015 (91 cases) and 2016 (127 cases) (Pew Research Center, 2017). 

According to reports to the FBI, anti-Muslim violence made up 14% of all reported hate 

crimes in 2013, which is five times more than the crime rate before 2001 (FBI, 2014). 

While violence and assault are on the rise, they are not in the everyday experience 

for most Muslims. Microaggression is conceptualized as “brief and commonplace daily 

verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that 

communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults ...” (Sue et al., 

2007, p. 271). While the concept of microaggression was originally used to explain the 
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experiences of people of color, it has been used recently to capture experiences of other 

marginalized groups of people. Nadal and colleagues (2012) defined religious 

microaggressions as subtle behavioral and verbal exchanges (both conscious and 

unconscious) that send denigrating messages to individuals of various religious groups, 

and found that Muslims reported microaggressions including stereotyping Muslims as 

terrorist, assumptions of religious homogeneity, mocking and Islamophobic language, 

and exoticizing of Islam. 

Effects of Islamophobia are also seen in employment and income among U.S. 

Muslims. The aforementioned Pew Research Center study (2017) found that while 

Muslims have similar levels of education to Americans overall, they have lower incomes. 

Compared to the general public, Muslims are more likely to have an income under 

$30,000, and they are three times more likely to be without a job and looking for a job 

(Pew Research Center, 2017). Muslims may be marginalized in educational institutions 

and in career progression, seen as terrorists and threats to democracy (Shah & Shaikh, 

2010).   

Islamophobia can have negative impacts on Muslims’ health (Duru, 2012; 

Hatzenbuehler, Phelan, & Link, 2013; Williams & Mohammed, 2009). Islamophobia and 

social climate increase risk factors that negatively affect health through discrimination 

and stigma, which are considered to be fundamental sources of health problems 

(Hatzenbuehler et al., 2013; Williams & Mohammed, 2009). Muslims in the United 

States experience status loss, stereotyping, discrimination, and labeling (Samari 2016), 

and these factors affect Muslims’ health by declining and worsening some processes such 

as stress level, social relationships, behavioral and psychological responses, availability 
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of resources (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2013). Members of stigmatized groups often do not 

have access to necessary resources and experience unequal access to medical care and 

health enhancing resources. Suicide, violence, homicide, and cardiovascular diseases are 

associated with stigma (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2013).  

Summary 

In this section, Islamophobia and Orientalism were defined and discussed and also 

the impacts of Islamophobia on Muslims. In next section, integration and belonging will 

be discussed among marginalized and religious minority students in higher education and 

specifically experiences of Muslim students regarding integration and belonging in their 

universities. 

Integration and Belonging in College 

The second question guiding the literature review for this study was focused on 

identifying the predominant models of student belonging and integration for college 

students, and how those theories have been applied in research to explain the integration 

of marginalized groups in college, specifically marginalized religious groups and 

Muslims in particular.  

Models of College Integration and Involvement 

Two models are widely used to understand integration of college students in the 

United States. Astin (1977, 1984, 1993) used a psychological lens to develop the Input-

Environment-Outputs (IEO) model, which includes students’ lives before, during, and 

after college and the relationships among them. The model describes inputs: (I) as race, 

gender, learning style, motivation to learn, academic ability); environments (E) as college 

courses, interactions with faculty and peers, educational experience; and outputs (O) as 
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persistence, academic performance, graduation (Astin, 1977, 1993; Renn & Reason, 

2013). 

By 1999, Astin introduced the Theory of Student Involvement by expanding the 

IEO model. In this theory, Astin (1999) argued that interactions with faculty, staff, and 

peers, commitment to academic work, and participating in campus social activities are 

closely related to students’ personal development and academic success. Most of Astin’s 

work was conducted with full time White students at predominantly White institutions 

(PWIs); however, later included racially diverse student groups into his research and 

found that racial minorities are underrepresented on college campuses, and that there is a 

need to equal opportunity and access to close the gaps already existing.  

Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993, 1999, 2000) studied higher education context and the 

institutional influence on students’ academic outcomes, retention, and experiences at 

these institutions. Concepts of student persistence, integration, and persistence are 

introduced by the Tinto’s Model of Institution Departure which has provided a 

foundation for studying these topics (Eimers, 2001). In this model, students’ academic 

and social integration depends on their commitments and goals toward obtaining their 

degrees, and this aspiration comes from individual attributes (ability and skill, prior 

schooling, family background) and characteristics (socioeconomic status [SES], sex, 

race). In turn, these commitments and goals have strong influence on feelings of 

academic and social integration in higher education institutions (Pascarella, Smart, & 

Ethington, 1986; Renn & Reason, 2012; Seidman, 2005). Academic and social support, 

as an important factor influencing students’ experiences and retention, was introduced by 
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Tinto (1999) with other factors including expectations, feedback, involvement, and 

learning.  

Many studies have researched the impact of both social integration and academic 

integration on students’ persistence in educational institutions (Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005).  Deil-Amen (2011) noted contesting findings on the importance of the two forms 

of integration in the literature. Some put the emphasis on in-class experiences that 

positively influence student persistence (Braxton, Milem, & Sullivan, 2000), and some 

reject any relationship between academic integration and student persistence (Braxton, 

Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004). Several studies found the interconnectedness of social 

and academic integration and their impact on student persistence (Tinto, 1998), and when 

both types of integration occur, student persistence is more likely to happen (Stage, 

1989). Even when one form of integration takes place it helps facilitate the other form of 

integration.  For example, having a high level of social integration compensates lower 

levels of academic integration (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1983; Tinto, 1975). 

Since the experiences of White students at PWIs are the basis of the models 

developed by Astin and Tinto, their work has been criticized with increasing diversity on 

college campuses. Criticisms argue that the current culture of U.S. higher education is 

based on the middle and upper class Eurocentric cultural framework, and this culture has 

significant differences with minorities’ cultural backgrounds (McQueen, 2009; Tierney, 

1999). Assumptions made by Tinto about U.S. higher education being a rite of passage 

and requiring students to sever ties to their home community and culture to be able to 

integrate into new college environment have been criticized over the years (Tierney, 

1999).  
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Integration and Belonging for Marginalized Populations in U.S. Higher Education 

More recently, higher education researchers have focused on understanding the 

role of integration and belonging for diverse groups of students who have experienced 

underrepresentation and marginalization in college access and success.  Research on 

integration of students of color from minoritized racial and ethnic groups, and students 

from religious minority groups was selected for review for this study.  

Scholars have studied the relationship between sense of belonging in college and 

academic outcomes (Hausmann, Ward Schofield, & Woods, 2007; Zumbrunn, McKim, 

Buhs, & Hawley, 2014) as well as factors contributing to sense of belonging for college 

students (Wilson & Gore, 2013). Hurtado and Carter (1997) studied sense of belonging 

among Latino students in regard to their characteristics and college experiences. They 

found that peer interaction related to the course content outside of the classroom and 

being a member of a social or religious organization on campus increased students’ sense 

of belonging, while hostile racial campus climate negatively affected these students’ 

sense of belonging.  

Feeling of belonging to the university is strongly associated with ethnic minority 

students’ psychological adjustment which has an impact on their academic success 

(Gummadam, Pittman, & Loffe, 2016; Walton & Cohen, 2011). Having a sense of school 

belonging enhances students’ psychological adjustment to ensure they will feel more 

comfortable to approach faculty, do better academically in general, and have positive 

perceptions toward their education (Gummadam et al., 2016; Zumbrunn et al., 2014). 

Moreover, school belonging has positive influence on students’ peer relationship 

(Gummadam et al., 2016) and holding positive perceptions of social acceptance (Parker, 
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Rubin, Erath, Wojslawowicz, & Buskirk, 2006). Ethnic minority students who have a 

sense of belonging to their university will experience less loneliness and consequently, 

less depressive symptoms having better self-worth feelings (Gummadam et al., 2016).  

Holding a strong ethnic identity can help minority students with better overall 

psychological adjustment, self-esteem, and self-confidence in college (St. Louis & Liem, 

2005). In the absence of school belonging, a strong sense of ethnic identity and belonging 

to a group can assist ethnic minority students in their academics and improve their 

psychological conditions. Lack of both school belonging and ethnic identity is the worst 

case and can have numerous psychological and academic impacts on ethnic minority 

students (Gummadam et al., 2016). 

Integration and Belonging of Students from Minoritized Religious Groups 

 Religion is among the most important factors in American society and has 

tremendous influence on students’ lives.  However, its effect on universities and students 

is often overlooked (Park & Bowman, 2015). Religious minorities might experience more 

difficulties at the university compared to other students, especially when their religion is 

different from the institution’s religious affiliation (Patten & Rice, 2008). 

 Patten and Rice (2008) analyzed demographic and enrollment records of 969 

freshman students at a conservative private religiously affiliated university and studied 

their persistence rates. They found that the persistence rate among religious minority 

students was lower than students who identified with the religious majority. Religiously 

minority students were 11.2 % less likely to come back for the second academic year. 

Similarly, Morris, Smith, and Cejda (2003) used Tinto’s theory at a religiously Christian 

affiliated university and added spiritual integration measure to the original measurement 
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of social adjustment to study student persistence. They surveyed students, and they found 

a significant influence of spiritual integration on students’ persistence in university. 

However, they only studied students who belonged to the religiously majority group.   

Park and Bowman (2015) studied religiosity and minority religious views with 

cross-racial interactions, as a form of bridging social capital, among students. They used 

the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen (NLSF), to study the influence of 

religious worldview identification, religious observance, and participating in student 

religious organizations on the students’ cross-racial interaction, which is considered as a 

“form of bridging social capital” (p. 20). They found that students identified as religious 

minority such as Muslims, Buddhists, Jews, and Hindus, had more cross-racial 

interaction on campus while students identified with Protestant religions showed lower 

levels of cross-racial interactions. They found a strong relationship between religious 

minority identity and involvment in cross-racial interactions. However, the study did not 

examine the influence of cross-racial interactions to students’ persistence or sense of 

belonging to the college campus.  

Small and Bowman (2011) used the data from the Spirituality in Higher 

Education Project to research students’ religious transformation in college in relation to 

their religious experiences, religious affiliation, and the institutional characteristics. They 

found that attending religiously affiliated universities increases students’ religiosity and 

their commitment to their religious belief. However, they found religious minorities have 

tendency toward religious skepticism in secular institutions, more than evangelical-

protestant students for a part as a result of being marginalized religiously. Similar to the 

Morris, Smith, and Cejda (2003), this study did not examine the relationship between 
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religious affiliation and students’ academic outcomes and sense of belonging to the 

university. 

Experiences of Muslim Students in the United States 

There is limited research on the experience of Muslim students in the U.S. 

Speck’s (1997) study revealed how Muslim students may experience bias and feel 

unwelcome on U.S. college campuses due to classroom experiences with professors and 

campus life’s norms that conflict with their religious practices. Since professors are 

considered authority figures for Muslim students, it is difficult to correct or question them 

even if they feel their religion and its followers are misrepresented or disrespected.  

Students in Speck’s (1997) study felt that misperceptions about Islam are widely held by 

Americans and not easy to correct, including perceptions of Muslim women as oppressed 

and passive. Class times often conflicted with Muslims’ practice of five daily prayer, and 

socializing often included prohibited food and alcohol for Muslim students, which limited 

their involvement with their college environment.  

After September 11, 2001, the Muslim community experienced increased 

scrutiny, including Muslim college students. Peek (2003) explored reactions and 

responses to 9/11 from higher education institutions in New York City toward supporting 

their Muslim students. The study showed that institutions were quick to provide various 

support for Muslim students. While Muslim students were pleased with their institutions’ 

reactions, they wished there were opportunities to reduce misperceptions against Islam 

through learning and increasing information sessions and programs. Students reported 

that their parents encouraged them to change their appearance to look less Muslim by not 

wearing a hijab (women) or shaving beards (men). Muslim students reported a range of 
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experiences on their campuses after September 11 (Peek, 2003), from feeling safe to 

being verbally and physically assaulted. As a coping strategy with the sadness, blame, 

and anger that Muslim students were experiencing, they turned to their religion and 

expanded their relationships with other Muslim students. They also, following their 

beliefs, showed effort to utilize classroom discussions, information fairs, and student 

organizations to increase knowledge about Islam in their institutional community (Peek, 

2003).  

In a subsequent study, Peek (2005) utilized a research model to understand 

Muslim students’ response to crisis according to their ethnic, religious, and gender 

identity. This study explored ways in which Muslim students create and maintain social 

and personal identities in response to social psychological effects of hostility and 

prejudice. As religious identity became central to Muslim students’ sense of self, 

solidarity and group consciousness emerged. Peek (2005) stated: “Religious, ethnic, and 

gender identities were shaped and further strengthened by the post-September 11 hostility 

as well as the perceived threat to both Islam and their individual identities” (p. 199). 

Religious identity was found to be an active social process that evolves through internal 

and external conflicts, choices, rewards, and pressures.  

Aziz (2018) conducted a master’s thesis study on Muslim university students’ 

sense of belonging and its relation to their religious identity. Aziz found that Muslim 

identity became more important to students when they received negative attention in the 

society and media. Another finding showed that students experienced high levels of 

discrimination and marginalization regarding their Muslim appearance. Aziz concluded 

that looking at religious identity was not sufficient to deeply understand the complex 
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issues Muslim students face. There is a need to explore different identity categories and 

consider the influence of race and gender that may be as influential as religious identity.  

Among the few more recent published studies on the experiences of Muslim 

students on campus is that of Cole and Ahmadi (2010), who researched Muslim students’ 

GPAs, college experiences, and educational satisfaction compared to their Jewish and 

Christian counterparts. They used data from a longitudinal study with samples from 1999 

and 2003 freshmen and fourth year university students. Of the sample of over 10,000, 

only 66 students were Muslim (from various racial and ethnic backgrounds). Their 

findings indicate that academic performance of Muslim students was not different from 

students with different religious backgrounds; however, they found differences in the 

nature of experiences for Muslim students. Muslim students tended to be more involved 

in diversity related activities on campus, more likely to participate in cultural/racial 

awareness workshops, have a roommate from a different racial/ethnic background, 

participate in racial/ethnic student organizations, and socialize with people from different 

racial/ethnic groups compared to Christian and Jewish students.  

