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cultural and religious diversity
recognition in Spanish schools. A
critical multiculturalism analysis
from their mothers’ perspectives
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Introduction:Western schools are characterized by its increasing heterogeneity.

However, they often fail to address cultural and religious diversity, specially

of minority groups. Muslim migrant students’ identities tend to be overlooked,

which a�ects their feelings of belonging and inclusion.

Methods: This study aims to analyze Moroccan Muslim migrant mothers’

perceptions of the way their cultural and religious diversity is addressed

in schools. A qualitative research with a critical multiculturalism approach

is adopted. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to a total of 12

participants, selected with a purposeful sampling.

Results: Some teachers do not address cultural and religious diversity in

the classroom, adopting pedagogies of the indi�erence. Cultural diversity

celebrations are unusual and focus on superficial aspects such as customs

and food. Accommodations measures are found as a way to address religious

diversity. Nevertheless, no religious diversity celebrations were reported. While

Muslim religious celebrations were overlooked, there was a privilege for

catholic celebrations, that organized the school calendar and activities. Mothers

suggested lessons for all the students to learn from their culture and religion to

increase understanding.

Discussion: In conclusion, there is a need for more teacher training, better

curriculum specifications and inter-cultural and interreligious practices that

foster social cohesion and inclusion.

KEYWORDS

inclusive education, cultural diversity, religious diversity, Muslim students, religious-

blindness, intercultural competence

1 Introduction

The recent migratory growth in Western countries has led governments and policies
to concentrate their efforts on answering new demands related to multiculturality and
diversity, while fostering social cohesion and inclusion (Romijn et al., 2021). In this sense,
educational institutions have also had to adjust to the new challenges that stem from
diversity, as they are recognized to be optimal spaces for fostering equity, inclusion, and
awareness to cultural heterogeneity (Gay, 2018; Pearce and Lewis, 2018; Ramlackhan and
Catania, 2022).

Unfortunately, education systems and schools are also embedded within dominant
socio-cultural schemas, and thus, they often reproduce structural inequalities and
oppression based on racial, ethnical, religious identification, etc. toward non-dominant
collectives (Memon and Chown, 2023; Rissanen, 2019). In this sense, Muslim students bear
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the brunt of discrimination and exclusion both inside and outside
schools (Abu Khalaf et al., 2022; Colak et al., 2020; Mourad, 2022).
This is caused by the recent rise in anti-Muslim sentiment and
Islamophobia in the West, which enhances hate speech, otherness
and violence against them (Farooqui andKaushik, 2020; Shirazi and
Jaffe-Walter, 2020).

These racialised discourses and discrimination deeply affect
Muslimmigrant students’ sense of belonging and well-being, which
often leads them to disengage from social interactions and their
schools (Graham et al., 2022; Jaffe-Walter, 2013; Shirazi, 2018). To
fight against this marginalization, schools also become a powerful
tool to foster tolerance, social cohesion and understanding, through
the enhancement of cultural and religious diversity (Davies, 2023;
Pearce and Lewis, 2018; Ramlackhan and Catania, 2022; Vilà Baños
et al., 2019).

Nevertheless, several authors state that cultural celebrations
with Muslim students in schools tend to be extremely superficial,
which can even lead to confusion between religious and cultural
identification (Alibhai-Brown et al., 2006; Hillier, 2014; Niemi et al.,
2014). Thus, this depiction of Islam asmonolithic and static ignores
the multi-faceted nature of identity (Revell, 2009). Therefore, there
is a need for a re-examination and innovation on pedagogical
approaches and the curriculum itself so that they acknowledge
how imbalances and privilege act to the detriment of diversity and
minorities (Memon and Chown, 2023).

Educational practices and pedagogical debates are usually
subjected to discussions around cultural diversity and
interculturality (Davies, 2023; Dervin, 2016; Iwai, 2018). However,
religious diversity is normally overlooked, since its incorporation
may suppose a conundrum regarding the principles of secularity
that characterize western societies and schools (Ipgrave, 2010;
Memon and Chown, 2023; Parker et al., 2023; Pearce and Lewis,
2018; Rissanen, 2019). There is a risk that schools’ secularists views
can be paradoxically contentious, since they tend to devalue and
ignore religious minorities, which goes against democratic values
and religious pluralism (Subasi Singh, 2022). This is especially clear
when there is implicit favoritism toward the Christian religion,
as justified in curricular activities and celebrations as “neutral”
markers of their cultural imaginary (Keddie et al., 2019; Niemi
et al., 2014; Subasi Singh, 2022).

