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[bookmark: _805biy19amcj]Abstract 
While existing literature acknowledges the importance of religious and cultural identity in adolescence, there remains a gap in understanding how these processes unfold for Muslim students in mainstream secondary schools in the UK. This research explores the lived experiences of five young British female Muslims in Years 8 to 10 (ages 12-15) attending an all-girls mainstream secular secondary school, with a particular focus on their experiences of faith membership, religious practice, and identity development. To address this, the study employed semi-structured interviews and adopted an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach. All participants identified as Muslim females and were part of the same school community, offering insight into how religious identity is navigated within a secular educational environment.
     
Following the Larkin et al. (2021) model, the IPA methodology is grounded in a phenomenological epistemology and ontology, centring the participants’ subjective experiences. The analysis generated five Group Experiential Themes (GETs). The first, A General Shift in Muslim Family Dynamics, explores evolving generational perspectives on faith and identity. The second, Community Bonds, highlights the significance of peer and local networks in shaping religious belonging. The third, Relational Belonging and Identity Integration, examines how students reconcile their Muslim identity with broader school and societal expectations. The fourth, Individuality in a Conformist World, reflects the tension between personal expression and perceived cultural or institutional norms. Finally, Balancing Freedom and Responsibility captures the participants’ negotiation of autonomy within religious and familial frameworks.

This study explores how young British female Muslims navigate faith, belonging, and identity within secular school contexts. By amplifying their voices, it reveals faith as a source of resilience and underscores the need for inclusive educational environments that support intentional identity development and affirm complex, culturally rooted identities.
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[bookmark: _6s1gpgk733r6]Chapter 1: Introduction 
[bookmark: _cuj6y6vfkne]Overview of Thesis      
 In recent years, the experiences of young British Muslims in secondary schools have come under increasing academic and public scrutiny, particularly in relation to identity, inclusion, and belonging. As a growing and diverse demographic, British Muslim youth navigate complex intersections of faith, culture, and national identity within educational environments that are often shaped by secular norms and limited cultural responsiveness. These dynamics raise important questions about how faith membership and religious practice are experienced and expressed in school settings, and how these experiences influence identity development.
[bookmark: _46kh9kcjgshq]From Culture To Faith: A Journey Of Bravery And Reorientation
At the start of my research journey, I found myself caught in an internal conflict. I knew I wanted to explore the identity of young people, but I was torn between two deeply personal and meaningful lenses: faith, specifically Islam, and culture, particularly South Asian heritage. Faith felt like the more compelling direction, one that resonated with my own experiences and the lived realities of many young people. Yet, despite this pull, I hesitated.

The political and social climate surrounding Islam felt heavy and fraught with tension. I worried that choosing faith as my focus might expose me to scrutiny or misinterpretation. I feared being asked to defend not just my research, but my own identity. These concerns made me question whether I was brave enough to take that path. And so, I chose culture. It felt safer, more familiar, and still rich with complexity, offering insights into language, tradition, migration, and intergenerational dynamics.

As I began writing my literature review, however, something shifted. Immersing myself in the existing research, I became increasingly aware of the gaps, particularly around faith and how it intersects with identity. I saw how Islam was often overlooked or flattened in academic discourse, and how young people’s spiritual lives were rarely given the space they deserved. The more I read, the more I felt a growing sense of responsibility. I realised that avoiding faith out of fear was not only limiting my research - it was silencing an essential part of the conversation.

It was at this point that I decided to be braver. I returned to my original instinct and shifted my focus to faith. This decision was not easy, but it felt necessary. It was an act of courage, not because the risks had disappeared, but because I had come to understand that meaningful research sometimes requires stepping into uncomfortable spaces. It requires listening deeply, representing responsibly, and being willing to challenge dominant narratives.

Changing my focus from culture to faith was a turning point in my journey. It reflected not only a shift in topic, but a shift in me - as a researcher, as a thinker, and as someone committed to amplifying the voices of young people navigating complex identities. It taught me that bravery in research is not about fearlessness, but about choosing to move forward despite fear, guided by purpose and integrity.
[bookmark: _h0c0vxxuxeb5]Research interests 
The motivation for this research stems from a deeply personal and scholarly interest in understanding how young British female Muslims experience and interpret their faith, values, and practices, elements often associated with what may be described as ‘Islamic culture’ (McKenna and Francis, 2019). This study focuses specifically on how these young individuals construct and express their religious identities within the context of secondary school, while also acknowledging the influence of broader community and cultural dynamics. By centring the school environment, the research aims to explore how faith membership, religious practice, and identity development unfolds in educational settings that may not always reflect or support their spiritual and cultural needs.

At the heart of this inquiry is the recognition that, for many Muslims, the presence and influence of God (Allah) is not merely a theological abstraction but a guiding force that informs daily decision-making, moral reasoning, and long-term aspirations. While the degree of religious observance may vary among individuals, the aspiration to live in accordance with Islamic principles remains a significant dimension of identity for many. This research seeks to understand how such aspirations are negotiated in environments that may or may not affirm religious expression.

Additionally, I found that it was essential to draw upon theories that are grounded in the framework of Islamic Psychology, which examines human development and identity formation through the lens of faith, spirituality, and the inner dimensions of the self. Islamic psychology provides a valuable perspective on how faith membership shapes cognitive, emotional, and behavioural processes, offering insights into how young British female Muslims engage in meaning-making, seek coherence in their identities, and navigate the complexities of living in a pluralistic society. By meaningfully aiming to integrate Western psychological frameworks with the rich spiritual and philosophical traditions of Islamic Psychology, this exploration considers not only the external influences on identity but also the internal spiritual and psychological mechanisms that drive self-conception and moral development. This dual lens allows for a more nuanced and culturally grounded interpretation of the lived experiences shared by the participants. Without this depth of integration, any attempt to infer meaning from the data risks being reductionist and failing to capture the complex interplay between faith, identity, and psychological well-being that shapes their inner worlds.

As a British Muslim woman, my motivation for this research is not only personal and academic but also shaped by my unique positionality. I am working specifically with young Muslim women, and I acknowledge that my access to and understanding of their experiences is shaped by shared aspects of gender, faith, and cultural background. This insider perspective allows me to engage with participants in a way that is both empathetic and contextually informed. I do not claim to speak for all Muslim youth, nor do I assume a universal experience of faith. However, I recognize that my own identity affords me a particular closeness to the experiences of young Muslim girls, experiences that may differ significantly from those of their male peers.
This gendered lens is not incidental; it is central to the research. The voices of young Muslim women are often underrepresented in both educational and psychological research, and this study seeks to foreground their perspectives. My own journey of negotiating faith, identity, and belonging as a Muslim woman informs my sensitivity to the nuances of their narratives. At the same time, I remain critically reflexive about the boundaries of my perspective, striving to approach each participant’s story with openness and academic rigor (refer to the Methodology chapter for Researcher Positionality).

By focusing on young females in secondary school contexts, this research aims to illuminate how gender, faith, and identity intersect in the lives of Muslim girls navigating both affirming and challenging environments. It is through this lens, shaped by both shared experience and scholarly inquiry, that I seek to contribute to a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of Muslim youth identity in contemporary Britain.

Chapter One introduces the study, The lived experiences of young British female Muslims in a secondary school: Exploring faith membership, religious practices and identities. It begins by defining key terms and outlining the central research questions. The chapter sets the context by exploring the current realities faced by young British Muslims in secondary schools, where faith, identity, and belonging intersect in complex ways. It highlights the significance of understanding how these students experience religious practice and navigate identity formation within educational environments that may not always reflect or support their cultural and spiritual needs.

Chapter Two, the literature review, is structured in three parts. The first draws on Islamic and Western psychology to explore faith in school settings, the role of religious practice in meeting psychological needs, and the formation of the Islamic self. The second reviews research on the lived experiences of young British Muslims specifically focusing on how they navigate, faith membership in secular or pluralistic school environments, religious practice and its expression in public and educational spaces and identity development, including how they reconcile religious, cultural, and national affiliations. The third offers a rationale for the study, highlighting its relevance and contribution.

Chapter Three outlines the study’s methodological approach. It begins with the philosophical foundations, including ontological and epistemological positioning, and introduces Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as the guiding framework. The chapter also addresses quality, reflexivity, and ethics. The second part details the research design, including participant recruitment, data collection through semi-structured interviews, transcription, and analysis.

Chapter Four presents the study’s findings through five Group Experiential Themes (GETs): shifting Muslim family dynamics, community bonds, relational belonging and identity integration, individuality within conformity, and balancing freedom with responsibility. Each theme offers insight into how young British female Muslims navigate identity, belonging, and autonomy.

Chapter Five interprets these themes in relation to existing literature and theory. It explores how participants’ experiences reflect broader cultural and psychological dynamics, offering a deeper understanding of identity negotiation, community influence, and personal agency within faith-based contexts.

Chapter Six concludes the thesis by synthesizing the key findings and explicitly relating them back to the research questions. It reflects on the study’s strengths and limitations, and discusses the broader implications for Educational Psychology, particularly in relation to identity, inclusion, and faith-sensitive practice. The chapter also offers recommendations for future research and educational policy, emphasizing the evolving nature of identity and belonging among young British Muslims in contemporary school contexts.
[bookmark: _sulxnmyi6tcq]The current context 
Recent qualitative research by Kapinga et al. (2023) offers valuable insights into the evolving nature of religious identity among young Muslims in the UK. Their findings indicate that during mid-adolescence, young people begin to engage in a more autonomous exploration of their faith, gradually differentiating their personal beliefs and practices from those of their parents. This period of individuation is marked by a shift away from inherited cultural-religious frameworks, often tied to parental countries of origin, toward more localized and personally meaningful expressions of Islamic identity. 

Notably, the study reveals that sacred geographies, such as Mecca[footnoteRef:0], gain symbolic prominence in the participants’ spiritual consciousness, while traditional associations with ancestral homelands become less central. This suggests that young Muslims are not merely inheriting religious identities but are actively reconstructing them in ways that are embedded in their everyday British contexts. Such findings challenge essentialist and stereotypical portrayals of Muslim youth as rigidly bound to transnational or culturally static notions of Islam. [0:  Mecca holds profound spiritual significance in Islam as the birthplace of the Prophet Muhammad and the site of the Kaaba, the holiest sanctuary toward which Muslims direct their prayers. It is the destination of the Hajj pilgrimage, one of the five pillars of Islam, and symbolizes a universal point of spiritual orientation and unity for Muslims worldwide.] 


Kapinga et al.’s (2022) work also contributes to a growing body of literature that critiques the secularisation thesis, which posits a decline in the relevance of religion in modern societies (Maliepaard and Phalet, 2012). Contrary to this paradigm, there is increasing evidence that religion remains a salient, and in many cases, intensifying dimension of identity for young Muslims in Western contexts (Anjum, et al., 2023; Voas & Fleischmann, 2012). Rather than being passively inherited, religious identity is increasingly experienced as a conscious, agentic, and chosen aspect of selfhood (Alba, 2005; Peek, 2005). For many young British Muslims, faith membership is not just a belief system but a central component of identity. It informs their values, moral reasoning, and social affiliations. However, the extent to which this identity is supported or challenged in school environments varies widely. In some schools, particularly those with inclusive or faith-sensitive policies, students feel affirmed. In others, they may experience marginalization, stereotyping, or pressure to assimilate, which can lead to internal conflict or identity suppression (Gilani, 2023).

Moreover, Kapinga et al.’s (2022) study highlights a process of “re-culturalisation” of religious identity, wherein being Muslim is increasingly associated with British cultural references and social realities. This counters the notion that religious identity is de-culturalised or detached from local contexts. Instead, young Muslims appear to be constructing hybrid identities that are both rooted in Islamic values and responsive to the socio-cultural dynamics of contemporary Britain. 

Gilani (2023) highlights how Muslim students in British schools often encounter unconscious bias, which can undermine their sense of belonging and discourage open expressions of faith. Writing from a policy and advocacy perspective, Gilani (2023) emphasizes the importance of recognizing faith as a source of motivation, inspiration, and resilience for Muslim children and young people. Building on these insights, my research seeks to explore in greater depth how young British female Muslims navigate their faith, values, and practices within both school and community contexts. By focusing on the lived experiences of Muslim female adolescents in secondary schools, this study aims to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how religious identity is shaped, negotiated, and expressed and how these processes inform broader aspects of identity development and decision-making.
[bookmark: _twhw7nezaj3o]Identifying need in the educational system 
Despite increasing attention to diversity and inclusion in British education, the specific experiences of young British Muslims in secondary schools remain underexplored in Educational Psychology. Existing research often treats Muslim identity as monolithic or focuses narrowly on issues of extremism and integration, overlooking the everyday realities of faith practice, belonging, and identity negotiation. There is a critical need to understand how school environments, through policies, peer interactions, and teacher attitudes, affect Muslim students’ ability to maintain their religious identity, engage in faith practices, and develop a positive sense of self. Without this understanding, educational institutions risk perpetuating environments that hinder rather than support the holistic development of Muslim      adolescents.

Recent research emphasizes the importance of understanding Muslim students on their own terms, rather than through deficit-based or securitized lenses (Malik & Wykes, 2018). This includes recognizing the diversity within Muslim communities and the varied ways in which young people relate to their faith. Faith membership is not monolithic; it is shaped by personal conviction, family influence, and social context.
[bookmark: _d7lvces7ds16]Research questions
The formulation of my research questions is grounded in my epistemological stance, which prioritizes the exploration of participants lived experiences of faith membership, practice and identity development within a secondary school setting. These questions are intentionally open-ended and exploratory in nature, designed to elicit rich, interpretive insights into the meanings participants ascribe to their experiences.
[bookmark: _7wyqsskfd0vv]Primary Research Question (RQ)
The primary research question provides a criterion for evaluating the study’s success in meeting its objectives.

RQ1: How do young British female Muslims perceive and experience faith membership within the context of secondary school environments and in their communities?

RQ2: How do young British female Muslims, in secondary schools and in their communities, process identity development in relation to their religious, cultural, and national affiliations?
[bookmark: _vxtlma75b8pp]Secondary research question (RQ)
As articulated by Smith (2004), secondary research questions are frequently shaped by theoretical considerations and are typically examined within an interpretive paradigm. Within the framework of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), such inquiries are instrumental in advancing theoretical understanding, rather than being primarily oriented toward the testing of hypotheses.

RQ3: What can educationalists learn from the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in secondary schools and in their communities, to foster inclusive, faith-sensitive educational environments?
[bookmark: _gh0hnu8lup3c]Definitions 
Young British Muslims are individuals aged approximately 11 to 25 who identify as Muslim and have grown up in the UK. This group navigates faith, identity, and belonging within both British society and their cultural or religious communities.

Faith Membership refers to an individual’s sense of belonging to a religious tradition or community, encompassing both personal identification with a set of beliefs and participation in associated practices and social networks. For young Muslims, this may involve religious upbringing, engagement in communal worship, adherence to Islamic values, and the internalisation of a Muslim identity within both private and public spheres.

Religious Practice refers to the observable expressions of faith, including rituals, worship, moral conduct, and daily behaviours guided by religious teachings. For young Muslims, this may involve practices such as prayer (ṣalāh), fasting during Ramadan, attending mosque, wearing religious attire, and adhering to Islamic ethical principles in everyday life.

Identity Development refers to the ongoing process through which individuals form a coherent sense of self, shaped by personal experiences, social interactions, and cultural or religious influences. For young Muslims, this process often involves negotiating multiple identities, religious, cultural, and national, while navigating the expectations of both their faith communities and wider British society.
[bookmark: _3224kant4v1b]Introduction Summary 
This chapter outlines the contextual and personal motivations underpinning this study, which explores the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in a secondary school setting, particularly in relation to faith membership, identity development, and religious practice. My professional and personal journey has shaped a reflective and critical engagement with how identity and belonging are negotiated within educational environments.

The chapter situates the research within broader discourses on inclusion, identity, and faith in education, challenging dominant paradigms that often marginalise or overlook the spiritual and cultural dimensions of student experience. It critically examines how institutional frameworks, including secularism in education and intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) may obscure or inadequately address the complex realities of students whose identities are shaped by both religious and cultural affiliations.

In articulating the research questions and key definitions, this chapter affirms a commitment to understanding how young British female Muslims make sense of their identities within the pluralistic and, at times, contested space of the secondary school. It sets the foundation for subsequent chapters, which delve into the relational, spiritual, and sociocultural dynamics that inform participants’ experiences, highlighting the interconnectedness of faith, identity, and educational practice.


[bookmark: _g0wx92oaa1k6]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _wns3w7yqizc9]Introduction
The objective of this literature review is to explore the experiences of young British Muslims in secondary schools, with a particular focus on faith membership, religious practice, and identity development. To achieve this, a narrative review approach was adopted. This method was chosen for its flexibility in synthesizing diverse sources and for its suitability in capturing the complexity and contextual richness of identity-related experiences across educational and community settings.

The review integrates insights from a wide range of sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, policy reports, and relevant grey literature. The search strategy involved a combination of systematic keyword searches and snowball sampling. Databases such as StarPlus (University Library Discovery), PsycINFO, Scopus, Taylor and Francis, Google Scholar and IAIP (International Association of Islamic Psychology) were used to identify relevant literature. Key search terms included: “British Muslim students,” “faith and education,” “Islamic identity development,” “religious practice in schools,” “Muslim youth in the UK,” and “intersectionality and religion.” To explore the psychological and spiritual dimensions of identity, additional terms from Islamic psychology were incorporated, such as “Islamic psychology,” “nafs,” “qalb,” “ruh,” “fitrah,” “tazkiyah al-nafs,” “Islamic self,” and “spiritual development in Islam.” These terms helped identify literature that bridges classical Islamic thought with contemporary psychological frameworks, particularly in relation to self-understanding, moral agency, and identity formation. Boolean operators (e.g., AND, OR) were used to refine results, and filters were applied to prioritize literature published within the last 15 years, while also including seminal works where relevant.

In addition to database searches, reference lists of key articles were reviewed to identify further relevant studies. Literature was selected based on its relevance to the research questions, theoretical contribution, and methodological rigor. The review process was iterative and reflexive, allowing for the inclusion of emerging themes and perspectives that aligned with the study’s conceptual framework.

This narrative synthesis not only maps the existing knowledge base but also identifies gaps in the literature, particularly around the intersection of faith, gender, and identity in school contexts. These insights inform the rationale for the current study and help position it within the broader field of educational and psychological research.

Part One of the literature review explores faith membership, religious practice, and identity formation among young British Muslims within the school context. This section draws on both Islamic and Western psychological perspectives to deepen understanding of these themes. Islamic psychology offers a spiritually grounded and holistic framework, integrating classical Islamic thought with contemporary psychological insights to examine how Muslim adolescents internalize and express their faith in modern settings. Key Western theoretical lenses, Self-Determination Theory (SDT), Social Identity Theory, and Faith Development Theory, were self-selected based on their conceptual relevance to the study’s focus on belief, practice, and identity among young British Muslims. These frameworks were chosen through a reflective and iterative review of the literature, guided by the research questions and the thematic concerns emerging from both Islamic and educational psychology. Together, they offer a comprehensive basis for analysing the interplay between internal motivation, group belonging, and spiritual development, while allowing for meaningful integration with Islamic psychological concepts.
Choosing to include Islamic psychology was not just an academic decision, it was a personal one. It reflected my desire to honour the richness of Islamic thought and to acknowledge the ways in which faith can be central to identity formation. However, as I engaged more deeply with the literature, I became aware of the tensions and limitations within the field. I recognised that Islamic psychology, like any framework, is not without its complexities and areas that invite critique.

Yet I made a conscious decision not to critique it within the scope of my literature review. This was not due to a lack of critical insight, but rather a recognition of the emotional and political weight that such critique carries. Islamic psychology is still emerging as a formal discipline, often developed in response to the marginalisation of Muslim voices in mainstream psychology. To critique it prematurely, without sufficient space to explore its theological and epistemological foundations, felt not only unfair but potentially harmful.

There was also a personal dimension to this choice. As a Muslim researcher, I felt a responsibility to approach Islamic psychology with care and respect. I was aware of the risk that critique could be misinterpreted, not as constructive engagement, but as rejection or internalised doubt. I wanted to create space for Islamic psychology to be seen as valid and valuable, especially for young people whose identities are shaped by faith in ways that are often misunderstood or ignored in psychological discourse.
In choosing not to critique Islamic psychology, I was not avoiding complexity - I was acknowledging it. I was recognising the need for more nuanced, culturally sensitive, and spiritually informed research. My literature review became a space to introduce Islamic psychology as a meaningful framework, while leaving room for future scholarship to engage with its limitations in ways that are thoughtful, respectful, and grounded in lived experience.

Young British Muslims in secondary schools navigate the complex intersection of religious, cultural, and national identities. Their experiences are shaped by school settings, peer relationships, and wider societal narratives surrounding Islam and multiculturalism. Part Two synthesizes empirical studies and theoretical insights to examine how Muslim adolescents, both girls and boys, engage with faith membership, religious practice, and identity development. It draws on a diverse body of literature to reflect the varied experiences across gender, while also identifying key gaps in current research, particularly in relation to gendered expressions of faith and identity. The chapter concludes by underscoring the significance of addressing these gaps and positioning this study as a necessary contribution to the field of Educational Psychology.
[bookmark: _iduedj8tyu9i]Part 1: 
[bookmark: _fj76zg7moen0]Faith Membership in the school context
This study is informed by a constellation of theoretical frameworks that collectively provide a robust foundation for exploring the lived experiences of young British Muslims in secondary schools. Specifically, it draws upon Self-Determination Theory (SDT), Social Identity Theory, Faith Development Theory, Intersectionality, and critical perspectives on Secularism in Education. These frameworks offer complementary insights into the ways in which faith membership, identity development, and religious practice are negotiated within educational contexts.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT)
SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 2000) posits that human motivation and psychological well-being are contingent upon the fulfilment of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. In the context of this study, SDT provides a valuable lens for understanding how young British Muslims experience school environments that either support or constrain their ability to express their religious identities. When students are afforded the autonomy to observe religious practices, feel competent in navigating their dual identities, and experience a sense of relatedness with peers and educators, they are more likely to thrive. Conversely, environments that marginalise or suppress faith expression may hinder students’ motivation, engagement, and overall well-being.

Social Identity Theory
Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) offers a framework for examining how individuals derive a sense of self from their membership in social groups. This theory is particularly relevant for understanding how young Muslims navigate their religious, cultural, and national identities within the pluralistic and, at times, secular landscape of British secondary schools. The theory highlights the psychological processes of in-group identification and out-group differentiation, which can influence students’ experiences of belonging, exclusion, and identity negotiation. For many participants, being Muslim is not only a personal belief system but also a salient social identity that shapes their interactions and perceptions within the school environment.

Faith Development Theory
Faith Development Theory (Fowler, 1981) provides a developmental perspective on how individuals engage with and internalise their faith over time. Fowler’s model outlines a progression through stages of faith, with adolescence typically marked by a transition from synthetic-conventional to individuative-reflective faith. This stage is characterised by increased self-reflection, critical examination of inherited beliefs, and the search for personal meaning. For young British Muslims, this developmental process is often situated within a broader context of cultural hybridity and institutional secularism, making the negotiation of faith particularly complex. Faith Development Theory thus offers a nuanced understanding of how religious identity evolves in response to both internal maturation and external influences.

Intersectionality
The concept of intersectionality, introduced by Crenshaw (1989), is essential for understanding how multiple, overlapping social identities, such as religion, ethnicity, gender, class and dis/ability, interact to shape individual experiences. Intersectionality challenges reductionist approaches by recognising that young British Muslims may face compounded forms of marginalisation. For instance, a Muslim girl who wears a hijab may simultaneously encounter Islamophobia, racial stereotyping, and gendered expectations. This framework underscores the importance of attending to the complexity of students’ lived realities and the ways in which structural inequalities manifest within educational settings.

Secularism in Education
Critical perspectives on secularism in education further illuminate the institutional context in which young Muslims navigate their identities (Sali, 2023; Sahin, 2018; 2015). While secularism is often framed as a neutral stance, it can function as a normative framework that marginalises religious expression, particularly for minority faiths. In many UK secondary schools, secular policies may inadvertently suppress visible expressions of Islamic faith, such as prayer, fasting, or religious dress, under the guise of neutrality or uniformity. This creates a hidden curriculum in which students may internalise the message that their faith is incompatible with academic or social success. By interrogating the role of secularism, this study seeks to uncover how institutional norms shape the visibility, legitimacy, and accommodation of religious identities in school spaces.

Together, these theoretical frameworks provide a multidimensional lens through which to examine the lived experiences of young British Muslims. SDT foregrounds the emotional and motivational aspects of faith expression; Social Identity Theory situates identity within broader social dynamics; Faith Development Theory captures the internal evolution of belief; Intersectionality reveals the compounded nature of marginalisation; and critiques of secularism expose the institutional forces that shape religious visibility and belonging. This integrative approach enables a deeper understanding of the complex interplay between faith, identity, and educational experience, and informs the study’s commitment to promoting inclusive, faith-sensitive educational practices.
[bookmark: _d6k93a168vf4]Integrating Faith in the Curriculum: Psychological and Pedagogical Perspective
In UK secondary education, the inclusion of faith within the curriculum is both a statutory requirement and a vital component of inclusive educational practice. Religious Education (RE) is mandated in all state-funded schools in England, though it is not part of the National Curriculum. Instead, it is shaped by locally agreed syllabi or, in the case of academies and free schools, by their funding agreements (Department for Education, 2010). This flexibility allows schools to tailor RE to reflect local demographics and values, but it also introduces variability in how faith is represented and taught. From an Educational Psychology perspective, this variability has significant implications for adolescent development. Erikson’s (1968) theory of psychosocial development identifies adolescence as a critical period for identity formation, during which young people explore and consolidate their beliefs and values. Schools that provide inclusive, dialogic spaces for students to engage with diverse religious and non-religious worldviews can support this identity work and foster a sense of belonging.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory further highlights the role of schools as microsystems that interact with broader cultural and institutional forces. Inclusive practices, such as offering multi-faith RE syllabi, facilitating respectful interfaith dialogue, and accommodating religious observances, help students feel seen and respected within the school environment. The Research Review Series: Religious Education by Ofsted (2021) emphasizes that high-quality RE should be intellectually challenging, personally enriching, and inclusive of both religious and non-religious perspectives. This aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, which posits that learning is mediated through social interaction and cultural tools. When students are encouraged to engage in discussions about belief systems and ethical dilemmas, they develop not only cognitive and moral reasoning but also empathy and intercultural understanding.

Case studies from local authorities and schools illustrate how these inclusive practices are implemented. For example, Croydon’s Standing Advisory Council on Religious Education (SACRE) provides detailed guidance for schools on how to accommodate pupils of faith, including allowing time off for religious festivals, providing prayer spaces, and ensuring that school events are inclusive of all cultural and religious backgrounds (Croydon SACRE, 2025). The guidance emphasizes the importance of fostering an environment where diversity is celebrated and all students feel safe to express their beliefs. Similarly, the Birmingham Agreed Syllabus for Religious Education promotes a multi-faith approach that includes Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Sikhism, Buddhism, Judaism, and Humanism, encouraging students to explore both shared values and distinct beliefs.

These practices are further supported by institutional frameworks such as Queen Mary University of London’s Inclusive Curriculum and Educational Practice Guide, which advocates for inclusive pedagogies that recognize and validate multiple forms of knowledge and identity (Queen Mary University of London, 2022). These examples demonstrate how inclusive RE can serve as a vehicle for promoting social cohesion, reducing prejudice, and supporting the psychological well-being of all students, regardless of their faith background.
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Rothman and Coyle’s (2018) work, “Toward a Framework for Islamic Psychology and Psychotherapy: An Islamic Model of the Soul”, presents a foundational attempt to articulate an Islamic psychology that is rooted in the cosmology of the Islamic tradition. Their framework moves beyond Western psychological models, arguing that an authentically Islamic approach must begin with an understanding of the human soul as conceptualized within Islamic thought. 

At the heart of their model is the tripartite structure of the soul, “nafs” (the lower self), “qalb” (the heart), and “ruh” (the spirit), which interact dynamically in shaping human behaviour and psychological well-being. This conceptualization aligns with classical Islamic scholarship, particularly the works of Al-Ghazali and Ibn Qayyim (Arroisi and Rahmadi, 2022), who emphasized the purification of the soul as central to personal development and spiritual fulfilment. Rothman and Coyle’s framework suggests that psychological distress often arises from an imbalance within these components, where the “nafs” dominates, leading to inner conflict and disconnection from divine purpose. 

For young British Muslims navigating secondary school, this model offers a compelling lens through which to examine faith membership, religious practice, and identity formation. Adolescence is a critical period for self-definition, and the tensions between cultural expectations, peer influences, and religious commitments can create psychological struggles. The Islamic psychology framework posits that fostering a strong connection to “qalb” and “ruh”, through spiritual practices such as prayer, reflection, and community engagement, can help mitigate these challenges and support a more cohesive identity. 

This perspective is reinforced by other Islamic psychology theories, such as Malik Badri’s critique of Western psychological paradigms and his call for an Islamic approach that integrates spirituality with mental health. Badri’s work highlights the importance of “tazkiyah” (purification of the soul) as a means of achieving psychological resilience, a concept that resonates with Rothman and Coyle’s emphasis on the development of the soul. Similarly, Haque et al. (2016) argue that Islamic psychology must be grounded in an understanding of human nature that prioritizes spiritual well-being alongside emotional and cognitive health. 

In the context of young British Muslims, these theories suggest that identity formation is not merely a social or psychological process but a deeply spiritual one. The struggle to balance religious practice with contemporary societal norms can be understood as an internal negotiation between the “nafs” and “qalb”, where external pressures may amplify the dominance of the lower self. However, Islamic psychology offers a pathway toward integration, advocating for practices that strengthen the heart’s connection to divine guidance and foster a sense of belonging within both faith and society. 

By situating Rothman and Coyle’s (2018) framework within broader Islamic psychology discourse, this literature review underscores the relevance of an Islamic model of the soul in understanding the lived experiences of young British Muslims. Their journey through secondary school is not just about academic achievement or social adaptation - it is a profound process of self-discovery, where faith, identity, and psychological well-being are intricately intertwined.

In Islamic psychology, faith (īmān) is not merely a belief system but a dynamic, evolving relationship with God (Allah) that encompasses the heart (qalb), intellect (‘aql), and actions (‘amal). Adolescents are seen as entering a stage of moral and spiritual accountability (taklīf), where they begin to take personal ownership of their faith. SDT, when integrated with Islamic principles, emphasizes the importance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in fostering sincere religious commitment. A study by Saafir and Umarji (2024) at the Yaqeen Institute shows that adolescents are more likely to internalize Islamic values when they feel supported in making faith-based decisions autonomously, rather than through coercion- a finding that gains particular significance in Muslim-minority contexts such as the UK or the US. In these environments, where Muslim youth often navigate competing cultural expectations and may experience marginalization or identity conflict, autonomy-supportive parenting and educational practices are essential for fostering a secure and meaningful connection to faith. This aligns not only with SDT, which emphasizes the psychological need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, but also with principles from Islamic psychology (Ilm al-Nafs), which view the human being (insān) as a spiritual, moral, and rational agent endowed with fitrah, the innate disposition toward truth and goodness.

Islamic psychology emphasizes the importance of nurturing the fitrah through tarbiyah (holistic development), which includes cultivating moral reasoning, spiritual awareness, and self-regulation. When adolescents are given the space to explore their faith through reflection, dialogue, and personal choice, rather than through fear or authoritarian control, they are more likely to develop a sincere and enduring commitment to Islamic values. This is especially critical in minority contexts, where external validation of religious identity may be limited, and where the school and family environments must work together to provide a sense of belonging and spiritual grounding. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory further supports this view by highlighting how macrosystemic factors, such as societal attitudes toward Islam, interact with microsystems like family and school to shape adolescent development. In contrast, in Muslim-majority contexts, where Islamic norms are more culturally embedded, the challenge may lie in moving beyond ritual compliance toward internalized conviction, again underscoring the universal importance of autonomy and intentionality in religious development.

Islamic scholars such as Ibn al-Jawzī and Ibn Qayyim describe adolescence as a spiritually volatile period, marked by internal struggles (jihād al-nafs) and the need for guidance. Faith membership during this stage is not static but is actively negotiated through reflection, questioning, and spiritual striving.