Stubbs and Sallee (2013) interviewed seven Muslim women and three Muslim 

men exploring their Muslim-American identity formation and reformation at university 

campus. They found that as members of a religious minority group they experienced 

some challenges regarding the insufficient accommodation for their religious practice, 

conflict between their Muslim values and social expectations, experiences of prejudice 

and discrimination inside and outside of classroom. More importantly, these researchers 

found that these Muslim students, despite the challenges they had, did not have any 

expectations from their institution, peers, and faculty. Muslim students believed it is their 
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own responsibility to adapt themselves to what was already offered on campus. Students 

were resistant to judge the university, ask for more accommodations, and downplayed 

their experiences of discrimination. Research argues that this attitude enhances the 

oppression they are experiencing. Stubbs and Sallee (2013) stated that these students are 

more likely to use assimilation as their acculturation strategy on university campus. 

Summary 

In this section of the literature review, college student integration and belonging 

was discussed including a review of integration and belonging models and critiques 

related to their ability to measure experiences of the current diverse college student 

population. Integration and belonging and their relationship to academic success was 

discussed for marginalized populations and also religious minority students in higher 

education. It is worth mentioning that there is a small body of literature on experiences of 

Muslim college students and reviewing this portion of the research reveals various 

difficulties and challenges Muslim student have to encounter. These challenges include 

experiencing bias and misrepresentation of Islam, and Muslims feeling unwelcome on 

campus. However, more research is necessary to understand the experiences of Muslim 

student integration in the context of Islamophobia. 

Islamophobia and Muslim Women in the West 

Because this study is focused on the experiences of female Muslim college 

students who wear a hijab (hijabi Muslims), it is essential to understand the Islamic dress 

code for women along with the research that has explored the experiences of Muslim 

women and their feelings of integration and belonging in relation to the way they choose 

to dress. First, the literature on the history and meaning of the hijab is examined. Next, 
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research on experiences of Islamophobia for Muslim women living in the West is 

summarized, including research specifically focused on the experiences related to 

wearing a hijab. Finally, literature specifically focused on the experiences of hijabi 

Muslim college students is summarized.  

History and Meaning of the Hijab 

Wearing a hijab or veil is a practice that started before Islam in ancient societies 

such as Mesopotamia where covering the head and face signified free and respectable 

women from slaves and prostitutes (Ahmed, 1992; Walther, 1993). When Mesopotamia 

(Syria and parts of the Middle East) was invaded by Parthians, Alexander, Sasanians, and 

Muslims, local culture and customs were combined with those of the conquerors. These 

changes continued through the first Christian centuries when wearing the hijab and 

seclusion of women became the culture of upper class life in Iraq, Persia, and 

Mediterranean Middle East (Ahmed, 1992). From Islam’s point of view, there are 

different arguments in the Muslim world among scholars about the background, reasons, 

and ways of practicing the hijab for Muslim women. In the Quran, which is the Muslim 

holy book and defines regulations of the religion, some contend that there is no clear 

discussion about wearing the hijab and seclusion of women (Hussain, 1984). Guinidi 

(1999) argued that in the Quran there are few references to covering for Muslim women, 

and they can be connected to modesty. The main argument is whether it has been 

required for the prophet’s wives only or all Muslim women (Tariq-Munir, 2014). Many 

of the interpretations are related to the culture and time period of the scholar (Ahmed, 

1992; Alvi et al., 2003; Mernissi, 1991). However, gradually the hijab spread in the 
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whole Muslim community, mostly for its ties to the elite culture in the early Christian 

centuries (Ahmed, 1992). 

Another important factor in the history of wearing the hijab among Muslim 

women is related to the Islamic revival movement of the 1970s (Guinidi, 1999). Starting 

in Egypt, women around the world chose and started to cover, in response to the feelings 

of being marginalized by the West. Many young college students chose the modest dress 

code to resist cultural and military invasions of the West (Guinidi, 1999). This kind of 

activism started in Egypt and spread around the world; however, some countries such as 

Turkey tried to oppress the movement (Guinidi, 1999). In this movement, women, by 

covering their head, wanted to show their religious affiliation and make a political 

statement (Guinidi, 1999; Hirschmann, 1997). 

Despite the fact that covering has been practiced around the world, in many 

cultures and religions, only the Muslim practice is viewed as exotic and/or dangerous 

(Guinidi, 1999). The hijab is a symbol of modesty and respect for the God, but there are 

some other social reasons for wearing the hijab by Muslim women. Privacy and 

protecting self from the public eye are among other reasons Muslim women wear the 

hijab (Hirschmann, 1997). Moreover, distancing self from being a sexual object by 

covering and receiving attention and respect only for their character and not their 

appearance are among other reasons (Read & Bartkowski, 2000). The controlling rules of 

some governments related to women’s behavior and dress have caused many in the West 

to mistakenly view all of Islam as such (Read & Bartkowski, 2000). Hijab is a religious 

and cultural practice, which is accepted in Islam and has differences in practice among 

different cultures and countries (Reese, 1998; 2000). 
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Some use “veil” as a synonym of “hijab” (Seggie & Sanford, 2010) and a veiled 

Muslim woman is someone who according to beliefs of Islam chooses to cover her hair. 

Covering the hair includes various ways some women cover their hair using scarves that 

could be tied under their chins or behind the head. This style is the more casual and 

traditional style of covering the hair in the Muslim world (Gole, 1996). The other way of 

hair covering is to using a headscarf framing the head tightly and covering the neck and 

sometimes shoulders (Gole, 1996). Women who choose to cover their hair are considered 

as followers of Islam both as a religion and a way of living (Seggie & Sanford, 2010). 

Similarly Afshar (2008) explains styles of covering or reasons of covering for Muslim 

women in different countries in Middle East. Few Muslim countries force women, by 

law, to cover themselves; however, in most Muslim countries women can choose to cover 

or not. Afshar (2008) also mentions cultural and community pressure and not law, in 

some cases, require women to have hijab. 

Effects of Islamophobia on Muslim Women 

Islamophobia and Orientalism regardless of their root causes and histories, affect 

Muslims, specifically Muslim women, negatively. Part of the negative view toward 

Muslim women in the West is due to their different appearance; conservative dress and 

use of the hijab has created the idea of "other," oppressed, subordinate, and "un-

American." Misunderstandings of ideas such as arranged marriage and negative pictures 

showed by media of the treatment of Muslim women in Muslim countries have 

influenced the negative view toward hijab and hijabi women as foreign and threat to 

American culture (Cainkar, 2009). A few studies have been conducted on the effects of 



34 
 

Islamophobia on Muslim women in the West, including in the United States, United 

Kingdom (UK), and Australia.   

Abu-Ras and Suarez (2009) studied Muslim women’s and men’s perceptions of 

hate crime, discrimination, and PTSD in the United States post 9/11. Their sample 

included 102 English–speaking Muslims, half of whom were women. They found a 

decrease in sense of safety in the United States after 9/11 among their participants 

regardless of their gender, however, they found women reported different post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms than men. Women were reluctant to leave home and be 

in a public place and reported anxiety of backlash and distress about racial profiling. 

Muslim women perceived life changes more negatively and showed lower self-

confidence and lower self-esteem after 9/11. Researchers (Abu-Ras & Suarez, 2009) 

suggested that women might have felt more vulnerable than men as a result of the 

intersection of their multiple identities as an immigrant female who face financial, health, 

social resources, and educational discrimination. Language barriers, religious identity, 

and more importantly their Islamic dress code identified them and separated them from 

non-Muslims which makes violence and harassment more probable for them. The 

researchers stated intersection of these complex identities and potential discriminatory 

sources of each of these identities have caused these women’s negative responses to 

trauma as well as using avoidance as the first reaction.  

Studies on Muslim immigrant women in other Western countries support the 

intersectionality of Islamophobia. Nayak’s (2017) interviews with 20 Bangladeshi 

Muslim women in the UK revealed they experienced racism and exclusion. Syed and Pio 

(2010) researched Islamophobia and its impacts on immigrant Muslim women workers in 
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Australia. They identified three levels exploring experiences of immigrant Muslim 

women in Australia: social support, legal framework, and stereotypes at the macro level; 

organizational structures, customer dealing, diversity policy, and public domain in meso 

level; and religious and ethnic markers (language, dress code, name) at the micro level.  

In interviews with 25 first generation immigrants from non-English speaking 

backgrounds, they found that workplace issues of migrant Muslim women are different 

from their "mainstream White sisters" (p. 133). Dominant Western norms and values in 

the workplace lead to marginalizing individuals coming from non-Western backgrounds 

and cultures. The authors found the influence of religious and ethnicity in experiences of 

these women and indirect forms of discrimination. Strict dress codes for workplace 

environment single out and marginalize Muslim women as working employee of these 

places and sometimes unspoken rules and expectations of dress code that would lead to 

similar result for these women.  

Some research has focused more explicitly on the function of the hijab in the 

experiences of Islamophobia for Muslim women in the West. These studies examine the 

influence of gendered Islamophobia in the West (Mirza, 2013) and the intersection of 

gender, race/ethnicity, and religion.  

Allen (2014) studied the experiences of visible Muslim women who were victims 

of Islamophobia in Britain, and explored Islamophobia’s impacts on them, including 

identity and sense of belonging. In interviews with 20 hijabi Muslim women, Allen found 

the hijab is a signifier that makes these women recognizable as Muslim in public and that 

can trigger negative reactions towards them in different public spaces. Hijabi Muslim 

women become visually Muslim and currently signify Islam and Muslims; consequently, 
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their particularities and individualities are reduced and are known through different 

ideological and stereotypical characteristics which often are Islamophobic. An important 

consequence of such thing is de-humanizing and de-individualizing all hijabi Muslim 

women. Hijabi Muslim women who are targets of Islamophobic attacks experience ethnic 

and national identity crisis and their sense of belonging is affected (Allen, 2014). 

Mirza (2013) interviewed three professional hijabi Muslim women in UK and 

found that these women’s experiences were strongly influenced by intersectionality of 

their gender, race, and religion. Their skin color and accent indicates their different race 

or ethnicity; their hijabs reveal their faith causing them to be seen as different and “other” 

(p. 13) and as someone who does not belong.  

Selod (2015) researched racialization experiences of Muslims post 9/11 in the 

United States. Hijabi Muslims reported being questioned about their citizenship and 

marginalization more frequently than non-hijabis. Hijabis felt treated as non-American 

and a threat to the country and its values, while non-hijabis reported they were rarely 

questioned about their religious affiliation or citizenship by coworkers. Islamic religious 

signifiers such as hijab for women found to be important in the process of racializing 

Muslim women, those who had it were categorized as bad Muslims and those who did 

not have the hijab were placed in the category of good Muslims. Similar to Mirza (2013) 

Selod found intersectionality of skin tone, national origin, gender, and religion in 

experiences of hijabi Muslim women. The researcher discussed the gendered process of 

racialization for Muslim women, denial of their citizenship, value, and belonging. 

Moreover, since they are not perceived as physically threatening, they become vulnerable 

targets of aggregation and violence. Racialization of hijabi Muslim women becomes 
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salient when those who pass as White lose their privileges in the society as soon as they 

wear the hijab (Selod, 2015). Being Muslim was found in this research, regardless of 

national of origin, to be considered not only non-American but anti-American.  

Nadal et al. (2012) studied microaggressions among Muslims, “subtle forms of 

discrimination (often unintentional and unconscious) that send negative and denigrating 

messages to members of marginalized racial groups” (p. 15–16). Hijabi Muslim women 

felt uncomfortable being stared at and expressed they felt they are treated as an “other,” 

and not fitting in the standard of America-looking. These women reported feelings of 

sadness, frustration, anger, and belittlement. These findings are similar to those reported 

by Read and Bartkowski (2000), who found that hijabi Muslim women reported they feel 

“weird” and not understood by others because of wearing the hijab. 

Dissimilar to most of the research on hijabi Muslim women, there is research with 

different findings regarding the well-being of hijabi Muslim women, their self-confidence 

and self-esteem. Maqsood and Chen (2017) interviewed 22 hijabi Muslim women in UK 

and reported a positive impact of wearing the hijab for these women. Findings showed a 

high level of satisfaction for psychological needs among these women and self-

motivation of wearing their hijabs regardless of pressures they face in the society. These 

women were aware of the value of connecting to others and created their own cultural 

spaces using their hijabs. In this way they could satisfy their needs for having the sense of 

belonging to a group which helped them to feel harmony with themselves and safe.  

Adherence to Islamic Dress Code  

Specifically of interest in the proposed study is the level of adherence to the 

Islamic dress code and its relationship to sense of belonging and discrimination. There is 
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limited research about the relationship between the levels of adherence to Islamic dress 

code and experiences of hijabi Muslim women in West or non-Muslim majority 

countries.  This research shows conflicting results. Eaton (2015) studied the relationship 

between dress and psychological well-being (mental health, depression, anxiety, and self-

esteem) among Muslim students in northeast United States. They did not find that 

wearing hijab and loose-fitted clothing was related to depression and anxiety for hijabi 

Muslim women; however, they found higher levels of religiosity, regardless of wearing 

the hijab or not, had strong relationship with lower depression and anxiety.   

In contrast, Jasperse, Ward, and Jose (2012) studied 153 immigrant Muslim 

women in New Zealand through a questionnaire and found a strong relationship between 

the level of adherence to Islamic dress code and experiences of discrimination among 

hijabi women (visible Muslims). However, they found that despite experiencing higher 

levels of discrimination, hijabi Muslim women showed fewer psychological distresses 

and higher life satisfaction. The researchers asserted that “The complex personal, 

cultural, religious, and political symbolism underpinning the choice to wear hijab may act 

to diminish the negative consequences of being visible” (p. 263).  

Droogsma (2007) interviewed 13 hijabi Muslim women in the United States 

researching through the feminist standpoint theory to explore the role of hijab in these 

women’s lives. She found that hijab is not only a religious symbol for Muslim women but 

a way to connect to Muslim community, resistance toward western culture of sexual 

objectification of women, and a way to gain respect. They also tried to challenge the 

Western stereotyping of hijab and hijabi Muslim women by choosing to wear hijab. 