This secularity can also be seen in teachers’ own discourses,
with conflicting perspectives on how to deal with religious
diversity, and especially with Islam which they normally decide
to keep out of the classroom (Hillier, 2014; Jaffe-Walter, 2013;
Keddie et al., 2019; Rissanen, 2019). This pedagogical indifference
is not only present when addressing religious heterogeneity,
but also cultural diversity, as for some teachers, emphasizing
differences can be a discriminatory action (Gay, 2013; Jaffe-Walter,
2013). Nevertheless, by neglecting other forms of cultural, ethnic
and religious expression, teachers implicitly reproduce systemic
violence against minority groups, justified under false discourses
of equality (Rissanen, 2019; Shirazi, 2018). Thus, they ignore the
richness that this pluralism brings into the classroom (Vilà Baños
et al., 2019).

In the face of this reality, this research aims to analyse how
Moroccan Muslim students’ cultural and religious diversity is
addressed in Spanish schools. This will be further explained and

justified in the next section, after a contextualization of the situation
in Spain. It is worth clarifying that this study has focused on the
concepts of cultural and religious diversity, as the heterogeneity
that currently characterizes western classrooms (Franken, 2017;
Ramlackhan and Catania, 2022; Romijn et al., 2021). The terms
interculturality and inter-religiosity have been put aside for the
purposes of this article, since they refer to a wider meaning
than just cultural/religious pluralism. They imply the coexistence
and interaction of different cultures, achieving social cohesion,
tolerance and understanding between them (Davies, 2023; Dervin,
2016; Vilà Baños et al., 2019). However, the scope in this study is
to analyse the way this heterogeneity is managed in the classroom,
outside a framework of a pedagogical model.

2 Contextualization

The Moroccan community is one of the biggest migratory
groups in Spain as well as the largest Muslim collective, according
to the latest demographic data (Instituto Nacional de Estadística,
2022a; Unión de Comunidades Islámicas de España, 2024).
However, several studies state that Moroccan culture and Muslim
religiosity are still negatively depicted and stigmatized in Spain,
which, in turn, makes them extremely vulnerable to the growing
discrimination and Islamophobia (Bayrakly and Hafez, 2023;
Boland, 2020; Collet-Sabé, 2020; Olmos-Alcaraz, 2020; Rodríguez-
Reche and Cerchiaro, 2023). For this reason, this study focuses on
this collective when addressing cultural and religious plurality in
Spanish schools. It is worth highlighting that Spanish educational
policies have implemented a Programme of Arabic Language
and Moroccan Culture in several schools for those who are
interested in enrolling in those classrooms (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs Cooperation, 2013). Moreover, schools provide Islamic
religious education for those who apply for it (Ministry of the
Presidency, Justice and Relations with the Courts, 1992). However,
as can be seen, these proposals always focus on separating
Moroccan Muslim students from the rest of their peers, who are
left out of these matters. Therefore, there is not a celebration of this
cultural and religious diversity, but rather a detachment from it.

In this line, Spanish educational policies and curriculum are
extremely ambiguous when dealing with cultural diversity and
interculturality, making it hard to address. Furthermore, the only
mention of religious diversity refers to the need to teach respect
toward it, with no further instructions on how to celebrate it
(Ministry of the Presidency, Justice and Relations with the Courts,
2020; Ministry of Education and Professional Training, 2022). This
is explained in Spain’s adhesion to the principles of secularity,
which has proven to be problematic at times, since it is often hard
to define the limits of what laicism entails in public spaces and
schools (Llorent-Bedmar et al., 2023).

For this reason, several questions arise regarding cultural and
religious plurality in Spanish public schools. As critical researchers
(May and Sleeter, 2010; Qadir and Islam, 2023), we focused our
interest on the perceptions of Moroccan Muslim migrant mothers
who live in the area of Seville (Andalusia), since their contributions
can be insightful and are often overlooked. Therefore, we wondered
how Moroccan Muslim students’ cultural and religious diversity is
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addressed in schools. To answer this, more specific questions where
posed:What are the teachers’ attitudes toward cultural and religious
diversity? How do schools address cultural and religious diversity?
What are themothers proposals for improvements to foster cultural
and religious diversity in schools?