Faith membership involves a sense of belonging to a religious tradition and community. For Muslim adolescents, this includes adherence to Islamic beliefs, participation in rituals, and identification with the global ummah. However, in secular or pluralistic school settings, this membership can be challenged or marginalized.
Ipgrave (2010) distinguishes between permissive (tolerant but passive) and affirmative (actively inclusive) approaches to religious diversity. Her findings suggest that permissive environments often fail to support Muslim students’ religious identities, leading to feelings of exclusion. Similarly, Panjwani and Moulin-Stożek (2017) critique the 'religification' of Muslim identity in schools, where students are reduced to their religious affiliation without recognition of their broader identities.
Fowler’s Faith Development Theory posits that adolescents typically move from a conformist to an individuated-reflective stage of faith. Moulin (2012) applies this theory to the UK context, arguing that unsupportive school environments can hinder this developmental progression, leading to internal conflict or compartmentalization of faith and academic life (refer to Integrating Faith in the Curriculum: Psychological and Pedagogical Perspective above).
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[bookmark: _phh0qkmdej4j]Research indicates a positive correlation between religious participation and reduced anxiety among adolescents, particularly in contexts where religion plays a significant societal role (Jung, 2015; Peterman et al., 2014). Religious involvement has also been identified as a protective factor against the use of psychoactive substances and substance abuse in young people (Sheppard et al., 2014; Desrosiers et al., 2011; Rostosky et al., 2008) and is associated with positive behavioural changes over time. Increased religiosity has been linked to sociocultural influences on pathological behaviours, such as eating disorders, and religious coping strategies have been shown to enhance psychological adjustment, reduce anxiety, and improve quality of life for individuals with chronic illnesses or interpersonal trauma (Pirutinsky et al., 2012; Carpenter et al., 2012).

While religious and spiritual struggles, characterised by doubt, conflict, and internal or external tensions, can affect coping mechanisms and meaning-making processes (Exline, 2013; Exline et al., 2011, 2014), the broader literature generally supports the view that faith and religion contribute positively to adolescent development. This includes benefits to physical and mental health, as well as resilience in the face of challenges (Torralba et al., 2021). My research seeks to contribute to this discourse by offering a more nuanced understanding of how religion supports identity development in adolescents.

Studies exploring young people's motivations for engaging with their faith highlight several key themes: belief, purpose, personal growth, social connection, and opportunities for leadership (Betts et al., 2022). Scholars have also emphasised the need for educational institutions to engage more openly with discussions around faith, religion, and spirituality, rather than avoiding them (Barton, Cadge, & van Stee, 2020; Braskamp, 2007; Burchell, Lee, & Olson, 2010). In response, this study invites young people to share their experiences of faith and religious practice and examines how these experiences shape their identity development.

Islamic psychology recognizes that religious practice (ʿibādah) is both a spiritual discipline and a means of psychological regulation. Practices such as prayer (ṣalāh), fasting (ṣawm), and remembrance (dhikr) are seen as tools for cultivating emotional resilience, self-discipline, and spiritual awareness. Adolescents who are given the tools and encouragement to practice Islam meaningfully, rather than through fear or shame, are more likely to develop a positive religious identity. This aligns with SDT’s emphasis on competence and relatedness: youth need to feel capable of practicing their faith and connected to a community that supports them.

Communities and schools that foster faith-sensitive environments, by affirming religious practices and providing space for spiritual expression, can significantly enhance adolescents’ sense of belonging and self-worth. Muslim students often face institutional barriers to religious practice, such as lack of prayer facilities, inflexible uniform policies, and limited halal food options. These challenges are documented in studies like the British Muslims and Education report (JSTOR) (Open Society Institute, 2005), which highlights how such exclusions can lead to disengagement and identity suppression.

SDT emphasizes the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When schools restrict religious expression, they undermine students’ autonomy and relatedness to their faith community. This can lead to either disengagement or resistance. For example, some students may assert their religious identity more strongly in response to perceived marginalization, while others may suppress it to conform.

Shah (2006) explores how Muslim students in multi-ethnic schools navigate these tensions. Her findings suggest that culturally responsive leadership can mitigate the negative effects of exclusion by fostering environments where religious practices are respected and accommodated.
[bookmark: _ezpc0pldpjpb]Identity Formation and the Islamic Self
Islamic psychology views identity as rooted in the fitrah, the innate disposition toward belief in God and moral awareness. Adolescence is a critical period for reconnecting with the fitrah, especially as youth navigate competing cultural, social, and ideological influences. Harneker (2024) emphasizes that Islamic identity formation involves answering existential questions such as “Who am I?” and “What do I value?” through the lens of divine purpose and accountability.

The Positive Islamic Identity (PII) model (Pasha-Zaidi and Odeh, 2019) integrates Islamic teachings with developmental psychology to propose a framework where identity is formed through spiritual growth, moral reasoning, and community engagement. Contrary to secular theories that predict a decline in religiosity, Islamic psychology, and supporting empirical research, suggests that religion remains central or even becomes more salient in identity formation among Muslim youth in the West. This is often a conscious, agentic process, where being Muslim is a chosen and meaningful identity, not merely an inherited label (Yucel and Whyte, 2023).

Young British Muslims often construct hybrid identities, integrating elements of Britishness, Islam, and ethnic heritage. Finlay and Green (2017) and the Young British Muslims: Voice in Britain study (SpringerLink, 2024) show that these adolescents actively negotiate their identities in response to both school culture and societal narratives.  Tajfel & Turner's (1979) social identity theory discusses that an individual’s sense of self is part dependent on their membership of social groups. According to Tajfel (2010), group memberships gives us a sense of identity and belonging and is a natural part of human experience (Brewer & Brown,1998) with individuals classifying themselves into groups at the micro (e.g., family, friends) and macro level (e.g., nationality, religion, ethnicity, political stance) (Brewer & Brown,1998). Individuals may also categorise others into groups which serve different purposes such as making overly simplistic assumptions about the behaviours and beliefs of others (stereotyping), which can preserve cognitive resources (Wigboldus, Sherman, Franzese, & Knippenberg, 2004). However, stereotyping a group of people can have negative effects such as fostering pre-conceived, oversimplified, and negative attitudes about certain groups (prejudice) (Mackie & Hamilton, 2014).

When Muslim students experience identity threat, for example, through Islamophobic incidents or curriculum exclusion, they may respond with in-group solidarity or identity concealment. Panjwani (2013) warns against the overemphasis on religious identity in policy and media, which can pressure students into defensive identity postures. Students often engage in identity negotiation, balancing religious values with peer expectations and institutional norms. This process is influenced by teacher attitudes, curriculum content, and peer dynamics. Affirmative school environments that validate multiple aspects of identity can support more integrated and resilient self-concepts.

Islamic psychology provides a spiritually congruent and developmentally sensitive framework for understanding how Muslim adolescents experience faith membership, engage in religious practice, and form their identities. It emphasizes the importance of nurturing environments, both familial and institutional, that support autonomy, competence, and belonging. As young British Muslims navigate complex social landscapes, Islamic psychology offers both theoretical insight and practical guidance for fostering resilient, faith-cantered identities.
[bookmark: _kte6d81vxmuz]Part 2: Research into the lived experiences of young British Muslim
The lived experiences of young British Muslims are shaped by complex intersections of faith membership, religious practice, and identity development within a sociocultural landscape marked by both opportunities and challenges. As a demographic group, young British Muslims navigate multifaceted identities influenced by generational shifts, globalization, and societal perceptions of Islam (Spiegler, et al., 2021). This research focuses on understanding how these young British Muslims, in particular females, negotiate their religious identities, practices, and affiliations in the context of contemporary Britain, addressing critical gaps in the literature surrounding the interplay between faith, identity and belonging. Belonging is an integral aspect of identity. It refers to the sense of being part of a group or community, which significantly shapes how individuals see themselves and their place in the world. For these young women, their sense of belonging within their religious and cultural communities is deeply intertwined with their personal identities. This sense of belonging provides them with a sense of purpose and connection, reinforcing their self-concept and overall identity (Tajfel, 1981; Baumeister & Leary, 1995).

In essence, belonging is not just about being part of a group; it is about how these group affiliations contribute to one's self-concept and overall identity. The feeling of belonging helps individuals understand who they are and how they fit into the broader social context (Tajfel, 1981). This study delves into these dynamics, exploring how young British female Muslims negotiate their place within both their religious communities and the wider society, and how these experiences shape their identities.

The broader context of young British Muslims' lived experiences reveals significant sociological and cultural dynamics. For instance, studies highlight the increasing prominence of religion in their identity formation, often surpassing other markers such as ethnicity or nationality (Basit, 2009). This prioritization of religious identity is not static but evolves as individuals engage with diverse influences, including familial traditions, peer networks, and societal expectations (Franceschelli, 2013). However, the literature also underscores the challenges faced by young British Muslims, such as Islamophobia and societal exclusion, which complicate their sense of belonging (Githens-Mazer, 2010).

Despite the growing body of research on young British Muslims, significant gaps remain in understanding the nuanced ways they experience and express their faith. While previous studies have explored religious identity development as a linear process, this approach often overlooks the fluid and contested nature of identity in response to shifting sociopolitical contexts (Peek, 2005). Furthermore, much of the existing literature tends to focus on static descriptions of identity, neglecting the dynamic interplay between religious practice and broader societal engagement (Franceschelli, 2013). Additionally, studies often fail to account for the diversity within the British Muslim population, including variations by gender, socioeconomic status, and regional contexts (Ali, 2013).

This study seeks to address existing gaps by exploring the following research questions: (1) How do young British Muslims, particularly young females, negotiate their faith membership and religious practices in contemporary Britain? (2) In what ways does identity development shape their lived experiences and interactions with broader society? (3) How do external influences, such as societal perceptions, generational differences, and gendered expectations, impact their religious and social identities? By adopting a qualitative methodology rooted in interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), this research will provide an in-depth exploration of the lived experiences of young British female Muslims, capturing the complexity and diversity of their narratives (Murphy, 2023).

The significance of this research lies in its theoretical and practical contributions. Theoretically, it aims to advance understanding of religious identity as a dynamic and context-dependent construct, challenging reductive frameworks that fail to capture the lived realities of young British Muslims. Practically, the findings have implications for policymakers, educators, and community leaders seeking to foster inclusivity and support for young Muslims in Britain. By highlighting the ways in which these individuals navigate their identities amidst societal pressures, this study can inform strategies to address discrimination, promote interfaith dialogue, and enhance social cohesion (Warden, 2017).

Ethical considerations are integral to this research, particularly given the sensitivity of exploring religious identity and lived experiences. Ensuring participant anonymity, obtaining informed consent, and adopting reflexivity in the research process are essential to maintaining the integrity of the study (Kapinga, 2021). Moreover, the study acknowledges the potential for its findings to challenge stereotypes and foster a more nuanced understanding of young British female Muslims, contributing to broader efforts to combat Islamophobia and promote social justice (Dadabhoy, 2018).

Religion and identity function as crucial intersecting axes in how young British Muslims navigate their lived experiences within the sociocultural fabric of contemporary Britain. The Muslim population in the UK, comprising approximately 6.5% of the national demographic, remains one of the most ethnically and socioeconomically diverse communities (Ali, 2013). For many young Muslims, religion acts as an organizing framework of meaning through which they interpret family, society, and opportunities for self-expression. However, the negotiation of faith and identity is not without challenges, particularly given the proliferation of Islamophobic narratives that have intensified over the past two decades, restricting opportunities for integration and recognition (Githens-Mazer, 2010). Policies ostensibly aimed at fostering social cohesion often overlook the heterogeneity of Muslim identities, focusing on monolithic assumptions that fail to address individuals' nuanced religious experiences (Warden, 2017).

The scholarship on young British Muslims highlights substantial variability in their conceptualization of faith membership and its day-to-day expression. Early works, such as Franceschelli’s (2013) sociological analysis, elucidated identity as socially constructed within intersecting systems of race, religion, and culture (Franceschelli, 2013). More recent studies have adjusted this lens to emphasize the dynamic interplay between external perceptions and internal self-concept (Kapinga, 2021). Yet, tensions persist in reconciling faith-based values with the demands of a predominantly secular society (Moulin-Stožeck, 2013). Some scholars argue that an overemphasis on structural factors, such as racism and discrimination, risks obscuring the ways young Muslims proactively reinterpret and redefine religious practices in innovative and empowering ways (Rosowsky, 2017). Others critique linear models of religious identity development for their inability to adequately capture the recursive and iterative negotiations that youth undertake (Peek, 2005).
One conspicuous deficit in existing research is the insufficient attention to gendered experiences of religious identity. While studies such as Ali (2013) suggest that women’s faith practices often intersect with cultural expectations to produce experiences of double marginalization, granular empirical evidence that closely examines these intersections remains sparse (Ali, 2013). Additionally, the analytical focus of many data-driven studies is often confined to either isolated snapshots of belief or overgeneralized accounts of marginalization. This focus inadvertently misses the pluralistic and contextual understandings young Muslim women derive from their engagement with both Islamic teachings and Western norms (Dadabhoy, 2018). Researchers have also noted the absence of longitudinal studies connecting adolescent religious experiences to longer-term trajectories in adult identity and integration, which are intricately tied to broader societal challenges (Murphy, 2023).
Emerging challenges, such as increased globalization and rising xenophobia, further complicate the contexts in which young British Muslims’ identities are shaped. For instance, generational shifts in the interpretation of Islamic teachings frequently spark within-family tensions between adherence to tradition and the desire for individual self-expression, exposing conflicts on issues of religious observance and sociopolitical activism (Maqbool, 2022). Simultaneously, digital spaces are increasingly shaping how young Muslims perform and negotiate religious identities, offering both opportunities for solidarity and risks of further alienation (Alkouatli, 2019). The risk, however, is that without an expanded focus on lived experience, including the psychological, spatial, and intergenerational dimensions, these emerging phenomena may remain underexplored.

By addressing gaps in gendered contexts, identity fluidity, and the consequences of generational divides, this research aims to provide an in-depth analysis of young female British Muslims’ navigation of faith membership and practice. Specifically, it interrogates how such navigation intersects with identity and belonging, focusing on the interplay between their religious commitments, sociocultural pressures, and personal agency. In doing so, this study not only contributes to the contemporary scholarly discourse but also offers practical insights for improving institutional support systems and community outreach initiatives critical to fostering inclusive societies in the UK.
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In contemporary multicultural societies, schools are not only sites of academic instruction but also critical arenas for identity formation, social integration, and personal development. For young British Muslims, secondary school represents a pivotal context in which they negotiate their religious beliefs, cultural heritage, and national identity. As adolescents, they are at a developmental stage characterized by increasing autonomy, self-reflection, and the search for belonging, processes that are deeply influenced by their lived experiences within educational institutions.

In the UK, Religious Education (RE) is a statutory subject in all state-funded schools, though it occupies a unique position: it is part of the basic curriculum but not the National Curriculum, and parents retain the right to withdraw their children from RE classes (Francis and McKenna, 2017). Faith-based schools, such as Islamic or Christian schools, often embed religious instruction and practices into daily routines, while non-faith-based schools typically offer a broader, more comparative RE curriculum. However, the depth and quality of RE teaching can vary significantly, and concerns have been raised about the adequacy of teacher training and the representation of minority faiths (Francis and McKenna, 2017).

For Muslim adolescents, the process of "becoming" a Muslim is not merely a private or spiritual journey but one shaped by communal practices, family expectations, and religious education, both formal and informal. This includes learning to recite and understand the Qur’an, performing daily prayers (salah), observing Ramadan, and attending mosque-based classes or youth groups. These practices are often gendered, with distinct expectations for boys and girls. For instance, girls may be more closely monitored in terms of modest dress and behaviour, while boys may be encouraged to take on leadership roles in religious settings (Long, et al., 2019).

These gendered dynamics intersect with school experiences, where young Muslims may encounter conflicting messages about identity, belonging, and religious expression. Understanding how these adolescents navigate such tensions is essential for appreciating the complexity of their identity development. It also underscores the need for more inclusive and nuanced approaches to RE in schools, approaches that reflect the lived realities of religious minorities and support young people in making sense of their faith in a pluralistic society (Department for Education, 2021).

The intersection of religion, ethnicity, and adolescence presents unique challenges and opportunities for Muslim students in the UK. While the British education system promotes values of inclusion and diversity, research suggests that Muslim students often encounter environments that are either passively tolerant or insufficiently responsive to their religious needs. These experiences can significantly impact their sense of faith membership, the ability to practice their religion freely, and the development of a coherent and resilient identity.

From an Educational Psychology perspective, understanding how these students internalize or resist the messages they receive about their faith and identity is essential. Theories such as SDT, Social Identity Theory, and Faith Development Theory offer valuable frameworks for examining how autonomy, belonging, and belief systems are shaped in school contexts. However, there remains a gap in the literature that centres the voices of Muslim adolescents themselves in exploring how they make meaning of their experiences and how these experiences influence their psychological and spiritual development.

Despite increasing attention to diversity and inclusion in British education, the specific experiences of young British Muslims, both males and females, in secondary schools remain underexplored in educational psychology. Existing research often treats Muslim identity as monolithic or focuses narrowly on issues of extremism and integration, overlooking the everyday realities of faith practice, belonging, and identity negotiation. There is a critical need to understand how school environments, through policies, peer interactions, and teacher attitudes, affect Muslim students’ ability to maintain their religious identity, engage in faith practices, and develop a positive sense of self. Without this understanding, educational institutions risk perpetuating environments that hinder rather than support the holistic development of Muslim adolescents.

This study aims to address this gap by exploring the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in secondary schools, with a focus on how they experience and express their faith, navigate institutional structures, and construct their identities in the face of both support and marginalization.
[bookmark: _gklqgv6kwhcw]Literature review conclusion
This literature review explores the intersection of faith, identity, and educational experience among young British Muslims in secondary schools. Part One examined how religious identity is formed and expressed within school contexts, drawing on both Islamic and Western psychological frameworks. Islamic psychology offers a spiritually integrated perspective, while Western theories, such as SDT, Social Identity Theory, and Faith Development Theory, provide complementary insights into the dynamics of belief, practice, and identity development.

Part Two synthesizes empirical research to highlight how young Muslims navigate the complexities of religious, cultural, and national identities amid peer influences and societal narratives. This section draws attention to the nuanced ways in which identity is shaped by both internal convictions and external pressures, including school environments, media portrayals, and intergenerational dynamics. The review identified significant gaps in current scholarship, particularly around the lived experiences of Muslim adolescents in educational settings, and suggests directions for future research that centre their voices and contextual realities.

To address these gaps, the study is guided by three central research questions:
1. How do young British female Muslims perceive and experience faith membership within the context of secondary school environments?
2. How do young British female Muslims in secondary schools and their wider communities navigate identity development in relation to their religious, cultural, and national affiliations?
3. What can educationalists learn from the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in secondary schools, to foster inclusive, faith-sensitive educational environments?




[bookmark: _3nae227u0wyv]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _e40frha1lbcn]Part 1: Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodological framework underpinning the study and explains how the research objectives informed the selection of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as the most appropriate approach. It begins by establishing the ontological and epistemological foundations of the research, situating the study within an interpretative phenomenological approach that values subjective meaning-making and lived experience. Appendix 1, Reflective Log Example 3 and 4, outlines my rationale for selecting this approach, including a comparison with alternative approaches I considered during the research design process.

Key concepts central to IPA are introduced and discussed, highlighting their relevance to the study’s aims. The chapter then explores the three philosophical pillars that ground IPA, phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography, demonstrating how each contributes to the interpretative and experiential focus of the analysis.

Attention is also given to issues of research quality, including rigour, credibility, and trustworthiness, to ensure the study meets established qualitative standards. The chapter concludes with a detailed overview of the research design, including my own positionality and reflexivity, participant sampling, recruitment strategies, and data collection procedures. This is followed by a description of the transcription process and a step-by-step account of the IPA analytical method employed in the study.
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Ontology in research is often conceptualised as a continuum spanning two foundational philosophical paradigms (Robson, 2002). At one end lies the realist or positivist perspective, which posits the existence of universal laws governing human behaviour. This paradigm assumes that reality exists independently of human perception and can be objectively observed and measured. Kornuta and Germaine (2019) liken this to the physical sciences, suggesting that just as natural laws govern the physical world, human behaviour can be systematically studied through empirical methods. Realist ontology, therefore, asserts the presence of an objective, external reality that can be accessed and understood through rigorous scientific inquiry (McEvoy & Richards, 2003).

In contrast, relativist ontologies, positioned at the opposite end of the spectrum, argue that reality is not fixed but is instead constructed through individual consciousness and experience. In its most radical form, relativism suggests that reality is entirely subjective and inaccessible to anyone other than the individual perceiving it (Robson, 2002). As Levers (2013) articulates, this view holds that there are “as many different realities as there are people,” highlighting the deeply personal and interpretative nature of human experience.

These ontological positions align with different methodological approaches. Quantitative research, often grounded in naive realism, assumes that researchers can objectively measure and analyse human behaviour, drawing generalisable conclusions. However, Kornuta and Germaine (2019) challenge this assumption, arguing that all human experience is inherently subjective and shaped by contextual understanding. This epistemological stance aligns more closely with qualitative methodologies, which seek to explore meaning, interpretation, and lived experience rather than to uncover absolute truths (Willig, 2013).

Phenomenological approaches, particularly those employed in qualitative research, are situated between these two extremes. Willig (2013) describes interpretative phenomenological research as an exploration of how individuals make sense of their experiences within specific social, cultural, and psychological contexts. This approach acknowledges both the reality of the experience for the individual and the interpretative processes through which meaning is constructed.

This research is grounded in an interpretative phenomenological epistemology, which recognises that knowledge is not discovered in an objective sense, but is instead co-constructed through the lived, subjective experiences of individuals. Drawing on Willig (2008), epistemology, the study of how we come to know what we know, shapes the methodological choices of this study by positioning participants as meaning-makers whose experiences are valid, complex, and worthy of deep exploration. Within this framework, lived experience is not only central to the research focus but also to the way knowledge is generated and interpreted.
Interpretative phenomenology assumes that individuals actively interpret their experiences, and that these interpretations are shaped by their personal histories, cultural contexts, and social environments. As such, this study does not seek to uncover a singular, objective truth, but rather to understand how young British Muslims make sense of their identities and everyday realities within a dynamic and often challenging sociopolitical landscape. The interpretivist tradition values the sharing of narratives and personal stories (Schwandt, 2003; Smith, 2003), which serve as windows into how individuals construct meaning, negotiate identity, and locate themselves within their social worlds.

This research adopts a ‘dynamic lived religion’ approach, which is particularly suited to exploring how religious identity is experienced, embodied, and expressed in everyday life. It allows for an examination of how young British Muslims engage with their faith in ways that are fluid, contextual, and deeply personal. Through this lens, identity is understood as a socially constructed and evolving phenomenon, shaped through interaction, reflection, and the navigation of multiple cultural and religious influences (Soja, 1996; Liberatore, 2017).

My ontological stance aligns with a phenomenological view of reality - one that sees the social world as experienced and interpreted, rather than objectively existing outside of human consciousness. While informed by interpretivist thinking, my focus remains on the individual’s meaning-making processes, rather than on abstract structures alone (Young & Collin, 2004). This ontological position acknowledges that reality is constituted through lived experience and that these experiences are always situated within broader social and cultural contexts.
As a British Muslim myself, I recognise that my positionality is not separate from the research process. Instead, it forms part of the interpretative lens through which meaning is co-constructed. This reflexive engagement allows for a deeper, more empathetic understanding of participants’ narratives and acknowledges the intersubjective nature of the research encounter. In line with Schwandt (2003), I understand that interpretation is shaped not only by the participant’s worldview but also by the researcher’s own experiences, assumptions, and social positioning.
The interpretivist paradigm emphasises the relational and negotiated nature of meaning, where the researcher and participant are engaged in a dialogic process of understanding. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) note that interpretivist research is “guided by the researcher’s set of beliefs and feelings about the world and how it should be understood and studied” (p. 22). This study is therefore shaped by my own lived experience and commitment to amplifying the voices of young British female Muslims. 

As a British-born, female Muslim, my personal and professional journey has significantly shaped the lens through which I approach this research. I attended a secular primary school with a majority Muslim population, where my religious identity was largely affirmed and unchallenged. Alongside school, I also attended mosque classes in the evenings, which provided a strong foundation in Islamic teachings and community belonging. However, this sense of ease and affirmation shifted when I transitioned to a non-faith, secular secondary school in a predominantly white, middle-class area. It was during these years that I began to question and more consciously negotiate my identity, as I encountered environments where my faith and cultural background were less visible and often misunderstood.

My early career as a secondary school teacher in Bradford, where I taught in secular schools with predominantly Pakistani Muslim student populations, further shaped my understanding of how faith and identity are expressed in educational contexts. Now, as a Trainee Educational Psychologist working in the same city, I continue to engage with these communities professionally and personally. Living and working in Bradford, a city known for its rich multicultural landscape, has allowed me to remain closely connected to the communities I serve. This continuity between my personal history, teaching background, and current role as a TEP provides a unique vantage point from which to explore the lived experiences of young British female Muslim in secondary schools. It also reinforces my commitment to research that is both academically rigorous and grounded in the realities of the communities it seeks to represent.

Following Harding (2004), I hold that individuals from marginalised or minority backgrounds are uniquely positioned to speak about their own realities, as their experiences of exclusion and negotiation offer critical insights into the workings of identity, power, and belonging. In this way, the research is not only an exploration of others’ experiences but also a reflexive engagement with my own, creating a space where shared understanding and new knowledge can emerge through the interpretative phenomenological process.
[bookmark: _nk48nzz7nhjv]Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)
Smith et al. (2021) offer a comprehensive account of several key figures who have shaped the development of phenomenology. In this section, I critically engage with the contributions of three of these philosophers, focusing on their perspectives related to phenomenology, idiography, and hermeneutics.
[bookmark: _g5sb60tnywkt]Phenomenology
Phenomenology views subjective lived experiences as central to understanding one’s choices and decisions and this focus on subjectivity in relation to faith membership, practice, and identity development is important. The subjective interpretation of a transaction via cognitive appraisal, represents one’s perceptions which are influenced by beliefs, expectations, and the meaning and significance of the transaction for the individual’s well-being (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The subjective, experiential and the process-oriented aspects of human functioning is considered through the phenomenological approach (Fuster, 2019). By focusing on the lived experience and personal world of the individual via phenomenological methods, this study will deepen understanding of faith membership, practice, and identity development in young British female Muslims. By employing a phenological method, I assume that experiences are a version of truth for the individual telling their story, but that this is also subjective to interpretation and reinterpretation by the individual experiencing it and by other people. Therefore, knowledge is subjective and is situated inside the reality that is created of one's own experiences (Ponterotto, 2005). By sharing unique and individual stories and experiences, the participants in this study would be involved in a continuous process of meaning making of their stories and experiences from a subjective positioning. 

I will be using a hermeneutic approach to phenomenology whereby my ontological assumption is that the lived experiences are interpreted by individuals in their lifeworld, and my epistemological stance being that the observer is part of the world and not bias free. Heidegger, a key figure in phenomenology, underscored the centrality of interpretation, asserting that understanding is inherently linked to interpretative processes (Langdridge, 2007). Heidegger maintained that the self is intrinsically embedded within the universe and cannot be separated from it (Horrigan-Kelly et al., 2016). The notions of 'inter-relationship and interconnectedness' are often regarded as central to the human experience (Tuffour, 2017, p. 3). I seek to understand phenomena by interpretive means. I will be reflecting on essential themes of the participants experience of the phenomena whilst reflecting on my own experiences. 
[bookmark: _3vp4571x555t]Idiography
Idiography represents a central philosophical and methodological commitment within Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). Unlike nomothetic approaches, which seek to identify general laws or universal truths across large populations, idiography is concerned with the detailed, in-depth exploration of individual lived experiences. It prioritises the particular over the general, aiming to understand how specific individuals make sense of their personal and contextual realities.

Smith et al. (2009) define idiography as the study of the particular, emphasising the importance of examining each case in its own right before considering any cross-case analysis. This approach is grounded in the belief that each person’s experience is unique, shaped by their personal history, cultural background, and situational context. In IPA, participants are not treated as representatives of a broader category, but as individuals whose narratives offer rich, meaningful insights into the phenomenon under investigation.

Smith et al. (2021) reinforce this view by highlighting that IPA researchers are encouraged to engage deeply with each participant’s account, attending to the nuances of their language, emotions, and meaning-making processes. This involves a case-by-case analysis, where the researcher immerses themselves in the data, seeking to understand the participant’s perspective from within their own experiential world.

However, idiography in IPA does not preclude the identification of shared themes across participants. Rather, it involves a double commitment: first, to the detailed examination of individual cases, and second, to the careful development of patterns of convergence and divergence across those cases. This dual focus allows researchers to explore how different individuals experience a similar phenomenon, while still honouring the distinctiveness of each account.

This approach aligns with Warnock’s (1975) assertion, cited in Smith (2004), that “going deeper into the particular also takes us closer to the universal.” In other words, by thoroughly understanding the specific, we can begin to illuminate broader human experiences, not through generalisation, but through resonance and depth.
In the context of this study, idiography was essential for exploring students’ experiences of faith membership, practice and identity development within secondary education. Adopting a comprehensive, in-depth, and holistic approach to students’ experiences can foster deeper understanding and enhance discourse on the role of lived religion and identity formation in secondary education. Idiography enables the exploration of individual experiences within their specific contexts (Smith et al., 2021), while acknowledging that similar events may be interpreted differently by different individuals (Miller et al., 2018). By embracing idiography, this research not only captures the complexity of individual meaning-making but also contributes to a more nuanced and human-centred discourse on the role of relationships in secondary schooling.

This idiographic commitment also informed the analytical process. Each transcript was analysed individually, with attention to the participant’s language, tone, and emotional expression. Only after this detailed engagement were patterns across cases explored, allowing for the emergence of Group Experiential Themes (GETs) that reflected both shared and divergent experiences.

Moreover, this study acknowledges that no two individuals interpret the same event in exactly the same way. As Miller et al. (2018) suggest, even when participants encounter similar circumstances, their interpretations are filtered through their unique lenses of meaning. Idiography, therefore, provided the methodological space to honour these differences, while still constructing a coherent and insightful account of the phenomenon.
[bookmark: _rb99dks5b0zo]Hermeneutics
The third foundational pillar of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) is hermeneutics, the theory and practice of interpretation. Central to IPA is the belief that understanding human experience is inherently interpretative; it involves making sense of how individuals themselves make sense of their lived realities. This interpretative process is not merely a methodological step but a philosophical stance that acknowledges the complexity and depth of human meaning-making.

Hermeneutic phenomenology explores the nuanced and multi layered human experience that lies beneath the surface awareness and how their lifeworld influences their experiences (Bynum and Varpio, 2017) and this is done through the study of the individual’s narratives. The term ‘lifeworld’ refers to the concept that realities are influenced by the world which we live in (Lopez and Willis, 2004) and therefore individuals are understood as already having an understanding of themselves in their world, even if it not explicitly understood (Staiti, 2012). This approach also considers that consciousness is formed by historically lived experiences and the culture in which they are raised in (Lopez and Willis, 2004) and therefore individuals experience a phenomenon in reference to their background understandings. 

IPA draws heavily on the work of key hermeneutic philosophers such as Martin Heidegger (1962), Hans-Georg Gadamer (1991), and Paul Ricoeur (1981). Heidegger, a student of Husserl and a pivotal figure in existential phenomenology, argued that interpretation is not an optional layer added to understanding; it is the very condition of understanding itself. For Heidegger, human beings are always already embedded in the world, and our understanding of phenomena is shaped by our historical, cultural, and existential contexts (Langdridge, 2007). As Horrigan-Kelly et al. (2016) explain, Heidegger viewed the self as fundamentally interconnected with the world, making interpretation an inseparable part of human experience.
This notion of interconnectedness, what Tuffour (2017, p. 3) refers to as “inter-relationship and interconnectedness”, is central to the hermeneutic dimension of IPA. It compels the researcher to engage with participants’ narratives not as detached observers, but as co-constructors of meaning. In this study, hermeneutics provided the philosophical grounding for exploring how participants made sense of their experiences, and how I, as the researcher, interpreted those interpretations.
A key methodological feature of IPA is the double hermeneutic, a process in which the researcher is engaged in trying to make sense of the participant, who is themselves engaged in making sense of their own experience (Smith et al., 2009). This layered interpretative process acknowledges that meaning is not simply extracted from data but is co-created through a dynamic and reflective engagement with the text. As Finlay (2011) notes, this approach moves beyond surface-level description to uncover deeper, more nuanced understandings. Data analysis required a double hermeneutic approach, which I embraced as a researcher. The hermeneutic circle, both reflective and dynamic, facilitates understanding of participants’ meaning-making processes (Smith, 2011). IPA posits that comprehending the whole depends on understanding the parts, and vice versa, underscoring its non-linear interpretative cycle. Accordingly, I adopted an iterative analytic process throughout the study (Larkin et al., 2021). Employing IPA involved interpreting how participants made sense of their experiences, highlighting the relevance of the double hermeneutic. Each response reflected unique interpretations shaped by individual life contexts, a dimension I remained attentive to during the research.