Despite the challenges they experienced they gained a sense of control and power.   
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These findings are similar to what Rangoonwala, Sy, and Epinoza (2011) found, 

regarding having the hijab as a factor that brings Muslims and especially hijabi Muslim 

women together, creates community and develop their sense of belong and these positive 

factors, buffer the other negative experiences they have in West as result of being 

visually Muslim in majority non-Muslim countries.  Similarly Williams and Vashi (2007) 

found that second generation Muslim women used the hijab and combined their 

intersecting, Muslim and American identity.  The hijab enables them to find and connect 

to each other and get closer to the larger Muslim community and receive more social 

support that decreases negative effects of stressful experiences they might have because 

of their Muslim appearance.  

Experiences and Belonging among Female Muslim Students  

Muslim women, their educational experience, and sense of belonging are rarely 

studied. There are a few dissertations and published studies that have explored female 

Muslim university students’ experiences in U.S. campuses, with the majority being 

completed post-9/11. This time demarcation may be important for putting findings in 

context.  

Cole and Ahmadi (2003) interviewed seven hijabi Muslim women prior to 9/11 to 

study their experiences on college campus. Their results showed that participants’ 

reported misperception and being misunderstood by the campus community regarding 

their hijabs. They believed campus viewed their hijabs as a symbol of inferiority of 

women to men. Results also showed the lack of knowledge about Islam and Muslims in 

general and curiosity towards them. Wearing the hijab with the ethnic/cultural outfit 

reported to be considered by non-Muslims as “cute” and “exotic” because it was viewed 
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as cultural, while wearing the hijab with a dress code closer to the western style was 

reported to be viewed with suspicion and fear of the person to be a fundamentalist or a 

terrorist. Researchers argued suspicion and fear of religion driven reasons for hijabi 

women to wear their hijabs negatively affected hijabi Muslim students and caused their 

isolation and alienation (Cole & Ahmadi, 2003). Comparing participant experiences of 

socializing when they wore their hijabs versus the times they did not, revealed that both 

non-Muslim women and men eliminated their interaction with hijabi Muslim women. 

Undergraduate interactions were reported to be more challenging for hijabi Muslim 

women because of dealing with younger and less experienced crowed who are not 

familiar with diversity, especially in freshman and sophomore levels. Hijabi Muslim 

women found it easier to connect with other minority groups on campus and groups with 

diversity and global community values (Cole & Ahmadi, 2003). Hijabi Muslim women’s 

interactions with peers, faculty and staff were negatively influenced by negative views 

and stereotypes against Muslims and Islam in a degree that some of the hijabi Muslim 

students started questioning reasons for wearing their hijabs as the most important factor 

of modesty which was highly valued for them. Even though Cole and Ahmadi’s (2003) 

participants did not experience the after 9/11 environment, some decided to stop wearing 

their hijabs as a result of negative attention they revived.  

Asmar, Proude and Inge (2004) used national data collected in Australia before 

9/11 from Muslim students in Australian universities. For this data, 28 interviews were 

conducted and then a survey was developed according to the results. This research 

explored the survey data. They found that Muslim students have more satisfaction with 

their academic experiences with peers, faculty and staff; however, two thirds of them 
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reported they do not feel they really belong to the community on university campus. They 

studied both men and women and, more women’s responses were showing challenge and 

discomfort regarding their sense of belonging to the campus, perception of discrimination 

by their faculty, and their perceptions of being valued on campus. Researchers argued 

that among differences reported by men and women on campus, the most significant 

result was perceptions of being valued which was reported much lower by women, and 

they reported it as the “hijab effect” (p. 56).  

Mir (2007) studied Muslim undergraduate women on university campuses 

regarding their identity construction through cross-gender interactions. The data were 

collected in 2002-03 in two private universities on the East Coast of the United States. 

Methods used in this study included interviews, document analysis, and participant 

observation. Participants were 26 American born and/or raised Muslim women (freshmen 

to seniors). Based on the research data, Mir (2007) argued that campus cultures do not 

assist minority students through a healthy identity construction, but the dominant culture 

is imposed on these students. Muslim women students were under the pressure of various 

factors: the dating style of majority Americans, cultural and religious norms; parental 

expectations; their Muslim peers’ practices; and the Muslim Students’ Association’s 

practices and norms. They were labeled as not ordinary if they did not follow dominant 

dating and sex norms on campus, and this pressure and conflict of identity could cause 

religious identity compromising for them. Mir (2007) argued that female Muslim women 

are under the pressure of dominant dating culture not only from the non-Muslims but 

from inside of their Muslim spaces which had infused by the dominant culture. These 

female Muslim students tried to not accept the pressure of being “ordinary” (p. 88) and 
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looked to find a moderate stand. These female Muslim students were able to step out and 

see their culture from the dominant culture eyes and evaluate their ability to understand 

or accept them and their cultural/religious practices. They showed critical ability to make 

choices and not accept what is dictated from others whether from non-Muslims or from 

their own Muslim community.   

 Hijabi Muslim students face various difficulties in the process of learning and 

growing through college life caused by negative perceptions they receive from non-

Muslims (Mir, 2007). Hijab, wearing or not wearing it, is the most salient point in lives of 

Muslim women on campus. Some who used to wear it might stop because of the negative 

attention they receive and some start for similar reason that makes them feel the need to 

be more connected to their religious and cultural background, and try to show a positive 

example of Islam to campus (Sharef, 2012).  

Seggie and Sanford (2010) found negative impacts of being visually Muslim for 

hijabi students in university. These students’ sense of belonging and academic 

performance, are negatively affected by their visual Muslim appearance. These 

researchers interviewed six hijabi, undergraduate, Muslim students in a predominantly 

Christian 4-year, research institution to study these students’ perceptions of campus 

religious climate. Their participants were both American and international students. Their 

results showed that age, nationality, and academic discipline did not make difference in 

participants’ perceptions. These hijabi Muslim women hold both negative and positive 

perceptions about their institutions’ religious climate, their outlook and identities, and 

university’s improvement expectation. Participants, to a certain extent, perceived the 

campus climate as supportive and welcoming and found it positively influencing their 
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academic success. On the other hand researchers found experiences of discomfort, 

marginalization, and prejudice. These women look distinct from their campus 

environment because of having the hijab, and it makes them different from all other 

individuals on campus (Seggie & Sanford, 2010). Muslim students in this study preferred 

to socialize with other Muslim students who had similar lifestyles as them.  Participants 

in this study actively chose to wear their hijab to provide a positive example of Islam for 

others on campus (Seggie and Sanford, 2010). 

Hijabi Muslim students face difficulties adjusting to their higher education 

institutions’ environment. Rangoonwala, Sy, and Epinoza (2011) surveyed 53 Muslim 

American women on campuses to explore the relationship between Muslim women’s 

identity and the levels of adherence to Islamic dress code with college adjustment. They 

found dislike to other ethnic minority groups, having a strong ethnic identity does not 

help hijabi Muslim college students adjust to the college environment. They argue that 

societal and political sentiment influence hijabi Muslim students’ lives on campus. Since 

their culture and beliefs are different from the main campus culture, they feel isolation 

and have difficulty adjusting to the campus environment. Although many of these women 

are American citizens, consequences of 9/11 have stolen their citizenship in the eye of 

other Americans. Some of the different beliefs and cultures for Muslim students are 

dietary matters, time and space to pray, ablution before praying, and certain rules for 

interactions with opposite sex; all of these are unique to them and unfamiliar to their 

peers from other faiths. When hijabi students have strong Muslim identity, they feel more 

distance between their values and beliefs and those of the institution.  This makes their 

adjustment difficult (Rangoonwala, Sy, & Epinoza, 2011). Another finding in this study 
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showed a positive relationship between hijabi students’ adjustment to college and their 

Islamic dress code. A better adjustment to college for hijabi students was found 

suggesting that individual’s beliefs have more influence to their adjustment compared to 

their appearance. Hijabi Muslim women’s appearance and being visually Muslim enabled 

them to connect with other Muslim women at the university. These connections increased 

their levels of acceptance and comfort (Rangoonwala, Sy, & Epinoza, 2011). 

Shafer (2012) explored the experiences of female Muslim students in a 

phenomenological study of their academic and social integration at two Catholic 

universities in Midwest of the United States, especially how they learn and cope in the 

American Catholic context. Eleven female Muslim students (three graduate and eight 

undergraduate) were interviewed several times over the period of five months. Seven of 

the 11 participants were hijabis. The researcher also utilized various observations of 

ceremonies and activities on campus. Three major themes emerged in the study; search 

for being understood from the larger culture; identity search; and search for a place in the 

community. These Muslim women were searching for the identity, and depending on the 

age, specifically some experienced more struggle. Younger Muslims women were more 

likely to be torn between two different cultures, their own and the college culture. 

Searching for a place in community was another finding and depends on participants 

marital status was different favoring single women with more opportunities for 

involvement with campus culture while married women lived off campus and had less 

connection to campus. Women with children had lower connection but were less stressed 

with their place in the campus community. These Muslim women, despite receiving 

stares and inappropriate comments, tried to educate the larger campus community culture 
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about Islam since they felt there were very little knowledge about their religion, which 

causes misconceptions. Shafer (2012) argued that Muslim women in her study had high 

levels of cognitive and interpersonal development since they were able to see their 

culture through non-Muslim American eyes.  

Among these six studies there were some similarities. Mir (2007) and Shafer 

(2012) both found that hijabi Muslim students were able to step out and see their culture 

from the dominant culture eyes and evaluate their ability to understand or accept them 

and their cultural/religious practices. They showed critical ability to make choices and 

not accept what is dictated from others whether from non-Muslims or from their own 

Muslim community. Moreover, hijabi Muslim students face various difficulties in the 

process of learning and growing through college life caused by negative perceptions they 

receive from non-Muslims (Mir, 2007). Hijab, wearing or not wearing it, is the most 

salient point in lives of Muslim women on campus. Some who used to wear it might stop 

because of the negative attention they receive and some start for similar reason that 

makes them feel the need to be more connected to their religious and cultural 

background, and try to show a positive example of Islam to campus (Shafer, 2012). One 

of the contrasting findings was in the Rangoonwala, Sy, and Epinoza (2011) study where 

they found higher levels of college adjustment among hijbai Muslim women and they 

compared it with Muslim women who did not wear the hijab. In all other studies hijabi 

Muslim women reported facing various difficulties in their college environment that 

made it difficult for them to get adjusted (Asmar, Proude, & Inge, 2004; Cole & Ahmadi, 

2003; Mir, 2007; Seggie & Sanford, 2010; Shafer, 2012). 
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Islamophobic Institutional Policies that Affect Hijabi Muslims 

Muslim women who wear the hijab are the group that suffers more than any other 

religious population regarding national, political rules, and laws as well as multicultural 

and inclusion programs. Bigger (2006) refers to court rules in France and Turkey banning 

Muslim women from wearing their head covers in educational institutions. Applying 

ethnographic research methods, Bigger (2006) interviewed 45 Muslim women in the UK 

and argued that French legislation may not intend to discriminate but is discriminatory 

against Muslim women. Muslim women who wear hijab and Islamic dress are not 

displaying religious symbols but "retaining personal dignity in public situation" (p. 223) 

and the legislation has affected this group more than any other faith.  Bigger (2006) 

argues that since Islam is not considered a race, according to Race Relations Act 1976 

(UK), Islam has been attacked by extremist groups.  Some existing UK bills that could 

prevent such attacks under racial and religious hatred were limited and modified to 

prevent freedom of expression by Muslims or their allies (Bigger, 2006). 

In higher education settings, many of current rules and policies negatively affect 

hijabi Muslim women. In several studies that were reported in the literature review, 

participants referred to some policies and rules that were not welcoming to them as hijabi 

Muslims. Residence halls where first-year college students must reside can become a 

source of stress and discomfort for hijabi Muslim women who may find these place 

unsuitable for living according to their beliefs and lifestyle (Seggie & Sanford, 2010). 

Muslim women need a comfortable place, away from being exposed to public, for their 

prayers five times a day (Seggie & Sanford, 2010). Hijabi Muslim students argue that 

they feel a lack of Muslim faculty and administration staff in their higher education 
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institutions which expands the scope of unfamiliarity toward Islam causing numerous 

challenges for Muslim students and specifically hijabi Muslim students (Seggie & 

Sanford, 2010). 

According to the study by Asmar, Proude, and Inge (2004), Muslim women with 

hijab had less satisfaction with their institutions supporting their needs compare to 

Muslim women who did not wear the hijab. As mentioned earlier, this study was 

conducted in Australia and prior to 9/11. They discuss that hijabi women are most 

probably committed to their daily prayer, and the difficulty they experience comes from 

not having an accommodating space for them to do their prayers. They stated the value of 

prayer for Muslims and for hijabi Muslim students as well as a lack of accommodations 

for prayer from the institutions will lead to decrease of students’ sense of being valued 

and belonging within the campus community. When institutions provided such facilities 

students reported more integration and support in their university community (Asmar, 

Proude, & Inge, 2004). 

Muslim students in many of the studies were displeased about the fact that there is 

very limited knowledge about their religion and thought having a multi-faith center or a 

place that provides support and knowledge about different religions would be helpful 

(Koller, 2015; Seggie & Sanford, 2010). They felt recognition of their holidays by 

campus officials would increase the awareness and in general acceptance and respect 

toward diversity (Seggie & Sanford, 2010). These last two discussed topics about Muslim 

faculty and recognition of Muslim holiday may seem general across the Muslim student 

population; however, since hijabi Muslim women are visible and are under more pressure 

to represent the true image of Islam to non-Muslims (Seggie & Sanford, 2010; Shafer, 



48 
 

2012), receiving support in last two topics from the institutions will have strong effects 

on hijabi Muslim population and lack of it will put more burden. 

Summary 

In this part of the literature review, the background and history of hijab was 

discussed, regarding cultural and religious views toward it. Islamophobia and its effects 

on Muslims and specifically Muslim women were discussed. Most research studies found 

various challenges for hijabi Muslim women on campuses due to negative attitudes and 

stereotypes against Islam and Muslims. In their search for community, hijabi Muslim 

women experience bias and misconceptions from non-Muslims on campus preventing 

them from having a sense of belonging. There are several research studies that found 

being visually Muslim (hijabi Muslim women) had a positive effects on a woman’s 

psychological well-being helping them to have the sense of belonging in their college 

campus as a result of being identifiable by other Muslims and building the community. 

Higher education institutional policies and procedures such as residence halls rules, 

campus’ food options, and accommodations for religious practice were discussed as 

having a negative effect on hijabi Muslim women.  Finally, the majority of studies 

explored identity as part of Muslim student experiences on campus while only two 

studies specifically focused on Muslim women’s appearance and adherence to Islamic 

dress code and its relation to their sense of belonging and experiences on college campus. 

Gaps in the Literature 

Islamophobia and its effects on Muslims is an understudied topic, especially in 

the United States. There is not sufficient research about Islamophobia on U.S. college 

campuses specifically and its influence on Muslim students. The majority of the available 
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research about Islamophobia and Muslims has been conducted outside of the United 

States in Britain (Brown & Saeed, 2015; Song, 2012), Canada (Rose-Redwood, & Rose-

Redwood, 2017; Zine, & Dei, 2004; Zine, 2006) or Australia (Asmar et al., 

2004).  Among available research on Islamophobia and Muslims, the focus of very few of 

them is Muslim women and differentiating the influence of the hijab in participant 

experiences (Perry, 2014; Watt, 2011). Specifically, there is little information regarding 

this population in higher education institutions. Current research mostly focuses on the 

underrepresented students in general (Astin, 1982; Backes, Holzer, & Velez, 2015), 

international students (Reitz, Banerjee, Phan, & Thompson, 2009), or Muslim students in 

general and not specifically hijabi Muslim students (Adeeb & Smith 1995; Cole, & 

Ahmadi, 2003; Seggie & Sanford, 2010; Suleiman 2004).  

Sense of belonging and social adjustment of hijabi Muslim college students are 

other aspects that have not been adequately explored. Identity development and campus 

climate experiences are common topic in the available studies that did research on hijabi 

Muslim students. However, there is not enough knowledge about hijabi college students’ 

dress code, their level of adherence to Islamic dress code and its relationship with their 

experiences on university campuses around the United States. The current political, 

national and international situation, President Trump’s anti-Muslim speeches and 

travel/Muslim ban (Gökarıksel, 2017; Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood, 2017) and in the 

rise of hate crimes against Muslims (Pew Research Center, 2017), make it even more 

important to explore experience of hijabi Muslim students on U.S. college campuses. The 

majority of the current studies on this topic have been qualitative in nature, however, 
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there is need for quantitative research to get a better understanding of experiences of this 

population at the national level. 

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to explore the meaning of Islamophobia 

(Esposito, 2011; Nimer, 2011) its roots, its relation to Orientalism (Mian, 2012; Said, 

2007) and its impacts on Muslims in the United States (Amer & Bagasra, 2013; Pew 

Research Center, 2017). Furthermore, analyzing theories of student belonging (Astin, 

1993; Tinto, 2000) and integration for marginalized college students (Gummadam, 

Pittman, & Loffe, 2016; Hurtado & Carter, 1997), adjustment of marginalized religious 

groups on U.S. campuses (Park & Bowman, 2015; Patten & Rice, 2008; Small and 

Bowman, 2011), including Muslim students (Aziz, 2018; Cole & Ahmadi, 2010; Peek, 

2005; Stubbs & Sallee, 2013), and experience of hijabi Muslim women of Islamophobia 

in the West (Cainkar, 2009; Nayak, 2017; Syed & Pio, 2010), their adherence to Islamic 

dress code and its relation to their experiences of discrimination, social integration, and 

belonging in Western society, including in higher education settings were topics to be 

analyzed in this chapter (Allen, 2014; Mirza, 2013; Selod, 2015). 

Muslims have long history in the United States; however, they are treated as 

outsiders and non-American (Hall, 2007; Mian, 2012). They experience different kinds of 

discrimination and hate crimes especially in recent years as result of growth of anti-

Muslim actions at national and local level (Amer & Bagasra, 2013; Pew Research Center, 

2017). Muslim women specifically, those who wear hijab and are easily identifiable as 

Muslim experience even more discrimination, psychological discomfort, violence and 

hate crime (Allen, 2014; Mirza, 2013; Selod, 2015). This literature review explored the 
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sense of belonging and integration among marginalized student populations including 

religious minorities and finds these groups have lower levels of integration and belonging 

to their higher education institutions. Academic outcomes and persistence of these 

minority students are negatively affected by lack of integration and belonging 

(Gummadam, Pittman, & Loffe, 2016; Hurtado & Carter, 1997). Muslim students and 

specially hijabi Muslim students find their college experience challenging regarding peer 

and faculty interactions and classroom experiences, as well as institutional culture and 

policies that sometimes target this population and refuse to accommodate their special 

religious needs and requirements. Some of the examples include not having a place on 

campus to pray; no halal food access; residence hall rules and regulations; and not 

offering all-female spaces (Aziz, 2018; Cole & Ahmadi, 2010; Peek, 2005; Stubbs & 

Sallee, 2013).  

Literature shows that hijabi women choose to wear hijab for different personal, 

cultural, and political reasons (Guinidi, 1999; Hirschmann, 1997; Read & Bartkowski, 

2000). Their experience, as the result of wearing the hijab, is understudied and current 

research is limited with conflicting results (Eaton, 2015; Rangoonwala, Sy, & Epinoza, 

2011; Ward & Jose, 2012). There are some studies that found the hijab and dress code did 

not bring challenges for hijabi women and instead enabled them to find and build 

community and receive social support (Rangoonwala, Sy, & Epinoza, 2011; Williams & 

Vashi, 2007) however, the majority of the research found results that revealed challenges 

and discrimination that hijabi Muslim women experience as result of their Muslim 

appearance. These difficulties increase isolation, depression, and anxiety among them 

(Abu-Ras & Suarez, 2009; Allen, 2014; Jasperse, Ward, & Jose, 2012). The situation is 
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similar for hijabi Muslim students; however, there is insufficient research to indicate how 

dress code and the level of adherence to Islamic dress code affects their experiences of 

belonging and integration, and Islamophobia on college campuses. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

This exploratory correlational study sought to understand the adherence to Islamic 

dress code and grooming among hijabi Muslim women and their experiences on U.S. 

college campuses, specifically their sense of belonging, social adjustment, and 

experiences of Islamophobia. This chapter provides an explanation of the methods that 

were used for the research study. The chapter identifies the research questions, population 

being studied, research design, instrument, data collection procedures, data analysis, and 

the methods used to conduct this research. 

Research Questions 

All hijabi Muslim women who were enrolled in undergraduate majors in 4-year 

institutions in the United States during the spring semester of 2019 were eligible to 

participate in this study. The study examined experiences of hijabi Muslim women in US 

college campuses, specifically the relationship between covering styles of hijabi Muslim 

women (i.e., hijab styles, and the participants’ level of adherence to Islamic dress code) 

and their experiences with social adjustment, sense of belonging, microaggressions, and 

hostility. Through the utilization of a survey, this study sought to answer the following 

questions:  

1. What is the relationship between covering and grooming style of hijabi Muslim 

students and their sense of belonging and social adjustment? 

1a) What is the relationship between hijab style and sense of belonging and social 

adjustment? 

1b) What is the relationship between adherence to Islamic dress code and their 

sense of belonging and social adjustment? 
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2.  To what extent do hijabi Muslim students experience Islamophobia 

(microaggressions and hostility) on U.S. college campuses?  

The researcher hypothesized that hijabi Muslim students who wear more relaxed hijab 

styles and display less rigid adherence to the Muslim code of modesty would experience 

greater sense of belonging and social adjustment than those who wear more typical styles 

and adhere more closely to Muslim codes of modesty. The second research question was 

more exploratory in nature, aiming to describe student experiences to understand the 

nature and frequency of different types of discrimination experienced by this population. 

Population and Sampling  

The target population of this study was hijabi Muslim college students, meaning 

those who identify as Muslim, wore the hijab that covers the hair and/or face, and were 

enrolled in 4-year (public, private, profit, and nonprofit) institutions in degree-seeking 

programs at the undergraduate level in the United States. Thus, potential participants 

were required to meet those specific criteria. There was no restriction based on 

citizenship; U.S. citizens, permanent residents, and international students were all eligible 

to participate. 

Recruitment 

The researcher intended to recruit about 150 hijabi Muslim students enrolled in 

undergraduate programs across the United States to provide a sufficient number of 

responses to conduct the group comparisons and correlations. Recruitment was primarily 

carried out electronically via email, Facebook, and Instagram, both by targeting affinity 

organizations and by snowball sampling. An email (Appendix A) was sent to 

organizations and ask them to distribute the invitation to study. Some national Muslim 
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associations and organizations were identified to be contacted, including Muslim 

Students’ Association of North America and Canada (MSA National-msanational.org ), 

Islamic Society of North America (ISNA- www.isna.net), and the Muslim American 

Society (MAS- muslimamericansociety.org).  

A message was sent to the contact specified on an organization’s website to ask 

their collaboration to distribute the survey invitation to their members as well as to other 

Muslim organizations, student leaders, and university professors that may be able to 

distribute the invitation to their networks. The researcher also sent an email to colleagues 

(Appendix B) to ask them to distribute the invitation to the survey and/or post a Facebook 

announcement with link to the survey, both of which clearly indicated eligibility for 

participation. The email invitation for participants (Appendix C) and social media 

announcement (Appendix D) were shared by the researcher with individuals identified 

during the data collection process who made contact and indicated they would like to 

distribute the invitation. Finally, the researcher made a brief presentation at a meeting of 

the UNC Charlotte Muslim Student Association. 

The researcher encountered some difficulties accessing the target population, 

considering the small number of hijabi students on university campuses. The researcher 

sent emails to Muslim associations and organizations both inside and outside of 

universities, nationwide, to reach the target population. Some of these associations and 

organizations never replied and among those who replied, many were reluctant to widely 

spread the message among their Muslim audience. Data collection closed in May 2019 

after 16 weeks open; the researcher consulted with her dissertation advisor and 

determined that the number of responses would be sufficient to conduct analyses.  
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Participant Sample 

From 49 participants who started the online survey, one indicated they did not 

wear a hijab and their responses were not included. Thus, the final sample for this study 

included 48 hijabi women, roughly ranging in age from 18 to 30 years old (born between 

1989 and 2000). Many indicated they had been wearing a hijab since elementary school 

years (18; 37.5%), and another plurality had begun wearing in high school (12; 25%). 

Five of the women indicated they only started wearing a hijab when they went to college. 

While the racial and ethnic identities of the participants were diverse across the sample, a 

plurality (43.75%) identified as White Middle Eastern, and around 30% identified within 

one of the Asian subgroups (mainly Indian or Southeast). In terms of educational 

background, the majority of participants had at least one parent who had completed a 

college degree (67.4%) and a majority had completed all of their schooling in the United 

States (70.8%). One student identified as international and did not complete any previous 

schooling in the United States. While students indicated studying in various regions of 

the country, several were located in institutions in the Southeast (46.81%), with a 

significant majority (81.6%) at public institutions. The participants were enrolled across a 

diversity of majors, however, there was a significant concentration in majors that would 

be considered STEM, e.g., biological sciences, physical sciences, engineering, health 

professions (72.92%). A majority of the women indicated being involved with their 

campus Muslim Student Association (MSA; 70.8%), most frequently as a member (50%) 

with ten women (20.8%) indicating leadership in their MSA. Detailed demographic 

information about the women in the sample is shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Participants (n=48)  

Characteristic Categories Frequency Percentage 

Primary Ethnicity Black/African American  7 14.58% 

 White European  2 4.16% 

 White Middle Eastern  21 43.75% 

 White North African  2 4.16% 

 Asian-Southeast  5 10.41% 

 Asian-Indian  9 18.75% 

 Multiracial  2 4.16% 

Education in US Elementary school (ages 6-

11) 
35 72.91% 

 Middle school (ages 12-14) 38 79.16% 

 High school (ages 15-18) 46 95.83% 

 All levels  34 70.83% 

Parents Have College 

Education 

Mother 7 15.22% 

Father 7 15.22% 

 Neither 15 31.256% 

 Both  17 36.96% 

International Status Yes 1 2.08% 

No 47 97.91% 

Region New England 7 14.89% 

 Mid-East  8 17.02% 

 Great Lakes  4 8.51% 

 Plains 3 6.38% 

 Southeast 21 43.75% 

 Southwest 0 0% 

 Rocky Mountains 1 2.13% 

 Far West 2 4.26% 

 Outlying Areas 0 0% 
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Table 1, Continued 

Demographic Characteristics of Participants (n=48)  

Characteristic Categories Frequency Percentage 

Institution Type Public 39 81.6% 

 Private, Not Religiously 

Affiliated 

5 10.2% 

 Private, Religiously 

Affiliated 

4 8.16% 

 For-Profit 0 0% 

Academic Major Arts & Humanities 5 10.42% 

 Biological Sciences, 

Agriculture, & Natural 

Resources 

16 33.33% 

 Physical Sciences, 

Mathematics, & Computer 

Science 

5 10.42% 

 Social Sciences 6 12.5% 

 Business 4 8.33% 

 Communications, Media, & 

Public Relations 
0 0% 

 Education 8 16.67% 

 Engineering 3 6.3% 

 Health Professions 11 22.92% 

 Social Service Professions 0 0% 

 Other Majors, Undecided, 

Undeclared 
2 4.17% 

Involvement in MSA Yes, Member Only 24 50% 

Yes, Leadership Position in 

The Organization 

10 20.8% 

No, Not A Member or A 

Leader 

14 29.2% 

 Not Applicable – Campus 

Does Not Have a 

Muslim/Islamic Student 

Association 

0 0% 

 

Instrumentation and Variables  

The research design and data analysis were aligned with research questions. 