Smith (2011) describes this interpretative engagement as a hermeneutic circle, a non-linear, iterative process in which the researcher moves back and forth between the parts of the text and the whole, refining their understanding through repeated engagement. This circularity reflects the idea that one cannot fully understand the whole without understanding the parts, and vice versa. In this study, I adopted an iterative analytic approach, revisiting transcripts multiple times to deepen my interpretations and remain attuned to emerging meanings (Larkin et al., 2021).
Before conducting cross-case analysis, I undertook a detailed, case-by-case examination of each transcript. This involved constructing interpretative tables that traced the development of meaning from initial exploratory notes to more abstract experiential statements, supported by direct quotations. These tables served as a transparent record of the interpretative journey and ensured that my analysis remained grounded in the participants’ own words.

Throughout the analytic process, I engaged in reflexive practices to acknowledge and manage my own preconceptions and assumptions. As Hood (2016) suggests, reflexivity is essential in hermeneutic research, as it allows the researcher to critically examine how their own positionality shapes the interpretative process. I maintained a reflexive journal and sought regular supervision to explore how my background, beliefs, and experiences influenced my engagement with the data. My educational journey began in a secular primary school with a majority Muslim population, where my religious identity was normalized and rarely questioned. I also attended mosque classes in the evenings, which deepened my connection to Islamic teachings and community life. However, this sense of coherence was disrupted during my secondary school years, where I attended a predominantly white, middle-class, non-faith school. It was in this setting that I began to critically reflect on my identity, navigating the tensions between visibility, belonging, and self-expression.
These formative experiences, combined with my professional background as a teacher and now as a Trainee Educational Psychologist in Bradford, have shaped the interpretative lens through which I approached this research. My access to particular Muslim spaces, teachings, and educational environments has inevitably filtered my sense-making. I acknowledge that my interpretations are not neutral but are informed by my lived experiences, cultural knowledge, and the relational dynamics I share with participants. This reflexive stance aligns with the view of Flowers and Larkin (1997, p. 189), who argue that researchers must be willing to “unpack the meanings within” while remaining aware of their own interpretative lens.

Importantly, hermeneutic philosophers such as Heidegger and Gadamer challenge the notion of bracketing, the idea that researchers can fully set aside their own experiences and biases. Instead, they propose that researchers bring their “fore-meanings” to the interpretative process, which can either obscure or illuminate understanding (Gadamer, 1991). In this study, I did not attempt to eliminate my preconceptions but rather approached the data with openness and humility, allowing the participants’ narratives to “assert their own truth” against my prior assumptions (Gadamer, 1991, p. 269).

Hermeneutics in IPA is not about achieving objective truth, but about engaging in a dialogue with the data, a process of interpretation that is both rigorous and compassionate. By embracing the double hermeneutic and the hermeneutic circle, this study sought to uncover the layered meanings embedded in participants’ accounts, offering insights into how they made sense of their experiences within the relational and educational contexts of their lives. It also allows me to consider my role as a researcher and instead of bracketing off my subjective perspective, this approach recognizes that I cannot be free of my lifeworld. My past experiences and knowledge are considered as valuable guides to inquiry, and therefore I cannot take a completely unbiased approach to the data. I was reflexive and considered my subjectivity as part of the analysis process throughout and I captured my reflections in a reflexive diary (See Appendix 1, Reflective Log Entry 1 and 2), creating ‘continuous, iterative cycles to develop increasingly robust and nuanced analyses’ (Neubauer, 2019). I also considered the hermeneutic circle, ‘deliberately considering how the data (the parts) contributed to the evolving understanding of the phenomena (the whole) and how each enhanced the meaning of the other’ (Bynum and Varpio, 2017).
[bookmark: _s4q9lgg2gmh0]Ensuring Quality and Rigour in Qualitative Research 
Qualitative research is inherently interpretative, requiring the researcher to engage deeply with participants’ narratives and the meanings they construct. This interpretative approach inherently introduces subjectivity into the research process. As Willig (2012) notes, findings from interpretative studies must be treated with caution, particularly due to the typically small sample sizes and the contextual nature of meaning-making in qualitative research. Therefore, it is important to avoid making claims of generalisability or representation, and instead focus on the depth, richness, and contextual relevance of the findings.
To ensure the quality and credibility of this study, I will adopt the evaluative framework proposed by Elliott et al. (1999), which is grounded in the phenomenological-hermeneutic tradition and aligns closely with the principles of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Willig, 2001). This framework offers a set of flexible yet rigorous criteria for assessing the trustworthiness of qualitative research.

The following strategies will be employed to uphold the integrity and transparency of the research process:
1. Contextual Transparency: Detailed descriptive information about the participants will be provided to situate their experiences within their specific social and cultural contexts. Additionally, my own positionality as a researcher will be explicitly acknowledged, including reflections on how my perspectives may have influenced the research process.
2. Methodological Clarity: The research design, data collection procedures, and analytical steps will be described comprehensively to allow for transparency and potential replication. This includes a clear account of how Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was applied at each stage.
3. Grounding in Data: The presentation of findings will be supported by direct quotations from participants, illustrating how each theme emerged from the data. These excerpts will be embedded within a coherent narrative that reflects both the participants’ voices and the interpretative lens of the researcher.
4. Peer Review and Validation: To enhance the credibility of the analysis, a research colleague will independently review a sample of the data and the corresponding interpretations. This process will serve as a form of peer validation, helping to ensure that the findings are grounded and not solely shaped by the researcher’s perspective.
5. Reflexivity: A reflexive journal will be maintained throughout the research process, as recommended by Lincoln and Guba (1985). This journal will document key decision points, emerging insights, and reflections on the researcher’s assumptions and biases. Engaging in this ongoing reflexive practice will support a more faithful and nuanced interpretation of the data, while also helping to mitigate the risk of misrepresentation.

By integrating these strategies, the study aims to produce a rich, credible, and ethically sound account of participants’ lived experiences, while remaining mindful of the interpretative nature of qualitative inquiry.
[bookmark: _n1fnzguiy0zf]Researcher Reflexivity and Ensuring Quality in IPA
IPA acknowledges that data analysis is inherently interpretative and shaped by the researcher’s own perspectives, experiences, and assumptions. As Golsworthy and Coyle (2001) note, the process of interpretation in IPA is not neutral; it is influenced by the researcher’s positionality, which inevitably introduces a degree of subjectivity. Rather than attempting to eliminate this influence, IPA encourages transparency and reflexivity, recognising that the researcher plays an active role in co-constructing meaning with participants.

In line with best practices in IPA, I have made a conscious effort to articulate my own positionality and the ways in which it may have shaped the research process and interpretation of findings (Elliott et al., 1999). My interpretative lens has been informed by several key aspects of my identity and professional experience:
· My lived experience as a Pakistani, British female Muslim;
· My role as an educator working with British Muslim students;
· My current training and practice as a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP) in a city with a significant British Muslim population.

These experiences have provided me with cultural insight and contextual understanding that have supported rapport-building with participants and enriched the interpretative depth of the analysis. At the same time, I have remained critically aware of the potential for bias and have actively engaged in reflexive practices to monitor and manage my assumptions throughout the research process.

This study is grounded in the epistemological belief that individuals construct meaning through their lived experiences, and that these meanings are shaped by their social, cultural, and historical contexts. In evaluating the quality and rigour of this qualitative research, I have drawn upon the evaluative framework proposed by Yardley (2015), which outlines four key principles for assessing qualitative research: sensitivity to context, commitment and rigour, transparency and coherence, and impact and importance.

Sensitivity to Context
This principle involves demonstrating awareness of the relevant literature, theoretical frameworks, and socio-cultural factors that may influence both participant responses and the researcher’s interpretations. Throughout the research process, I engaged with existing studies on lived religion, identity, and educational experiences of British Muslims. I also remained attuned to the broader socio-political context in which participants’ narratives were situated. Reflexivity was maintained through regular supervision and the use of open-ended reflective prompts (see Appendix 2), which encouraged critical engagement with my own assumptions and interpretative decisions.

Commitment and Rigour
Rigour was demonstrated through a thorough engagement with the research topic, careful data collection, and a systematic approach to analysis. I undertook extensive reading on phenomenological and hermeneutic traditions, as well as on IPA methodology, prior to data collection. The analysis was conducted with attention to both psychological insight and contextual nuance, drawing on my academic training and professional experience to interpret the data meaningfully and responsibly.

Transparency and Coherence
To ensure transparency, I have provided a detailed account of the research design, data collection procedures, and analytic process. Each stage of the study is clearly documented, and the rationale for methodological choices is explicitly stated. Coherence was achieved by aligning the research questions, theoretical framework, and analytic approach, ensuring that the study remained methodologically and philosophically consistent. The presentation of findings includes illustrative quotes that are closely linked to the themes, allowing readers to trace the interpretative process.

Impact and Importance
This research aims to contribute meaningful insights to both academic and professional communities. By exploring the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in educational settings, the study offers implications for the practice of Educational Psychologists (EPs) and educators working in diverse school environments. The findings highlight the importance of culturally responsive practice and the need to understand students’ experiences within their broader identity frameworks.

In addition to Yardley’s criteria, I also adopted strategies recommended by Elliott et al. (1999) to enhance the credibility of the research. These included:
· Providing rich, contextualised descriptions of participants;
· Including verbatim extracts to support each theme;
· Engaging a research colleague to review and validate the findings;
· Maintaining a reflexive journal (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to document key decisions, reflections, and potential biases throughout the research journey.

By integrating these strategies, I aimed to conduct a study that is both methodologically sound and ethically grounded, offering a nuanced and respectful account of participants lived experiences.
[bookmark: _h5ufy4k8dyvn]Ethical Considerations
This research was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles outlined in the British Psychological Society’s Code of Human Research Ethics (BPS, 2021). Ethical approval was granted by the University of Sheffield’s ethics committee in October 2024 (See Appendix 3 and 4). Throughout the research process, I adhered to the BPS’s (2018) core ethical principles of respect, competence, responsibility, and integrity (p. 5), ensuring that all procedures were designed to protect the rights, dignity, and well-being of participants.

Following Tracy’s (2010) guidance, the research was grounded in principles of respect and trust, with particular attention given to informed consent, confidentiality, and the minimisation of harm. Ethical practice was further informed by Willig’s (2013) five key considerations for qualitative research:
1. Informed Consent: Participants and their parents/carers were provided with comprehensive information sheets outlining the purpose, procedures, and potential implications of the study (See Appendix 7-10). Written consent from the parents and the participants was obtained prior to participation.
2. Transparency: The research aims, methods, and intended use of data were clearly communicated. Participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any stage without consequence.
3. Participant Autonomy: Participants were reminded of their right to discontinue the interview at any point. Following data collection, they were debriefed and invited to provide feedback on the findings, which informed the final presentation of results.
4. Data Protection: All personal data were anonymised and securely stored. Identifying details, including names of individuals and schools, were removed from transcripts. Pseudonyms were used throughout to protect participant identity.
5. Ethical Reflexivity: In line with Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009, p. 263) assertion that “human interaction in qualitative inquiries affects researchers and participants,” I remained mindful of the ethical complexities inherent in conducting research with young people in educational settings. A reflexive stance was maintained throughout, supported by supervision and reflective journaling.

Given the sensitive nature of the research topic, additional measures were taken to safeguard participants’ emotional well-being. Prior to each interview, participants were informed of the school’s safeguarding procedures, including designated points of contact. A trusted staff member was identified to provide emotional support if needed. During interviews, I closely monitored participants’ verbal and non-verbal cues, offering reassurance and the option to pause or stop the interview at any time. The semi-structured format allowed participants to retain a sense of control over the conversation.

To further ensure participant safety, I implemented a distress protocol (Appendix 5) based on the Four-Step Triage Pathway (Whitney & Evered, 2022). This protocol provided a structured response in the event that a participant displayed signs of distress. Any concerns would be referred to the appropriate school staff, including the Head of Year, Safeguarding Lead, or SENDCO.

In addition, I took steps to ensure my own safety during data collection. I shared my interview schedule, including start and end times, with my partner, who was best placed to monitor my whereabouts due to our shared residence and regular communication. All distress events that occur during the interviews would also be discussed with the research safeguarding lead (Professor Rebecca Lawthom). This is so that concerns can be discussed and further strategies to address these concerns can be implemented.

By embedding ethical considerations into every stage of the research process, this study sought to uphold the highest standards of integrity, transparency, and care, particularly when working with young people in a school setting.
[bookmark: _3cxn7j4ygozi]Part 2: Procedure and Design
Part 2 outlines the procedures employed for sampling, participant recruitment, and data collection. It concludes with a detailed account of the transcription process and the analytical approach adopted for the study. 
[bookmark: _hh8231cgsm31]Participant Selection and Recruitment
The research aimed to investigate the diversity within the category of "practicing young Muslims" and to understand how religious practice and belief are experienced and interpreted by individuals within this group. Rather than treating British Muslims as a homogenous population, this study sought to highlight the nuanced and varied ways in which young people engage with their faith and how this engagement shapes their developing identities.
[bookmark: _tvq53fehu4gb]Sampling, Recruitment, and Limitations
Maqbool (2022), in her work with mixed-ethnic Muslim women, observed a strong desire among young Muslims to articulate their lived experiences and reflect on their religious identities. Her findings suggest that many young British Muslims are motivated to contribute to academic and societal understandings of Islam, particularly in response to the historical marginalisation and homogenisation of Muslim identities in public discourse (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992; Puwar, 2004). This desire is further intensified by the increasing hostility toward ethnic and religious minorities in the UK (Mulvey & Davidson, 2018; Telford & Wistow, 2019), which underscores the importance of creating spaces for young Muslims to voice their perspectives.

Originally, the study was designed to explore the lived experiences of young British Muslims more broadly, with the intention of including both male and female participants. However, the school that agreed to participate was a secular, all-girls secondary school with a majority Muslim student population. This context necessitated a revision of the inclusion criteria to focus specifically on:
· young British female Muslims (from young British Muslims) and who
· Self-identify as practicing their faith.

Consequently, the study’s title was updated to reflect this refined focus, shifting from a general exploration of young British Muslims to a more specific investigation into the experiences of young British female Muslims in secondary school settings.

Purposive sampling was chosen to ensure that participants had direct, relevant experience with the phenomenon under investigation namely, the lived experience of practicing Islam during adolescence in a British context. This approach allowed for the intentional selection of individuals who could offer rich, meaningful insights into the research questions. The term "practicing" was deliberately used in the recruitment materials to attract individuals who actively engage with their faith, as opposed to those who may identify culturally with Islam but do not observe religious practices. Care was taken to avoid ambiguous phrases such as “a connection to Islam,” which could have led to the inclusion of participants outside the intended scope of the study.

The concept of being a "practicing Muslim" was understood in this research as an individual who acknowledges the Five Pillars of Islam as core obligations, while recognising that the degree of observance may vary. This flexible understanding reflects the reality that religious practice exists on a continuum and is shaped by personal, familial, and social contexts. Drawing from my own lived experience, I approached this concept with the understanding that faith is not a binary state but a dynamic and evolving journey.

Recruitment was conducted through a secular all girls secondary school located in Bradford, with ethnically and culturally diverse student population, including a significant number of Muslim students. The school’s demographic profile provided a suitable context for exploring the diversity of religious expression among young British female Muslims. In my capacity as a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP), I initially approached several schools with whom I have established professional relationships through traded services, to discuss the proposed study and explore potential collaboration. After outlining the aims and ethical considerations of the research, one school expressed a clear interest in participating. This school was a secular, all-girls secondary school located in Bradford, with a majority Muslim student population. Their agreement to take part in the study shaped the direction of participant recruitment and led to a refinement of the inclusion criteria, focusing specifically on young British female Muslims. I held an informal conversation with the Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Coordinator (SENDCO), who expressed interest in the research and indicated she would consult with the headteacher before confirming participation. Following this, I received written confirmation of the school’s interest. I then proceeded to send a follow-up email containing detailed information about the study, including participant requirements, ethical considerations, and next steps (See Appendix 6). Parents also received consent forms and information letters alongside the participants (See Appendix 7-10). The SENDCO later informed me that 17 students had expressed interest in participating and she proposed to self-select a sample of students from Years 8 to 10, aiming to ensure a degree of representativeness across year groups and backgrounds. Once I had received completed consent forms from both parents and participants, I worked collaboratively with the SENDCO to coordinate the next steps. Together, we arranged appropriate times for me to visit the school and conduct the interviews in a manner that was minimally disruptive to the students’ learning. The SENDCO also supported in identifying a quiet and private space within the school where participants could feel comfortable and safe to share their experiences. This collaborative approach helped to facilitate a smooth and ethically sound data collection process.

The decision to recruit participants from Bradford was both a practical and intentional one. As a long-term resident of the city, I was motivated by a strong desire to contribute to the development of inclusive and culturally responsive educational practices within my own local community. Bradford’s rich multicultural fabric, shaped by its diverse ethnic and religious populations, offered a particularly meaningful context for this study. The city’s demographic profile, especially its significant British Muslim population, provided a relevant and dynamic backdrop for exploring how young Muslim females navigate the intersections of faith, identity, and belonging in their everyday school experiences. Conducting the research in a familiar setting also allowed me to draw on existing professional relationships and local knowledge, which facilitated access and helped ensure that the study remained grounded in the lived realities of the participants.

In total, five participants were recruited for the study. This sample size aligns with Clarke’s (2010) recommendation that IPA studies typically involve between four and ten participants. A smaller sample allows for the in-depth, idiographic analysis that IPA demands, enabling a detailed exploration of each participant’s unique perspective. As Sandelowski (1995, p. 183) notes, such an approach facilitates the development of “a new and richly textured understanding of experience.”
In keeping with IPA’s idiographic commitment, the study does not seek to generalise findings to a wider population. As Smith (2011) emphasises, each individual’s experience is shaped by their specific cultural, social, and temporal context, and thus cannot be assumed to reflect broader trends. Instead, the aim is to offer a nuanced and contextually grounded understanding of how young British Muslims experience and interpret their faith.

The study involved female students between the ages of 12 and 15, all enrolled at a secular, all-girls secondary school. While this setting offered valuable insight into the experiences of young Muslim girls, it also introduced a notable limitation: the absence of male perspectives. As such, the findings cannot claim to represent the full spectrum of gendered experiences within the broader Muslim youth population. Other limitations include the geographic concentration in one city, and the relatively small sample size all constrain the generalisability of the findings. Nevertheless, the depth of insight gained through this focused, idiographic approach contributes meaningfully to the broader discourse on religious identity, youth, and education in contemporary Britain.          
[bookmark: _q29xk7u7wyg1]Methods and Data Collection
This section outlines the data collection methods employed in the study, with a particular focus on the use of semi-structured interviews. All interviews were conducted in person within the school setting, providing a familiar and comfortable environment for participants. The interviews were carried out over the course of a single day, audio recorded with consent and subsequently transcribed by the researcher. A total of five participants were interviewed, with each session lasting between 45 and 60 minutes. 
[bookmark: _fwzxows49kpg]Pilot Study
Initially, a pilot study was considered to refine the research questions and methodology. The plan was to conduct a preliminary interview with one student to identify potential issues and ensure the questions were well-suited to elicit rich, meaningful data. However, during this initial interaction, the student's responses proved to be exceptionally insightful and comprehensive. Each answer provided a depth of understanding that captured the essence of the experiences I aimed to explore.

Given the richness of these responses, I made a strategic decision to incorporate these findings directly into the main study rather than treating this interaction as a separate pilot phase. This approach allowed for immediate refinement of the research design, ensuring that the questions were tailored to better suit the participants and enhance the quality of the data collected.

While this decision had several advantages, it also presented certain limitations. By foregoing a separate pilot study, the opportunity to identify potential issues that might arise in a larger sample was missed. The insights from one student, although valuable, may not be representative of the broader population, introducing a degree of bias into the study. Additionally, the lack of a pilot phase meant that the findings from this initial participant might not be generalizable to the entire study population.
Despite these limitations, the implications of this decision were significant. The immediate integration of these preliminary insights enhanced the overall research design, providing a solid foundation for subsequent data collection and analysis. This approach saved time and resources, allowing for a more focused and efficient main study. Moreover, the depth and quality of the student's responses enriched the study, offering a nuanced understanding that might have been missed in a more traditional pilot phase.

Ultimately, this decision underscored the importance of flexibility and responsiveness in qualitative research. It highlighted the value of being open to unexpected insights and adapting the research design to better capture the complexities of participants' experiences. This approach not only strengthened the study but also ensured that the findings were both robust and relevant.
[bookmark: _k8g64ml51w5m]Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were selected as the primary method of data collection due to their flexibility and suitability for exploring lived experiences in depth. Each interview was guided by an interview schedule inspired by Smith’s (2011) recommendations for effective IPA questioning. The schedule served as a framework to ensure consistency across interviews, while still allowing for the natural flow of conversation and the emergence of unanticipated but relevant topics.
Sample questions included:
· What does being a Muslim mean to you?
· How does it feel to be Muslim in Bradford in 2024? 
· How does it feel to move between home and school as a Muslim?
· How do you experience being a Muslim in school?
· How do you explore your individuality as part of Muslim community? 
· How do you experience navigating different communities as a Muslim?
· What does the international Muslim community mean to you? 
· How has your experience of your Muslim identity changed over time?

These open-ended questions were designed to encourage participants to reflect deeply and speak freely about their experiences. The semi-structured format allowed for a collaborative process of meaning-making, where both the participant and I, as the researcher, contributed to the co-construction of the data (Larkin et al., 2021). I aimed to speak minimally, allowing participants to lead the conversation, while remaining attentive and responsive to their cues. When participants introduced themes that were particularly relevant to the research aims, I followed up with additional probing questions to explore these areas further.

To support reflexivity, I took detailed notes immediately after each interview. These notes captured my initial impressions, emotional responses, and any contextual observations that might inform later stages of analysis (See Appendix 1, Reflective log entry 1 and 2). This practice helped maintain a reflective stance throughout the research process and supported the interpretative depth of the analysis.
[bookmark: _t3rg6qzc4304]Transcription
All interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher to ensure close engagement with the data and to facilitate immersion in each participant’s narrative. Following the guidance of Larkin et al. (2021), I validated the accuracy of each transcript by listening to the audio recordings while reviewing the written text. This process allowed me to capture not only the content of what was said but also the tone, pauses, and emphases that contributed to the meaning of participants’ responses.

An example of a transcribed interview is provided in Appendix 12 to illustrate the level of detail and fidelity maintained during this stage of the research.
[bookmark: _pb9f3wnnu0e]Analysis 
Larkin et al. (2021) contend that Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) does not mandate a fixed or prescriptive analytical framework. Rather, it promotes a flexible, interpretative stance that invites researchers to engage creatively with their data. As a newcomer to IPA, I initially sought a structured approach to guide my analytical process. I adopted a method consistent with Larkin et al. (2021) interpretative ethos, as illustrated. This section outlines and critically reflects on the analytical procedures I employed, supported by examples from each stage of analysis across the five interviews (see appendices for details).
Stage 1: Data Immersion
The first stage involved deep engagement with the interview transcripts through repeated readings. This immersion was essential for fostering a meaningful connection with the data, a practice emphasised by Larkin et al. (2021). I began by transcribing each interview, carefully cross-checking the transcripts against the audio recordings. This process enabled me to become intimately familiar with the participants' narratives, allowing their voices to resonate beyond the written word. I paid close attention to tone, pauses, and other paralinguistic features, which enriched my understanding of the social and emotional context of the interviews. A sample transcript is provided in Appendix 12. At this stage, I experienced a sense of being overwhelmed by the volume of data and found transcription to be a particularly time-intensive task.
Stage 2: Exploratory Noting
At this point, I engaged more deeply with Larkin et al. (2021) guidance, who describe this phase as akin to “free textual analysis” (p. 79). I refrained from immediate interpretation, instead focusing on documenting participants’ descriptions, experiences, and references. To manage the extensive data, I created a structured table in Microsoft Excel, where I recorded exploratory comments. These included descriptive summaries, conceptual insights, and linguistic observations. This approach helped me remain grounded in the participants’ lived experiences while beginning to explore deeper meanings. An example of this table is included in Appendix 13. This stage fostered a strong sense of connection with the participants’ narratives and enabled me to identify emerging patterns across the data.
Stage 3: Constructing Experiential Statements (ES)
In this stage, I began to distil the data by generating Experiential Statements (ES), which served to synthesise the transcript content and exploratory notes. I added a new column to my table for these statements, aiming to interpret the participants’ experiences while remaining close to their original expressions. At times, I found myself reverting to descriptive summaries, prompting me to seek guidance from my research supervisor. This led to a more conscious engagement with the interpretative dimension of IPA, acknowledging my role within the hermeneutic circle (Larkin et al., 2021). I regularly cross-referenced the transcripts, exploratory notes, and ES to ensure coherence and evidential grounding. A sample table from this stage is presented in Appendix 14.
Stage 4: Identifying Connections
This phase involved identifying patterns and relationships among the ES. I physically manipulated printed ES by cutting and arranging them on a surface, following Larkin et al.’s (2021) recommendation to disrupt linearity. This manual process was complemented by a digital table that included the ES, original transcript excerpts, and notes from previous stages. While not all ES were retained, I was careful to preserve those that were particularly meaningful to the participants. My aim was to balance fidelity to individual experiences with the thematic focus of my research questions. I refined and consolidated ES where appropriate, reducing redundancy and enhancing clarity. This stage required critical judgement and iterative decision-making, including re-clustering and re-labelling statements. Once grouped, I assigned interpretative titles to each cluster, capturing the essence of the participants’ shared experiences.
Stage 5: Developing Personal Experiential Themes (PETs)
Following the identification and clustering of experiential statements, I progressed to the development of Personal Experiential Themes (PETs). This stage involved synthesising the clustered ES into broader thematic constructs that encapsulated the essence of each participants’ lived experience. I revisited the original transcripts and earlier notes to ensure that the emerging themes remained grounded in the participants’ narratives. This iterative process required careful interpretative work, balancing abstraction with fidelity to the data.
To support this, I created a new table that included the PETs (Appendix 15) alongside supporting quotes and references to the relevant ES. This helped maintain transparency and traceability in the analytical process. I also engaged in reflective journaling during this phase, noting my evolving interpretations and the rationale behind thematic decisions. This reflexive engagement was crucial in maintaining awareness of my own influence on the interpretative process, consistent with the double hermeneutic nature of IPA (Larkin et al., 2021).
Stage 6: Cross-Case Analysis and Thematic Integration
The final stage involved a cross-case analysis, where I examined the PETs across all six participants to identify patterns of convergence and divergence. This process aimed to develop higher-order themes that captured shared aspects of experience while respecting the individuality of each participant’s account. I employed a comparative approach, systematically reviewing each case to trace thematic overlaps and unique contributions.
To facilitate this, I constructed a master table that mapped PETs across cases, highlighting areas of thematic resonance and distinction. This allowed for the emergence of superordinate themes that reflected the collective meaning-making of the participants. Throughout this stage, I remained attentive to the contextual and relational nuances of each account, ensuring that the final thematic structure honoured the complexity and richness of the data.
This integrative phase was both intellectually demanding and rewarding, as it required synthesising detailed individual analyses into a coherent narrative that addressed the research questions. The final thematic framework is presented in the findings chapter, with illustrative extracts and interpretative commentary.
During the analytical process, five Group Experiential Themes (GETs) were identified, each comprising a set of associated sub-themes. In accordance with the guidance provided by Larkin et al. (2021), I created a separate Word document for each GET, systematically organising the sub-themes and linking them with illustrative participant quotations. An example of this structure is presented in Appendix 16.
[bookmark: _75c9gcwjwh7b]Methodology Summary
Chapter 3 presents a comprehensive account of the research methodology underpinning this study, which explores the lived experiences of young British Muslims in mainstream secondary education, particularly in relation to their faith membership, religious practice, and identity development. The chapter justifies the adoption of IPA as the most appropriate methodological approach, grounded in a phenomenological tradition that prioritises the exploration of individual meaning-making.
The chapter begins by outlining the ontological and epistemological foundations of the research. It adopts a phenomenological ontology, which assumes that reality is experienced subjectively and is best understood through the lens of those who live it. This is paired with an interpretivist epistemology, which recognises that knowledge is co-constructed through the interaction between researcher and participant. These philosophical commitments align with the core principles of IPA, which seeks to understand how individuals make sense of their personal and social worlds.
Three key philosophical underpinnings of IPA are explored in depth: phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography. Phenomenology provides the foundation for exploring lived experience, while hermeneutics introduces the interpretative dimension of the research, including the concept of the double hermeneutic, where the researcher interprets the participant’s own interpretation of their experience. Idiography, meanwhile, ensures a detailed, case-by-case analysis that honours the uniqueness of each participant’s narrative.
The chapter also addresses issues of quality, rigour, and trustworthiness in qualitative research. Drawing on Yardley’s (2015) evaluative criteria, sensitivity to context, commitment and rigour, transparency and coherence, and impact and importance, the study demonstrates how these principles were embedded throughout the research process to ensure methodological integrity.
Ethical considerations are discussed in accordance with the British Psychological Society’s Code of Human Research Ethics (BPS, 2021). Particular attention is given to informed consent, confidentiality, participant well-being, and the mitigation of potential harm, especially given the sensitive nature of the topic and the age of the participants.
In addition to establishing the philosophical and ethical foundations of the study, this chapter outlines the research design, including the sampling strategy, recruitment procedures, and data collection methods. A purposive sampling approach was used to recruit participants who self-identified as practicing British Muslims aged 11–16, attending a mainstream secondary school. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which allowed for in-depth exploration of participants’ experiences while maintaining flexibility to follow emergent themes.
Finally, the chapter details the transcription and analytical procedures used to interpret the data, following the iterative and interpretative steps of IPA. This methodological framework sets the stage for the subsequent analysis and discussion of findings, providing a robust foundation for understanding the complex and nuanced experiences of young British female Muslims navigating faith and identity in contemporary educational settings.



[bookmark: _ehhxdn8qikjq]Chapter 4: Analytical Findings
This chapter presents the findings derived from the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) of the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in relation to faith membership, religious practice, and identity development. The analysis (refer to pg. 53) uncovered a number of salient themes that illuminate the nuanced and multifaceted nature of faith and identity within this group. As summarised in the table below, five Group Experiential Themes (GETs) were constructed from a total of fourteen sub-themes that emerged during the interpretative process.
	Group Experiential themes (GETs)
	Subtheme

	General shift in Muslim family dynamics – empowerment, dialogue and evolving perspectives
	Parental upbringing/ influence 

	
	Strengthening Familial Bonds Through Shared Faith Practices

	Community Bonds
	Inclusivity and Acceptance

	
	Visibility and Representation

	
	Unity in Diversity

	Relational Belonging and Identity Integration

	Genuine Connections

	
	Safe Spaces

	
	Shared Faith/ Spiritual Companionship

	Individuality in a Conformist World
	Personal Truth

	
	Self-Acceptance

	
	Authenticity

	Balancing Freedom and Responsibility

	Perceived Restrictions vs. True Freedom:

	
	Protective Boundaries

	
	Faith and Trust


Table 1: Group Experiential Themes (GETs) and Associated Subthemes
This chapter presents each Group Experiential Themes (GET) and its corresponding subthemes in turn, offering a detailed account of the participants lived experiences. The findings are interwoven with relevant literature throughout, allowing for a contextualized and nuanced interpretation of the data. This integrated approach ensures that the participants’ voices remain central while also situating their experiences within broader academic discussions. Chapter 5 will build upon this foundation by offering a deeper analysis and critical reflection on the findings.
The analysis of the interview data revealed five GETs:
1. A General Shift in Muslim Family Dynamics, 
2. Community Bonds, 
3. Relational Belonging and Identity Integration
4. Individuality in a Conformist World, and 
5. Balancing Freedom and Responsibility.
[bookmark: _2f2kcwavpmqv]GET 1: A General Shift in Muslim Family Dynamics 
	General shift in Muslim family dynamics – empowerment, dialogue and evolving perspectives
	Parental upbringing/ influence 

	
	Strengthening Familial Bonds Through Shared Faith Practices



This GET explores the evolving nature of family relationships within contemporary Muslim households, highlighting both the challenges and opportunities that arise as generational values and practices shift. Participants reflected on how traditional parental influences continue to shape their identities, while also emphasizing the growing importance of shared faith practices in fostering deeper familial connections. Together, these subthemes illustrate a dynamic interplay between inherited values and intentional efforts to strengthen family bonds through spirituality.

The subtheme, parental upbringing and influence, revealed a dynamic interplay between inherited religious values and the assertion of personal agency, illustrating how religious identity is actively shaped rather than passively received. For instance, Ayesha, in Y10, described her decision to wear the niqab, despite her mother not doing so: “For me, I wear a niqab[footnoteRef:1] but my mum doesn’t. I picked it up after going on Umrah twice. The second time, I did a lot of research on it.” This account reflects a moment of spiritual and intellectual autonomy. Ayesha’s choice was not rooted in familial expectation but emerged from a deeply personal journey, catalysed by her pilgrimage experiences. Her engagement with religious texts and independent research suggests that her identity was being constructed through critical reflection and lived experience, rather than inherited tradition alone. [1:  A veil worn by some Muslim women that covers the face, leaving only the eyes visible. It is typically worn in public or in the presence of non-mahram men, as an interpretation of modesty within Islamic practice] 


This theme of critical engagement extended into participants’ interactions with parental authority. Ayesha noted: “Even when my mum tells me something she’s read it, I’ll ask her for the sources.” Here, Ayesha’s approach to religious knowledge is marked by a desire for verification and understanding. Rather than accepting information at face value, she seeks evidence, indicating a shift from passive reception to active inquiry. This behaviour reflects a broader epistemological stance among participants, one that values authenticity and intellectual integrity in the pursuit of religious understanding. Ayesha echoed this sentiment in a moment of gentle questioning: “Mum said to me once, ‘This is haram[footnoteRef:2].’ And I asked, ‘How is it haram, mum?’” This interaction, while respectful, illustrates a subtle resistance to unexamined authority. Ayesha’s question is not confrontational but inquisitive, signalling a desire to understand the reasoning behind religious rulings. Such moments highlight a shift in the nature of religious engagement, from compliance to comprehension, where faith is not simply followed but thoughtfully interrogated. [2:  Haram refers to anything that is explicitly forbidden or prohibited in Islam. It encompasses actions, behaviours, or substances that are considered sinful or morally impermissible according to Islamic law (Sharia). Engaging in something haram is believed to incur spiritual consequences, while abstaining from it, especially out of reverence for divine guidance, is seen as virtuous.] 

The transition to secondary school emerged as a significant turning point in participants’ identity development. Sara, also in Y10, reflected: “But when you come to secondary school, it's a lot more serious. It's a lot more people talk about their home lives, people, children, they meet after school, and then when you see that how they carry out their lives, and it contradicts to how you've been trained to carry out your life.” This reflection captures the dissonance experienced when home-based values are brought into contact with broader societal norms. Sara’s use of the word “trained” suggests a structured moral upbringing, which is then challenged by exposure to alternative lifestyles and belief systems. The phrase “it’s a lot more serious” marks a developmental shift, an awakening to the complexities of social life and identity negotiation in a pluralistic environment.

These accounts collectively illustrate the nuanced ways in which young British female Muslims navigate their religious and cultural identities. Rather than experiencing identity as fixed or inherited, participants described a process of ongoing negotiation, shaped by personal experiences, critical reflection, and social context. Their narratives reveal a form of religious engagement that is both thoughtful and adaptive, grounded in a desire to reconcile tradition with personal meaning in a multicultural society.

The subtheme, strengthening familial bonds through shared faith practices, reveal a parallel thread of emotional and spiritual intimacy with their parents, cultivated through shared religious practices, despite participants’ critical reflections on inherited religious beliefs. These moments of connection often transcend doctrinal adherence, becoming deeply embedded in the fabric of familial relationships.
Sara, reflecting on her spiritual journey, shared a simple yet powerful memory: “I’ve prayed all my prayers with my dad.” This statement encapsulates more than a routine act of worship, it speaks to a profound sense of companionship and unity. The ritual of praying together emerges as a formative experience, one that not only reinforces religious identity but also strengthens the emotional bond between parent and child. In this context, prayer becomes a relational act, a shared rhythm that nurtures both faith and familial closeness.

Sara recounted a moment of personal grief, recalling her father’s comforting words: “I was upset for a bit, and my dad told me, ‘Allah has taken her out of your way for a reason.’” Here, the father’s invocation of divine purpose offers more than theological explanation, it provides emotional scaffolding. This moment illustrates how religious belief is mobilized to make sense of loss, with the parent serving as both a spiritual guide and an emotional anchor. The narrative underscores the role of faith in fostering resilience, particularly when mediated through the parental voice.
Ayesha evoked a tender childhood memory: “I remember praying with my mum when I was seven. I have good memories of it.” The warmth and nostalgia embedded in this recollection highlight the enduring emotional resonance of early religious experiences. Even when participants later question or distance themselves from religious doctrine, these memories remain as touchstones of comfort and connection. They suggest that the emotional landscape of religious upbringing is often shaped as much by the presence of loved ones as by the content of belief.
Together, these narratives reveal the complex interplay between belief, emotion, and relationality in religious socialization. While participants may challenge the ideologies they inherited, the emotional and spiritual bonds formed through shared practices with parents continue to hold significant meaning in their lives.
[bookmark: _66jcjt7b2y44]GET 2: Community Bonds
	Community Bonds
	Inclusivity and Acceptance


	
	Visibility and Representation


	
	Unity in Diversity



This GET captures the evolving experiences of belonging, identity, and solidarity within Muslim communities. Participants reflected on the significance of feeling seen, valued, and connected in communal spaces, particularly in contexts where diversity within the ummah is both a strength and a challenge. The subthemes explore how inclusivity, visibility, and unity contribute to a sense of collective identity and emotional safety.

The subtheme, Inclusivity and Acceptance, developed as a powerful thread in participants’ reflections on their educational and social environments. Across their narratives, it became clear that spaces where their identities were acknowledged, rather than merely tolerated, played a crucial role in fostering emotional safety and a sense of belonging. These environments were not just backdrops to their academic journeys; they were active contributors to their confidence, motivation, and ability to engage meaningfully with peers and learning. Ayesha captured this sentiment poignantly, saying, “In Bradford, it's just really easy to be a Muslim because it just feels like home.” Her words evoke more than comfort - they speak to a deep psychological alignment between self and setting, where cultural familiarity and religious visibility are normalized rather than questioned. In such spaces, identity affirmation becomes a foundation for thriving, both socially and academically. 

Yet, the sense of belonging described by some participants was not universally experienced. For others, even environments that might appear culturally familiar on the surface could evoke feelings of disconnection. Ayesha reflected on her time in Turkey, saying, “I felt really out of place in Turkey because I was wearing the hijab and not many people around me were.” Her words reveal a subtle but significant tension: despite being in a Muslim-majority country, her visible expression of faith marked her as different. This moment underscores the complexity of identity, where cultural, national, and religious affiliations do not always align neatly. It also illustrates how belonging is not guaranteed by shared heritage alone - it is shaped by the interplay between personal practice and social norms. For students, such dissonance can lead to internal conflict, affecting their confidence and sense of integration within educational and social spaces.

In contrast, Asma in Y8, described a classroom environment that embraced religious diversity with quiet respect. She noted, “In my classes, only one girl is actually a Christian. Nobody judges her for that.” The tone of this observation conveyed admiration and perhaps a sense of aspiration - a recognition that inclusivity is not about sameness, but about mutual respect. In this setting, difference was not erased or sidelined; it was acknowledged without stigma. Such environments, where students feel safe to express their beliefs without fear of judgment, emerged as powerful enablers of psychological safety and positive peer relationships.

Together, these narratives illustrate that inclusivity is not a passive condition but an active process; one that requires recognition, respect, and responsiveness to the diverse ways students inhabit their identities. When educational spaces succeed in creating this kind of acceptance, they do more than accommodate difference; they cultivate the emotional and social conditions necessary for students to thrive.

The subtheme, Visibility and Representation, emerged as a central thread in participants’ reflections on identity and belonging. For many, the ability to see themselves - culturally, religiously, and racially - reflected in their surroundings was not just comforting, but essential to feeling at ease in their environments. Visibility was not about being noticed, but about being normalized. It was about walking through a space and knowing, instinctively, that one’s presence did not need to be justified.

Bradford, in particular, surfaced repeatedly as a place where this kind of affirmation was possible. Amina, also in Y8, explained simply, “Because you see other people in Bradford wearing hijab[footnoteRef:3].” Though brief, this statement carries weight. The hijab, often a visible marker of religious identity, becomes less of a personal risk and more of a shared norm in Bradford. The presence of others who dress similarly offers a quiet validation, reducing the psychological burden of standing out. In this context, the hijab is not a symbol of difference, but of belonging, a thread that weaves the individual into the fabric of the community. [3:  A headscarf worn by many Muslim women that covers the hair, neck, and sometimes shoulders, while leaving the face visible. It is commonly understood as an expression of modesty and religious commitment, though interpretations and practices vary across cultural and individual contexts.] 


Hanna, in Y9, elaborated on this sense of ease: “In Bradford, there's a bigger Asian community, so I feel like it's more easier to fit in, whereas, if you go somewhere where there's, like, not a lot of people that are your religion, like, the same as you it's a bit more different…” Her words highlight how demographic familiarity fosters a sense of safety and authenticity. In Bradford, she feels seen, not just as a Muslim, but as someone whose cultural and religious identity is mirrored in those around her. The contrast she draws with less diverse areas underscores the relational nature of identity: it is shaped not only by internal beliefs but also by the external gaze and the presence, or absence, of shared experience.

However, visibility is not always straightforward. Hanna reflected, “…but obviously, like, obviously, like, I've not got brown skin colour either. So I find it more easy to fit in, whereas I find it that you find it more easy to fit in where, like, if there's like, people, for example, who are like, white or Christian.” This reflection introduces a nuanced layer of intersectionality. While she identifies with the Muslim community, her lighter skin tone allows her to navigate predominantly white or Christian spaces with relative ease. Her experience reveals a dual positionality, being both insider and outsider depending on the context. This fluidity, shaped by the intersection of race, religion, and geography, complicates simplistic notions of belonging and highlights the privileges and challenges that come with different forms of visibility.

The idea of Bradford as a sanctuary was echoed again in Ayesha’s words: “Dominated by Muslims who I never really feel out of place in Bradford. Yeah, obviously you go out to like Ilkley, Skipton, you see that is not dominated by Muslims, and you feel a little bit out of place, but for me to know that in Bradford, it's just really easy to be a Muslim because it just feels like home.” Here, Bradford is not just a city, it is a space of emotional and spiritual safety. The contrast with nearby towns, where the absence of a visible Muslim presence leads to discomfort, reinforces the importance of representation in shaping one’s sense of place and identity. “Home,” in this context, is not defined by geography alone, but by the presence of shared values, practices, and people.

Interestingly, even in a Muslim-majority country like Turkey, visibility did not guarantee belonging. Ayesha shared, “I felt really out of place in Turkey because I was wearing the hijab and not many people around me were.” Her experience disrupts the assumption that religious affiliation alone ensures cultural familiarity. The hijab, while a shared symbol of faith, became a marker of difference in a context where it was less commonly worn. This moment reveals the complexity of diasporic Muslim identity, where expectations of solidarity may not align with lived experience. Belonging, it seems, is not only about shared religion but also about local norms and visible practices.

Finally, Asma reflected on the contrast between global and local religious visibility: “I do see a lot more Christians online around the world. But when it comes to and then when it comes to our, like, local community, I do see more Muslims, yeah.” This observation captures the layered nature of religious identity in a digital age. Online, she is exposed to a broader Christian presence, while her immediate environment remains predominantly Muslim. This dual exposure shapes her understanding of faith as both locally grounded and globally contextualized - fluid, dynamic, and deeply influenced by the spaces she inhabits.

The subtheme, Unity in Diversity, captures the participants’ reflections on the richness and complexity of belonging to a global Muslim community. Despite differences in cultural background, religious practice, and personal expression, participants consistently expressed a sense of shared identity that transcended national and ethnic boundaries. This unity was not rooted in uniformity, but in a collective spiritual framework that allowed for variation, growth, and mutual respect.
Ayesha remarked, “I've seen Muslims from all over the world, and the way we practice faith is so different.” Her words reflect a mature and open-minded engagement with religious diversity. Rather than perceiving these differences as threatening or divisive, she embraced them as opportunities for connection and learning. This perspective suggests a form of cognitive flexibility and intercultural competence, qualities that are increasingly vital in multicultural educational settings. It also reflects a global consciousness, where faith becomes a bridge rather than a barrier, fostering a sense of global citizenship rooted in shared values rather than identical practices.

Hanna noted, “In Bradford, there's a bigger Asian community, so I feel like it's easier to fit in.” While this comment initially appears to emphasize ethnic familiarity, it also speaks to the coexistence of unity and diversity. The participant finds comfort in shared heritage, but this does not negate the broader theme of inclusion. Instead, it reinforces the idea that representation and diversity are not mutually exclusive. In fact, they can be mutually reinforcing, creating spaces where individuals feel both culturally grounded and spiritually connected.

A particularly insightful reflection came from Asma, in Y8, who shared, “So I can honestly say in primary school, I wasn't that self-aware of my religion… The school was, again, filled with lots of Muslims, but I didn't really pay attention that much. So when I’ve come to high school and actually been much more self-aware of our religion, yeah, and that definitely… that’s a good thing.” This narrative captures a developmental shift in religious identity. In early childhood, faith was ambient, present but unexamined, normalized by a culturally homogeneous environment. The transition to high school, however, marked a turning point. With increased exposure to diversity and the cognitive maturity to reflect on identity, the participant began to engage more consciously with what it meant to be Muslim. This evolution reflects the broader psychological process of individuation, where adolescents begin to differentiate their beliefs from those of their family or community, often leading to a more personal and internalized faith.

Asma offered a nuanced perspective on cultural assimilation: “When it comes to other people in my school… we’re all Muslims, but obviously we live in more of a, like, I’d call a Christian country… So I think most Muslim girls, they actually act more like Christians. But I don’t really think it’s that bad.” Her observation challenges dominant narratives that frame hybridity as a threat to religious authenticity. Instead, she adopts a pragmatic and tolerant stance, recognizing that cultural blending is a natural part of living in a multicultural society. The phrase “I don’t really think it’s that bad” signals an adaptive worldview, one that prioritizes the essence of faith over rigid conformity. This reflects an emerging “third space” of identity (Bhaba, 1994), where young Muslims are not fully assimilated nor entirely separate, but instead navigate a hybrid existence that allows for both religious continuity and cultural flexibility. This hybridity is not a compromise, but a creative negotiation of belonging, one that enables individuals to remain rooted in their faith while engaging meaningfully with the broader society.

Together, these reflections illustrate that unity within the Muslim community does not require sameness. Instead, it thrives on the recognition of difference as a source of strength. Participants’ experiences reveal a dynamic and evolving understanding of faith, one that is shaped by age, environment, and social interaction, and that embraces diversity as an integral part of spiritual and communal life.
[bookmark: _cairs8ld1max]GET 3: Relational Belonging and Identity Integration
	Relational Belonging and Identity Integration

	Genuine Connections


	
	Safe Spaces


	
	Shared Faith and Spiritual Companionship




This GET captures how young Muslims navigate their social worlds by forming meaningful relationships, seeking culturally affirming environments, and cultivating spiritually grounded companionships. Whether through inclusive friendships, safe spaces, or shared religious practices, participants emphasized the importance of being able to express their identities authentically and without fear of judgment. These relational experiences not only support emotional well-being and resilience but also foster a coherent sense of self, where faith, culture, and personal values are harmoniously integrated into everyday life. This GET highlights the central role of relationships in shaping identity and belonging, particularly within the context of pluralistic and sometimes challenging social environments.

The subtheme, Genuine Connections, captures the nuanced ways in which young Muslims navigate friendships across religious and cultural lines. Participants consistently emphasized the value of forming authentic relationships grounded not in shared faith alone, but in mutual respect, curiosity, and compatibility. These reflections reveal a relational maturity that prioritizes emotional resonance and shared experience over rigid identity boundaries.

Asma reflected, “I have had loads of different friends… but the friends I am with right now, they are all Muslims, yeah, but I didn't select my friends off of faith though.” This statement illustrates a key aspect of identity development: the desire for authenticity in social relationships. While Asma’s current circle aligns with her religious identity, the process of choosing friends was not faith-driven. Instead, it was shaped by organic connection and personal compatibility. This reflects a non-essentialist view of identity, where religion is one part of the self, but not the sole determinant of relational bonds. It also aligns with Islamic psychological principles of ikhlas (sincerity) and muwaddah (affection), which emphasize the importance of genuine, heartfelt relationships.

Asma also shared, “My friend from primary school, she's actually a Hindu… we don't talk about our religion, but we do ask each other occasionally, because it's good to be curious and interested.” This quote highlights the role of interfaith curiosity and mutual respect in sustaining meaningful relationships. Rather than avoiding difference, the participant embraces it as an opportunity for learning. This openness fosters intercultural competence and social-emotional learning, both of which are essential in diverse educational settings. It also reflects the Islamic value of ta’aruf - the idea that human beings were created in diverse nations and tribes so that they may come to know one another (Qur’an 49:13).

Confidence in one’s religious identity was also seen as a foundation for openness. Sara, in Y10, noted, “I probably would class myself as the more practicing… but that doesn’t mean I’m afraid to like, mix with others.” Her words suggest a resilient and dialogical self-concept, where faith is not a barrier to connection but a grounding from which to engage with others meaningfully. This reflects SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000), particularly the principle of autonomy, where individuals who feel secure in their identity are more capable of forming open, respectful relationships across difference.

Sara offered a pragmatic perspective: “I think that's why, not all the time you should focus on, like the faith over the relationship.” Here, Sara challenges the notion that religious identity should dominate interpersonal dynamics. Instead, she advocates for a holistic view of relationships, where faith is one of many factors to consider. This reflects emotional intelligence and a lived understanding that genuine connection requires flexibility, empathy, and the ability to see the person beyond their religious label.

Shared interests also emerged as a key bridge across difference. Sara remarked, “She might like reading books. I love reading books. We could probably talk about reading books, and that's okay.” The simplicity of this statement underscores a profound truth: that common ground often lies in the everyday. Shared activities become neutral spaces where individuals can relate without the pressure of ideological alignment. The phrase “and that’s okay” signals a gentle affirmation that meaningful relationships can be built on mutual enjoyment, even in the absence of deeper cultural or religious similarities.

Sara echoed this sentiment, stating, “What is always to be friends with someone, you have to be compatible. There has to be something. You have to share an interest.” This view reflects a relational philosophy grounded in mutual engagement rather than identity-based selection. It suggests that genuine connection is experiential, emerging from shared values, goals, or passions. The emphasis on “something” highlights the importance of relational substance and that friendships must be anchored in real, lived commonalities.

Finally, Ayesha emphasized the role of shared morality in reinforcing trust and solidarity: “I also know that their morals, because all of our morals, they come from Islam… they do, stem from Islam.” Even when other differences exist, a shared ethical framework provides a deep sense of alignment. This reflects the Islamic concept of akhlaq (moral character), which serves as a unifying force within relationships. For Ayesha, morality is not just a personal compass but a relational anchor, offering a foundation for trust, respect, and genuine connection.

Together, these narratives reveal that for many young Muslims, genuine relationships are built not on sameness, but on sincerity, shared values, and mutual curiosity. Whether grounded in faith, interest, or moral alignment, these connections reflect a dynamic and inclusive approach to friendship, one that is both spiritually rooted and socially expansive.

The subtheme, Safe Spaces, emerged as a vital dimension in participants’ experiences of identity expression and social integration. Across the interviews, young Muslims described the importance of environments where they could be themselves and where their faith, culture, and values were not only accepted but understood. These spaces, often shaped by the presence of a shared religious or cultural community, provided the psychological safety necessary for authentic self-expression.

Hanna, in Y9, reflected on the shift in her social experience after moving to a more Muslim-populated area: “I feel like there was more of a Christian community there. And then I came here, and there's more like Muslims. So it's easy to get along with people and make friends.” Her words highlight how cultural familiarity can ease social integration and foster a sense of belonging. The presence of others who share visible and invisible aspects of identity reduces the need for self-censorship and allows for more natural relationship-building. This aligns with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, where belonging and safety are foundational to personal growth, and with Islamic psychology’s emphasis on aman (safety and peace) as a prerequisite for spiritual and emotional well-being.

However, safe spaces were not always uniformly experienced. Ayesha, in Y10, described a more compartmentalized approach to identity: “For me, school is just academics and friends. And obviously I'm not going to bring faith into academics. So faith comes in when it's friends.” This statement reveals a strategic navigation of identity, where expressions of faith are selectively shared depending on the context. It reflects a form of code-switching, a psychological adaptation often used by minority individuals to manage different social expectations. While this strategy can be protective, it also underscores the limitations of environments that do not fully accommodate the whole self.

This selective expression of identity suggests that while some educational spaces may be tolerant, they are not always inclusive in a way that allows for full integration of faith and learning. Ayesha’s experience points to the need for psychologically safe environments, spaces where students feel free to express all dimensions of their identity without fear of judgment or marginalization. In Islamic terms, this resonates with the concept of adl (justice), which includes the fair treatment of individuals in all aspects of life, including education.

Together, these reflections illustrate that safe spaces are not just about physical presence or demographic representation - they are about emotional and psychological conditions that allow individuals to feel seen, respected, and whole. For young Muslims, such spaces are essential not only for social comfort but for the development of a coherent and confident sense of self. When schools and communities foster this kind of safety, they do more than support academic success - they nurture the spiritual and emotional well-being of their students.

The subtheme, Shared Faith and Spiritual Companionship, highlights the deep emotional and spiritual bonds that participants formed through shared religious practices and dialogue. These relationships were described not only as sources of comfort and connection but also as spaces for mutual growth, trust, and identity affirmation. For many, faith was not a private or isolated experience, it was something lived and nurtured in the presence of others.

Amina, in Y8, simply stated, “I read with one of my friends,” referring to the act of engaging in prayer together. Though understated, this moment reflects the profound intimacy of shared devotional practice. Within Islamic psychology, such acts are seen as expressions of ukhuwah (spiritual brotherhood/sisterhood), where companionship is rooted in a shared pursuit of nearness to God. These sacred relational spaces foster not only spiritual growth but also emotional safety, reinforcing the idea that faith is both a personal and collective journey.

Ayesha, in Y10, elaborated, “We go to prayer together. We talk about faith, we recommend books to each other… I never second guess it. I never think twice. ‘Okay, can I send this video to her?’” This quote reveals a profound level of psychological safety and spiritual intimacy. The absence of hesitation, “I never second guess it”, signals a relationship where faith is seamlessly integrated into everyday interaction. This aligns with Narvaez and Lapsley’s (2009) work on moral development, which emphasizes the role of trusted relationships in fostering ethical reasoning and emotional resilience. In this context, spiritual companionship becomes a space where identity is affirmed, and moral and emotional growth is nurtured.

The importance of spiritual alignment in deepening relational bonds was further reflected in the words of Sara: “It doesn't hurt, to be friends with other people. But I would be closer with someone who’s more practicing.” Here, Sara acknowledges the value of diverse friendships while also expressing a preference for deeper connections with those who share a similar level of religious commitment. This reflects a nuanced understanding of relational closeness, where spiritual resonance enhances trust and emotional depth. It also aligns with the Islamic concept of suhbah saliha, righteous companionship, as a means of mutual support and accountability in faith.

Sara offered a more foundational view: “Because, if, if you don't have faith in the relationship, then how is it going to last?” This statement positions faith as a stabilizing force in relationships, suggesting that shared spiritual grounding provides the moral and emotional framework necessary for enduring connection. This perspective reflects a deeply integrated view of faith and interpersonal life, where religion is not compartmentalized but central to relational meaning and longevity.
The role of shared faith in easing social integration was also evident in reflections on environmental shifts. Hanna, in Y9, noted, “I feel like there was more of a Christian community there. And then I came here, and there's more like Muslim. So it's easy to get along with people and make friends.” The transition from a predominantly Christian to a Muslim-majority context facilitated smoother social interactions, not simply because of religious similarity, but because of shared norms, language, and values. This highlights how cultural familiarity and spiritual commonality can reduce the social friction of everyday interactions, creating a more welcoming and affirming environment.

Importantly, participants also acknowledged the diversity within the Muslim community itself. Ayesha shared, “So I have Muslim friends that’s easy to talk about Islam with, then I have Muslim friends that it’s not easy to talk with, but at the same time, I know that their values do align with mine.” This quote reveals a mature and inclusive understanding of spiritual companionship. Ayesha recognizes that while not all Muslim peers engage in overt religious dialogue, shared ethical foundations still foster meaningful connection. This reflects a value-based model of friendship, where moral alignment can be as significant as shared practice in sustaining relational depth.

Together, these reflections illustrate that for many young Muslims, spiritual companionship is a vital part of their social and emotional lives. Whether through shared rituals, open dialogue, or aligned values, these relationships offer a sense of belonging, trust, and mutual growth. They reflect a lived theology where faith is not only practiced individually but cultivated collectively through friendships that nourish both the soul and the self.
[bookmark: _m5koq0yd7nnp]GET 4: Individuality in a Conformist World
	Individuality in a Conformist World
	Personal Truth


	
	Self-Acceptance


	
	Authenticity


This GET explores the inner journey of participants as they strive to maintain a sense of self in environments that often reward conformity over authenticity. In a world shaped by social expectations, cultural norms, and digital influence, participants reflected on the importance of discovering who they are, accepting their differences, and living in alignment with their values. Their narratives reveal a deep commitment to self-exploration and spiritual grounding as tools for navigating external pressures.

The subtheme, Personal Truth, explores how young Muslims engage in a deeply reflective and intentional process of belief formation. Rather than accepting religious teachings passively, participants described a strong desire to understand their faith on their own terms through inquiry, evidence, and personal conviction. This pursuit of truth was not merely intellectual; it was existential, rooted in a need for coherence between belief and identity.

Ayesha expressed this clearly: “I feel like you have to research it for yourself. You can't just take what someone else has said. You've got to find the sources of it.” Her words reflect a commitment to epistemic autonomy, the psychological need to form one’s own understanding of the world (Kawall, 2024). This approach aligns with the Islamic tradition of tadabbur (deep reflection), which encourages believers to engage critically and thoughtfully with religious texts and teachings. Ayesha’s insistence on finding sources suggests a methodological approach to faith, treating it not only as a matter of the heart but also of the intellect. In this way, belief becomes something earned through effort and sincerity, not simply inherited through tradition.

Sara offered a more nuanced reflection: “Yeah, you should already know. Okay, all this evidence has already been given to me. I have to put trust in that.” This statement reveals a tension between rational inquiry and spiritual trust. While Sara acknowledges the role of evidence, she also highlights the necessity of iman (faith), a trust that transcends empirical proof. This moment of epistemic surrender illustrates how belief often involves a movement from analysis to conviction, where knowledge and faith are not opposites but partners in the search for truth.
Sara introduced a philosophical awareness of the human condition: “Everybody thinks that they're on the right track. Nobody ever thinks that, you know I'm in the wrong.” This observation reflects a moment of critical self-awareness, acknowledging the subjectivity of belief and the limitations of perspective. Yet, rather than undermining conviction, this humility reinforces sincerity. It suggests that while certainty may be elusive, the pursuit of truth is still meaningful when grounded in honest intention, a concept echoed in Islamic teachings on niyyah (intention) and sincerity in belief.

The theme of ownership and conviction was perhaps most clearly articulated by Sara who stated: “This is my belief of it. And I absolutely believe this.” The repetition of “believe” underscores the emotional and cognitive investment in her faith. This is not a borrowed belief, but a self-authored one - an expression of individuation, where the participant claims her religious identity as personally meaningful and internally validated. This reflects a process of identity integration, where belief is not compartmentalized but woven into the fabric of the self.

Together, these reflections illustrate that for many young Muslims, faith is not static or inherited uncritically. It is a dynamic, evolving process of inquiry, trust, and self-definition. The pursuit of personal truth is both a spiritual and psychological journey and one that requires courage, humility, and a deep commitment to authenticity. In this way, belief becomes not just a set of doctrines, but a lived and chosen truth that anchors identity and guides action.

The subtheme, Self-Acceptance, explores how young Muslims cultivate a sense of inner peace and confidence in the face of societal expectations and pressures to conform. Participants described moments of clarity and empowerment, where they chose to embrace their individuality rather than internalize external judgments. This process of self-acceptance reflects both psychological resilience and spiritual grounding, allowing participants to maintain a coherent sense of self in diverse and often challenging social environments.

Ayesha, in Y10, expressed this sense of freedom succinctly: “I don’t go out and think about, oh my god, what are these people thinking of me.” Her words reflect a liberating detachment from external validation, suggesting a strong internal locus of control (Fish & Karabenick, 1971). Rather than allowing others’ perceptions to dictate her self-worth, Ayesha prioritizes her own values and sense of identity. This moment illustrates a form of psychological autonomy, where the self is protected from the destabilizing effects of social comparison. In Islamic terms, this aligns with the concept of izzah - a sense of dignity and self-respect rooted in one’s relationship with God rather than the approval of others.

Asma, in Y8, offered a joyful affirmation of individuality: “You are just yourself, and there's nothing wrong with that, because I actually am a really weird person… but I'm really happy to be like that.” Here, Asma reclaims the label “weird” as a badge of authenticity, transforming what might be seen as a social liability into a source of pride. This reflects a high degree of self-awareness and emotional maturity, where difference is not only accepted but celebrated. Asma’s ability to laugh with friends about her uniqueness suggests that self-acceptance can coexist with social connection, reinforcing the idea that authenticity does not preclude belonging.

This theme of self-definition was echoed by Sara, in Y10, who stated: “Because by looking I think, I don't want to be like that. I like how I am.” Her words reflect a moment of self-affirmation, where she consciously chooses not to emulate others, despite being aware of alternative models of identity. This decision is not framed as resistance but as clarity - a confident embrace of her own way of being. The phrase “I like how I am” is both declarative and empowering, suggesting that self-acceptance is not passive but actively chosen in the face of comparison.

A particularly reflective moment came from Sara who shared: “But just seeing them, people that, instead of like thinking, Oh, I’m not like them. Why can’t I be like them? Why is my life so hard? You think how lucky I am to be the way.” This quote captures a transformative shift in perspective, where Sara moves from self-doubt to gratitude. Initially acknowledging the temptation to compare, she ultimately reframes her experience as a recognition of personal uniqueness and strength. This moment reflects a form of existential reorientation, where meaning is found not in sameness but in difference. It also aligns with Islamic teachings on shukr (gratitude), which encourage believers to appreciate their unique circumstances as part of divine wisdom.

These reflections illustrate that self-acceptance among young Muslims is not merely about resisting external pressures; it is about cultivating a deep, internalized sense of worth that is both psychologically and spiritually grounded. Whether through rejecting social comparison, embracing individuality, or reframing challenges as blessings, participants demonstrated a resilient and affirming relationship with the self. This self-acceptance becomes a foundation for identity coherence, emotional well-being, and the ability to navigate a pluralistic world with confidence and grace.

The subtheme, Authenticity, explores how young Muslims strive to live in alignment with their true selves, particularly in the context of religious practice and identity. For participants, authenticity was not simply about self-expression - it was about intentionality, self-awareness, and spiritual integrity. This aligns with SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2020), which emphasizes intrinsic motivation and the importance of acting in accordance with one’s values. In Islamic psychology, this pursuit resonates with the concept of nafs al-lawwama, the self-reproaching soul that seeks moral and spiritual refinement through conscious reflection and discipline.
Sara illustrated this depth of engagement through her reflection on tahajjud, the voluntary night prayer: “But if you think I’ve woken up for tahajjud because Allah is calling me to pray and talking to Allah, like, that's different, because you're understanding him more.” This quote reveals a profound shift from ritual to relationship. The act of prayer becomes meaningful not because it is expected, but because it is experienced as a personal dialogue with the Divine. Here, authenticity is not just about being true to oneself, but about being true in one’s relationship with God. This reflects a spiritually grounded form of authenticity, where actions are driven by internal conviction rather than external obligation.

However, participants also acknowledged the challenges of maintaining authenticity in a world saturated with digital influence. Ayesha, in Y10, noted, “In a way, because our life is full of tech, it's hard to be individual. There’s way more influences and societal pressures than there were 100 years ago.” This observation captures the tension between selfhood and social conformity in the digital age. Ayesha perceives a historical contrast, suggesting that individuality was more attainable in the past. The constant influx of curated images, opinions, and expectations through social media makes it difficult to remain grounded in one’s own values.

This concern was echoed by Sara who remarked, “There aren't many people that are really practicing… because it's generation TikTok and Instagram?” Her words reflect a sense of isolation and concern about the performative nature of contemporary culture. The reference to “generation TikTok” suggests a shift toward superficiality, where depth and sincerity are often overshadowed by trends and appearances. This highlights the psychological strain of maintaining authenticity in environments that reward conformity and spectacle.

Sara addressed this directly: “But a lot of people, they just follow the rest of society the way they think.” This quote critiques the loss of independent thought, suggesting that even internal beliefs are shaped by collective norms. Sara’s concern reflects a desire for cognitive autonomy, the ability to think and act independently, a key aspect of both psychological maturity and spiritual responsibility.

Intentionality was a recurring theme. Sara stated, “To me, it's about actually understanding why you're doing that,” emphasizing that authenticity involves knowing the purpose behind one’s actions. This reflects a phenomenological insight: meaning is not found in the action alone, but in the subjective understanding of it. In Islamic terms, this aligns with niyyah (intention), which is central to the spiritual value of any deed.