Hijabi Muslim students received an invitation to participate electronically (email, social 

media) or in person (meeting of Muslim Students’ Association). Participants completed 

an online survey, through SurveyShare, which included questions about their 
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demographic background, their hijab style, their dress and grooming, along with their 

experiences of social adjustment, sense of belonging, microaggressions, and hostility on 

college campuses.  

The survey instrument used for this study was comprised of items and scales from 

existing measures, as well as items adapted and created by the researcher to align with the 

study’s unique purpose. The instrument (Appendix E) included sections requesting 

demographic information with items adapted from the National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE, 2018) and the U.S. Census, and existing scales on sense of 

belonging (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002), social adjustment (Kaya 

& Weber, 2003), and adherence to Islamic dress code (Rangoonwala et al., 2011). 

Additionally, items on Islamophobic microaggression and hostility were adapted from the 

National Study of LGBTQ Student Success (2013; Woodford, Chonody, Kulick, 

Brennan, & Renn, 2015), and generated by the researcher based on findings in the 

literature and discrimination and microaggressions against hijabi Muslims reported in the 

popular media. The detailed information on each section of the survey is discussed in the 

following sections, and the survey items organized by variables are shown in Appendix 

E. Descriptive statistics and internal consistency estimates for each of the scale scores are 

provided in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

 

Descriptive Statistics for Continuous Scale Scores (n=48) 

Continuous Variables 

 

Description 

 

Mean 

 

SD 

 

Range 

 

Modesty (adherence to 

Islamic dress code) 

 

Cronbach’s α=0.81 

Sum of 10 Items 

(Adapted from 

Rangoonwala et al., 

2011); Four-Point 

Rating Scale (1=Never 

To 4=All of the 

Time) Theoretical 

Range=10-40 

28.791 4.51 19.00-

36.00 

Social adjustment  

 

Cronbach’s α=0.87 

Sum of 6 Items (Kaya 

&Weber, 2003) Seven-

Point Rating Scale 

( 1=Strongly Disagree 

To 7=Strongly Agree) 

18.083 5.881 4.00-

28.00 

Peer support  

 

Cronbach’s α=0.92 

Mean of 7 Items 

(Hoffman, Et Al.,2002); 

Five-Point Rating Scale 

(1=Completely True To 

5=Completely Untrue) 

4.022 0.888 1.86-5.00 

Faculty support  

 

Cronbach’s α=0.87 

Mean 0f 6 Items 

(Hoffman, Et Al.,2002) 

Five -Point Rating Scale 

(1=Completely True To 

5=Completely Untrue) 

3.981 0.858 1.60-5.00 

Class comfort  

 

Cronbach’s α=0.96 

Mean of 4 Items 

(Hoffman, Et Al.,2002); 

Five -Point Rating Scale 

(1=Completely True to 

5=Completely Untrue) 

3.829 1.150 1.00-5.00 

Isolation  

 

Cronbach’s α=0.77 

Mean of 4 Items 

(Hoffman, Et Al.,2002); 

Five -Point Rating Scale 

(1=Completely True to 

5=Completely Untrue) 

2.927 0.798 1.25-5.00 

Faculty empathy  

 

Cronbach’s α=0.92 

Mean of 4 Items 

(Hoffman, Et Al.,2002) 

Five -Point Rating Scale 

(1=Completely True to 

5=Completely Untrue) 

3.822 0.977 1.00-5.00 
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Demographic Information  

Demographic information gathered for this study included information about the 

student and family of origin including age, race/ethnicity (primary and other), educational 

levels completed in the United States, and parental education. The race/ethnicity 

categories used in this study included specific information about region of origin, e.g., 

White North African, Asian-Southeast. Related to current studies at a 4-year institution, 

students are asked about international student status (yes/no), major, class level, region, 

and institution type. To align with national studies, categories for major field (11 

categories) and region of institution (nine regions) were obtained from the NSSE 

instrument. Students were also asked about whether they belong to their institution’s 

Muslim student association and if so, whether they hold any type of leadership position. 

The characteristics of the sample were reported in detail in Table 1. 

Hijab Style and Adherence to Islamic Codes of Modesty 

In the next section of the survey, students responded to specific questions about 

the hijab and their dress and grooming style. First, participants responded to two open-

ended questions about the age they started wearing the hijab, and what wearing the hijab 

means to them.  Next, respondents indicated their hijab style. An item on hijab style was 

adapted from the pictorial guide created by BBC News 

(https://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/24118241). In the original guide, each of the seven 

drawings was accompanied by the Arabic terminology for the style, which is familiar to 

both Arab and non-Arab Muslims (Rangoonwalla et al., 2011), and a brief description of 

the scarf. In the online survey used in this study, only the terminology and the 
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descriptions were presented. Participants indicated which style is most like the one they 

wear on campus.  

To measure the level of adherence to Islamic codes of modesty, the Adherence to 

Islamic Standards of Dress Scale (Rangoonwala et al., 2011) was modified. The item 

wording for this scale was retrieved from a masters’ thesis study (Karandish, 2014). The 

original scale includes eight items, scored on a four-point scale from 1=never to 4=all of 

the time, referring to dress and grooming style while at school or workplace (e.g., do you 

cover your entire arms up to the wrist?).  Two items representing non-Islamic dress and 

grooming (wear foundation, wear colorful makeup) are reverse coded. A scale score is 

created by summing the items. In Rangoonwalla et al.’s study with a sample of 53 

Muslim women, scores evidenced reasonable internal consistency (Cronbach’s α=0.81). 

Authors did not report any evidence of validity. For the current dissertation study, three 

additional items were added to include additional dress and grooming behaviors (wearing 

colorful clothing, wearing eyeliner, and wearing nail polish) that represent a more 

Western dress code for women. After examining the responses to these items, the 

researcher noted that there was no variance in one of the items (wearing a niqaab), so that 

item was removed from the calculation of scale score. The scale score for this variable 

was created by summing the other ten items (after reverse-scoring the four non-Islamic 

behaviors), creating a variable with a theoretical range from 10-40, and acceptable 

internal consistency (Cronbach’s α=0.76). In Table 2, the descriptive details on the scale 

are reported. 
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Sense of Belonging 

To measure sense of belonging among hijabi Muslim college students, the Sense 

of Belonging Scale (SBS) by Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow and Salomone (2002) was 

utilized. To develop the SBS, Hoffman et al. (2002) used various resources to create 85 

potential items, then used interviews, focus groups, and team revisions to finalize an 

instrument of 26 items scored on a five-point scale from 1=completely true to 

5=completely untrue. Through exploratory factor analysis, the authors identified five 

factors measured by the SBS: perceived peer support (eight items), perceived classroom 

comfort (four items), perceived faculty support/comfort (six items), perceived isolation 

(four items), and empathetic faculty understanding (four items). Factor scores are created 

as mean scores of the associated items (range 1-5). For their sample of 205 first-year 

students, in which women (70 percent) and Caucasian (85 percent) students were 

overrepresented, the scale scores evidenced good internal consistency, with coefficient 

alphas ranging from 0.82 to 0.90. The five individual factor scores were used as measures 

of sense of belonging in this dissertation study, with similar Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients (ranging 0.77-0.92). Table 2 provides details of the variable descriptions and 

descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, and range) for each scale. 

Social Adjustment  

To get better understanding of sense of belonging among hijabi Muslim students, 

the social adjustment subscale of the adjustment scale developed by Kaya and Weber 

(2003) was used. Among the 28 items in the adjustment scale, seven measure social 

adjustment specifically, and are scored on an agreement scale from 1=strongly disagree 

to 7=strongly agree. In Kaya and Weber’s study of privacy regulation and college 
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adjustment between American and Turkish freshmen students living in residence halls, 

the internal consistency estimate for the social adjustment subscale was somewhat low 

(0.71), while the full adjustment scale showed more positive results (0.83). The item 

referring to a roommate was removed, for a total of six items which are more 

thematically cohesive. The scale score was created by summing the items (range 7-42), 

and descriptive details are shown in Table 2.  In the current study, the scores showed 

evidence of good internal consistency (Cronbach’s α=0.87). 

Islamophobic Microaggression and Hostility 

While there has been some qualitative research on experiences of Islamophobic 

microaggression and hostility for Muslims (Nadal, Griffin, Hamit, Leon, Tobio, & 

Rivera, 2012), and for hijabi Muslims specifically (Edwards, 2010), there are no 

published instruments to measure microaggressions experienced by Muslims in the 

United States. Thus, the researcher consulted the aforementioned qualitative research, 

popular media, as well as existing instruments to measure microaggressions and hostility 

experienced by LGBTQ students (Woodford et al., 2015) to develop an exploratory 

measure of student experiences of Islamophobia. The instrument for this study included a 

total of 50 Islamophobic experiences, including 34 microaggressions and 16 experiences 

of hostility and violence. Hijabi Muslims indicated the frequency of experiences during 

the last year on the campus, from Never=0, Very Rarely=1, Rarely=2, Occasionally=3, 

Frequently=4, Very Frequently=5. While the researcher considered developing scale 

scores for these concepts at the proposal stage, the researcher and advisor agreed during 

the data collection and analysis process to provide a descriptive account for the 

dissertation and continue to develop this scale in future research work.  
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Summary 

The final survey instrument included 106 items to develop a demographic profile 

of hijabi Muslim students and assessed the relationship between their adherence to 

Muslim codes of modesty and their experiences of belonging, social adjustment, 

microaggression, and hostility on 4-year college campuses in the United States.  

Data Collection  

The researcher sought permission from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 

the University of North Carolina at Charlotte to conduct the study using an online survey 

instrument and recruiting participants via email, social media, and in-person recruitment 

(Appendices A-D). The survey (Appendix E) was created electronically using Survey 

Share, and once the study was approved by IRB, the researcher began recruitment. 

Participants received an electronic link to the online survey to enter their responses. The 

electronic survey included a consent form (Appendix F) on the first screen with 

information about the research purpose, eligibility, and contact information for the 

researcher, faculty supervisor, and UNC Charlotte IRB office. By entering their email 

address (for entry purposes only, not linked to response) participants were able to proceed 

to the survey. Based on a limited pilot study, estimated time for participation was about 

15 minutes. On the final screen of the survey, participants received a thank you message 

and an invitation to share the survey link with another potential participant who met the 

criteria. Participants were also be directed to a website where they could enter their email 

address for a drawing of a $25 Amazon gift card. At the completion of data collection, 

four respondent names were randomly selected and then sent an email with a link to the 

gift card. 
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Data Analysis 

For this exploratory correlational study, descriptive and inferential statistics were 

used to develop a demographic profile and address each research question. Descriptive 

statistics (frequencies, modes, means, standard deviations) were used to describe the 

participants on the major demographic characteristics, hijab style, and experiences of 

Islamophobia (microaggressions and hostility). The open-ended items on the hijab (age 

started wearing, meaning) were coded to report categories or ranges, along with 

frequencies of responses. Scale scores for sense of belonging, social adjustment, and 

adherence to Islamic codes of modesty were calculated as specified previously. The 

researcher conducted a missing value analysis, which indicated that the only variable 

with missing data was social adjustment (6 cases, 12.5%). Little’s MCAR test was not 

statistically significant (χ2(6)=6.93, p=0.327), thus it was determined that the values were 

missing at random. Based on this information, the researcher decided to use multiple 

imputation for the social adjustment scale score to ensure all 48 cases could be used in 

the analyses.   

Table 3 summarizes the data analysis approach for each research question. To 

examine research question 1, the researcher utilized t-test and correlation, based on the 

measurement level of the variables in each question. The hijab style categories were 

collapsed to two (hijab and shayla) based on participant responses. All analyses were 

conducted using SPSS 26, with all statistical tests evaluated as the 0.05 significance level.  
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Table 3 

Data Analysis Approach by Research Question 

Research Question Variables Analysis 

Approach 

1a). What is the relationship 

between hijab style and sense of 

belonging and social adjustment? 

Independent: hijab style  

Dependent: sense of 

belonging, social 

adjustment (6 scales) 

t-test  

1b). What is the relationship 

between adherence to Islamic 

dress code and their sense of 

belonging and social adjustment? 

Independent: adherence to 

Islamic code 

Dependent: sense of 

belonging, social 

adjustment (scales) 

Pearson 

correlation  

2. To what extent do hijabi 

Muslim students experience 

Islamophobia (microaggressions 

and hostility) on U.S. college 

campuses? 

Microaggressions (33 

items), hostility (16 items) 

Frequencies, 

means, standard 

deviations 

 

Summary 

This chapter provided an explanation of the research methodology utilized for the 

research study. The study was designed to identify the nature of the relationship between 

participants covering style (hijab styles and the level of adherence to Islamic dress code 

and grooming) with their experiences regarding social adjustment and sense of belonging. 

Further, the study examined the extent to which participants reported experiencing 

Islamophobic interactions on campus (microaggression and hostility).  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to understand the adherence to Islamic dress code 

and grooming among hijabi Muslim women and their experiences on U.S. college 

campuses, specifically their sense of belonging, social adjustment, and experiences of 

Islamophobia. 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What is the relationship between covering and grooming style of hijabi Muslim 

students and their sense of belonging and social adjustment? 

1a) What is the relationship between hijab style and sense of belonging and social 

adjustment? 

1b) What is the relationship between adherence to Muslim codes of modesty and 

their sense of belonging and social adjustment? 

2. To what extent do hijabi Muslim students experience Islamophobia 

(microaggressions and hostility) on U.S. college campuses?  

This chapter describes the results related to the two main research questions.  