Ayesha, in Y10, summarized the essence of authenticity with clarity: “To know who you are, to be grounded with who you are, is so important.” This statement underscores the importance of self-knowledge and inner stability. Being “grounded” suggests resilience and rootedness, qualities that protect against the pull of external influences and allow for consistent, values-based living.

Ayesha also critiqued Western notions of individuality: “Individuality shouldn't be that this idea that the Western world pushes. That you should do what you want to do, and what your heart desires.” Instead, she offered a spiritually disciplined view, where free will is a divine gift to be exercised with responsibility. This perspective reframes authenticity not as unrestrained self-expression, but as moral alignment - a life lived in accordance with divine guidance and ethical self-discipline.

She concluded with a powerful articulation of this inner struggle: “I have my soul and my nafs, and that’s me, and I have to constantly be bettering that… You have to have control over yourself. Otherwise it’s very, very easy to get lost in this world.” This quote encapsulates the existential challenge of authenticity. Ayesha defines individuality through the lens of the soul and the nafs (self/ego), emphasizing the need for continuous self-improvement. The repetition of “very easy” underscores the vulnerability of the self in a world full of distractions. Authenticity, then, is not a static trait but a lifelong effort to remain spiritually and morally centred.

These reflections reveal that for young Muslims, authenticity is a deeply spiritual and psychological pursuit. It involves resisting superficiality, questioning societal norms, and aligning one’s actions with inner convictions and divine purpose. In a world that often encourages performance over presence, their commitment to living authentically reflects both resilience and profound self-awareness.
[bookmark: _3ko1c0f6sfx5]GET 5: Balancing Freedom and Responsibility
	Balancing Freedom and Responsibility

	Perceived Restrictions vs. True Freedom:


	
	Protective Boundaries


	
	Faith and Trust


This GET explores how participants navigate the tension between personal autonomy and the responsibilities that come with faith, family, and community. Rather than viewing religious or cultural expectations as limiting, many participants described a more nuanced understanding of freedom; one that is shaped by purpose, boundaries, and trust in a higher plan. Their reflections reveal a shift from seeing faith as restrictive to recognizing it as a framework that supports growth, safety, and meaningful choice.

The subtheme Perceived Restrictions vs. True Freedom reveals how participants redefined the meaning of religious boundaries in their lives. Rather than viewing Islamic principles as limiting, they described a process of internal realignment, where boundaries became sources of clarity and empowerment. Ayesha, in Y10, reflected, “For some people, the boundaries that Islam has, they're restrictive, but when you understand that they're not restrictive, they're there for you and your protection, then that's when it becomes easy to stay a strong Muslim.” This insight reflects a shift from external compliance to internal conviction, a movement from rule-following to value-driven living.

Participants often contrasted this sense of grounded freedom with the pressures of modern digital life. Social media was described as a space where the illusion of choice often masked deeper forms of conformity. Ayesha noted, “People are so like especially this day and age, so attached to social media, and they, they follow the trends and stuff.” This observation highlights the psychological tension between the desire for belonging and the erosion of authentic selfhood. In resisting these pressures, Ayesha expressed a quiet confidence: “For me, it's easy to imagine a life without social media. For me, it's easy to not succumb to societal pressures, and it's also easy to were those societal pressures on me. I would be able to stand strong. In case of it.”

This sense of strength was not rooted in isolation but in a deep alignment with personal and spiritual values. Participants described a kind of freedom that emerged not from doing whatever one wants, but from knowing what one stands for. Their narratives reflect a form of psychological integration, where faith-based boundaries support a coherent identity and a sense of agency in navigating complex social environments.

The subtheme, Protective Boundaries, explores how participants experienced Islamic practices as safeguards that nurtured emotional and spiritual well-being. These boundaries whether expressed through modest dress, structured prayer, or gendered norms, were not seen as imposed limitations, but as chosen commitments that fostered self-respect and inner peace. Hanna, in Y9, explained, “When it comes to clothing, I'll make sure I'm still covered, for example, like, wear hoodie or something, something that will keep you, like, more covered, because girls nowadays they go out, like, wearing short tops and stuff like that. I don't agree with that, to be honest. I don't really like it. Yeah.” The hoodie, in this context, becomes more than a garment - it is a symbol of personal integrity and emotional safety.
Participants often traced these values back to their upbringing, where parental guidance played a formative role. Sara shared, “Because upbringing is kind of important when we talk about this kind of stuff, because if I look at it, another reason why I’m the way I am is because of my upbringing because my parents, they took away social media, they make sure I pray.” These early experiences were not remembered as restrictive, but as nurturing. The consistency of these boundaries helped participants develop a sense of stability and purpose, especially in a world where external influences can be overwhelming.

There was also a strong awareness of the social function of boundaries. Hanna expressed discomfort when these were challenged: “If people try proving opinions that are not needed, then this would be more uncomfortable and awkward.” This sensitivity reflects a desire for respectful interaction and emotional safety in social spaces. Similarly, Hanna reflected on changing religious norms with concern: “Like, some people, like, when you do Umrah, you have to have a Mehram[footnoteRef:4], yeah. People, a lot of people go without one now. A lot of it's changed, and people don't really follow it.” These reflections suggest that boundaries are not only personal but communal - they help maintain a sense of order, belonging, and shared values. [4:  Mehram (also spelled mahram) refers to a person with whom marriage is permanently forbidden under Islamic law due to close blood relations, breastfeeding (in infancy), or marital ties. A mehram typically serves as a guardian or chaperone in contexts where gender interaction is religiously regulated. Examples of mehram relationships for a woman include: her father and grandfather, her brothers (full, half, or through breastfeeding), her sons and grandsons, her paternal and maternal uncles, her nephews (sons of her siblings), her father-in-law and son-in-law (Al-Islam.org, n.d.-a; Al-Islam.org, n.d.-b)] 


The subtheme, Faith and Trust, was the most emotionally resonant, revealing how participants experienced their relationship with Allah as a source of deep emotional support and existential grounding. Faith was not abstract or distant; it was lived, felt, and relied upon in moments of vulnerability. Sara shared, “Allah has always chosen me. He's always just been there for me whenever I've had no one.” This sense of divine companionship offered a profound sense of security, especially when human relationships felt uncertain or absent.

Participants described how this trust extended into their interpretation of life’s challenges. Hardship was not seen as random, but as meaningful. Sara explained, “That's why I think about faith so much about why you should always trust Allah. Whatever happens, you should like think it happens for a reason.” Another echoed this sentiment, describing a moment of clarity: “When I realized that all that happened, instead of being upset, I realized, okay, Allah is here for me. Allah's with me.” These reflections show how faith provided a framework for resilience, allowing participants to reframe suffering as part of a purposeful journey.

Faith was also described as a conscious choice, a decision to align with a source of unwavering support. Sara stated, “That's the person, that's who I chose to go with. I chose to go with Allah, because Allah will always be there.” Even in everyday moments, this trust served as a calming force. As Sara put it, “If you think of it, who's been there when everyone's not, when you're like, at school, when you're at school, who's there with you? Mainly, it was Allah wasn’t it. That's what I think keeps me connected. Because even in like, you know, embarrassing moments, you think, oh my god, it's so embarrassing. And I think why am I worried, Allah is with me. It’s fine and it’s what relaxes me.”

Perhaps the most profound expression of this trust came from Hanna, in Y9, who said, “To me, it's about trusting Allah without being able to see him, because I don't need to see Allah to have trust.” This statement reflects a deep internalization of spiritual conviction, one that does not rely on physical proof but on a felt sense of presence and guidance. For these participants, faith was not only a belief system but a psychological anchor, offering stability, meaning, and peace in a world of uncertainty.
[bookmark: _9guwibdkv00n]Findings Summary  
The findings of this study revealed five interconnected Group Experiential Themes (GETs), each offering a window into the complex identity development and lived experiences of young Muslims navigating faith, culture, and belonging in contemporary society. The first GET, General Shift in Muslim Family Dynamics, highlighted how participants were shaped by their parental upbringing while also actively working to strengthen familial bonds through shared religious practices, reflecting a dynamic interplay between tradition and intentional connection. The second GET, Community Bonds, explored the significance of inclusivity, visibility, and unity within diverse Muslim communities. Participants emphasized the importance of being accepted as they are, seeing themselves represented, and finding strength in the diversity of the ummah. The third GET, Relational Belonging and Identity Integration, focused on the deep need for genuine, meaningful connections. Participants described the value of safe spaces where they could express their full identities without fear of judgment, and the powerful role of shared faith and spiritual companionship in fostering a sense of belonging. The fourth GET, Individuality in a Conformist World, captured the internal journey of discovering personal truth, embracing self-acceptance, and striving for authenticity amidst societal and digital pressures. Participants demonstrated a strong desire to live in alignment with their values, even when doing so meant resisting dominant norms.
Finally, the fifth GET, Balancing Freedom and Responsibility, revealed a nuanced understanding of autonomy. Participants reflected on the tension between perceived restrictions and true freedom, ultimately reframing religious boundaries as protective and empowering. Trust in divine wisdom emerged as a source of peace and confidence, enabling them to navigate life’s responsibilities with clarity and purpose.
Together, these themes offer a rich, multidimensional understanding of how young Muslims construct identity, seek belonging, and cultivate resilience. 

Chapter 5 will now explore these findings in greater depth, drawing on both Islamic and Western psychological frameworks to critically interpret and contextualize the data.



[bookmark: _5ml8a32gdwg4]Chapter 5: Discussion
This chapter critically examines the findings of this study through the lens of both Islamic and Western psychological frameworks, offering a deeper understanding of how young British female Muslims navigate faith, identity, and belonging within secondary school environments. The study was guided by three research questions:
1. RQ1: How do young British female Muslims perceive and experience faith membership within the context of secondary school environments and in their communities?
2. RQ2: How do young British female Muslims, in secondary schools and in their communities, process identity development in relation to their religious, cultural, and national affiliations?
3. RQ3: What can educationalists learn from the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in secondary schools and in their communities, to foster inclusive, faith-sensitive educational environments?

The findings revealed five Group Experiential Themes (GETs), each reflecting a distinct yet interconnected dimension of the participants’ lived experiences. These included: 
1. General Shift in Muslim Family Dynamics, which explored the evolving role of parental influence and the strengthening of familial bonds through shared religious practices. 
2. Community Bonds, which highlighted the importance of inclusivity, visibility, and unity within diverse Muslim communities. 
3. Relational Belonging and Identity Integration, which emphasized the need for genuine connections, safe spaces, and spiritual companionship. 
4. Individuality in a Conformist World, which captured the pursuit of personal truth, self-acceptance, and authenticity amidst societal pressures. 
5. Balancing Freedom and Responsibility, which revealed how participants reframed religious boundaries as empowering and rooted in trust in divine wisdom.

These themes are now interpreted through a range of theoretical perspectives that were discussed previously in Chapter 2 – Literature Review. SDT provides insight into how autonomy, competence, and relatedness are expressed through faith-based identity development. Social Identity Theory helps explain the role of group belonging and intergroup dynamics in shaping participants’ experiences of inclusion and exclusion. Faith Development Theory offers a developmental lens on how participants move from inherited to internalized belief systems, while intersectionality highlights how overlapping identities, such as religious, cultural, race, nationality and dis/ability, interact to shape lived experiences in nuanced ways.

In addition, this chapter draws on Islamic psychology, particularly concepts such as nafs (self), fitrah (innate disposition), tawakkul (trust in God), and ihsan (spiritual excellence), to contextualize participants’ spiritual and emotional development. Finally, the discussion engages with critical perspectives on secularism in education, questioning how dominant secular norms may marginalize religious expression and limit the visibility of Muslim identities in school settings.

The chapter is structured around each of the five GETs, with the aim to offer a holistic and critically engaged interpretation of the findings, grounded in both faith-informed and psychological understandings of identity and development.
[bookmark: _qfbmwyubcii3]GET 1: General Shift in Muslim Family Dynamics
The first GET explores how evolving family roles and intergenerational relationships shape the faith and identity development of young British female Muslims. Participants reflected on the enduring influence of parental guidance, particularly in shaping early moral awareness and religious commitment. In the subtheme Parental Upbringing and Influence, participants described how their parents’ values and practices laid the foundation for their own spiritual journeys, often serving as both a source of inspiration and a point of reflection. The second subtheme, Strengthening Familial Bonds Through Shared Faith Practices, highlighted how collective acts of worship, such as praying together or observing Ramadan, fostered emotional closeness and reinforced a shared sense of purpose within the family unit. These findings suggest that family remains a central site of identity formation, where faith is both inherited and actively nurtured.

The subtheme, parental upbringing and influence, offers a rich, textured understanding of how young British female Muslims navigate faith, identity, and belonging within the context of secondary school environments. Their reflections reveal a dynamic interplay between personal agency, religious commitment, and social negotiation, an interplay that can be meaningfully interpreted through both Islamic and Western psychological frameworks.

The participants’ narratives reveal a consistent pattern of critical engagement with religious knowledge, an approach that reflects a broader shift in how young British female Muslims relate to faith. Rather than accepting religious teachings solely through familial transmission, participants described a process of inquiry, verification, and personal reflection. This aligns with Zine’s (2008) and Roy’s (2004) observations that Muslim youth are increasingly approaching Islam through individualised, evidence-based frameworks. This is not indicative of secularisation, but rather a transformation in the locus of religious authority, from communal and parental sources to personal and intellectual autonomy.

Ayesha’s, in Y10, question, “How is it haram, mum?”, captures this shift with clarity. Her tone, as conveyed in the interview, was not confrontational but curious, signalling a desire to understand rather than simply comply. This moment exemplifies what Peek (2005) describes as the “reaffirmation” stage of faith development, where young people re-engage with religion on their own terms. It is a reconfiguration, not a rejection, of religious identity, one that privileges comprehension and conviction over inherited compliance.

From the perspective of Islamic psychology, this process can be understood through the concept of fitrah, the innate human disposition toward truth, morality, and connection with the Divine. The participants’ desire to question, research, and understand reflects a return to this natural state of seeking alignment between belief and practice. Rather than being passive recipients of tradition, they are actively engaging in tazkiyah al-nafs (purification of the self), a process that involves self-reflection, critical thinking, and spiritual growth. This aligns with the Islamic psychological view that true religiosity is not blind adherence but conscious, intentional submission rooted in knowledge and sincerity.

This process of identity construction is further illuminated by Altıntaş (2023), who describes how Muslim youth navigate a world shaped by both sacred and secular influences. His concept of identity as bricolage, a creative assembly of tradition, modernity, and personal experience, is vividly reflected in the account of Ayesha who said: “For me, I wear a niqab but my mum doesn’t. I picked it up after going on Umrah twice. The second time, I did a lot of research on it.” Here, the Ayesha’s decision to adopt the niqab was not based on familial expectation but emerged from a convergence of spiritual experience and intellectual inquiry. Her identity is not a replication of her mother’s, but a unique synthesis of religious conviction and personal agency, an embodiment of bricolage in practice. From an Islamic psychological lens, this also reflects muraqabah (spiritual mindfulness), where the individual becomes increasingly aware of their relationship with Allah and seeks to align their actions with divine guidance through personal conviction. Ayesha’s decision to wear the niqab, despite her mother choosing not to, offers a compelling example of how religious expression can be both deeply personal and profoundly agentic. Her choice was not the result of familial pressure or cultural conformity, but rather emerged from a process of spiritual reflection and intellectual engagement. This narrative resonates with Saba Mahmood’s (2005) argument that piety can itself be a form of agency, one that does not conform to liberal Western ideals of autonomy, but instead redefines agency through embodied religious commitment. In this context, the niqab becomes more than a garment; it is a symbol of intentionality, conviction, and spiritual aspiration. 

Ayesha’s story challenges dominant Western discourses that often frame religious dress, particularly Islamic veiling, as inherently oppressive (La Fornara, 2018). Instead, her experience illustrates how religious practices, when chosen freely and meaningfully, can serve as expressions of empowerment within a specific moral and theological framework. This act of choosing the niqab, especially in contrast to her mother’s different practice, also highlights the gendered dimensions of religious agency. It reflects a nuanced negotiation of identity, where Ayesha asserts her own understanding of modesty and devotion, even within the intimate space of family. Rather than fitting neatly into binaries of oppression versus liberation, her narrative invites a more complex reading, one that centres the woman’s voice, her spiritual journey, and her right to define what empowerment means on her own terms.

Ayesha shared: “Even when my mum tells me something she’s read it, I’ll ask her for the sources.” This statement reflects what can be termed epistemic agency, the capacity to question, verify, and construct knowledge independently. Zine (2008) highlights how Muslim youth increasingly use digital tools, peer networks, and scholarly resources to engage with religious texts, often supplementing or challenging familial interpretations. This form of engagement reflects a broader cultural shift toward dialogical rather than deferential relationships with religious authority.

Harneker (2024) similarly emphasizes the importance of autonomy in faith development, arguing that healthy religious identities are fostered when young people are empowered to make faith-driven decisions independently. Ayesha, who chose to wear the niqab after personal research and spiritual reflection, exemplifies this autonomy. Her decision reflects not external pressure but internal conviction.
This aligns closely with SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985), which posits that motivation exists along a continuum, from external regulation (e.g., compliance due to fear or reward) to integrated regulation, where actions are fully aligned with one’s sense of self. In the context of religious practice, Nelson et al. (2022) extend SDT to suggest that adolescents may engage in faith for various reasons: to avoid punishment (external), out of guilt (introjected), because they personally value it (identified), or because it is fully internalised (integrated). The participants’ narratives, particularly those involving independent research, questioning, and spiritual reflection, suggest a movement toward identified and integrated regulation. These forms of motivation are associated with greater psychological wellbeing, resilience, and pro-social behaviour.

From an Islamic psychological perspective, this internalisation of faith aligns with the concept of ikhlas (sincerity), where actions are performed not for social approval or fear of punishment, but out of genuine devotion and alignment with one’s spiritual purpose. When young Muslims are supported in developing this sincere, autonomous relationship with their faith, they are more likely to experience sakinah (inner peace) and thabat (steadfastness) in the face of external pressures.

Taken together, these findings challenge simplistic narratives of religious identity as either inherited or rejected. Instead, they reveal a more nuanced process of critical engagement, where young British female Muslims actively construct their faith identities through a combination of tradition, inquiry, and lived experience. This process is not only intellectually rigorous but spiritually meaningful, offering a powerful counter-narrative to deficit-based assumptions about Muslim youth in secular educational contexts.

The subtheme, strengthening familial bonds through shared faith practices, also revealed that religion functions as a deeply relational and emotional practice. Rather than being confined to doctrine or ritual, faith was experienced through the textures of everyday life through shared prayers, comforting words, and childhood memories. This aligns with Ammerman’s (2013) concept of everyday religion, where faith is lived through relationships, routines, and emotional exchanges.

Sara’s reflection, “I’ve prayed all my prayers with my dad”, illustrates how religious rituals serve as a medium for emotional closeness. From the perspective of Islamic psychology, this reflects the principle of tawheed al-nafs (unity of the self), where spiritual, emotional, and relational dimensions are integrated. Simultaneously, SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000) helps explain how such shared practices fulfill the basic psychological need for relatedness, fostering a sense of belonging and emotional security within the family unit.

Sara recalled: “I was upset for a bit, and my dad told me, ‘Allah has taken her out of your way for a reason.’” This moment exemplifies religious coping (Pargament, 1997), where faith is used to make sense of emotional pain. It also resonates with Islamic concepts of sabr (patience) and tawakkul (trust in God), which offer theological frameworks for resilience. From a Western psychological lens, this aligns with Faith Development Theory (Fowler, 1981), which posits that individuals draw on religious narratives to construct meaning during times of crisis, particularly when guided by trusted figures like parents.

Early memories of prayer, such as “I remember praying with my mum when I was seven. I have good memories of it,” highlight the emotional imprint of early religious experiences. These moments are not only spiritually formative but also emotionally nurturing. In Islamic psychology, this reflects the nurturing of fitrah, the innate disposition toward faith. From a developmental psychology perspective, these experiences contribute to the formation of secure attachments and early identity development.

Participants also described moments of epistemic curiosity, questioning religious claims, asking for sources, and challenging declarations like “this is haram.” This shift toward analytical engagement reflects the development of epistemic agency and autonomous motivation, key components of SDT, where individuals seek to internalize values through critical reflection rather than passive acceptance. Importantly, this process did not necessarily weaken familial bonds. Instead, many participants described how open dialogue with parents enhanced mutual respect and spiritual intimacy.

These dynamics also intersect with Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), as participants navigated their identities as Muslims within broader social contexts that may not always affirm or understand their beliefs. The negotiation of religious identity, especially when it involves questioning or reinterpretation, can be seen as a process of balancing personal authenticity with group belonging. This is particularly salient in secular educational settings, where religious expression may be marginalized or misunderstood.

From a critical perspective on secularism in education, these findings challenge the assumption that religious belief is inherently private or irrational. Participants’ experiences demonstrate that faith is often a source of emotional resilience, moral reasoning, and relational depth. The secular framing of education, which often excludes or devalues religious perspectives, risks overlooking the holistic development of students whose identities are shaped by faith. This is especially relevant when considering intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989), as participants’ experiences were shaped not only by religion but also by ethnicity, gender, and generational dynamics. Their narratives reflect the complexity of navigating multiple, and sometimes conflicting, identity positions within both familial and institutional contexts.

To summarise, the participants’ stories reveal that religious identity is not a static inheritance but a dynamic, relational, and meaning-making process. Through the combined lenses of Islamic and Western psychology, we see how faith can foster emotional security, cognitive autonomy, and intergenerational cohesion. These findings call for a more nuanced understanding of religious development, one that honours both the emotional depth and intellectual agency of young people as they navigate their spiritual journeys.

This GET strongly aligns with RQ1 and RQ2. Participants described the pivotal role of parental upbringing, not solely as a source of religious socialisation but as a dynamic space where faith and identity were increasingly negotiated through dialogue. Shared faith practices, such as praying together, became moments of familial cohesion that both reaffirmed religious identity and enabled intergenerational empathy. The narratives reflected a subtle, yet profound, shift in family culture, from instruction to understanding, creating a nurturing context for the development of religious and cultural identity.

[bookmark: _4o8uzh4sttt]GET 2: Community Bonds
The GET highlights the importance of inclusivity, representation, and unity within Muslim communities. Participants emphasized the value of being seen, accepted, and supported in diverse communal spaces. In the subtheme Inclusivity and Acceptance, they described the emotional safety that comes from being welcomed without judgment, regardless of background or level of religiosity. Visibility and Representation emerged as another key subtheme, with participants expressing how seeing Muslims, especially those who reflect their own identities, in leadership or public roles affirmed their sense of belonging. Finally, the subtheme Unity in Diversity captured participants’ appreciation for the richness of the ummah, where cultural and theological differences were not seen as divisions but as expressions of a shared spiritual foundation. Together, these subthemes illustrate how community bonds serve as both a refuge and a resource for identity affirmation.
The subtheme, Inclusivity and Acceptance, emerged as a foundational element in participants’ experiences of identity and belonging. Across their narratives, young Muslims emphasized the importance of being in environments where their faith, culture, and presence were not only acknowledged but embraced. This echoes Belongingness Theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), which posits that the need to belong is a fundamental human motivation. When this need is met, particularly in educational and social settings, individuals are more likely to thrive emotionally, socially, and academically (Osterman, 2000).
For many participants, cities like Bradford offered this sense of belonging in abundance. Ayesha shared, “In Bradford, it’s just really easy to be a Muslim because it just feels like home.” This feeling of ease was not incidental, it was rooted in the visibility of shared religious practices, the normalization of Islamic identity, and the emotional safety that comes from being surrounded by others who understand and reflect one’s values. From the perspective of Islamic psychology, this aligns with the concept of fitrah, the innate disposition toward faith and goodness. When the external environment supports this internal orientation, individuals experience a sense of harmony and psychological well-being.
However, this sense of comfort was not universal. Participants also described moments of dissonance when they stepped outside these familiar environments. Ayesha noted, “You go out to like Ilkley, Skipton, you see that it is not dominated by Muslims, and you feel a little bit out of place.” Another reflected on feeling watched while wearing the hijab in Turkey, despite the country’s Muslim-majority status. These experiences highlight the complexity of intersectional identity (Crenshaw, 1991), where religion, race, gender, and geography intersect in ways that shape how individuals are perceived and how they perceive themselves. The hijab, as a visible marker of faith, can either affirm belonging or amplify difference, depending on the context.
This dynamic also resonates with Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), which suggests that individuals derive part of their self-concept from group membership. When that group is visibly present and positively regarded, identity is reinforced. But when it is marginalized or misunderstood, individuals may experience alienation or self-doubt. In Bradford, the presence of a strong Muslim community allowed participants to feel seen and supported. In contrast, in less diverse areas, the absence of that community could lead to feelings of hyper-visibility and discomfort.
Still, participants also described inclusive experiences in more mixed or secular environments. One student reflected, “It just makes you feel like, yeah, you could be a Muslim here. The school welcomes it, and I know the students do too.” This sense of acceptance, rooted in both institutional support and peer respect, created a space where faith could be practiced openly and confidently. Such environments reflect the principles of culturally responsive education (Gay, 2010), where diversity is not merely tolerated but actively valued.
Inclusivity was also seen as a value to be nurtured for future generations. Hanna, in Y9, remarked, “I think it’s good for the next generation coming up because they’ll be more comfortable being around people that are not the same as them.” This forward-looking perspective reflects a deep understanding of rahma (compassion) and ukhuwwah (brotherhood/sisterhood) in Islamic psychology values that emphasize empathy, mutual respect, and the importance of community. It also aligns with Western developmental theories that highlight the role of inclusive environments in fostering intercultural competence and social-emotional learning.
Ultimately, the narratives shared by participants reveal that inclusivity is not just about being present, it’s about being welcomed, respected, and understood. Whether in Muslim-majority spaces or diverse educational settings, the presence of acceptance allows young Muslims to develop a secure sense of self, grounded in both faith and community. This sense of belonging becomes a wellspring of resilience, enabling them to navigate the complexities of identity with confidence and grace.
The subtheme, Visibility and Representation, emerged as a powerful influence on how young Muslims experience identity and belonging in their everyday environments. For many participants, the presence of a visibly Muslim community through shared dress, language, or cultural practices, offered a sense of reassurance and solidarity. This aligns with Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), which emphasizes the importance of group membership in shaping self-concept. When individuals see themselves reflected in their surroundings, they are more likely to feel validated, supported, and psychologically safe.
Amina, in Y8, captured this sentiment simply: “You see other people in Bradford wearing hijab.” This brief observation speaks volumes. The hijab, as a visible symbol of faith, becomes more than a personal expression - it becomes a shared cultural marker that signals belonging. In cities like Bradford, where Muslim identity is both visible and normalized, participants described feeling more confident and less burdened by the need to explain or defend their faith. This sense of visibility fosters what Islamic psychology might describe as nafs al-mutma’innah, a tranquil self, at peace with its surroundings and secure in its identity.
However, visibility is not always experienced as empowering. In some contexts, it can become a source of discomfort or even alienation. Ayesha reflected on her experience in Turkey: “I felt really out of place… because I was wearing the hijab and not many people around me were.” Despite being in a Muslim-majority country, her visible expression of faith marked her as different. This paradox highlights the complexity of visibility, it can affirm identity in one setting and isolate in another. As Aronson (2019) notes, being visibly different from the norm can lead to heightened self-consciousness and social dissonance, especially in environments where that difference is not understood or accepted.
Hanna, in Y9, explained, “In Bradford, there's a bigger Asian community, so I feel like it's more easier to fit in, whereas, if you go somewhere where there's not a lot of people that are your religion, it’s a bit more different.” Her words underscore the relational nature of identity: it is not formed in isolation but shaped through interaction with the social environment. When cultural or religious familiarity is absent, everyday interactions can become more complex, and the psychological burden of being “the only one” can weigh heavily. This supports findings from Phinney et al. (2001), who argue that identity affirmation, especially for ethnic and religious minorities, is critical for emotional resilience and academic persistence.
Yet, participants also described moments of inclusion in more diverse or secular settings. Asma, in Y8, shared, “In my classes, only one girl who’s actually a Christian, like nobody judges her for that.” This reflection reveals the potential for mutual respect and acceptance, even in environments where religious identity is not the majority norm. It suggests that visibility, when met with openness, can foster not only tolerance but genuine inclusion. This aligns with Islamic values of adl (justice) and rahma (compassion), which emphasize the importance of respecting difference and upholding the dignity of all individuals.
Ultimately, the narratives reveal that visibility is a double-edged experience capable of affirming identity or exposing vulnerability, depending on the context. For young Muslims, the ability to see themselves reflected in their communities, whether through peers, public figures, or institutional practices, plays a crucial role in shaping how they understand and express their faith. When visibility is met with acceptance, it becomes a source of strength. When it is met with suspicion or silence, it can lead to withdrawal or self-censorship. These findings underscore the need for educational and social environments that not only recognize diversity but actively create space for it to flourish.

The subtheme, Unity in Diversity, captures the participants’ reflections on the richness and cohesion of the global Muslim community. Despite differences in cultural background, language, and religious practice, participants consistently expressed a strong sense of shared identity rooted in faith. This unity was not about sameness, but about a collective spiritual bond that transcended borders and traditions. It reflects a flexible and inclusive understanding of identity, one that embraces diversity as a source of connection rather than conflict.
Ayesha shared, “I’ve been there, and I’ve seen Muslims from all over the world, and the way we practice faith is so, so different.” Her words reflect a deep appreciation for the plurality within Islam. Rather than viewing these differences as divisions, she saw them as enriching, evidence of a living, adaptable faith. This openness aligns with the goals of multicultural education (Banks, 2008), which emphasizes intercultural understanding, tolerance, and global citizenship. It also reflects a high level of cognitive and cultural flexibility (Nieto, 2010), traits associated with positive identity development and critical thinking.
From the perspective of Islamic psychology, this appreciation for diversity within the Ummah (global Muslim community) reflects the principle of rahma (compassion) and tawheed (oneness), not in uniformity, but in shared purpose and values. Ayesha described, “I know how it’s practiced in say, when you go to Madinah/Makkah, you see a lot of people from Malaysia, Indonesia… even we’re all wearing the same clothes, right? But it’s a different way of wearing them.” This observation highlights how cultural expression and religious practice can vary while still being rooted in the same spiritual tradition. The shared rituals of prayer, pilgrimage and fasting become unifying acts, even when performed differently.
This recognition of difference within unity also supports Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), which suggests that strong in-group identity can coexist with openness to diversity, especially when the group is defined by shared values rather than rigid norms. Participants’ reflections suggest that their sense of belonging to the Muslim community was not diminished by cultural variation but it was deepened by it. As Sleijpen et al. (2020) note, accepting diversity within a faith tradition can foster resilience, empathy, and a more nuanced understanding of identity.
Sara, in Y10, expressed this balance clearly: “Like, I probably would class myself as the more practicing, but that doesn’t mean I’m afraid to like, mix with others, because to get around this world, you have to be able to mix with others.” Her words reflect a pragmatic and spiritually grounded worldview. She recognizes that religious observance and social openness are not mutually exclusive. Instead, they are complementary allowing her to remain rooted in her faith while engaging meaningfully with others. This reflects the development of what some scholars describe as a “third space” identity (Bhaba, 1994): one that is neither fully assimilated nor entirely separate, but dynamically negotiated across cultural and religious lines.
Ultimately, the participants’ reflections on unity in diversity reveal a mature and inclusive approach to faith. They show that young Muslims are not only aware of the global dimensions of their religious identity but are also equipped to navigate its complexities with grace and confidence. Their experiences suggest that when faith is lived as a shared, evolving journey, rather than a fixed set of rules, it becomes a powerful source of connection, resilience, and spiritual growth.
This GET directly addresses RQ1 and RQ3. Girls expressed a strong emotional pull toward inclusive and accepting community spaces, whether mosques, the Reflection Room, or friendship circles, where their identities were understood rather than explained. Subthemes of visibility and representation captured both the pride and pressure of being seen as ‘the Muslim girl,’ highlighting the importance of authentic representation in educational spaces. Unity in diversity emerged as a quiet rebellion against essentialist narratives where participants voiced a desire for solidarity across differences and a recognition of intra-Muslim and interfaith complexities. These insights hold important implications for schools seeking to develop nuanced, faith-sensitive practices.
[bookmark: _mynae0weplfq]GET 3: Relational Belonging and Identity Integration
This GET examines how young Muslims form meaningful relationships that support identity coherence and emotional well-being. In the subtheme Genuine Connections, participants described friendships rooted in mutual respect and shared values, often extending across faith lines. These relationships were seen as emotionally enriching and essential for navigating pluralistic environments. Safe Spaces emerged as another critical subtheme, where culturally familiar environments, such as Muslim-majority schools or communities, allowed participants to express their faith without fear of judgment. These spaces provided a buffer against marginalization and supported the integration of social and spiritual selves. The final subtheme, Shared Faith and Spiritual Companionship, explored the depth of relationships grounded in mutual religious practice. These connections offered not only emotional support but also spiritual alignment, reinforcing identity coherence and moral development. Collectively, these subthemes reveal how relational belonging is central to the construction of a stable and integrated Muslim identity.