Results  

Meaning of Wearing the Hijab 

All but one participant responded to an open-ended question about reasons for 

wearing the hijab. Most frequently, participants mentioned respecting Allah (God) and 

getting closer to him (14). Staying modest and having a sense of identity were other 

reasons mentioned repeatedly (11), followed by having comfort and protection (8). A full 

list of the reasons listed by participants and the frequency of each is shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4 

Participants’ Stated Reasons for Wearing the Hijab (n=48) 

Reason Frequency 

Strengthening the Bond with /Respect/Get Closer to Allah 14 

Symbol and Act of Modesty 11 

Sense of Identity 11 

Getting Close to/Respect Own Religion 9 

Protection /Comfort 8 

Indicator of Being Muslim 7 

Being Judged Only by Ideas and Not Look /Prevent Harassment 5 

Indicator of believing in Allah/God 4 

Show the Meaning of It and Islam to Others 4 

Get Treated with Respect 2 

Not Following Social Rules of Appearance for 

Women/Empowerment 

2 

Reminder of the Religion and Respectful Behavior 2 

Feeling Unique 1 

 

Hijab Style and Its Relationship to Sense of Belonging and Social Adjustment 

On the questionnaire, the participants were presented with descriptions of seven 

common hijab styles and asked to select the one most like what they wear on campus. 

Among the participants, only two types were selected (hijab and shayla). Thus, the 

relationship between hijab style and sense of belonging and social adjustment became a 

comparison of two groups rather than several groups.   
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T tests were used to compare mean scale scores on social adjustment and the five 

measures of sense of belonging (see Table 5). There was no statistically significant 

difference in any of the scores based on hijab style.  

Table 5 

Comparison of Social Adjustment and Sense of Belonging Based on Hijab Style (n=48) 

 

t 

  

df 

  

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

  

Mean 

Difference 

  

Std. Error 

Difference 

  

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Social 

Adjustment 

-0.78 47.00 0.44 -1.46 1.88 -5.14 2.21 

Peer 

Support 

-0.47 47.00 0.64 -0.13 0.27 -0.66 0.40 

Faculty 

Support 

0.47 47.00 0.64 0.12 0.26 -0.39 0.63 

Class 

Comfort 

0.29 47.00 0.77 0.10 0.35 -0.59 0.79 

Isolation 1.24 47.00 0.22 0.30 0.24 -0.17 0.77 

Faculty 

Empathy 

1.08 47.00 0.28 0.32 0.29 -0.26 0.89 

      

Relationship of Modesty with Sense of Belonging and Social Adjustment 

For this part of the first question, analysis examined the relationship between the 

level of adherence to Islamic dress code (modesty) and students’ sense of belonging and 

social adjustment on campus using correlation. The correlations between modesty and 

each of the social adjustment and sense of belonging scale scores are shown in Table 6.   
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Table 6 

Correlations Between Level of Modesty, Social Adjustment, and Sense of Belonging 

(N=48) 
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Modesty 0.049 -.337* -.300* -.341* 0.236 -0.140 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

 

The results indicated some statistically significant relationships between levels of 

adherence to Islamic dress code and sense of belonging and social adjustment on campus 

among the hijabi Muslim participants. There were slightly negative correlations between 

level of modesty and three factors; as hijabi students reported greater adherence to 

Islamic dress code and modesty, they reported lower levels of peer support, faculty 

support, and class comfort.  

Experiences of Islamophobia (Microaggressions and Hostility)  

The researcher developed a set of items to examine the extent hijabi Muslim 

students experienced Islamophobia on campus during the past year. This scale was 

adapted from existing instruments (see Chapter 3 and Appendix F).  This part of the study 

was exploratory in nature, given that there has been no published instruments to measure 

Islamophobic microaggressions among this population. While there were up to eight 

missing cases on some of the items, data imputation was not considered given the 

purposes of the study.  

Table 7 shows the 48 items in the order of most frequently experienced to least 

frequently experienced (mean). For purposes of interpretation, means from 1.00-1.49 
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indicate the microaggression is never to very rarely experienced, 1.50-2.49 very rarely to 

rarely, 2.50-3.49 rarely to occasionally, 3.50-4.49 occasionally to frequently, 4.50-5.49 

frequently to very frequently. The researcher also calculated the proportion of students 

who indicated ever having experienced the microaggression to understand the extent of 

these experiences.  The most frequent microaggressions, occurring at rarely to frequently 

(M>2.50), were:  

● Being asked where they were from or where they were born (M=4.31; 95.24%) 

● Expected to speak for all Muslim women (M=3.32, 75.61%) 

● Assumed to be another hijabi the person had met previously on campus (M=3.27, 

75.61%) 

● Someone wanted to introduce them to another hijabi or Muslim person (M=3.14; 

71.42%) 

● Someone told them they were articulate or speak English well (M=3.02; 57.14 %) 

● Saw negative messages about Muslim people on social media (M=3.00; 68.29%) 

● Someone assumed or asked whether going to have an arranged marriage (M=2.95; 

69.047%) 

● Someone said their names are hard to pronounce (M= 2.93; 64.28%) 

● Someone made comments about agency of Muslim women (M= 2.86; 71.42%) 

●  Someone assumed they were forced to wear a hijab (M= 2.71; 59.52%) 

● Someone made comments about their food choices (M= 2.66; 65.83%) 

● Someone said “Muslim people are just like Christians”. (M= 2.63; 60.97%) 

● People stared at them or shook their head because they knew or assumed they 

were Muslim (M= 2.61; 70.73%) 
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● Strangers/acquaintances asked invasive personal questions about their hijab (M= 

2.54; 53.65%) 

● People seemed willing to tolerate my Muslim identity but were not willing to talk 

about it (M=2.50; 57.5%) 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to understand the adherence to Islamic dress 

code and grooming among hijabi Muslim women and their experiences on U.S. 

college campuses, specifically their sense of belonging (five variables), social 

adjustment, and experiences of Islamophobia. Chapter four presented the results of 

the study. Inferential and descriptive statistical analyses were conducted to answer the 

research questions. Results of the study indicate that there is no difference in levels of 

social adjustment and sense of belonging reported by hijabi Muslims based on hijab 

style worn (shayla or hijab). However, the correlation tests revealed slightly negative 

but statistically significant relationship between the level of adherence to Islamic 

dress code and Muslim students’ sense of belonging, particularly peer support, faculty 

support, and class comfort. Participants reported experiencing several 

microaggressions related to their Muslim identity during the past year. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION   

Chapter five presents an overview of the study’s findings, implications, 

conclusions, and recommendations. The study was conducted through the lens of 

Islamophobia and the survey consisted of scales and items from existing measures as well 

as items created and adapted by the researcher to align with the study’s unique 

purpose. The findings were used to explore the relationship between hijabi students’ hijab 

style and adherence to Islamic dress code and their sense of belonging, social adjustment 

and experiences of Islamophobia and microaggression.   

Overview and Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of hijabi Muslim 

college students in the United States, particularly how the level of adherence to Islamic 

dress code and grooming styles are related to their sense of belonging, social adjustment, 

and experiences of Islamophobia on their college campus. The researcher developed an 

online questionnaire that incorporated some existing scales as well as some created and 

developed items to explore the relationship of hijabi students’ sense of belonging, social 

adjustment, and experiences of microaggressions and Islamophobia to their hijab style 

and adherence to Islamic dress code. The survey was distributed online around the United 

States.  

Discussion of Results 

There were some difficulties collecting the data due to the small number of hijabi 

students on U.S. campuses and the difficulties of accessing this population. Major 

Muslim organizations were contacted to be able to spread the word more broadly around 

the United States. However, some did not respond or stated they were unable or unwilling 
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to share the survey link broadly with their members. The responses from 48 hijabi 

Muslim students were downloaded from the online survey system and imported into IBM 

SPSS for data analysis; the appropriate items were reverse coded, and responses were 

checked for errors.  

Sense of Belonging and Social Adjustment Related to Dress Code and Modesty  

The first research question explored the relationship between covering and 

grooming style of hijabi Muslim students and their sense of belonging and social 

adjustment. This question was phrased in two parts: 

1a) What is the relationship between hijab style and sense of belonging and social 

adjustment? 

1b) What is the relationship between adherence to the Islamic dress code and their 

sense of belonging and social adjustment? 

To address the first part of this question, it is important to mention that there were 

very few types of hijabs worn by the participants in this dissertation study, and this 

limited the opportunity to study the relationship between the hijab style and different 

levels of sense of belonging and social adjustment among hijabi women. Participants 

wore one of two types of covering: hijab and shayla. Hijab usually covers the entire hair 

and neck completely and is a common word among Muslims in general for the head 

covering. Shayla is similar to Chador, a looser type of head covering that slightly shows 

the hair and neck. This type of hijab is popular among Afghans, Pakistanis, and Iranians 

(Cole & Ahmadi, 2003).  

Results showed no significant relationship between the hijab style (hijab or 

shayla) and Muslim women’s sense of belonging and social adjustment. There is a lack of 
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prior research about hijab style specifically of female Muslim students. It is possible that 

the two styles compared in this study are not perceived too differently by non-Muslims; 

or that there are other similarities between the participants not explored in this study that 

contribute to similarity of their experiences. Additionally, given that Muslim women in 

previous research have reported low sense of belonging in American higher education 

institutions (Asmar, Proude & Inge, 2004; Seggie & Sanford, 2010; Walton & Cohen, 

2011), this lack of variety in hijab style may be a result of hijabi women trying to avoid 

more isolation and unfair treatment by using the most common hijab styles in the United 

States.  

In the second part of question one, the researcher explored the level of adherence 

to Islamic dress codes and modesty and its relationship to hijabi students' sense of 

belonging and social adjustment. Muslim women in the current study who had higher 

levels of adherence to Islamic dress codes and modesty experienced a lower sense of 

belonging regarding peer support, class comfort, and faculty support. This finding 

supports previous studies of Muslim women’s experiences on campus. The participants in 

Cole and Ahmadi’s (2003) study indicated that wearing the hijab along with a traditional 

clothing style was perceived differently compared to wearing the hijab with a more 

western looking outfit. Having the traditional style was viewed as ‘cute’ while the 

combination of the hijab with the western outfit was viewed as suspicious and negative. 

Participants experienced various challenges regarding their peers and faculty support and 

interactions. In several other studies, hijabi Muslim students reported not feeling valued 

at their institution and lack of belonging to the university community (Asmar, Proude & 

Inge, 2004; Jasperse et al., 2012; Seggie & Sanford, 2010; Walton & Cohen, 2011). 
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Having a Muslim appearance and higher levels of adherence to Islamic dress code 

resulted in the lower sense of belonging among participants. However, Rangoonwala and 

colleagues (2011) found that wearing the hijab helped hijabi Muslim women to find each 

other on campus and have their own community. The current study did not explore 

relationships with other hijabis; however, women did report the importance of a sense of 

identity and indicating their Muslim religion among their reasons for wearing the hijab.   

Experiences of Islamophobia 

The second research question explored the extent to which hijabi Muslim students 

reported experiencing Islamophobia (microaggressions and hostility) on their campus 

during the past year. Several of the items referred to typical microaggressions 

experienced by many different marginalized groups (e.g., being asked where they are 

from, being mistaken for another member of their identity group, being told they speak 

well or are articulate), whereas other items referred very specifically to aspects that 

would be unique to hijabi Muslims (e.g., asking what is under the hijab, pulling the hijab, 

being asked about arranged marriage, presumptions that they are oppressed/forced to 

wear the hijab). The results showed a wide range of microaggressions experienced by 

hijabi women. Actual physical assault was the only item that none of the participants 

reported experiencing; however, one participant was threatened to be beaten up, four 

participants reported their hijab was pulled by a stranger, and three had their personal 

belongings damaged or destroyed by strangers because they knew they were Muslim 

(FBI, 2014; Nadal et al. 2012; Pew Research Center, 2017; Read & Bartkowski, 2000; 

Seggie & Sanford, 2010). These results are aligned with previous research (Nadal et al. 

2012; Read & Bartkowski, 2000; Seggie & Sanford, 2010) that overt hostility and 
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violence against hijabi Muslim students were not commonly reported; however, they 

experienced discriminatory behaviors by professors, were stared at, and received negative 

messages because of their Muslim appearance (wearing hijab). Being considered as 

“other” because of wearing the hijab has been reflected in previous studies (Abu-Ras & 

Suarez, 2009; Allen, 2014; Nayak, 2017; Syed & Pio, 2010). 

Hijabi students in this research were questioned where they were born or where 

they are from, while all except one participant were domestic students with the majority 

living in the U.S. at least from their middle school years. These responses suggest that 

they were viewed as non-American by their peers (Abu-Ras & Suarez, 2009; Allen, 

2014; Nadal, 2012; Nayak, 2017; Syed & Pio, 2010), and as found in other studies, this 

treatment of hijabi Muslims can be framed by Orientalism and Islamophobia. Only 

certain looks and cultural expressions are considered American and others are not, and 

they may even be considered and treated as a threat to American values (Selod, 2015). 

Limitations of the Study 

The researcher encountered some limitations while conducting this research 

study. Since the hijabi Muslim student population is small, accessing them was 

challenging, and recruitment was limited to electronic methods mostly. Another 

limitation was present in the composition of the final sample of participants, who 

generally came from a privileged background that may not be representative of all hijabi 

Muslims; plurality from White Middle Eastern background, who wore the moderate hijab 

style (no face covering), had educated parents, belonged to the middle class, completed 

their schooling in the US, and were enrolled in STEM fields. In the United States, hijabi 

Muslim college population is likely to be more privileged and this sample is reflective of 
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that. some marginalized hijabis may not have felt comfortable or were not able to 

participate in the study of this nature. Moreover, as a result of the travel ban on seven 

Muslim majority countries implemented in 2017, the number of international students 

overall and Muslim students specifically has significantly decreased. Further, 

international enrollment is greater at the graduate level, the lack of international 

participation in this study could be related to the small population particularly at the 

undergraduate level.  

Implications for Practice 

The current research has provided important findings regarding hijabi students’ 

sense of belonging on university campuses. Results specifically showed the lower sense 

of belonging in terms of peer support, class comfort, and faculty support among hijabi 

Muslims who adopted more modest forms of dress and grooming in line with the Islamic 

dress code for women. Since these three factors play an important role in the academic 

success of students (Astin, 1977, 1993; Renn & Reason, 2013; Zumbrunn et al., 2014), it 

is important that higher education institutions actively facilitate opportunities for hijabi 

students to experience greater feelings of belonging and counteract perceptions of their 

“otherness.” 