This subtheme, genuine connections, highlights how young British female Muslims prioritize relational authenticity and mutual respect over religious homogeneity in their friendships. Participants described forming meaningful relationships based on shared values, emotional safety, and mutual curiosity, often extending across faith lines. This reflects a broader trend among Muslim youth who prioritize relational authenticity over homogeneity, seeking connections that allow for curiosity, empathy, and trust. These relationships, often extending across faith lines, support the development of intercultural competence and emotional maturity, essential traits in pluralistic educational settings.

From the perspective of SDT, these connections fulfil the psychological need for relatedness, the desire to feel understood and accepted by others. Participants described friendships grounded in shared moral outlooks or common interests, such as reading or creative expression, rather than doctrinal alignment. This openness to difference, while maintaining a strong sense of self, reflects cognitive flexibility and identity integration.

Islamic psychology also supports this orientation through the concept of ukhuwwah (brotherhood/sisterhood), which emphasizes sincerity, compassion, and mutual support in relationships. While shared faith often deepened emotional intimacy, it was not a prerequisite for meaningful connection. Participants demonstrated that spiritual companionship and interfaith respect can coexist, offering a model of inclusive belonging that affirms both individuality and community.

The subtheme of Safe Spaces underscores the importance of culturally familiar and affirming environments in supporting identity expression and psychological safety. Participants described how such spaces, whether physical, social, or institutional, allowed them to express their faith without fear of judgment. This aligns with the Culturally Engaging Campus Environments (CECE) Model (Museus, 2014), which posits that students thrive when their cultural identities are reflected and respected in their surroundings.

However, participants also described the need for strategic identity navigation, where expressions of faith were selectively managed depending on context. This reflects findings from intersectionality research (Hailu et al., 2019), which show that Muslim youth often engage in identity management to maintain psychological safety in environments where Islam is misunderstood or stigmatized. The ability to compartmentalize or adapt religious expression is both a coping mechanism and a reflection of the need for more inclusive institutional cultures.

Islamic psychology emphasizes the importance of niyyah (intention) and hikmah (wisdom) in navigating complex social realities. Participants’ ability to discern when and how to express their faith reflects a spiritually grounded form of emotional intelligence. In Muslim-majority spaces, such as certain schools or communities, participants described feeling “at home”, able to integrate their social and spiritual selves without compromise. These environments provided a psychological buffer against the alienation often experienced in more secular or monocultural settings.

The subtheme of Shared Faith and Spiritual Companionship explores the depth of relationships grounded in mutual religious practice. These connections offered not only emotional support but also spiritual companionship, reinforcing a sense of identity coherence and moral alignment. Participants spoke of the ease with which they could pray together, exchange religious content, or discuss matters of faith without fear of judgment - experiences that fostered trust, intimacy, and spiritual growth.

This aligns with Faith Development Theory, which highlights the importance of peer relationships in the internalization of belief systems. Shared faith provided a common language of ethics and spirituality, allowing participants to explore and affirm their beliefs in safe, supportive contexts. These “safe spiritual spaces” are especially vital in environments where public expressions of Islam may be met with scrutiny or hostility.

From an Islamic psychological lens, such companionship reflects the prophetic model of suhbah sāliḥah, righteous companionship as a means of spiritual elevation and moral development. These relationships not only reinforced participants’ religious identity but also offered a sense of belonging within the ummah, transcending cultural and denominational differences.

Together, these subthemes illustrate how young Muslims construct relational belonging through a balance of authenticity, adaptability, and spiritual depth. Whether through interfaith friendships, culturally affirming environments, or spiritually grounded companionships, participants demonstrated a remarkable capacity to form connections that support both personal growth and faithful living. In doing so, they challenge reductive narratives of isolation or identity conflict, offering instead a vision of Muslim youth who are emotionally intelligent, socially engaged, and spiritually anchored.

This GET provides a bridge across all three research questions. The presence of genuine connections, safe spaces, and spiritual companionship offered young women a sense of belonging that transcended rigid identity categories. Participants spoke of relationships where they could share their faith without explanation or defence. These interactions were vital in affirming both their Muslim identity and broader sense of self, suggesting that inclusive educational environments must go beyond curriculum reform to include relational and emotional safety.
[bookmark: _y782rky2q1d4]GET 4: Individuality in a Conformist World
This GET captures the internal journey of young Muslims striving to remain authentic amidst societal and digital pressures. In the subtheme Personal Truth, participants described a reflective process of belief formation, moving from inherited religiosity to intentional, self-affirmed faith. Self-Acceptance emerged as a powerful theme, with participants embracing their uniqueness and rejecting the need for external validation. They reframed perceived differences as strengths, demonstrating emotional maturity and resilience. The subtheme Authenticity explored the challenge of living in alignment with one’s values in a world that often rewards performance over sincerity. Participants emphasized the importance of intention (niyyah), spiritual grounding, and self-discipline in maintaining a coherent sense of self. These narratives reflect a deep commitment to living faithfully and authentically, even when doing so requires resisting dominant cultural norms.

The subtheme of Personal Truth captures the intentional, reflective, and often courageous journey through which young British female Muslims come to understand and affirm their faith. Rather than passively inheriting religious beliefs, participants described a process marked by questioning, critical engagement, and personal meaning-making. This journey reflects what SDT identifies as the psychological need for autonomy, the ability to make choices aligned with one’s values and beliefs. Participants demonstrated a strong sense of identity agency, the capacity to actively shape their worldview through inquiry and conviction.
Ayesha, in Y10, expressed this clearly: “I feel like you have to research it for yourself. You can't just take what someone else has said. You've got to find the sources of it.” Her words reflect a commitment to epistemic autonomy, a concept that resonates with the Islamic principle of tadabbur, deep contemplation of religious texts and teachings. In Islamic psychology, this reflective process is not only encouraged but seen as essential to developing iman (faith) that is sincere, conscious, and rooted in understanding rather than imitation.
This pursuit of personal truth also aligns with Faith Development Theory, particularly the transition from conventional to individuative-reflective stages of faith, where individuals begin to internalize beliefs through personal exploration rather than external authority. Participants’ narratives challenge deficit-based discourses that frame Muslim youth as experiencing an “identity crisis.” As Ali (2018) critiques, such narratives often pathologize the natural developmental process of integrating multiple identity dimensions, religious, cultural, and national, into a coherent self. In contrast, the participants in this study demonstrated clarity, purpose, and resilience in their spiritual journeys.
Sara, also in Y10, reflected on the balance between rational inquiry and spiritual trust: “Yeah, you should already know. Okay, all this evidence has already been given to me. I have to put trust in that.” This moment of epistemic surrender illustrates a shift from analysis to conviction, where belief is not blind but grounded in both reason and revelation. In Islamic psychology, this reflects a mature form of iman, where faith is not static but dynamic, an evolving relationship between the heart, intellect, and divine guidance.
From a Social Identity Theory perspective, this process of belief formation also serves as a means of affirming group membership while maintaining personal authenticity. Participants were not simply conforming to communal expectations; they were actively negotiating their place within the ummah through informed and intentional belief. This negotiation is further complicated by intersectional pressures, as young Muslims navigate overlapping identities in environments where religious expression is often marginalized.
Indeed, critical perspectives on secularism in education highlight how dominant norms in schools can render religious identity invisible or problematic. In this context, the act of forming and affirming one’s faith becomes not only a personal journey but a subtle form of resistance, an assertion of selfhood in spaces that may not fully accommodate it.
Ultimately, the reflections shared by participants reveal that for many young Muslims, belief is not inherited - it is earned. It is not imposed - it is chosen. Their commitment to discovering and standing by their personal truth reflects both spiritual maturity and psychological resilience, offering a powerful counter-narrative to assumptions of passivity or confusion. In a world where religious identity is often contested, this agency in belief formation becomes a profound act of self-definition, one that affirms both faith and individuality.
The subtheme of Self-Acceptance reflects how young British female Muslims navigate societal expectations by affirming their individuality and cultivating a sense of self-worth rooted in both faith and personal conviction. Rather than conforming to dominant cultural norms or seeking external validation, participants described a growing pride in their uniqueness, demonstrating what SDT identifies as autonomy and authenticity, key components of psychological well-being.
Ayesha expressed this mindset with striking clarity: “I don’t go out and think about, oh my god, what are these people thinking of me.” Her words reflect a liberating detachment from the external gaze, suggesting a strong internal locus of control and a refusal to internalize societal scrutiny. This aligns with the Islamic concept of ‘izzah, a dignified self-respect that stems not from public approval, but from one’s relationship with God. In Islamic psychology, ‘izzah is a spiritual strength that allows individuals to remain grounded in their values, even when those values diverge from mainstream expectations.
Participants also expressed joy in their individuality. Asma, in Y8, shared “I actually am a really weird person… but I’m really happy to be like that.” Rather than viewing her uniqueness as a liability, she embraced it as a defining and joyful part of her identity. This reflects positive identity negotiation (Jonason, 2019), where individuals reinterpret perceived differences as strengths. Her ability to laugh with friends about being “weird” suggests that self-acceptance and social connection are not mutually exclusive - in fact, authenticity can deepen relationships and foster a sense of belonging.
Sara described her conscious resistance to comparison: “Because by looking I think, I don’t want to be like that. I like how I am.” This moment of self-affirmation illustrates a powerful act of self-definition. Rather than aspiring to fit into externally imposed ideals, she chose to value her own way of being. This reflects a form of cultural resistance, where self-worth is asserted in the face of normative pressures. It also aligns with the Islamic concept of fitrah - the innate, God-given disposition toward truth and goodness. In both Islamic and psychological terms, remaining true to one’s fitrah is a path to inner peace and resilience.
Sara described a shift in perspective: “Instead of like thinking, ‘Oh, I’m not like them. Why can’t I be like them?’… you think, ‘How lucky I am to be the way [I am].’” This quote captures a moment of cognitive reframing, where self-doubt is transformed into gratitude. This mirrors the Islamic value of shukr (gratitude), which encourages believers to appreciate their unique qualities as part of divine wisdom. It also reflects emotional maturity, where self-acceptance becomes a source of strength rather than struggle.
These reflections are especially significant when viewed through the lens of intersectionality. Many participants occupy multiple, overlapping identities: Muslim, British, ethnic minority, female, and must navigate environments where these identities are not always affirmed. In such contexts, self-acceptance becomes a radical act of self-preservation. As Social Identity Theory suggests, belonging to a stigmatized group can impact self-esteem unless individuals find ways to positively affirm their group membership and personal identity.
Moreover, critical perspectives on secularism in education highlight how school environments often privilege neutrality or sameness, subtly discouraging visible expressions of faith or cultural difference. In this context, participants’ ability to affirm their self-worth and embrace their distinctiveness becomes a form of resistance to assimilationist pressures. Their narratives challenge the notion that integration requires conformity, offering instead a vision of inclusion that honours difference.
These findings echo research from the Yaqeen Institute (Awad & Sultan, 2024), which emphasizes the importance of self-esteem and self-trust in building resilient Muslim identities. In spaces where young Muslims may feel “not Muslim enough” at home or “not Western enough” in public (Fleischmann & Verkuyten, 2022), the ability to affirm one’s identity becomes essential for psychological and spiritual well-being. By embracing their differences and rejecting internalized stigma, participants demonstrated a confident and coherent sense of self—one that is both spiritually grounded and psychologically robust.
The subtheme of Authenticity captures the ongoing tension young British female Muslims experience between remaining true to their values and navigating the distractions, expectations, and contradictions of modern life. Participants consistently expressed a desire to live with sincerity and depth, resisting superficial expressions of religiosity and striving instead for a faith that is intentional, reflective, and personally meaningful. This pursuit reflects the core of SDT, particularly the principle of intrinsic motivation, where actions are driven by internal values rather than external pressures.

Sara illustrated this with a powerful reflection on prayer: “But if you think I’ve woken up for tahajjud because Allah is calling me to pray and talking to Allah, like, that's different, because you're understanding Him more.” This moment reveals a deeply spiritual conception of authenticity, rooted not in outward performance but in inward connection. In Islamic psychology, this aligns with the concept of ihsan, worshipping God as though one sees Him, emphasizing sincerity, mindfulness, and presence in every act of devotion.

Yet, participants also acknowledged the difficulty of maintaining this authenticity in a world saturated with digital influence. Ayesha observed, “In a way, because our life is full of tech, it's hard to be individual. There’s way more influences and societal pressures than there were 100 years ago.” Her reflection echoes concerns in the literature on identity fragmentation (Pérez-Torres, 2024), which suggests that the hyper-connected nature of modern life can erode self-coherence and make it difficult to sustain a stable sense of identity. The constant exposure to curated personas and performative culture challenges the ability to remain grounded in one’s values.
Sara critiqued this performative culture directly: “There aren’t many people that are really practicing… because it’s generation TikTok and Instagram?” Her comment reflects a longing for sincerity and a sense of disconnection from a culture that often rewards visibility over depth. This tension between authenticity and performance is particularly acute for young Muslims navigating environments where religious expression may be commodified or misunderstood.

This struggle was further articulated by Ayesha who remarked, “But a lot of people, they just follow the rest of society the way they think.” Her words point to a loss of cognitive autonomy, a key aspect of both psychological maturity and spiritual integrity. In Islamic terms, this reflects the challenge of refining the nafs (ego), which must be disciplined through self-awareness and spiritual practice to align with divine guidance.

Intentionality emerged as a central theme. Sara stated, “To me, it’s about actually understanding why you’re doing that,” emphasizing that authenticity involves knowing the purpose behind one’s actions. This reflects the Islamic concept of niyyah (intention), which determines the spiritual value of any deed. From a phenomenological perspective, meaning is not found in the action itself, but in the subjective understanding and intentionality behind it.

Ayesha offered a foundational insight: “To know who you are, to be grounded with who you are, is so important.” Her emphasis on being “grounded” suggests a sense of inner stability and resilience, qualities that protect against the pull of external influences and allow for consistent, values-based living. This grounding is essential in navigating the intersectional pressures of being visibly Muslim in a society that often marginalizes religious expression.

Ayesha also challenged Western notions of individuality: “Individuality shouldn’t be that this idea that the Western world pushes. That you should do what you want to do, and what your heart desires.” Instead, she proposed a spiritually disciplined view, where free will is a divine trust to be exercised with responsibility. This reframing of authenticity as moral alignment rather than self-indulgence reflects a traditional Islamic understanding of the self, where the nafs is not to be followed blindly but refined through tazkiyah (spiritual purification).

She concluded with a powerful articulation of this inner struggle: “I have my soul and my nafs, and that’s me, and I have to constantly be bettering that… You have to have control over yourself. Otherwise it’s very, very easy to get lost in this world.” Her words encapsulate the existential challenge of authenticity in a hyper-connected world. She defines individuality through the lens of the soul and the self, emphasizing the need for continuous self-improvement and spiritual vigilance.

These reflections reveal that for young Muslims, authenticity is not a fixed trait but a continuous, intentional effort. It involves resisting superficiality, questioning societal norms, and aligning one’s actions with inner convictions and divine purpose. In a world that often encourages performance over presence, their commitment to living faithfully reflects both resilience and profound self-awareness. Their narratives challenge secular educational spaces to recognize that authenticity, for many, is not about self-expression alone but about spiritual coherence, ethical living, and the pursuit of meaning beyond the material.

This GET is especially salient for RQ2, as it explores the interior journeys of participants striving to live their personal truth amidst institutional and societal expectations. The search for authenticity and self-acceptance was shaped not only by faith but by a broader desire to be whole - to be seen as more than stereotypes, more than assumptions. For many, this was an act of resistance, of reclaiming narrative agency. 
[bookmark: _wjlc2si879co]GET 5: Balancing Freedom and Responsibility
This GET explores how participants redefined autonomy through the lens of faith. In the subtheme Perceived Restrictions vs. True Freedom, participants challenged the assumption that Islamic boundaries are inherently limiting. Instead, they described these boundaries as empowering frameworks that support intentional living and moral clarity. Protective Boundaries were seen as safeguards that nurture dignity, emotional safety, and spiritual discipline - internalized not as rules, but as chosen commitments. The final subtheme, Faith and Trust, revealed the emotional depth of participants’ relationship with Allah. Trust in divine wisdom provided a source of resilience, helping them make sense of hardship and maintain hope. Together, these subthemes illustrate a mature understanding of freedom, not as the absence of structure, but as the ability to live in alignment with one’s values and divine purpose.

The subtheme Perceived Restrictions vs. True Freedom offers a compelling counter-narrative to the often-assumed dichotomy between Islamic values and personal autonomy. Rather than viewing Islamic principles as restrictive, participants described a process of reinterpretation in which religious boundaries were internalized as sources of clarity, protection, and empowerment. This reframing reflects a deeper level of spiritual and psychological maturity, where boundaries are not externally imposed but embraced as intentional, self-endorsed commitments.
This perspective aligns with SDT, which emphasizes that true autonomy is not the absence of structure, but the presence of self-concordant goals - values and practices that are freely chosen and personally meaningful. Participants’ narratives revealed that Islamic teachings provided a moral compass that helped them navigate the complexities of modern life, particularly in environments where societal norms often conflicted with their values.
One participant described how resisting social media trends and performative culture was not an act of repression, but a form of liberation. This echoes the Islamic psychological concept of nafs al-lawwāmah, the self-reproaching soul, which represents the inner struggle toward moral refinement and self-awareness. In this view, freedom is not defined by indulgence, but by the ability to act in accordance with one’s higher self and divine purpose.
This internalized understanding of freedom also challenges the “identity crisis” narrative critiqued by Ali (2018), which pathologizes Muslim youth as being torn between incompatible cultural worlds. Instead, participants in this study demonstrated that they are actively constructing integrated identities; identities that harmonize faith, culture, and modernity. Their reflections suggest that Islamic boundaries are not barriers to self-expression, but frameworks that support intentional living and moral clarity.
Social media emerged as a particularly salient site of tension. Participants described it as a space where external validation, trend-following, and curated personas often undermine authentic self-expression. Yet, those who resisted these pressures did not frame their resistance as withdrawal. Instead, they spoke of a deeper sense of freedom through discipline, where self-restraint became a form of empowerment. This aligns with Faith Development Theory, which recognizes the shift from externally imposed belief to internally integrated faith as a key developmental milestone.
From an intersectional perspective, these experiences are shaped by the layered identities participants inhabit: Muslim, British, racialized, and often visibly religious. In secular educational settings, where religious expression may be subtly discouraged or misunderstood, their commitment to Islamic boundaries becomes a quiet act of resistance and self-preservation. These boundaries offer a sense of coherence and stability in environments that often promote relativism or moral ambiguity.
Critical perspectives on secularism in education further illuminate this dynamic. Secular frameworks often frame religious commitments as private or irrational, marginalizing students whose identities are deeply shaped by faith. Yet, participants’ experiences suggest that Islamic boundaries are not obstacles to development but they are resources for resilience. When respected and understood, these boundaries can support students in cultivating a strong, values-based identity that is both spiritually grounded and socially aware.
Ultimately, what may appear externally as restriction is internally experienced as liberation, a freedom not from rules, but through them. Participants’ reflections reveal that autonomy, in its truest form, is found not in rejecting structure, but in choosing it with intention and conviction. Their ability to reinterpret religious boundaries as empowering demonstrates a profound integration of faith and selfhood, one that challenges dominant assumptions and offers a richer, more nuanced understanding of what it means to be free.
The subtheme of Protective Boundaries explores how young British female Muslims experience Islamic guidelines, such as modest dress, structured prayer, and gendered norms around social interaction and travel, not as limitations, but as intentional frameworks that nurture dignity, emotional safety, and spiritual clarity. Rather than viewing these practices as externally imposed, participants described them as meaningful expressions of faith that had been internalized through early familial influence and consistent spiritual routines. This aligns with Faith Development Theory, which emphasizes the role of early moral scaffolding in shaping a coherent and resilient belief system.
Participants’ reflections also resonate with SDT, particularly the need for relatedness and competence. These boundaries were not experienced as arbitrary rules, but as tools that helped participants feel spiritually anchored and socially secure. One participant described how these practices, introduced with care by parents, became part of her moral compass supporting her ability to navigate complex social environments with confidence and clarity.
From an Islamic psychological perspective, these boundaries can be understood through the concept of ḥifẓ (preservation), one of the core objectives of the maqāṣid al-sharīʿah (higher aims of Islamic law). The emphasis on preserving dignity (‘ird), intellect (‘aql), and faith (dīn) reflects a holistic approach to human well-being. Participants’ narratives suggest that these boundaries are not restrictive, but protective and designed to cultivate self-respect, emotional regulation, and spiritual discipline. In this sense, boundaries are not barriers to freedom, but pathways to moral autonomy and inner peace.
Participants also expressed discomfort when these boundaries were challenged or dismissed by others, particularly in secular school environments. This discomfort highlights the social function of boundaries as not only as personal commitments but as shared norms that reduce interpersonal tension and foster mutual respect. This aligns with Social Identity Theory, which posits that moral boundaries help individuals define their place within a group, offering a stable reference point for social interaction and belonging.
Moreover, these experiences must be understood through the lens of intersectionality. As visibly Muslim youth, often navigating racial, religious, and gendered identities simultaneously, participants described how protective boundaries helped them manage the pressures of being hyper-visible in public spaces. In contexts where secular norms dominate, such as schools that prioritize neutrality over religious expression, these boundaries become acts of cultural and spiritual resistance. They offer a way to assert identity and maintain coherence in environments that may otherwise marginalize or misunderstand their values.
This tension is further illuminated by critical perspectives on secularism in education, which critique how secular frameworks often render religious practices invisible or incompatible with institutional norms. Participants’ experiences suggest that when schools fail to recognize the meaning and function of religious boundaries, they risk undermining students’ psychological safety and sense of belonging. In contrast, when these boundaries are respected and accommodated, they can serve as powerful sources of resilience, self-regulation, and spiritual empowerment.
Ultimately, the reflections shared by participants reveal that Islamic boundaries, when internalized through intentional guidance and spiritual understanding, are not constraints but they are anchors. They provide structure in a world of shifting norms, clarity in moments of confusion, and dignity in the face of external judgment. For these young Muslims, protective boundaries are not about restriction, but about living with purpose, integrity, and divine alignment.

The subtheme of Faith and Trust emerged as one of the most emotionally resonant dimensions of participants’ narratives, revealing a deeply personal and sustaining relationship with Allah. For these young Muslims, faith was not a distant or abstract belief system, it was intimate, embodied, and emotionally grounding. Allah was described as the one constant in a world of flux: the presence that remained when others left, the understanding that endured when no one else could. This reflects a theology of divine companionship central to Islamic spirituality, where tawakkul (reliance on God) and yaqīn (certainty in faith) are not passive states, but active, resilient orientations of the soul.

Participants frequently interpreted life’s uncertainties through the lens of divine wisdom. Trials were not seen as random misfortunes, but as purposeful tests designed to cultivate ṣabr (patience), deepen trust, and refine character. Sara, in Y10, referenced the Qur’anic verse, “Allah does not burden a soul beyond its capacity” (Qur’an 2:286), illustrating a profound internalization of Islamic teachings on divine justice and mercy. This worldview provided a framework for meaning-making, allowing participants to navigate adversity with hope and coherence. From a psychological perspective, this mirrors Viktor Frankl’s existential theory, which posits that individuals can endure suffering when it is situated within a broader, purposeful narrative.

This spiritual orientation also aligns with Faith Development Theory, particularly the movement toward a reflective, individuated faith that is internalized and emotionally integrated. Participants’ trust in Allah was not blind submission, but a conscious, cultivated relationship that offered emotional safety and existential security. Their reflections challenge deficit-based narratives that portray Muslim youth as fragmented or in crisis. Instead, they demonstrated agency, resilience, and reflective capacity, using faith as a stabilizing force in the face of personal and societal challenges.

From the lens of Islamic psychology, this trust reflects the concept of rūḥ (soul) being anchored in divine connection, and the nafs (self) being disciplined through spiritual practice. Trust in Allah becomes a form of emotional regulation, offering clarity in confusion and calm in chaos. It is a spiritual coping mechanism that supports psychological well-being, particularly in environments where young Muslims may feel misunderstood or marginalized.

These experiences are also shaped by intersectional realities. As visibly Muslim youth navigating racial, religious, and cultural identities, participants often encountered environments, particularly in secular educational settings, where expressions of faith were either sidelined or subtly discouraged. In such contexts, their trust in Allah became a quiet form of resistance and self-preservation, allowing them to maintain a coherent identity in the face of external pressures.
Critical perspectives on secularism in education further illuminate this tension. Secular frameworks often prioritize rationalism and neutrality, leaving little room for spiritual worldviews. Yet, participants’ narratives reveal that faith is not a barrier to development, it is a vital resource. When educational spaces fail to acknowledge this, they risk overlooking a key dimension of students’ identity and resilience. 

Conversely, when schools create space for spiritual exploration and expression, they empower students to develop a more integrated and grounded sense of self.
Ultimately, the reflections shared in this subtheme reveal that for many young Muslims, faith is not merely a belief, it is a relationship, a refuge, and a source of strength. Through the pursuit of personal truth, the embrace of protective boundaries, and the cultivation of trust in Allah, participants constructed identities that were both rooted in tradition and responsive to contemporary challenges. Their spiritual anchoring enabled them to navigate uncertainty with grace, offering a powerful model of resilience that is both psychologically robust and spiritually profound.

This final GET intersects with RQ2 and RQ3, as participants reflected critically on what it means to be free. The subthemes of perceived restriction versus true freedom, protective boundaries, and faith and trust revealed a reframing of autonomy, not as the absence of limits, but as the ability to choose meaningfully within one’s faith and moral compass. Participants challenged secular conceptions of ‘liberation,’ offering alternative epistemologies grounded in Islamic thought. These reflections offer educators a powerful invitation: to reconsider how school discourses around freedom, voice, and empowerment might unwittingly exclude faith-based worldviews.
[bookmark: _f1t1o6cl53ym]Discussion Summary
The findings discussed in this chapter reveal the rich, multidimensional ways in which young British female Muslims navigate faith, identity, and belonging within contemporary educational and social contexts. Across the five Group Expierential Themes, General Shift in Muslim Family Dynamics, Community Bonds, Relational Belonging and Identity Integration, Individuality in a Conformist World, and Balancing Freedom and Responsibility, participants demonstrated a remarkable capacity for reflection, resilience, and spiritual depth. Whether through the influence of family, the search for inclusive communities, the cultivation of authentic relationships, or the reframing of religious boundaries as empowering, these young people articulated a coherent and grounded sense of self. Their narratives challenge deficit-based assumptions and highlight the importance of faith-informed frameworks in understanding identity development. Together, the subthemes illustrate how Islamic values and psychological needs intersect to support emotional well-being, moral clarity, and social integration. 

Chapter 6 will now build on these insights by summarizing the key findings, evaluating the study’s strengths and limitations, and offering implications for educational psychology practice, along with recommendations for future research.




[bookmark: _ue8widefmm23]Chapter 6: Key Findings, Strengths, Limitations, Implications and Future Research
[bookmark: _y0spt1kpu0gc]Key Findings
While each Group Experiential Theme (GET) provides a unique perspective on the lived experiences of young British Muslim girls, this section synthesizes the key findings in alignment with the study’s three research questions. These findings illuminate the complex interplay between faith, identity, and belonging, and highlight the psychological, spiritual, and social processes that shape participants’ development. The synthesis below is organized thematically to directly address each research question.

RQ1: How do young British female Muslims perceive and experience faith membership within the context of secondary school environments and in their communities?

Faith as a Framework for Meaning and Resilience
Participants consistently described their faith not as a static label but as a dynamic and evolving framework that shaped their understanding of self and the world. Islamic teachings were deeply integrated into daily life, offering existential grounding and emotional regulation. In school contexts, this spiritual anchoring provided a source of strength, particularly in moments of adversity. Concepts such as tawakkul (trust in Allah) and belief in divine wisdom were invoked to navigate academic pressures, social dynamics, and personal challenges. Faith was not compartmentalized but lived holistically, influencing decision-making and interpersonal relationships.

Belonging as Both Relational and Spatial
The experience of faith membership was closely tied to the sense of belonging within school environments. Participants emphasized the importance of emotionally safe relationships and culturally affirming spaces. Muslim-majority schools, inclusive classrooms, and access to prayer facilities were cited as enabling authentic self-expression. Where such spaces were absent, participants engaged in strategic identity navigation, adapting their religious expressions to avoid marginalization. These findings underscore the need for educational settings to foster both relational and spatial inclusion, recognizing the role of faith in students’ psychological and social well-being.

RQ2: How do young British female Muslims, in secondary schools and in their communities, process identity development in relation to their religious, cultural, and national affiliations?

Identity Integration Through Intentionality
Participants demonstrated a high level of intentionality in constructing their identities. Rather than passively absorbing inherited beliefs or conforming to societal expectations, they engaged in critical reflection and personal meaning-making. This involved reinterpreting religious boundaries, negotiating cultural norms, and aligning personal values with Islamic principles. Identity was experienced as fluid and integrative, shaped by both internal convictions and external realities. This developmental trajectory aligns with Faith Development Theory and SDT, highlighting the cultivation of autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

Resistance to Conformity Through Faith-Informed Agency
A recurring theme was the participants’ principled resistance to conformist pressures, including secular norms, digital culture, and peer expectations. This resistance was grounded in a faith-informed sense of self, where authenticity was defined by alignment with divine purpose rather than societal validation. Participants reframed religious boundaries as protective rather than restrictive, and expressed agency through moral clarity and spiritual discipline. This challenges dominant narratives that equate freedom with the absence of structure, and reflects a sophisticated understanding of autonomy that bridges Islamic and Western psychological paradigms.

The Role of Context in Shaping Expression
Identity expression was highly context-dependent. Participants adapted their religious and cultural expressions based on the perceived openness or hostility of their environments. This highlights the importance of intersectionality in understanding how race, religion, gender, and cultural background intersect to influence identity development. It also points to the need for educational institutions to move beyond superficial inclusion and toward the creation of genuinely faith-sensitive spaces that affirm the whole student.

These themes reveal a portrait of young British female Muslims as reflective, resilient, and relationally grounded individuals who are actively shaping their identities in complex and often challenging environments. Their experiences call for a more nuanced understanding of faith, autonomy, and belonging, one that recognizes the interplay between personal conviction and social context. 

RQ3: What can educationalists learn from the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in secondary schools and in their communities, to foster inclusive, faith-sensitive educational environments?

Recognizing Faith as a Resource
Faith should be understood as a source of resilience, moral clarity, and psychological well-being. Educators can support students by acknowledging and valuing the role of spirituality in their lives.

Supporting Intentional Identity Development
Schools should provide opportunities for students to explore and express their identities intentionally and safely. This includes fostering critical reflection, dialogue, and culturally responsive pedagogy.

Creating Relational and Spatial Belonging
Inclusive environments must support both interpersonal relationships and physical spaces that affirm students’ identities. Prayer spaces, diverse curricula, and culturally competent staff are essential components.

Embracing Intersectionality and Contextual Sensitivity
Educational practices must account for the intersecting influences of race, religion, gender, dis/ability and socio-political context. Moving beyond superficial inclusion requires a commitment to equity and faith-sensitive engagement.
[bookmark: _wyctahhumwpd]Strengths
One of the key strengths of this study lies in its qualitative, narrative-based approach, which allowed for a rich, in-depth exploration of the lived experiences of young British female Muslims. By centring participants’ voices, the research captured the complexity and nuance of identity development, faith expression, and belonging in ways that quantitative methods may not have fully revealed.

The study also benefited from a diverse participant sample in terms of levels of religiosity, and cultural backgrounds, which enriched the data and allowed for a broader understanding of how Islamic identity is negotiated across different contexts. The use of Islamic psychology alongside Western psychological theories, such as SDT, Faith Development Theory, and Social Identity Theory, provided a unique, integrative framework that honoured both spiritual and psychological dimensions of development.

Additionally, the study’s focus on educational settings offers timely and practical insights for educators, educational psychologists, and policymakers seeking to create more inclusive, faith-sensitive environments. The findings contribute to a growing body of literature that challenges deficit-based narratives and highlights the agency, resilience, and reflective capacity of Muslim youth.
[bookmark: _von9yz7nnp1l]Limitations
In this section, I will discuss the limitations of my study through the lens of Yardley's (2015) principles for assessing qualitative research (refer to Chapter 3 – Methodology). These principles provide a comprehensive framework for critically evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of qualitative research, ensuring that the findings are both robust and meaningful.

Sensitivity to Context
While I engaged with relevant literature and socio-political contexts, the sample size limits the generalizability of the findings. The rich experiences shared may not fully represent the diversity of young British female Muslims across different regions, school types, or socio-economic backgrounds. Additionally, the self-selecting nature of the sample may have introduced bias, as participants who chose to engage in the study may already have a strong sense of identity or be more comfortable discussing their faith. This could mean that the voices of those who are more conflicted, disengaged, or marginalized may be underrepresented.