Institutions should play an active and important role in breaking down 

stereotypes, normalizing religious diversity, and countering ignorance and fear of 

Muslims and of hijabi Muslims in particular. Thus, institutional facilities, programming, 

and personnel must be welcoming and able to accommodate the needs of this population. 

A welcoming institution for hijabi Muslim students would offer opportunities to be in a 

female-only environment in residence halls, recreational services, and prayer rooms. In a 
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welcoming institution, training for faculty and staff would emphasize support of religious 

differences, and hijabi Muslims would be visibly present among faculty and staff. These 

conditions require coordination across an institution’s divisions, and direction from top 

leadership (e.g., President or Chancellor). 

Most institutions have a student affairs office or center that is responsible to 

support a diverse range of students and increase inclusivity in the campus culture. While 

each campus context is unique, Muslims and hijabi Muslims in particular must be 

included when considering marginalized groups that such an office should serve and 

support. Campus culture is a very important factor (Mir, 2007), and if it is a welcoming 

culture that promotes acceptance of all that seem different (from the dominant culture), it 

could help minority students feel more accepted and welcomed. Partnering with the 

Muslim or Islamic student association, these offices can facilitate greater understanding 

of Islam and the hijab to counter stereotypes and Islamophobic beliefs. Celebrating 

important events from the Muslim culture and religion would increase feelings of 

inclusivity (Ramarajan & Runell, 2007); Lunar spring festival or Eid al-Fitr, also called 

the festival of breaking the fast are good examples. A campus wide event could be put 

into place the Eid al-Fitr, the day after Ramadan, breaking the fast having a campus-wide 

meal open to all students to learn more about Muslim culture, the meaning of the hijab, 

and reasons Muslim women wear it. Developing a culture of acceptance could be 

furthered through using different banners and posters that are used for different purposes 

around the campus and campus facilities with diverse people on them. Additionally, 

organizing international and religiously diverse fun events on campus on a regular basis 

could help to increase knowledge and acceptance. Moreover, student affairs could partner 
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with Muslim or Islamic student associations (if there are any), international student 

offices, as well as local Islamic institutions. The collaboration among these sectors could 

help to develop awareness in the community and also to understand Muslim student 

needs. Since the local culture outside of the university campus is important as well, 

bridging to community and organizing awareness programs on a regular basis could be 

helpful to spread the positive messages about religious diversity and Islam specifically 

(Ramarajan & Runell, 2007). It would be important to have education on the reasons 

Muslim women wear the hijab and what it means to them and to the Muslim community, 

and also to help counter the stereotype that all Muslim women are oppressed and forced 

to wear the hijab. 

Academic affairs also has a role to play to increase sense of belonging and 

support for Muslim and hijabi Muslim students. The academic calendar privileges 

Christian celebrations. Leaders should ensure the academic calendar is inclusive of 

significant religious celebrations from various backgrounds, such that exams and 

important events do not coincide with those or that institutional accommodations are 

provided beforehand when this is difficult to avoid. One example could be including 

Ramadan on the university’s academic calendar and remind the campus community of a 

period of time that is very important for many people around the world and also among 

the campus community (Ali & Bagheri, 2009; Speck, 1997).   

Additionally university offices could organize awareness-increasing workshops 

on campus for faculty and staff to familiarize them with hijabi Muslim students’ needs 

and dispel negative stereotypes of Muslim women as oppressed. In the current study, 

greater adherence to the Islamic dress code was linked to lower feelings of faculty 
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support among hijabi Muslims, and previous research has emphasized the importance of 

supportive faculty and staff for this population (Ali & Bagheri, 2009; Martino & Rezai-

Rashti, 2008; Mir, 2009). Thus, offices responsible for faculty and staff development 

should offer programming to increase knowledge about Islam and Muslims. It would help 

to minimize the negative impacts of current negative views towards Muslims on 

individuals and students, and more importantly, allow personnel to detect personal bias 

and move toward being an ally. Citing the results of this and other studies, a professional 

development program could be developed to illuminate Muslim culture and rituals and 

illustrate how stereotypes of Muslim women as oppressed impact academic experiences 

of hijabi students. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The results and the limitations of the current study suggest recommendations for 

future research using Orientalism and Islamophobia as lenses to examine sense of 

belonging and social adjustment of hijabi Muslim students on U.S. college campuses.  

● In this study, there was minimal variation in the hijab styles reported by 

participants, and no significant relationship was found between hijab style and 

sense of belonging.  Future research could aim to recruit participants with 

more diverse hijab styles. Hijabi women who participated in the current study 

were mostly from Southeastern United States and having participants from a 

broader and more geographically diverse sample might show possible 

differences in styles worn due to local practices or cultural groups of 

origin. Similarly, since different geographic locations around the United 

States hold their own unique history and culture, it could be very informative 
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to examine differences in hijabi women’s experiences based on geographic 

locations around the country, including population density (urban or rural) and 

the prevalence of the Muslim population.  It could also be of interest to study 

women’s experiences in places where there have been highly publicized 

Islamophobic incidents. 

● The recruitment for the current study was primarily through electronic means, 

including email and social media. Since the population of hijabi Muslim 

students is relatively small and access may be difficult due to the 

marginalization they experience, the use of in person recruitment and 

snowball techniques for data collection would possibly increase the response 

rate because participants could have a better sense of the researcher’s identity 

and intent. A national or regional conference of the Muslim Student 

Association (MSA) could be an ideal place to recruit participants, or at 

Islamic Awareness Week events on campuses. A hijabi woman that is 

connected with the Muslim community on campus may be more likely to have 

a higher sense of belonging and social adjustment compared to a hijabi student 

that is not a member of the university’s Muslim Student Association or is not 

an active member. Future research may want to make sure that participants are 

diverse regarding their connection to Muslim community inside or outside of 

the university. 

● While hijab style was not related to students’ sense of belonging in the current 

study, higher levels of adherence to Islamic dress code (dress and grooming) 

were linked to lowered perceptions of faculty support, peer support, and class 
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comfort. Future research may want to explore perceptions about support and 

classroom experiences using qualitative research methods, such as individual 

interviews or focus groups, using Orientalism and Islamophobia as 

interpretive lenses. In a course-based research project, the researcher 

interviewed two hijabi Mulsims, one undergraduate and one graduate student. 

Qualitative data analysis showed the importance of classroom dynamics, peer 

support, and faculty interactions in experiences of adjustment and belonging 

for the participants.  

● Participants in the current study reported experiencing many microaggressions 

on campus. While most of these experiences were not reported at a high 

frequency, the results demonstrate the need for further work to characterize 

Islamophobic microaggressions among hijabi Muslims. One direction could 

be the development of an Islamophobic microaggressions scale, similar to the 

work done for microaggresssions among other minoritized groups (e.g., 

Woodford et al., 2015). A qualitative study could be designed to understand 

the context of and the individual meaning of these experiences.  

● In the current study, the researcher did not study the differences in age, race, 

ethnicity, and other demographic differences that could have contributed to 

hijabi women’s experiences with their sense of belonging and experiences of 

Islamophobia. Studying these intersections in a study with broader ethnic 

diversity are opportunities for future research to explore different angles of 

this topic in more details. Additionally, looking at the intersectionality of 
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religion, race/ethnicity, and other identities was not possible in the current 

study and would be important to explore in future research.  

● Finally, it would also be very informative to collect hijabi students’ opinions 

on how universities can support Muslim students in general and hijabi Muslim 

students specifically. There is no resource more valuable than the voices of 

this population itself to understand their needs and how they can be supported 

by higher education institutions.  

Summary and Conclusions 

This dissertation study explored hijabi Muslim students’ sense of belonging, 

social adjustment, and experience of Islamophobia on U.S. university campuses in 

relation to their hijab style and levels of adherence to Islamic dress code. In the sample, 

two hijab styles were dominant (shayla and hijab), and the results did not show any 

significant relationship between the students’ hijab style and their sense of belonging and 

social adjustment. However, there were statistically significant negative relationships 

between adherence to Islamic dress codes and perceived peer support, faculty support, 

and class comfort. Regarding experiences of microaggressions and hostility, no actual 

physical assault was reported. However, other microaggressions that emphasized 

Islamophobic stereotyping and lack of belonging were common: being asked where one 

is from, hearing comments about the oppression of Muslim women, being asked whether 

they would have an arranged marriage. Regarding the small sample of the study, these 

results are significant. The results suggest the need for higher education institutions to 

facilitate greater understanding and counteract Islamophobia specifically negative 

stereotypes against hijabi Muslim students of being oppressed. These could be actualized 
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through activities for and with students, training of faculty members, and accommodation 

and celebration of different religious traditions.    
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

Subject Line: Invitation to participate in a research study on experiences of hijabi Muslim 

college students 

Dear (Name) (Title), 

I am writing to ask your assistance in recruiting survey participants for a research study 

about experience of hijabi Muslim students on college campuses and how their level of 

adherence to Islamic dress code might influence these experiences. I am an international 

doctoral student from Iran at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte and this 

research study is part of the requirement for completion of my doctoral degree in 

Educational Leadership. 

Compared to other groups, the hijabi Muslim population has received little research 

attention in the study of student experiences in higher education in the United States. 

Considering the current national and international situation and the growth of 

Islamophobia, this research study has the potential to provide useful insights for 

American higher education personnel to understand the experiences of hijabi Muslim 

students and provide better opportunities for them to enable their academic and personal 

growth similar to other student populations on US college campuses.   

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of hijabi Muslim students, 

particularly adherence to Muslim codes of modesty and how it relates to sense of 

belonging, social adjustment, and discrimination.  I am planning to collect national 

survey data and would appreciate your help to distribute an email invitation and survey 

link among your members or others who are eligible to participate. I request that you 
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distribute that email three times in December (date), January (date), February (date). I 

will send reminder emails that can be immediately forwarded to your members and 

networks. 

This research study is approved by the University of North Carolina at Charlotte 

Institutional Review Board (study #18-0464), and if the IRB requests, I will need to 

provide the emails or any kind of document we use for communication, or proof of your 

support. 

Study participants have the chance to win one of four $25 Amazon gift card prizes. 

If you have any questions about this survey, please contact Neda Pouraskari, doctoral 

candidate in the Department of Educational Leadership at UNC Charlotte, 540-200-5697, 

npourask@uncc.edu or Dr. Sandra Dika, Associate Professor, 704-687-1821, 

sdika@uncc.edu. If you have any questions or concerns about the research component of 

this study, please contact the UNC Charlotte IRB (704-687-1871 or uncc-irb@uncc.edu). 

Survey Link: http://uncc.surveyshare.com/t/Adherence-to-Dress-Code-and-Experiences-

of-Hijabi-College-Students 

Thank you in advance for your support and assistance. 

Regards, 

Neda Pouraskari 
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APPENDIX B: THE EMAIL TO COLLEAGUES AND INDIVIDUALS 

Subject Line: Invitation to participate in a research study on experiences of hijabi Muslim 

college students 

Dear Colleague/  individual name (name) (title) 

I am writing to ask your assistance in recruiting survey participants for a research study 

about experience of hijabi Muslim students on college campuses and how their level of 

adherence to Islamic dress code might influence these experiences. I am an international 

doctoral student from Iran at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte and this 

research study is part of the requirement for completion of my doctoral degree in 

Educational Leadership. 

Compared to other groups, the hijabi Muslim population has received little research 

attention in the study of student experiences in higher education in the United States. 

Considering the current national and international situation and the growth of 

Islamophobia, this research study has the potential to provide useful insights for 

American higher education personnel to understand the experiences of hijabi Muslim 

students and provide better opportunities for them to enable their academic and personal 

growth similar to other student populations on US college campuses.   

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of hijabi Muslim students, 

particularly adherence to Muslim codes of modesty and how it relates to sense of 

belonging, social adjustment, and discrimination.  I am planning to collect national 

survey data and would appreciate your help to distribute an email invitation and survey 

link among your members or others who are eligible to participate. I request that you 

distribute that email three times in December (date), January (date), February (date). I 
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will send reminder emails that can be immediately forwarded to your members and 

networks. 

This research study is approved by the University of North Carolina at Charlotte 

Institutional Review Board (study #18-0464), and if the IRB requests, I will need to 

provide the emails or any kind of document we use for communication, or proof of your 

support. 

Study participants have the chance to win one of four $25 Amazon gift card prizes. 

They survey will take around 15-20 minutes to complete. 

If you have any questions about this survey, please contact Neda Pouraskari, doctoral 

candidate in the Department of Educational Leadership at UNC Charlotte, 540-200-5697, 

npourask@uncc.edu or Dr. Sandra Dika, Associate Professor, 704-687-1821, 

sdika@uncc.edu. If you have any questions or concerns about the research component of 

this study, please contact the UNC Charlotte IRB (704-687-1871 or uncc-irb@uncc.edu). 

Survey Link: http://uncc.surveyshare.com/t/Adherence-to-Dress-Code-and-Experiences-

of-Hijabi-College-Students Thank you in advance for your support and assistance. 

Regards, Neda Pouraskari 

           Participants have the chance to win one of the four- $25 Amazon gift card 

prizes 

If you have any questions about this survey, please contact Neda Pouraskari, doctoral 

candidate at Educational Leadership Department, UNCC, or Dr. Sandra Dika, Associate 

Professor, 704-687-8873, sdika@uncc.edu. If you have any questions or concerns about 

the research component of this study, please contact the UNC Charlotte IRB (704-687-
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1871 or uncc-irb@uncc.edu).  Survey Link: http://uncc.surveyshare.com/t/Adherence-to-

Dress-Code-and-Experiences-of-Hijabi-College-Students 

  

  

mailto:uncc-irb@uncc.edu
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APPENDIX C: EMAIL TO POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

HIJABI MUSLIM STUDENTS – LET’S HEAR YOUR VOICES! 

Seeking hijabi Muslim undergraduate students to participate in a survey on adherence to 

Muslim codes of modesty and experiences of belonging and discrimination on campus. 