Commitment and Rigour
Although I demonstrated rigour thorough engagement with the research topic and systematic analysis, the study did not fully disaggregate findings by factors such as ethnicity, gender, or sectarian affiliation. These dimensions may shape identity development in important ways and warrant further exploration in future research. The reliance on specific methodological frameworks, such as IPA, might also limit the exploration of alternative perspectives or methodologies that could offer additional insights.

Transparency and Coherence
While I provided a detailed account of my research process, my positionality, including shared faith background and gender, may have influenced both data collection and interpretation. This may have fostered trust and openness, but it also necessitated ongoing reflexivity to ensure that participants’ voices remain central and were not shaped by my assumptions. The complexity of qualitative data analysis means that some interpretative decisions might not be entirely transparent, potentially affecting the perceived coherence of the study.

Impact and Importance
The impact of my research is significant, but its generalizability might be limited due to the specific focus on young British female Muslims. While the findings offer valuable insights, they may not be applicable to other contexts or groups. Additionally, the practical implications for Educational Psychologists and educators might require further validation through additional studies or practical applications.
[bookmark: _uk5pq9zdcgy4]Implications for Educational Psychology Practice
The findings of this study offer several important implications for educational psychologists (EPs) working within increasingly diverse and pluralistic school environments. Young British female Muslims in this study demonstrated a strong capacity for reflection, resilience, and identity integration, yet their ability to thrive was often shaped by the inclusivity and cultural responsiveness of their educational settings. Educational psychologists are uniquely positioned to support schools in creating environments where Muslim students can flourish both academically and personally. The HCPC standards emphasize the importance of cultural competence, ethical practice, and the ability to work effectively within diverse communities. 

Cultural Competence: Recognizing faith as a protective factor and supporting identity integration aligns with the HCPC's emphasis on understanding and respecting cultural and religious diversity. Training programs should incorporate modules on religious literacy and culturally sensitive therapeutic approaches to equip EPs with the skills needed to support students from diverse backgrounds.
Example:
An EP working with a secondary school notices that a Muslim student is withdrawing during Ramadan. Rather than interpreting this as disengagement, the EP recognises the spiritual significance of fasting and advocates for flexible scheduling and quiet spaces. This culturally responsive approach supports the student’s autonomy and wellbeing, aligning with Self-Determination Theory and the HCPC’s standards.
Training Implication:
EP training programs should incorporate modules on religious literacy and culturally sensitive therapeutic approaches, including case studies like the one above, to equip EPs with the skills needed to support students from diverse backgrounds.

Ethical Practice: Promoting inclusive and faith-sensitive school cultures and challenging deficit narratives are crucial for ethical practice. EPs must advocate for environments that respect and affirm students' identities, which is consistent with the HCPC's standards for promoting equality and preventing discrimination.
Example:
During a consultation, a teacher expresses concern that a Muslim student’s religious identity is “holding her back socially.” The EP challenges this deficit narrative by sharing insights from Faith Development Theory and Islamic psychology, reframing the student’s faith as a source of resilience and moral reasoning. This promotes ethical practice by affirming the student’s identity and preventing discriminatory assumptions.
Training Implication:
Workshops on unconscious bias and faith-sensitive language can help EPs uphold ethical standards and advocate for inclusive school cultures.

Collaborative Partnerships: The importance of collaborating with families and communities is also reflected in HCPC standards, which stress the need for effective communication and partnership working. Training programs should emphasize strategies for building trust and engaging with community leaders to ensure interventions are culturally congruent.
Example:
An EP is supporting a Muslim student experiencing anxiety related to identity conflict. Instead of relying solely on individual interventions, the EP engages with the student’s family and local mosque to co-develop a support plan that integrates faith-based coping strategies. This builds trust and ensures the intervention is culturally congruent.
Training Implication:
EPs should be equipped with tools for community engagement, including how to work respectfully with religious leaders and families to co-create solutions that reflect shared values.

By integrating these findings into educational psychology training and practice, EPs can better support the diverse needs of students and contribute to more inclusive and empowering educational environments. These implications call for a shift toward more faith-literate, culturally responsive, and relationally attuned educational psychology practice. By recognising the centrality of faith in many students’ lives and creating environments that affirm rather than marginalise this dimension, EPs can play a critical role in fostering inclusive, empowering educational experiences.
[bookmark: _avmsp9tnn4jx]Recommendations for Future Research
While this study offers valuable insights into the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in secondary schools, it also opens up several avenues for further exploration. Future research can build on these findings to deepen understanding, broaden representation, and inform more inclusive educational practices.

1. Broaden Participant Diversity
Future studies should aim to include a wider range of participants across different regions, school types (e.g., faith-based, independent, and alternative provision), and socio-economic backgrounds. Including voices from underrepresented groups, such as reverts, students with disabilities, or those from smaller Muslim communities, would offer a more comprehensive picture of the diversity within British Muslim youth experiences.

2. Explore Intersectional Identities in Greater Depth
While this study acknowledged intersectionality, future research could more explicitly examine how overlapping identities, such as ethnicity, dis/ability, gender (male perspectives), sectarian affiliation, and immigration status, shape the experiences of Muslim students. This would allow for a more nuanced understanding of how identity is navigated in different contexts and how multiple forms of marginalisation or privilege intersect.

3. Longitudinal and Developmental Studies
Longitudinal research could track how Muslim students’ identities evolve over time, particularly through key educational transitions (e.g., from primary to secondary school, or into further education). Such studies would provide insight into the developmental processes of faith, belonging, and self-concept across adolescence and early adulthood.

4. Comparative and Interfaith Studies
Comparative studies involving students from different religious or cultural backgrounds could help identify shared challenges and unique experiences in navigating identity within secular educational systems. Interfaith research could also explore how young people build bridges across religious lines and what factors support or hinder interfaith understanding and cooperation.

5. Faith-Sensitive Educational Interventions
There is a need for research that evaluates the impact of faith-sensitive interventions, such as inclusive curriculum design, staff training on religious literacy, or the provision of prayer spaces, on student well-being, engagement, and academic outcomes. Such studies could provide evidence-based guidance for schools and educational psychologists seeking to implement inclusive practices.

6. Voices of Educators and Families
Future research could also include the perspectives of teachers, school leaders, and parents to better understand the systemic and relational dynamics that influence Muslim students’ experiences. Exploring how educators perceive and respond to religious identity in the classroom could inform more effective training and policy development.

By expanding the scope and depth of inquiry, future research can continue to challenge deficit narratives, promote inclusive educational practices, and support the holistic development of Muslim youth in schools. These efforts are essential for building educational environments where all students feel seen, valued, and empowered to thrive.
[bookmark: _1rpatorti894]Key Findings, Strengths, Limitations, Implications and Future Research Summary
This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in secondary schools, focusing on three key research questions: 

1. RQ1: How do young British female Muslims perceive and experience faith membership within the context of secondary school environments and in their communities?
2. RQ2: How do young British female Muslims, in secondary schools and in their communities, process identity development in relation to their religious, cultural, and national affiliations?
3. RQ3: What can educationalists learn from the lived experiences of young British female Muslims in secondary schools and in their communities, to foster inclusive, faith-sensitive educational environments?

Through rich, narrative accounts, participants revealed the complexity, intentionality, and resilience that characterize their journeys. Far from being in crisis, these young people demonstrated a deep capacity for reflection, moral reasoning, and spiritual grounding, providing valuable insights into their experiences and identity development.

The five Group Experiential Themes, ranging from family dynamics and community belonging to individuality, relational integration, and the balance between freedom and responsibility, highlighted the multifaceted ways in which faith intersects with personal and social development. Participants actively constructed integrated identities, drawing strength from their religious values while engaging critically with the world around them. Their experiences challenge reductive narratives and call for a more nuanced, faith-literate understanding of Muslim youth in educational contexts.

This research contributes to the growing body of literature that centres the voices of Muslim students and affirms the importance of culturally and spiritually responsive educational psychology. It underscores the need for schools and practitioners to move beyond tokenistic inclusion and toward environments that genuinely affirm students’ whole identities, intellectual, emotional, cultural, and spiritual.

As educational psychologists, educators, and researchers, we are called to listen more deeply, respond more thoughtfully, and design systems that honour the diverse ways in which young people make meaning of their lives. In doing so, we not only support their development but also enrich the educational landscape for all.
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Reflective Log entry (example 1): Today’s interview with Ayesha left a lasting impression on me. I went into the conversation with a set of assumptions, perhaps unconsciously held, that teenagers might struggle with their Muslim identity, especially in a Western context. But Ayesha’s reflections completely challenged that narrative.
What struck me most was the depth and authenticity of her understanding of her faith. Her decision to wear the niqab wasn’t influenced by family pressure (her mother doesn’t wear one) but was instead a deeply personal choice. She spoke about her experience during Umrah and how it sparked a journey of self-discovery and research into the soul and identity. Her words were not only articulate but also grounded in a sense of spiritual maturity that I hadn’t expected from someone her age.
Listening to her made me reflect on my own journey. I grew up in a home with a strong Muslim foundation, and in Year 6, I felt confident in who I was. But that confidence began to erode when I entered a predominantly white, middle-class secondary school. Suddenly, I was a visible minority, and my identity felt like something I had to hide or downplay to fit in. I remember longing to blend in, to not stand out so much. It was a time of internal conflict, trying to reconcile my home life with the world outside.
Ayesha’s clarity and confidence made me think about the importance of representation. I wish I had encountered someone like her when I was younger, someone who could model what it looks like to embrace your faith and individuality with pride. Her example reminded me that identity doesn’t have to be a battleground; it can be a source of strength when nurtured with understanding and intention.
This experience has not only challenged my assumptions but also inspired me to think more deeply about how we support young people in navigating their identities. Ayesha’s story is a powerful reminder that with the right tools and support, young Muslims can thrive in their faith and individuality.
Reflective Log entry (example 2): Amina’s story struck a chord with me and stayed with me after the interview ended. She recounted a moment from a few weeks ago when she attempted to pray namaz at school with a group of her peers. It was a brave and sincere effort; she was trying to connect with her faith in a public space, something that takes courage at any age, let alone as a young girl. But instead of being met with encouragement or even quiet acceptance, she was ridiculed.
She had worn her hijab incorrectly, perhaps a little loose, or not styled in the way others expected, and this became the focus of mockery from older students. They laughed, made comments, and turned what should have been a moment of spiritual connection into one of shame and embarrassment. Amina described how that experience made her retreat inward, questioning not just her appearance but her place within the Muslim community itself.
Hearing this filled me with a deep sadness. It was painful to imagine a young girl, full of intention and curiosity about her faith, being shut down so harshly by those who should have been her allies. It reminded me that bullying doesn’t always come from outside the community and sometimes, the harshest judgments come from within. And that kind of internal policing, especially when directed at someone who is just beginning to explore their identity, can be incredibly damaging.
Amina’s story made me reflect on how fragile faith can feel when it’s still forming. It’s a time when support, kindness, and gentle guidance are crucial. Instead, she was met with ridicule, and that moment could have easily turned her away from her faith altogether. It made me think about how many others might have had similar experiences, how many young people have been discouraged from expressing their spirituality because they didn’t “get it right” the first time.
It also stirred something personal in me. I remembered moments in my own life when I felt like I had to perform my identity a certain way to be accepted - when I feared judgment not just from the outside world, but from within my own community. Amina’s story was a painful reminder of how important it is to create spaces of compassion and understanding, especially for those who are just beginning to find their way.

Reflective Log entry (example 3): As I progressed through my research journey, I found myself deeply engaged in reflecting on the philosophical foundations that would shape the direction and integrity of my study. Understanding the ontological (nature of reality) and epistemological (nature of knowledge) assumptions underpinning my work became not just an academic exercise, but a necessary step in ensuring that my methodological choices were coherent and meaningful.
In this process, I explored several philosophical paradigms, particularly critical realism and social constructivism, both of which offered compelling perspectives. Critical realism posits that there is a reality independent of our perceptions, but our understanding of it is always mediated through social, cultural, and linguistic constructs. It acknowledges the existence of objective structures and mechanisms, even if they are not directly observable, and emphasizes the importance of uncovering these deeper layers of reality through research. This approach appealed to me for its balance between acknowledging an external reality and recognizing the limitations of human knowledge.
On the other hand, social constructivism takes a more relativist stance, suggesting that reality is not objective or fixed, but rather constructed through social interactions and shared meanings. Knowledge, in this view, is co-created through dialogue, experience, and cultural context. This perspective resonated with the idea that individuals’ experiences are shaped by the social worlds they inhabit, and that meaning is fluid and negotiated.
While both paradigms offered valuable insights, I ultimately found that neither fully captured the essence of what I aimed to explore in my research. My focus is on the lived experiences of individuals - their internal worlds, perceptions, and meaning-making processes. For this reason, I chose to adopt an interpretive phenomenological approach as the guiding ontological and epistemological framework for my study.
Interpretive phenomenology is grounded in the belief that reality is experienced subjectively and that understanding emerges through the interpretation of those experiences. It acknowledges that individuals are meaning-makers and that their experiences are shaped by their histories, contexts, and relationships. This approach allows me to delve deeply into how participants make sense of their identities, emotions, and social realities, without needing to claim an objective truth or universal explanation.
What distinguishes interpretive phenomenology from critical realism is its emphasis on subjective experience over objective mechanisms. Unlike social constructivism, it does not focus solely on the co-construction of knowledge through social interaction, but rather on the individual’s internal process of meaning-making, often in response to complex and deeply personal phenomena.
In choosing this approach, I am committing to a research paradigm that values depth over generalisability, and interpretation over explanation. It aligns with my aim to explore nuanced, personal narratives and to honour the voices of participants as they articulate their lived realities.

Reflective Log entry (example 4): As I moved deeper into the design of my research, I found myself at a crossroads when it came to selecting the most appropriate method of data analysis. I was drawn to several qualitative approaches, each offering unique strengths, but ultimately, I chose Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). This decision was not made lightly - it emerged from a process of critical reflection on the nature of my research questions, the type of data I was collecting, and the kind of insights I hoped to generate.
Initially, I considered Thematic Analysis, a widely used and flexible method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data. Its accessibility and adaptability made it an attractive option, especially for a researcher seeking to explore broad patterns across a dataset. Thematic Analysis allows for both inductive and deductive coding, and it can be applied across a range of theoretical frameworks. However, as I began to engage more deeply with my participants’ narratives, I realized that my interest was not just in identifying common themes, but in understanding the depth and nuance of individual lived experiences.
This is where IPA stood out. Rooted in phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography, IPA is designed to explore how individuals make sense of their personal and social worlds. It emphasises the subjective meaning of experiences and the interpretative role of the researcher. Unlike Thematic Analysis, which often seeks to generalise across participants, IPA is committed to a detailed, case-by-case exploration, allowing for a richer, more textured understanding of each participant’s perspective.
What resonated with me most about IPA was its alignment with my ontological and epistemological stance. I view reality as something that is experienced and interpreted, rather than objectively observed. IPA acknowledges that the researcher plays an active role in making sense of participants’ accounts, engaging in a double hermeneutic, interpreting the participant’s interpretation of their experience. This felt like a more honest and transparent approach to the kind of meaning-making I was engaging in.
Moreover, IPA’s focus on idiographic depth over nomothetic breadth allowed me to stay close to the voices of my participants. I wasn’t just interested in what was said, but in how it was said, what it meant to the individual, and how it connected to their broader sense of identity and experience. This level of depth would have been difficult to achieve through Thematic Analysis, which, while powerful, often abstracts data into broader categories that can sometimes lose the richness of individual narratives.
In choosing IPA, I am committing to a method that honours the complexity, individuality, and emotional texture of human experience. It allows me to explore not just what participants think or feel, but how they come to understand and articulate those thoughts and feelings within their unique contexts.
This decision has shaped not only my analytical process but also my ethical and relational approach to research. It has reminded me that behind every transcript is a person with a story that deserves to be heard in its full depth and humanity.

Reflective log entry (example 5): 
The development of my integrated framework was not a linear process, it emerged through reflection, discomfort, and a growing sense of responsibility to the voices of my participants. At the outset, I was drawn to Islamic psychology. In early discussions with my research supervisor, we explored its potential to offer a spiritually grounded lens through which to understand identity, faith, and belonging. It felt aligned with the lived realities of the young British Muslim girls I hoped to centre in my research.
However, as I began to shape my methodological approach, I encountered a tension. I had committed to an interpretative phenomenological stance, one that prioritises the meaning-making of participants and foregrounds their subjective experiences. Yet, I found myself increasingly confused about how to position myself within Islamic psychology, which is often rooted in theological assumptions and prescriptive understandings of human nature. I began to question whether I could maintain the openness and interpretative flexibility that IPA demands while working within a framework that carries its own ontological and epistemological commitments.
In response to this uncertainty, I made the decision to temporarily set aside Islamic psychology and focus on Western psychological theories. I engaged deeply with Self-Determination Theory, Social Identity Theory, and Faith Development Theory - each offering valuable insights into autonomy, belonging, and spiritual growth. These frameworks helped me build a strong foundation for understanding adolescent identity within secular school contexts.
But after conducting the interviews, everything shifted. Listening to the girls speak about their faith, not just as a belief system, but as a source of strength, struggle, and meaning, I realised that something was missing. Their words carried a spiritual depth that Western theories alone could not fully capture. I felt a growing discomfort that, by relying solely on Western psychology, I risked reducing their experiences, flattening the richness of their faith into abstract constructs that didn’t quite fit.
It was then that I returned to Islamic psychology, not as a replacement, but as a complement. I realised that I wasn’t abandoning my interpretative stance; I was expanding it. I wasn’t choosing between frameworks, I was creating a hybrid. This integrated approach allowed me to interpret participants’ experiences in a way that honoured both their spiritual worldview and their psychological development. It became clear that my positionality was not compromised by this integration, it was clarified. I was not imposing a theological lens, but rather using it to enrich my understanding and ensure that the girls’ voices were heard in full.
This multi-framework approach, drawing from Self-Determination Theory, Social Identity Theory, Faith Development Theory, and Islamic psychology, reflects the hybrid identities of the young people at the heart of my research. It allows for a culturally sensitive and contextually rich exploration of how faith, gender, and belonging intersect in adolescence. More importantly, it reflects my commitment to interpret their experiences with integrity, depth, and respect.
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1. What lies at the heart of the participants’ experiences? 
· What do participants identify as the most defining or central aspect of what they’ve gone through? 
· Which elements appear to carry the greatest emotional or personal weight for them?
2. How are these experiences lived and narrated by participants? 
· In what ways do participants articulate their experiences using their own language and expressions? 
· What personal, social, or cultural contexts frame these experiences?
3. How do participants interpret and assign meaning to what they’ve experienced? 
· What personal insights, interpretations, or understandings do they draw from their experiences? 
· What values, beliefs, or worldviews seem to shape their sense-making processes?
4. What emotional landscapes emerge from their stories? 
· How are feelings and emotional responses conveyed through their narratives? 
· In what ways do these emotions influence how they perceive and respond to their experiences?
5. What recurring ideas or patterns can be identified across the data? 
· Which concepts, metaphors, or experiences appear repeatedly across different accounts? 
· Are there shared threads or notable divergences in how participants describe similar phenomena?
6. How do individual stories stand apart in their uniqueness? 
· What makes each participant’s experience distinct from the others? 
· Are there specific circumstances, identities, or perspectives that shape these differences?
7. Where do tensions, contradictions, or uncertainties arise? 
· Are there moments in the data where participants express confusion, conflict, or ambiguity? 
· How do they grapple with or attempt to resolve these internal or external tensions?
8. What external influences shape the participants’ experiences? 
· What broader social, cultural, institutional, or environmental factors do participants reference? 
· How do these external forces intersect with their personal narratives?
9. What broader understandings or implications can be drawn from these insights? 
· What do these individual accounts reveal about the wider phenomenon under study? 
· How might these findings inform future research, practice, or policy?
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Hi XXX
I hope you’re well 😊 I will be detailing some of the key points of my study and have attached relevant information/consent forms, for your reference. All personal information will be kept confidential, including any references to the school.
I have passed the ethics stage, and I can provide a certificate that documents this, if required. 
Title: The lived experiences of young British Muslims in faith membership, practice, and identity development.
Aim: This thesis aims to present a psychological investigation of the formation of young British Muslims (aged 11-16) experiences of Islam in their every day life, including their school life, in the hopes that I can produce guidance that will allow schools to offer more inclusive practice. 
Data gathering: semi structured interviews (up to 60 minutes), audio recorded and transcribed at a later date.  My questions will have no reference to any ongoing political issues. 
Potential participants criteria:                             up to 5 participants
· British Muslims
· Aged between 11-16
· Practicing (young people who accept the 5 pillars as obligatory – they do not need to be punctual with their obligations to be considered as a participant)
I would need a room where I can carry out these interviews. 2 separate envelopes titled “parent/carer” and “young person” will be handed to the young person containing consent forms/information sheets (which I will provide) and it is then up to the young person to decide if they would like to participate. 
I would be delighted if we could work together on this 😊 If you require any further information, please do not hesitate to contact me.
Kindest regards
Sabiha
Sabiha Khan
Trainee Educational Psychologist
Educational Psychology Team


[bookmark: _cpq8fqdj3zxo]Appendix 7 – Information Sheet for Parents and Carers
[image: ]


[image: ]
  

[bookmark: _w2lih7eib5h1]Appendix 8 – Information Sheet for Student Participants
[image: ]
[bookmark: _mzea4rh73ig0]Appendix 9 – Consent Form for Parents/Guardians
[bookmark: _uj2rx84i9c1x][image: ]





























[bookmark: _4ec3cyd5oy6n]Appendix 10 – Consent Form for Student Participants

[image: ]




























[bookmark: _5zpbbwesd0wb]Appendix 11 – Participant Profile Summary
	Pseudonym
	Year group
	Gender 
	Reflections following interview

	Ayesha
	10
	Female
	Ayesha’s philosophical depth is striking, She doesn’t just practice faith, she interrogates, understands, and refines it. She speaks with warmth and confidence, effortlessly recalling childhood memories and grounding her identity in them.  
Her face lights up when discussing the soul and individuality, concepts that clearly fascinate her beyond religious obligation. She carries certainty without arrogance, shaped by years of deep reflection.  
Yet, in her presence, I feel an unexpected self-reflection, her devotion makes me keenly aware of my own faith and how differently I embody it. Dressed in a jilbab and niqab, she embodies a quiet, steadfast strength that challenges without judging.  
Ayesha isn’t just an interviewee, she is a thinker, a believer, and a seeker, effortlessly compelling me to reflect on my own journey!  

	Sara

	10
	Female
	Sara is a breath of fresh air, effortlessly articulate about her journey with faith. She speaks with clarity and warmth, recalling memories of praying with her father, moments that have shaped her relationship with spirituality.  
Her journey with the hijab and prayer is deeply personal, yet she conveys it with confidence and openness, showing how faith has become an intrinsic part of her identity. She discusses friendships without hesitation, reflecting on how they coexist with her beliefs.  
Books and intellectual curiosity fuel her perspective, making her engaging and thoughtful. Despite her certainty in her relationship with Allah, she never judges those who may not share her level of insight, her presence is welcoming, not imposing.  
Sara carries her faith with grace and assurance, embodying a balance of devotion and openness that leaves a lasting impression.  

	Hanna
	9
	Female 
	Hanna embodies a fusion of Islam and the Western world, crafting a faith practice that aligns with her personal values. Her modesty is expressed through Western clothing, demonstrating that adherence to Islamic principles can be integrated into contemporary fashion.  
What stands out most is her independence - she makes faith-based decisions entirely on her own terms. Choosing to wear a hijab, despite her mother and sister opting not to, mirrors Ayesha’s conviction in wearing a niqab independently of her family’s choices.  
Hanna is authentic and self-assured, confidently embracing her Muslim identity without hesitation. She does not shrink away from decisions that define her faith, nor does she seek validation - her approach is deliberate, personal, and unwavering.  

	Amina
	8
	Female 
	Amina's understanding of Islam seems rooted in its physical aspects, modesty and the act of prayer. Her engagement with faith is more structured than exploratory, which sometimes made it feel like she hadn't fully thought through or articulated the deeper meanings behind her practice.  
At moments, I found myself feeling frustrated, perhaps because her interpretations seemed limited, not due to a lack of belief but possibly due to a lack of vocabulary or exposure to certain discussions. It wasn’t clear if she had ever contemplated faith beyond its surface-level rituals.  
However, a shift occurred when I shared my own experience with identity, this opened the space for her to reveal something personal. She recalled a moment when she was laughed at for trying to pray, an experience that may have shaped her perception of faith in a school setting. It made me wonder, perhaps early vulnerability impacts how young Muslim girls express and interpret their faith.  
Reflecting on this, I realise I may need to offer my own reflections at the beginning of each interview, clearly explaining what I aim to explore. Inviting openness from the start might help interviewees process and articulate their own experiences more freely.  

	Asma
	8
	Female 
	Asma presents a balanced, thoughtful outlook, one not entirely driven by religion but deeply rooted in “kindness, acceptance, and non-violence”. She embodies a genuine sincerity, carrying herself with warmth and openness.  
Her journey of self-discovery stands out - she is exploring what faith means to her, but she does so without being confined by labels. While her relationship with Islam is evolving, she remains confident in her identity beyond religious categorization.  
There is something refreshing and honest about Asma. She is not searching for definitive answers, rather, she embraces uncertainty with grace, allowing herself space to grow, question, and redefine what belief means in her life.  
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Key:
	
	descriptive comments

	
	conceptual and first-level interpretations

	
	Linguistic
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Example of developing PETs:
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Involves potentially highly sensitive topics?
Yes

Section C: Summary of research

1. Aims & Objectives.

Iaim to explore the lived experiences of young British Muslims in faith membership, practice and identity development. | sesk to move
beyond institutions and scripture (Nielsen, 2013) and capture Fow young British Muslims interpret and praciice their Islamis faith in their
daiy lives. Itis the diversity within the young Briish Musiims that | want to explore and how they navigate treir faith whilst facing a
mulitude of compex systems, within the family unit and more broadly (Crenshaw, 1991; Mirza, 2013; Hvensgard-Lassen et al., 2020). |
‘willutlise an interpreivist/ constructionist approach into explorng how young British Muslims develop their dentities and experience
everyday life, within the current social, economic and political environment, viewing identity zs a socially constructed entity, shaped by
indvidual experiences and by those around them (Soja, 1996; Liberatore, 2017).

“The findings from a recent published qualitative study on young Muslims'religious identities (Kapinga et al., 2023) demonstrates that
young people start to explore and negotiate the religious beliefs independenty from their parents around their mid-teens. During the
period of becoming independent, the participans in this study started to disassociate their Wways of being Muslim' from the places their
parents migrated from and 'religious places', such as Mecca, become increas ngly important places for the participants’ negotiation of
‘beng Muslim' and seem to be anchored in the local and everyday context. Further researchinto the dynamic and agentic ways in which
young people negotiate their religious identities today is a gap that | aim to address with my research. The findings (Kapinga et al., 2023)
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also challenge the simplified and stereotyped notions of young Muslims, which imply that transnational identifications ‘of being Muslim’ are
non-British or detached from the local society. Rather, young people seem to attach different meanings o Isiam and find ‘new ways of
being Musiim’, which is influenced by individualization and globalization (Duderija 2007; Phalet, Fleischmann, and Stojéic 2012). Phalet,
Fleischmann, and Stojgic (2012) propose the secularization paradigm which revolves around the broader idea that the ‘importance and
impact of reigion will deciine in modern societies’. While this implies that religion would have become less centralfor young Musiims borm
and raised in western societies, there is much evidence for religion being essential or becoming more salient i identity negotiation (Voas
and Fleischmann 2012; Ryan 2014), and that ‘being’religious becomes a more conscious decision and a ‘chosen’ form of identity (Alba.
2005; Peek 2005). The study also highlighted that ‘being Muslim’ become increasingly associated with ‘Briish’ dimensions of identity and
that religious identities seem to be re-culturalised since they respond to the everyday context in the UK, as opposed to being de-
culturalised. From my research, | aim to further explore the nuances of young British muslims navigating their feith and practice and how
this shapes their identity.

2. Methodology

I will be using a hermeneutic approach to phenomenology whereby my ontological assumption is that the lived experiences are interpreted
by individuals in their liteworld, and my epistemological stance being that the observer is part of the world and ot bias free. | seek to
understand phenomena by interpretive means. | will be reflecting on essential themes of the: participants experience of the phenomena
‘whilst reflecting on my own experiences. This approach also considers that consciousness is formed by historically ived experiences and
the culture in which they are raised in (Lopez and Wills, 2004) and therefore individuals experience a phenomenon in reference to their
background understandings. Hermeneutic phenomenology explores the nuanced and muli layered human experience that lies beneaty
the surface awareness and how their ifeworld influences their experiences (Bynum and Varpio, 2017) and this is done through the study
of the individual’s narratives. Hermeneutic phenomenology also allows me to consider my role as a researcher and instead of bracketing
off my subjective perspective, this approach recognizes that | cannot be free of my lfeworld. My past experiences and knowledge are
considered as valuable guides to inquiry, and therefore | cannot take a completely unbiased approach to the data. | will be reflexive and
consider my subjectivity as part of the analysis process throughout. | will capture my reflections in a reflexive diary, creating ‘continuous,
iterative cycles to develop increasingly robust and nuanced analyses’ (Neubauer, 2019). | will also consider the hermeneutic circle,
“deliberately considering how the dta (the parts) contribute to the evolving understanding of the phenomena (the whole) and how each
enhances the meaning of the other’ (Bynum and Varpio, 2017).

Data will be analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). IPA s aligned with the subjective experiences and
perceptions of the world (Smith, 2003) through in-depth exploration of an individual's lived experience of a phenomenon, the meanings
made by the individual and how the individual understands and makes sense of their personal and social environment (Lyons & Coyle,
2007). Applying IPA in this research wil allow a muli layered and nuanced understating of young British Muslims' subjective experiences.
Each transcript will be:

1. Read thoroughly o encourage familiarity.

2. Thoughts, reflections, and preliminary codes wil be noted in the left margin of the transcripts. This will be done by:

+ Reading the first transcript and making initial‘exploratory notes' that records my intial thoughts about the descriptive (descriptions of
‘what the participant is saying), linguistic (language and specific: words) and conceptual (overall concepts or psychological aspects)
meaning that | am making from what the participant has said.

- Creating ‘Experiential statements’ from the ‘Exploratory notes”. | will sum up the partcipants experiences and my analyti
creating ‘Exploratory notes’. These will be almost fike pre-themes.

« will then aim to categorise and develop the ‘Personal experiential themes' for the transcript and create sub themes.

« I will analyse all transcripts following the same method and then create group experiential themes by comparing similariies and
differences between the subthemes.

3. Transcripts read through again and preliminary themes will be recorded in the right mrgin.

4. These themes will represent inital ideas of the conceptualisation process, and this process wil be iterative in that it wll involve an
interaction between the text and the reader.

5. The preliminary themes willthen be clustered into groups of themes according to common features in terms of meaning. These themes
will be validated by referring back to the transcripts.

6. The themes will then be illustrated with supporting quotes from the transaripts to ensure they are fairy represented and grounded in the
data. Any theme that is not sufficiently grounded will be removed.

7. The themes for each transcript will be compared and combined into master themes to provide a composite portrayal of experience. The
master themes will be checked and referred against the interview transcripts o ensure that they adequately represent the experiences.

8. Commonalities amongst the preliminary themes will be represented as sub-themes, which will rflect the lower order aspects of the
master themes.

9. A research colleague or my research supervisor will be provided with a detailed copy of my through process in generating master
themes and sub themes.

notes by

3. Personal Safety
Have you completed your departmental risk assessment procedures, if appropriate?
Not Applicable
Raises personal safety issues?

Yes
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Potential risks to personal safety will be addressed. This includes informing my supervisor of every interview, when it starts and when |

leave. | will also consider my space and ensuring that both | and the participant have close access to the door, should we feel the need to
leave the space immediately. | will also inform the school about my attendance and how long we will use a particular space for.
Potential risks relate to mental health and wellbeing as the research has the potential to be emotionally demanding. My research area

involves becoming engaged in sensitive study areas or research processes (e.g. issues concerning religion, faith, values and
marginalization which could include sensitive conversations around mental health, racism(s) and trauma. | could encounter people who
have been affected by these issues (even when it is not necessarily the focus of the research); and | also have a particular connection to
my area of research, through my own religious views, cultural background (South Asian) and faith values. | will ensure that | am culturally
and politically neutral at all times for my safety, as well as to protect the integrity of the data.

Exposure to traumatic research topics or processes (without appropriate self-care) may lead to vicarious trauma. Vicarious trauma is the
negative change in our thoughts, perceptions and interpretations as a result of repeated engagement with traumatic research-related
materials and experiences. | will manage these issues by:

1. Setting an appropriate working pace, and \g breaks into the research schedule, thereby limiting the periods of exposure to
traumatic or upsetting research materials, participants or data sources.

2. Role boundary setting, e.g., making the role of researcher clear to research participants and communicating what the researcher will not
do or help with, when they can and cannot be contacted, and where to seek further support.

3. Physical boundary setting, €.g., ensuring that research work can be carried out in the school or external settings, such as community
‘spaces and that researchers are not expected to take traumatic, sensitive or upsetting research materials into their homes and other
personal spaces.

4. Debriefing following interviews or data generation / periods of data analysis with my Supervisor, focused on making sense of and
‘normalising our reactions to upsetting or traumatic experiences. It aims to share good coping skills and strategies as well as helping the
researcher to self-evaluate how they feel, and to spot the war signs of stress or vicarious trauma.

5. Peer-support, by identifying others undertaking similar kinds of research, with whom to share experiences and coping strategies (via
the Emotionally Demanding Research Network). Other ways could include using small peer groups within departments who meet
regularly.

6. Coping strategies: integrating stress management processes into working pattems by helping researchers to be self-aware of how they
feel emotionally, physically and relationally, and to act when they detect a deterioration in wellbeing.

7. Being vigilant to the external communications (conferences, publications, social media) relating to traumatic or sensitive research
themes, which may be controversial and could open up an opportunity for the researcher to be the victim of abuse, in person or online.

Section D: About the participants

1. Potential Participants

1 will be using a purposive homogenous sample rather than random or representative sampling 1o ensure the topic s relevant for the
sample and can be explored in depth, as guided by IPA techniques. | am not aiming for my research findings to be generalizable to the
population and the sample will need to be purposive and homogenous to engage participants form this specific population.

‘The-inclusion crteria would be open ended, whereby any young person (11-18) who identfies as British and Muslim (pracicing) would be
considered for the study. It may also be useful to invite pupils and their carers to an informal meeting to obtain informed consent due to
the sensitive nature of the topic and to allow carers to pose any questions they may have about the study. | will present the main aims of
the study, terminology will be explained and outcomes from the study shared.

‘The:process of identity development is both an individual and social phenomenon (Adams & Marshall, 1996). Much of this process is
‘assumed during adolescence when cognitive development allows for an individual to construct a theory of self (Ekind, 1998) based on
exposure to role models and identity options (Erikson, 1980). Erikson (1968) believed this period of development to be an ‘dentiy crsis,’
a crucial turning point in which an individual must develop in one way or another, ushering the adolescent toward growth and
differentiation. Identity developmentis vital to a person's understanding of self and participation in their social systems. Young people
have been selected as potential participants in my research study, so that | can explore how young British Muslims experience their faith
and values as part of their Musim identiy. | aim to explore how young British Musiims explore their identity in the context of their every
day ffe.

2. Recruiting Potential Participants
1 will approach schools,inthe firstinstance, utising a purposive sampling stategy, enabling the sample to be selected based upon the
specific needs of the research (Robson and McCartan, 2016). | would approach secondary schools that | think may be suitable for this
study and the first point of contact would be the headiteacher. Reaching out to community leaders may also be my second approach,
whereby the faciltaion of participants may also be achievable, and my third appraach would be to approach mosaue leaders, where
again the faciitation of participants would be achieved. Parents would feel more at ease with knowing that these discussions will be
happening in  safe space.

2.1. Advertising methods

Will the study be advertised using the volunteer lsts for staff or students maintained by IT Services? No
- not entered -
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the proposed process) Yes

Consent must be given freely and voluntarily and under no circumstances must direct coercion o i pressure be used to obtaina
person's consent to participate in research. An Individual's consent will be obtained in writing through their signing of a consent form.
Parentallegal guardian consent in writing through signing of a consent form will also be required.

Consent wil be taken throughout the process and if | doubt whether a person participating in research still consents to participating, | will
clariy this with the person in question. All participants will be given a copy of the information sheet and consent form, and they wil be.
given as much time as they need to read it and respond, if they wish to do so. | will not re-approach participants nor will | try to persuade
participants to take part in my study, removing any sort of pressure that may be felt due to power differences. As a researcher, | will be led
by their questions about the study, if they wish to clarify anything about the study. | will also ensure that | will continue to re-check consent
with participants throughout.

" 4. Payment
Wil financialin kind payments be offered to partcipants? No

§. Potential Harm to Participants
Whatis the potential for physical and/or psychological harmidistress to the participants?

Potential psychological or emotional risks include
1. fear about discussing their faith and values that may not align with others’ views,
2. stress caused by discussing possible controversial views,

3. confusion caused by their developing views about their values, faith and identity,
4. guit caused by differing views,

5. triggering of past emotional experiences.

How wil this be managed to ensure appropriate protection and welk-being of the participants?

1 wil firstly not assume distress, ntil | have checked in with the participant (for example, | have noticed that you seem a lttle
uncomfortable, Can | just check that's how you feel?). | will also emphasise to the school for the need of confidential space, to allow for
open and free discussion and all participants will be properly anonymised.

1 will atempt to eliminate the possibiity o distress by screening and excluding from participation potential research partcipants perceived
1o be at higher isk of harm (Draucker et al,, 2009). To reduce the likelinood of distress for participants who are included in research
studies, | wil construct interview guides in a way that acknowledges the sensiivity of the research topic and vuinerabilty of partiipants,
by doing a pilot study with 1 participant and using this opporturity to guide any adjustments that need to be made to the interview
questions. My questions will not be directive therefore participants can choose to answer in a way that means they can hold back
information that they don't want to share.

Partiipants may exhibit signs of distress in difierent ways. A participant may verbally indicate that they are experiencing distress, telling
me directly how they are feeling. However, it also important that | am aware of changes in the body language of the participant, as they
may not always want, or be able, to verbalise how they are feeling. For example, a partiipant may start to cry or shake, startfidgeting,
stop answering the questions, orlimit the detail they give in answering questions.
If I suspect that a partcipant is becoming distressed, | would pause the discussior
participant. This will be easier to do when conducting one-or-one research such as

immediately, in a way which doesn't feel abrupt to the
terviews.

Once the discussion has been paused, | will take the time to discuss what is causing distress to the participant, and how this can be
‘avoided going forward. Participants may feel comfortable continuing with the discussion after a break, but they should also be given the
option to withdraw from the research. | will determine how to proceed with the participant, and whether it would be beneficial to remove
certain questions or topic going forward.

If the participant is displaying signs of mental or physical distress, | may wish to:

Call the pre-arranged pastoral support, available at the school.
Provide them with pre-arranged and pre-discussed relevant support services.

When researching sensitive topics, all participants shouid be given information on further support services that they can contact shouid
they wish to speak about issues raised by the research with a rained professional. This information should be given to the participant at
the end of, or immediately after the discussion.

1 will be iterative and reflexive in my approach to data collection. I, on repeated occasions, particular questions o topics are causing
distress to participants, | willfind ways to mitigate this. This could be done by changing the wording or focus of the questian, or if
necessary, removing it completely. It may be useful to discuss this with my supervisor before continuing with data collection.

6. Potential harm to others who may be affected by the research activities

Which other people, if any, may be affected by the research activities, beyond the participants and the research team?
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None
Whatis the potentil for harm fo these people?

Na

How willthis be managed to ensre approprite safeguarding of hese people?
Na

7. Reporting of safeguarding concerns or incidents.

What arrangements will be in place for participants, and any other people exteral to the University who are involved in, or affected by, the
research, to enable reporting of incidents or concerns?

“The frst priority should always be to do no harm, or where harm has already occurred, ensure that subsequent action does not increase.
the extent of that harm, and minimises the risk of further harm being caused. It should also include an agreed approach to offering support
1o victims/survivors who report concerns or incidents, as far as reasonably possible, bearing in mind the limitations of project resourcing
(g signposting them to relevant support services; offering to accompany them to report a matter to the Police).

In the firstinstanc, participants wil be informed about which member of the research project they should contact should they wish to raise
2 complaint (Research lead/ Supervisor or Director Doctor of Educational and Child Psychology ). However, partiipants willalso be.
informed that should they feel their complaint has not been handled to their satisfaction (e.g. by research lead supervisor or director) that
they can contact the Research Ethics & Integrity Manager in Research Service.

Who will be the Designated Safeguarding Contact(s)?
Rebecca Lawthom - rebecca. lawthom@sheffield.ac.uk
How will reported incidents or concerns be handled and escalated?

1. Where possible, the DSC should address any immediate safety concerns and/or offer appropriate immediate support to the individual(s)
raising the concern, in accordance with the context-speeific action plan for handling such concerns agreed as part of the planning
process, whilst taking care to set clear expectations regarding the lovel and type of support that they are able 1o offer.

2. The DSC should try to obtain as much information as.possible regarding the reported concern, whist also acting sensitively and
providing reassurance regarding the process that will be undertaken for handiing the report. Where possible, information regarding the
action that the victim would like to see taken in response to the incident (and also any actions that they would prefer not to be taken)
should be sought, so that this can be considered as a central concern in addressing the matter.

3. The DSC should notify the Pl/supervisor for the study (unless they are the subject of the concern), and the Head of the relevant
department, as s00n as reasonably practicable so that steps can be taken to prevent o limit any immediate or or-going risks of ham (for
example pausing the research & innovation activity), and to enable the matter to be investigated.

4. Atthis stage, the Research Ethics & Integrity Manager in Research Services should also be nolified so that advice can be sought
regarding the appropriate nex steps (eg referralto another appropriate University policy or procedure; commencement of a fact-finding
process, convening of a specific safeguarding investigation panel to consider the matter; decision not to proceed with investigating the:
matter in response to victim's wishes or insufficient information being provided). Advice may be sought ffom one of more the following,
andlor an investigation panel may include members of the following, depending on the nature of the concern:

The University's Safeguarding Panel

Human Resources

University Research Ethics Comiiee

Vice-President for Research and/or Faculty Directors of Research and Innovation

Members of partner organisations involved in the research

5. The victim, and other relevant parties should be kept informed regarding progress and key decisions in dealing with the matter.

6. 1 at any point, it is dentified that the reported concern comes under the remit of another University policy or procedure, it should be:
referred 1o be handled under that policy or procedure. This may include the following:

Safequarding Policy;

Disciplinary Procedures for staff or students;

Procedure for Investigating and Responding to Allegations of Research Misconduct;

Procedure for investigating concerns in relation to compliance with the University's Ethics Policy Governing Research involving human
participants, personal data and human tissue

7. I the University has reason to believe that a crime has been committed or that there is imminent risk of harm occurring, a report should
be made to the appropriate authority, except in circumstances where there is a reasonable expectation that o do so would cause further
harm to the victim/survivor.

8. In some cases, where the matter has been reported by a third party witness, the victim may not wish to provide testimony, andlor they
‘may ot wish the investigation to proceed. Consideration shoud be given to this, particularty where there is a risk of further harm as a.
result of the investigation proceeding. However, in making a decision regarding whether to proceed with an investigation, the potential for
future abuse and harm must be considered, along with national and international law, and reputational risk to the University and/or partner
organisations.

9. In addressing a reported concen, attention should be paid to how the situation arose, and actions which should be taken at an
individual, team, departmental or organisational level 10 try and ensure that a similar concern does not arise again in future.

10. Where required, in accordance with funding body terms and conditions, Research Services will liaise with the department concered
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o ensure that concerns or incidents are reported to the funder at the appropriate time points.

Section E: Personal data

1. Use of personal data
Will any personal data be processed or accessed as part of the project?
Yes

Will any ‘special category’ personal data be processed or accessed as part of the project?
Yes

Provide the number of people whose personal data you expect [0 process or access.
B

‘Approximate number of people with special category personal data
B

2. Managing personal data

Which organisation(s) willact as data controller(s) of the personal data?
University of Sheffield only.

Who will have access 1o the personal data?
supervisor

What measures, processes andlor agreements will be put in place to manage the personal data?
1. Removing and destroying personal identifiers to anonymise the- data. 2. Limiting access 1o personal data collected as part of the project, for
‘example pseudonymising data and/or storing participant contact details and signed consent forms in a secure way. 3. Ensufing that participants will
ot be identified in any reports, publications or other outputs arising from the research. 4. Ensuring that participants are clear about how their data
‘will be kept confidential, or how and why confidentiality may have to be breached in exceptional circumstances.

Will allidentifiable personal data in digital or physical format be destroyed within a defined period ffer the project has ended?
Yes

When wil the identiiable personal data be destroyed?
3 years after publication

3. Third-party services

Will any external third-party services not provided by the University be used to process or access personal data during the project?
No

4. Security of computers, devices and sofware

Will personal data be processed or accessed on any computers or devices thal are not managed by the Universily of Sheffield?
Yes

Will all computers and devices that are not managed by the University of Sheffield be secured in accordance with the IT Code of Connection?
Yes

Will any software not approved by the Uriversity of Sheffild be used to process or access data?
No

Will any software be writen or developed in order to process or access the personal data?
No

Section F: Supporting documentation
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Information & Consent

Participant information sheets relevant to project?

Yes

Document 1143125 (Version 2)

Consent forms relevant to project?
Yes

Document 1143126 (Version 1)

Additional Documentation

External Documentation
- not entered -

Section G: Declaration

Signed by:
Sabiha Khan

Date signed:

Tue 30 July 2024 at 19:36

All versions

All versions
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Participant Information Sheet: Research Project

Research study: The lived experiences of young British Muslims in faith membership, practice, and identity development.

Hello! My name is Sabiha khan and | am a trainee Why is this rescarch taking place?
Educational Psychologist at the University of Sheffield.

I want to explore how young British Muslims
explore their faith, values and practice in their
everyday lives and how this all develops their

identities.

Your child is being invited to take part in a research project.
Before you decide whether or not to participate, itis
important for you to understand why the research is being
done and what it will involve.

Please take time to read the following information carefully
and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask me if there is
anything that is not dlear or if you would like more
information. Take time to decide whether or not you wish for
your child to take part. Thank you for reading this.

1aim to provide young British Muslims with a
platform whereby they can voice what is
important to them in the world we live in today.

What are the possible benefits of
taking part?

his will be a platform for your
child to talk about their
experiences and for them to share
their authentic viewpoint about
what is important for them, asa
young British practicing Musiim and
their identity development

Why have | been asked to take part?

Iam recruiting up to five participants to take part in semi-structured
interviewsin school to explore this question. Your child has been
approached as they have identified as a young British practicing Muslim.

Itis up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to
take part, please contact skhand0@sheffield.oc uk for further
informatien. You will be asked to sign a consent form and you can still
withdraw at any time (including during the interviews) without any
negative consequences. You do not have to give a reason. You can also
choose to withdraw your information or any contributions after the
interview has taken place. If you wish to withdraw from the research,
please contact Sabiha khan (skhan40@sheffield ac uk). Please note
that that by choosing to participate in this research, this will not create
alegally binding agreement, nor is it intended to create an employment

What are the possible risks of
taking part?

As we will be discussing
personal and sensitive topics,

your child may find the
discussion upsetting. We will
have a debrief after the session
‘to support them.

What does your child have to do?

Your child will participate in a one hour-long semi structured interview in their school. We will discuss the
following themes

Faith

Values

Practice
Culture

* Identity

The session will run as an interview with a set of open questions that we would like to discuss. There will

be a 10 minute debrief following the discussion where your child can ask any questions about the research

and we will talk about any concerns they may have. They will have an opportunity to ask any questions.

and | will share my contact details with you so that you can get in touch in future if you wish to.
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Confidentiality

All the information that we collect about your
child during the course of the research will be
kept strictly confidential and will only be
accessible to myself. Your child will not be able
to be identified in any reports or publications
unless you have given your explicit consent for
‘this. If you agree to us sharing the information
you provide with other researchers (e.g. by
making it available in @ data archive) then your
child’s personal details will not be included
unless you explicitly request this. Please be
aware that ifany information is shared that i feel
may pose a safeguarding risk to any of the
participants or their families, this information
will need to be shared with the Designated
Safeguarding Contact at school and within the
research team.

Whois organising and
funding the research?

‘Who is the data controller?

What s the legal basis for collecting my data?

According to data protection legislation, we are
required to inform you that the legal basis we
are applying in order to process your personal
data is that ‘processing is necessary for the
performance of a task carried out in the public
interest’ (Article 6(1){e)). Further information
can be found in the University’s Privacy Notice
https://www.sheffield ac.uk/govern/data-
protection/privacy/general. As we will be
collecting some data that is defined in the
legislation as more sensitive (information
about your faith and cultural background), we
also need to let you know that we are applying
the following condition in law: that the use of
vour data is necessary for archiving purposes
in the public interest, scientific research
purposes.

Who has ethically approved
this research project?

The University of Sheffield

This research will be
conducted by The University
of Sheffield and has no
funding attached.

‘that the University is

property.

will act as the Data Controller
for this study. This means

responsible for looking after
'your information and using it

This project has been
ethically approvedvia the
University of Sheffield’s Ethics
Review Procedure, as
administered by the School of
Education department.

What will happen to my data? And the results of the research project?

Due to the nature of this research, it is likely that other researchers may find the data collected to be useful in
‘answering future research questions. We will ask for your consent for your child'’s data to be shared in this way. All
data will be pseudonymised (your child will be given another name so that we can keep their input anonymous).

What if something goes wrong and | wish to complain about the research of report a concern or incident?

If you are dissatisfied with any aspeet of the research and wish ta make @ complaint, please contact the Head of
School of Education and Designated Safeguarding Lead [Professor Rebecca Lawtham; r.lawthom @sheffieid.ac.uk]. If
the camplaint relates to how your persancl data has bezn handled, you can find information about how to reise a

complaint in the University’s Privacy Notice: bitps://wis

For further information or to opt out of this rescarch, please contact: Sabiha khan [s.khanao@sheffield.ac.ukl. we
are based at The University of Sheffield, The School of Education, The Wave, Faculty of Social Sciences, 2 Whitham

Road, Sheffield, 510 2aH.

Thank you very much for reading this information and considering taking part in this research!
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Participant Information Sheet: Research Project
Research study: The lived experiences of young British Muslims in
faith membership, practice, and identity development.

1 want to explore how young British

. 1 .
Hello! My name is Muslims explore their faith, values

Sabiha Khan and l am a
trainee Educational
|Psychologist. | work
with children and
young people to try I want to provide you with a platform
land make schools more to voice what is important to you in
inclusive. the world we live in today.

and practice in their everyday lives
and how this all develops their
identities.

that? | am interested in exploring the lived experiences of young British
Muslims. You will be invited to take part in a (up to) one hour interview with
myself - this will be audio recorded and not shared with anyone. This will be an
opportunity for you to talk about your experiences and to share your authentic
viewpoint about what is important for you, as a young British practicing Muslim
and your identity development. The topic is a personal and sensitive topic, so
some information will be shared with you before we start the interview and you
will be offered support, if you need it
Why? | want to understand how you experience Islam in your every day life,
including your school life in the hopes that schools will offer more inclusive
practice.
Where? The interview will take place in your school and it will take place during
lesson time, so that you still have your break and lunch time.
Who? | will be leading the study and the interviews will be used in my research
project for University. All your personal data will be completely anonymized so

hat you will not be identified in any way.

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part.

if you do decide to take part, please contact skhan40@sheffield.ac.uk for
further information.
You will be asked to sign a consent form and you can still withdraw at any time

(including during the interviews) without any negative consequences.
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The lived experiences of young British Muslims in faith membership, practice, and identity development.
Consent Form

Please tick the appropriate boxes Yes | No

Taking Part in the Project

I have read and understood the project information sheet or the project has been fully explained to me.
(Ifyou will answer No to this question please do not proceed with this consent form until you are fully
aware of what your participation in the project will mean.)

Thave been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project.

Iagree for my child to take partin the project. | understand that taking part in the project willinclude

Tunderstand that by choosing to participate as a volunteer in this research, this does not create a legally
binding agreement nor is it intended to create an employment relationship with the University of
Sheffield.

Tunderstand that my child taking part is voluntary and that we can withdraw from the study at any time;
We do not have to give any reasons for why we no longer want to take part and there
consequences if we choose to withdraw.

be no adverse

]
[m]
being interviewed and these being audio recorded. m]
]
m]

O o|og o

How my information will be used dui

g and after the project

Iunderstand my child’s personal details such as name, phone number, address and email address etc.
will not be revealed to people outside the project.

I understand and agree that my child’s words may be quoted in publications, reports, web pages, and
other research outputs. | understand that my child will not be named in these outputs unless | specifically
request this.

Iunderstand and agree that other authorised researchers will have access to this data only i they agree

Iunderstand and agree that other authorised researchers may use my datain publications, reports, web
pages, and other research outputs, only if they agree to pressrve the confidentiality of the information as
requested in this form.

o ool oo

to preserve the confidentiality of the information as requested in this form. O

1 give permission for the interview that my child provides to be deposited in University of Sheffield’s
Google Drive.

Sothat the information you provide can be used legally by the researchers

1 agree to assign the copyright [ hold in any materials generated as part of this project to The University of | 9]
Sheffield.

m}

Name of participant [printed] Signature Date
Name of Researcher [printed] Signature Date
Project contact details for further information:

Principal Investigator/lead researcher: Sabiha khan (s.khan40@sheffield.ac.uk)
‘Supervisor: Sean Octigan (b.s.octigan@sheffield.ac.uk)

Head of Department: Penny Fogg (p.fogg@sheffield.ac.uk) (The University of Sheffield, The School of Education, The Wave,
Faculty of Social Sciences, 2 Whitham Road, Sheffield, $10 2AH)

Save2 copies of the consent form: 1 paper copy for the participant, 1 copy for the research data file
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The lived experiences of young British Muslims in faith membership, practice, and identity development

Consent Form

not to continue at any time; | do not have to give any reasons for
why I no longer want to take part and there will be no
consequences if | choose to withdraw.

Please tick the appropriate boxes Yes | No
Taking Part in the Project

| have read and understood the project information sheet or the O o
project has been fully explained to me.

(If the answer is No to this question please do not continue with

this consent form until you are fully aware of what your

participation in the project will mean.)

| have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the O o
project.

| agree to take part in the project. | understand that taking part in OO
the project will include being interviewed and these being audio

recorded.

| understand that my taking part is voluntary and that | can decide (mllin]

Name of participant: Signature Date
[printed]
Name of Researcher: Signature Date
[printed]

Project contact details for further information:
Principal Investigator/lead researcher: Sabiha Khan (s.khan40@sheffield ac.uk)

Supervisor: Sean Octigan (b.s.octigan@sheffield.ac.uk)

Head of Department: Penny Fogg (p.foge@sheffield.ac.uk} (The University of Sheffield, The School of

Education, The Wave, Faculty of Social Sciences, 2 Whitham Road, Sheffield, $10 2AH)

Save 2 copies of the consent form: 1 paper copy for the participant, 1 copy for the research data file
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2 Sofrst, my question to you s, what does being 3 Musim mean o you?
.
4+ ayesha
5 Sato me, v hvays grown up around Ik siam has been verycentaland corepart of my
& i, 501 drag it no sveryhing tht | do. Sa | rememoer. Sa one o the core pracices is
7 obviouslypraying. | emember | used o pray with my mum when | s ke seven, and then |
5 have good memories of . aso cose f rfigion i a way tha, ifs ahiays been instiled in
9 me that you don't just read it, you have.te understand it. It's a way of life, and so you have fo,
10 ke, for me, | bring info everyting | co.
u
p—
15 Sobasical, you'e saying tat s ke 1o your memaries, an thatyouve kind of rown up
L4 with it and you've had rel Good experinces ofsiam, and thats why you wantf contnue
15 Soifjus askyou then_So how has your experience changd from prmary fo secondary
16 school? Wit siam, as patof your everyday e
o
16 Ayesha
15 So obviously, when you change fom primaryto Secondary, you us, fs 2 big change,
20 because you see the real word forwhat i, it bit more. And 50 when you see tht, hink
21 that the people around me._they also influence the way that | see my religion. Sa | have a really.
22 goad fend, and we talk about refigion often, and when v see othrs around us, and w see
25 thathat they s doing s algned with our vlues, it st romotes us fo stckt Iiam even
24 mors. And so nprimary schol,twas just kind ofme and s wasn' infuenced by my
25 surmoundings that much. Because as kids, you don realy vior about hat. You dont really
26 wory about oher peopl. Buthen you come f secondary schao, s a ot more srius. s
27 a ot more peopletalk about thei home ives, peapl, chidren, they meet afer schol, and
26 then when you see that how they cary ou thir v, and  contraictsto how youve been
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36 I mean, so for me, then what comes across is that you've got this really.strang identity and
57 strong sense of sef, ke, you know, who you ae. And part ofthat,or a big par ofthat s your
58 reigion, yeah. And s | wonder, because obviusly, 3 e grow up, e Kind of vt o
35 experiment. We kind of,you know, want o see social media has 3 big infusnce. How do you
50 cope with tha, ke, how do you what? Wht nflunces you o indof ust stk with,keep
41 practng, basicaly the way tt you do. And by practing, | dor' mean thatyou e o be,
42 you know, keep prayig. You know,fvetimes a dy, every singe which we know, obiously
53 we e know we haye 9, but i sometimes changes for people. Butyou know, | just mean ke
44 you know, s yoursl, a5 3 within you, ik 35 3 core, o b 50 trong, you know, 35 3 sl
45 whatinfluences you o st sick o that?
s
57 ayesna
48 It most peope ioud assume. s th posive side ofsiam that | sse that dives me 0 stay
45 a5 such asrong Musim but fo me,not ony i hat whats the negatve side of evrything
S0 else I sse. Because you haye {2 be open and you hayealook at everyting for uhat . You
st haedo e realvith it
s
S5 imervewer
S5 Would you be okay to kind ofexpore that it bit? What s you mean by negative? And
S5 you know, please be reassured hat again, tis s st g stay beteen me and you, but |
S6 just, Fm a it | ind of think | Know what you'e talking about,but fd be
o
s Ayesna
55 yeah, 50,50 1m being vague, 5o 1l usttll you. Safor me, ook at, obviousty,tis s i
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no matter what, even if, evenif i's the worst | provides the strengih to endure and persevere.
day ever, evenif | come to school and
people start throwing papers at me, even f |
go'to a different country and then
‘something happens.. Do you know the always relief and solace awaiting
quote from the Quran that says Verlly with
every diffcult there is relief? Thats Alahtrusts
everything that | always think of because | | can bear, instiling confidence and innerstrengtn.
know that with every diffculty that | go empowering i5aligalign, hat one's fath eaips
through there is reliefto it And then | also | them o face any adversiy, knowing they have
know that Allah doesn’t bear a soul beyond | Deen chosen for their strength.

fts capaciy. Sa | know that everything that || yqrying ogether for a common cause,finding
bear now thatl | can bear it Allah kNows. | g ongin and support inthe commuicy,andthe
Allah trusts that | can bear it S0 fight DOW | shared commitment to making a difference.

I'm doing a fundraiser for Palestine in Drawing strength from fath and the conviction
school. | don't know if Ayesha's told You | ot very challenge has a purpose andwill be:
about that. So, I'm doing a fundraiser for the | et i reter.

Palestine Cause in school. And itis hard
Its very stressful. I'm running it all, and I've | There s retie - resilience through adversity
stll ot Ayesha and xox o support me. It
can get difficult. It can get stressful,
especially when your Mum gets set off and
you need to go to bed, and then I'm like, |
can't and I need to do this and that. | know
that with every difficuty, there is relef. |

a

inspired by the Quran, drives resilience and
patience.

critcal rol of friends and family n provicing
emotional support and practical help during
challenging times. commitment to doing good for
others without expecting immediate recognition
or reward, drven by faith in divine justice. Sense
offulfilment and contentment that comes from
know that after this, | might not get the profit |y o,ing one's actions align with higher spiritual
from i, the reward from it now, but | Will get | 414 morat vatues. Trust in Divine timing

in the after fe It just for Islam and faith. | <y1yire-

To me, its about trusting Allah without.
beina beina able to see him. because | powertul beliefn Allah's resence and guidance,
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hopeand | always think of because I know that | wht they can bear, insiling confidence
perspective during | With every difficulty that 1 go through | &nd inner strenth, empowering
challenging times. | there is teliefto it And then | also sealisaiignthat ones faith equips them
know that Allah doesn't bear a soul toface any adversity, knowing they have
Perception of beyond its capacity. So | know that [ Deen chosen forheirsirengin.
etz everything that | bear now thatl | ¢an | yyorying together for a common cause,
souceof e bear it Allah knows. Alls trusts that || o o e
i, can bear it So right now I'm doing a | community, and the sharea
fundraiser for Palestine in school. | | commitment to making a difference.
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cerainty, but | will getn the afterlfe Its justfor | contentment hat comes rom knowing
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physical evidence. | trusting Allah without being being able | and moralvalues. Trust in Divine timing
to see him, because | don't needto | - “afterire”
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ke especialy i cay and age, s aisched. | v s communiy hat shares common
{0 socal meds, and they, they folow the | beiets and pracices
troncs and s
dominated by Musims who | never realy
Buiding rustin the princiles ofsiam and | eel o o lace n Eadior. Yesh
recogniing thir 5 n guiding ana abviously you go out o ke ke,
prteciing belicvers Stiston,you ses it & ot dominstea by
Tt some peopl, e boundaries that | Husime, ad you e e i 3t o
R Tex redictions: on T@Ammmmy o D Focus B -—4+——+ 1™

Document. GEE: ands.

Data analy,

ipa_stag:

10:45

B 9 o B




image5.png
o) B 9~

@ Avtose GET: and subthemes O search

File

[n

Paste. ]
-

Clipboard 1

Home Insert Draw Design layout References Mailngs Review View

[caor S A K Ra A

B I

Paragraph

> 501 have Niusim fiencs that's e2s o ik 3bout siam with,
then | have Muslim friends that It not easy to talk with, but at
the same time, | know that their values do align with mine.

Individuality ina
Conformist World

Bersonal Truth: Theimportance of iscovering and emoracing one's
personal ruth and standin by i with comiction
> this s my belief of . And  absolutely beleve thi.

Yeah, you should aieady know. Okey, all s evidence has
aready been given o me. | nave 10 pUt trustin that
everybocy hinks that hey e on the right track. Nobody ever
hinks that, you know I in the wrong.
el ik you have 1@ research it for yourel.You cnftjust
ke what someone else has5aid. You've got 0 find the
sources f it

>
>
>

Self-Acceptance: Embracing one's unique identity and values
despite external pressures or societal expectations.

> Because by looking | think, | don't want to be like that. |

like how | am,

I don't go out and | don't ike think about, oh my god,
what are these people thinking of me,
But just seeing them, people that, instead of ike thinking,
O, I'm ot lie them. Why can't | be like them? Why is my
Iife 50 hard? You think how lucky | am to be the way.
You are just yourself, and there's nothing wrong with that,
because | actually.am 2 really weird person. | And even my
riends call me weird but as 2 joke, and | know that I'm
weird, yeah, but I'm really happy to be ke that,

>

>

Authenticity: Celebrating the importance of staying true to
oneself and living authentically
> Buta ot of people, they just follow the rest of society the
way they think.
> Anda lot of people recently like around me. There aren't

many people that re realy practicing ik because s
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> And it sad in the book that indidualty, God has all given
us free will, but individuality shouldn't be that this idea

that the Western world pushes that you should do what

youwant to do, and what your heart desires.

So for me, individuality, | have my soul and my pafs. and

that's me, and | constantly be bettering that |

to. You have to have control over yoursel. Otherwise it's

Very, very easy to get lost in this world. It's very ea:

Balancing Fresdom and
Responsiviiy

Perceived Restriciions . True Freedon: Exploring how what may.
Seem ke restrictions are acall, 510 true freedom and wiell-
being.

> for some peopl, the boundaries that Istam has, they're:

restrctive, but when you understand that they re not

restrictive,theyre there for you and your protection, then
that's when it becomes easy to stay a strong Mustim
11 hink social media as wel. People are 5o Uke especially
this day and age, so attached to social media, and they, they.
follow the trends and stuf,
Forme, it easy to imagine alife without social media. For
me,its easy to not suceumb to societal pressures, and its
also easy to were those societal pressures on me. | would
be able to'stand strong. In case of it
nowt's become like people have become moe fres, like
before, it was a bit more ke, controlled and stuff ke that

Protective Boundaries: The concept of boundaries as protective
measures designed for the safety and well-being of individuals.

> But obviously, if people ke ry proving like opinions that not

needed, then this would be more uncomyortable and

awkoward,
henit comes to clothing, It make sure I'm stil covered, for
‘example, ke, wear hoodie of something, something that
willkeep you,like, more covered, because girs nowadays
they g0 out, like, wearing short tops and st ke that. |
o't agree with tha, to be honest. | don't eally ke . Yeah.
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