Researcher is an international doctoral student completing her dissertation at the 

University of North Carolina at Charlotte. Survey participation takes about 15 to 20 

minutes, and you have a chance to win one of four $25 Amazon gift card prizes! Learn 

more and participate at: http://uncc.surveyshare.com/t/Adherence-to-Dress-Code-and-

Experiences-of-Hijabi-College-Students 

 

  

http://uncc.surveyshare.com/t/Adherence-to-Dress-Code-and-Experiences-of-Hijabi-College-Students
http://uncc.surveyshare.com/t/Adherence-to-Dress-Code-and-Experiences-of-Hijabi-College-Students
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APPENDIX D: SOCIAL MEDIA POST 

HIJABI MUSLIM STUDENTS – LET’S HEAR YOUR VOICES! 

Seeking hijabi Muslim undergraduate students to participate in a survey on adherence to 

Muslim codes of modesty and experiences of belonging and discrimination on campus. 

Researcher is an international doctoral student completing her dissertation at the 

University of North Carolina at Charlotte. Survey participation takes about 15 to 20 

minutes, and you have a chance to win one of four $25 Amazon gift card prizes! Learn 

more and participate at: http://uncc.surveyshare.com/t/Adherence-to-Dress-Code-and-

Experiences-of-Hijabi-College-Students 
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APPENDIX E: INSTRUMENT  

Hijabi Muslim College Student Experiences Survey 

Demographic Information 

The following questions are about your background and your current college studies. 

1. Indicate the year you were born (drop down menu reverse order, 2000-1950, 

before 1950) 

2. Which of the following describes your primary race/ ethnicity identity? (check 

all that apply) 

Black/African American 

White European 

White Middle Eastern 

White North African 

Native American or Alaskan 

Asian-Far East 

Asian-Southeast 

Asian-Indian 

Hawaiian & Pacific Islander 

Multiracial 

 

3. Which of the following additional race/ ethnicity identities describe you? (check 

all that apply) 

None  

Black/African American 

White European 

White Middle Eastern 

White North African 

Native American or Alaska 

Asian-Far East 

Asian-Southeast 

Asian-Indian 

Hawaiian & Pacific Islander 

Multiracial 

 

4. Which of the following educational levels did you complete in the United States? 

Check all that apply. 

Elementary school (ages 6-11) 

Middle school (ages 12-14) 

High school (ages 15-18) 
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5. Have one or both of your parents completed a four year degree? 

Mother 

Father 

Both 

Neither  

 

6. Are you an international student?    
  Yes 

No 

 

7. Where is your college located? 

New England  

Mid East  

Great Lakes  

Plains   

Southeast  

Southwest 

Rocky Mountains  

Far West  

Outlying Areas 

 

8. What type of institution do you attend? 

Public 

Private, not religiously affiliated 

Private, religiously affiliated 

For-profit 

 

9. Which of the following categories best describes your academic major in college? 

Arts & Humanities  

Biological Sciences, Agriculture, & Natural Resources 

Physical Sciences, Mathematics, & Computer Science  

Social Sciences  

Business  

Communications, Media, & Public  Relations 

Education  

 Engineering  

Health Professions  

Social Service Professions  

Other majors, Undecided, undeclared  
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10. Are you involved in your institution’s Muslim Student Association? 

Yes, member only 

Yes, leadership position in the organization 

No, not a member or a leader 

Not applicable – campus does not have a Muslim/Islamic student association 

 

Hijab Style and Islamic Dress 

The following questions are related to your dress and grooming style as a hijabi Muslim.  

 

11. What age did you start wearing the hijab? (open ended or list with ages/time 

frames) 

12. What does wearing the hijab mean to you? (Open ended Question) 

13. Which style best represents the hijab you normally wear on campus? (choose 

one) 

 

Hijab: square scarf that covers the head and neck but leaves the face clear. 

Niqab:  a veil for the face that leaves the area around the eyes clear. However, it may 

be worn with a separate eye veil. It is worn with an accompanying headscarf 

Burka: It covers the entire face and body, leaving just a mesh screen to see through 

Al-amira is a two-piece veil. It consists of a close fitting cap, usually made from 

cotton or polyester, and an accompanying tube-like scarf. 

Shayla: long, rectangular scarf,It is wrapped around the head and tucked or pinned in 

place at the shoulders. 

Khimar: long, cape-like veil that hangs down to just above the waist. It covers the 

hair, neck and shoulders completely, but leaves the face clear. 

Chador: full-body cloak. It is often accompanied by a smaller head scarf underneath. 

Other (write in, e.g., turban) 
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14. Please describe your style of dress and grooming when you are on campus in 

classes or activities.  

(Scale of 1=never to 4=all of the time) 

Do you wear a scarf, such as hijaab to cover your hair? 

Do you cover your entire legs up to your ankle? 

Do you cover your entire arms up to the wrist? 

Do you wear loose clothing to cover your body shape? 

Do you wear an overcoat, such as an abaya or jilbaab? 

Do you cover your face with a cloth, such as a niqaab? 

Do you wear colorful clothing?(added question) 

Do you wear neutral makeup, such as foundation? 

Do you use colorful cosmetics, such as lipstick or eyeshadow? 

Do you use eyeliner?(added question) 

Do you use nail polish? (added question) 

 

Sense of Belonging and Social Adjustment  

 

15. The following questions are about your current experiences of belonging and 

adjustment on your campus.  

Respond to the following items on the scale from 1. Completely true 2. mostly true  3.  

equally true and untrue 4. mostly untrue 5. completely untrue 

● I could call another student from class if I had a question about an assignment. 

● Other students are helpful in reminding me when assignments are due or when 

tests are approaching. 

● If I miss class, I know students who I could get the notes from. 

● I have met with classmates outside of class to study for an exam. 

● I discuss events which happen outside 

● I invite people I know from class to do things socially 

● I have developed personal relationships with other students in class 

● I have discussed personal matters with students who I met in class. 

● I feel comfortable seeking help from a teacher before or after class. 

● I feel comfortable asking a teacher for help if I do not understand course related 

material. 

● If I had a reason, I would feel comfortable seeking help from a faculty member 

outside of class time (i.e., during office hours, etc.). 

● I feel comfortable talking about a problem with faculty. 

● I feel comfortable socializing with a faculty member outside of class. 

● I feel comfortable asking a teacher for help with a personal problem. 

● Speaking in class is easy because I feel comfortable. 
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● I feel comfortable volunteering ideas or opinions in class. 

● I feel comfortable contributing to class discussions. 

● I feel comfortable asking a question in class. 

● It is difficult to meet other students in class. 

● No one in my classes knows anything personal about me. 

● I rarely talk to other students in my classes. 

● I know very few people in my classes. 

● I feel that a faculty member would take the time to talk to me if I needed help. 

● I feel that a faculty member would be sympathetic if I was upset. 

● I feel that a faculty member would be sensitive to my difficulties if I shared them. 

● I feel that a faculty member really tried to understand my problem when I talked 

about it. 

 

16. Respond to the following items about your social adjustment using the scale  

1. Strongly Disagree 2.Somewhat Disagree 3.Disagree 4. Neutral 5.Agree 

6.Somewhat Agree 7.Strongly Agree 

 

● Since coming to this university I have developed close personal relationships with 

other students 

● The student friendships I have developed at this university have been personally 

satisfying 

● It has been difficult for me to meet and make friends with other students 

● Few of the students I know would be willing to listen to me and help me if I had a 

personal problem. 

● Most students at this university have values and attitudes different from my own. 

● I am more likely to attend a cultural event (e.g., a concert, lectures) now than I 

was before coming to this university 

 

Microaggressions and Hostility (Islamophobia) 

17. The following questions ask about your experiences with hostility and violence as 

a hijabi Muslim college student over the past year. If you have been a student for 

less than a year, respond since you have been a college student. 

0=never  1=very rarely    2=rarely    3=occasionally   4=frequently   5=very frequently 

1. People avoided sitting next to me or moved away from me (e.g., in class, on bus, at social events) 

because they knew or assumed I was Muslim. 

2. People stared at me or shook their head because they knew or assumed I was Muslim. 

3. Someone damaged or destroyed my personal property because they knew or assumed I was 

Muslim. 

4. Someone verbally insulted me (e.g, terrorist, Osama, go home) because they knew or assumed I 

was Muslim. 

5. Someone physically chased or followed me because they knew or assumed I was Muslim. 
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6. Someone physically assaulted (e.g., punched, kicked, slapped) me because they knew or assumed I 

was Muslim 

7. Someone threatened to hit me or beat me up because they knew or assumed I was Muslim 

8. Someone threw something at me (e.g., bottle, book) because they knew or assumed I was Muslim 

9. Someone called police or security because they knew or assumed I was Muslim. 

10. Someone sent me offensive or threatening emails or online messages because they knew or 

assumed I was Muslim. 

11. A stranger grabbed or pulled off my hijab. 

12. A stranger threatened to pull off my hijab. 

13. I was made fun of because of my religion. 

14. I felt like others avoided working with me (e.g., on a group assignment/project) because they knew 

or assumed I was Muslim.  

15. People avoided getting to know me better after they found out I was Muslim. 

16. People assumed that I am a terrorist because of my religion. 

17. Someone made comments about agency of Muslim women (e.g., all Muslim women are 

oppressed). 

18. Someone told me I was articulate or speak English well. 

19. Someone said my name is hard to pronounce. 

20. Someone asked me where I was from or where I was born. 

21. Someone assumed I was another hijabi that they had previously met on campus. 

22. Someone told me they wanted to introduce me to another hijabi or Muslim person they know on 

campus. 

23. Someone assumed I was forced to wear a hijab. 

24. Someone told me that my hijab makes me look exotic or sexy.  

25. Someone assumed or asked whether I had/was going to have an arranged marriage. 

26. Someone expected or asked me to speak up about violence of extremist Islamic groups.  

27. Someone recommended literature or films about honor killings or female genital mutilation to me 

because they knew or assumed I was Muslim. 

28. Someone made comments about my food choices (e.g., asked if I felt like I was missing out 

because I couldn’t eat bacon).  

29. Someone said or implied that I was not in the right place on campus (e.g., Are you lost?). 

30. As a compliment, someone said or implied that I didn’t seem Muslim (e.g, you don’t look/act 

Muslim). 

31. People said or implied that I was being overly sensitive for thinking I was treated poorly or 

unfairly because I am Muslim.  

32. I felt pressured by others to look or dress differently because of my Muslim dress and grooming 

style. 

33. Other people said, “that’s just the way it is” when I voiced frustration about Islamophobia.  

34. I was told I talk about my religion too much.  

35. On my campus people make jokes about Muslim people.  

36. Someone said they couldn’t be Islamophobic because they have (a) Muslim friend(s).  

37. I saw people holding signs with religiously based anti-Muslim message.  

38. I saw negative messages about Muslim people on social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) posted by 

contacts or organizations, or in advertisements. 

39. People have said that being Muslim is a sin. 

40. Strangers/acquaintances asked invasive personal questions about my hijab (e.g., “are you bald 

under there?”).  
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41. Someone told me they were praying for me because they knew or assumed I am Muslim. 

42. I have heard people say that they were tired of hearing about the “Islamist/Muslim agenda.” 

43. I was told that I talk about discrimination against Muslim people too much. 

44. I was expected to speak for all Muslim women (e.g., Why do Muslim women wear the hijab?).  

45. People seemed willing to tolerate my Muslim identity but were not willing to talk about it.  

46. Someone said or implied that all Muslim people have the same experiences.  

47. Someone said, “Muslim people are just like Christians,” or something similar.  

48. People implied that Christians and other religious groups experience discrimination same as or 

worse than Muslims. 

49. Others said or implied that Muslim people have mental health problems or need to be “cured.”   
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APPENDIX F: CONSENT FORM 

Adherence to Islamic Dress Code and Experiences of Hijabi Muslim Students 

on US College Campuses 

Participants have the chance to win one of four $25 Amazon gift card prizes 

You are invited to share your experiences on your college campus as part of a dissertation 

study approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of North 

Carolina at Charlotte (study #18-0464). The purpose of this study is to examine the 

experiences of hijabi Muslim students, particularly adherence to Muslim codes of 

modesty and how it relates to sense of belonging, social adjustment, microaggression, 

and hostility on US college campuses. Participation in this survey will take about 15 to 20 

minutes. Your responses will provide us with unique insight into experiences of hijabi 

Muslim students on college campuses. 

We would like to inform you that: 

You are eligible to participate in this survey if you identify as a hijabi Muslim and are 

currently enrolled in a degree-seeking undergraduate program at a four-year institution. 

Your participation is voluntary and confidential. There is no penalty if you decide not to 

participate. You will not be asked to provide any personally identifying information such 

as your name, student number, or email address. Analysis of the survey data will be 

conducted confidentially by the principal investigator, Neda Pouraskari. Results will be 

reported for the total group and for demographic sub-groups (e.g., institution type), and 

no individual results will be reported or shared outside of the research team. 
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There is possibility of feeling some emotional distress by recalling your experiences of 

discrimination and hostility while filling out the survey. If you experience distress and 

wish to talk to someone, please contact your campus counseling center or the national 

Crisis Call Center Hotline (800-273-8255). Considering the current national and 

international situation and the growth of Islamophobia, this research study has the 

potential to provide useful insights for American higher education personnel to 

understand the experiences of hijabi Muslim students and provide better opportunities for 

them to enable their academic and personal growth similar to other student populations 

on US college campuses.   

To participate in the survey, you do not need to enter your email address or any other 

personally identifying information. There will be a link at the end of the survey for those 

participants who want to be included in a drawing for one of four $25 Amazon gift cards. 

Participation in the drawing is completely separate from the research survey responses, 

and will require a name and email address for contact purposes. Names and email 

addresses will be destroyed after the drawing is complete. 

If you have any questions about this survey, please contact Neda Pouraskari, doctoral 

candidate in the Department of Educational Leadership at UNC Charlotte, 540-200-5697, 

npourask@uncc.edu or Dr. Sandra Dika, Associate Professor, 704-687-1821, 

sdika@uncc.edu. If you have any questions or concerns about the research component of 

this study, please contact the UNC Charlotte IRB (704-687-1871 or uncc-irb@uncc.edu). 

By clicking "Continue to Survey", you certify you are eligible and wish to complete this 

survey. 

 