It is hoped that, with a critical approach to these questions,
it will be possible to raise awareness about this reality.
Therefore, offering guidance for the development of policies and
curriculum specifications that accurately respond to this diversity.
Furthermore, this can foster the development of pedagogies that
align with current educational trends, that focus on the need of
deeper discussions of what culture entails, stressing aspects closely
related to cultural construction such as colonialism, discrimination,
racism, etc. (Davies, 2023; Hillier, 2014; Memon and Chown, 2023;
Niemi et al., 2014; Wood and Homolja, 2021). The aim is to
enhance Moroccan Muslim migrant students’ positive sense of
identity, belonging and inclusion, while tackling prejudice and
stereotyping (Pearce and Lewis, 2018).

3 Materials and methods

The data presented in this paper was generated from a
larger study that sought to examine Moroccan Muslim migrant
mother’s perceptions of their children’s inclusion during their
formal education. The main objective of this research is to analyse
Moroccan Muslim migrant mothers’ perceptions of the way their
cultural and religious diversity is addressed in schools. In order
to do this, the following specific aims are stated (A) Analyze the
mothers’ perceptions on teachers’ attitudes toward cultural and
religious diversity; (B) Identify the way schools address cultural and
religious diversity from the mother’s perspective; and (C) Detect
mothers’ proposals for improvement to foster cultural and religious
diversity in schools.

To give answer to the objectives of the study, a qualitative
research with a critical multiculturalism approach is conducted,
since it aims to analyse power imbalances in education that stem
from race, ethnic, cultural, religious and language identification
(May and Sleeter, 2010; Qadir and Islam, 2023). Furthermore,
this research makes it possible to point out structural injustice
and disadvantage for non-dominant groups as compared to the
dominant ones in education systems (Gorski and Parekh, 2020;
Narain, 2012). In this sense, it advocates for awareness aboutWhite
hegemony, that shapes educational practices and enhances specific
cultural/ethnical privilege in the classroom (Quijada-Cerecer and
Alvarez-Gutiérrez, 2010). Thus, this approach allows for a critical
study of privilege and systemic inequity for cultural and religious
celebrations within Spanish schools regarding minority groups,
specifically Moroccan Muslim migrant students.

Furthermore, as this study ascribes to the principles of critical
multiculturalism, it also fosters recognizing cultural diversity and
the need to promote and support those marginalized identities
in educational institutions (Gorski and Parekh, 2020). This
approach fosters the co-existence and understanding of different
cultures, religions, ethnicities, etc. that should be celebrated and
acknowledged in educational contexts (Gorski and Parekh, 2020;
Qadir and Islam, 2023). Moreover, it seeks for criticality about
our own positionality as researchers and educators, not only

in reproducing and contributing to this inequality, but also in
promoting social justice (May and Sleeter, 2010; Quijada-Cerecer
and Alvarez-Gutiérrez, 2010).

Following the principles of critical multiculturalism, the
study tried to raise awareness of the voices and experiences
(often silenced), of those who struggle with social exclusion
and inequality, since they are essential to understanding these
phenomena (May and Sleeter, 2010). In fact, it advocates for
challenging dominant and hegemonic narratives, by obtaining
wider perspectives through other agents involved in the school life
(Qadir and Islam, 2023; Quijada-Cerecer and Alvarez-Gutiérrez,
2010). Therefore, this study tried to give voice toMoroccanMuslim
migrant mothers.

Data was gathered through semi-structured interviews that
permitted the researcher to benefit from a certain amount of
openness, focusing on specific information that arose from the
sessions and that could enhance understanding about the area of
concern (Adams, 2015). In these exchanges, an interview team was
created which was aware of its positionality (Darwin Holmes, 2020;
May and Sleeter, 2010; Quijada-Cerecer and Alvarez-Gutiérrez,
2010). The research team was made up of a translator, who is a
young member of the Moroccan community, and a young female
researcher. Thus ethnicity, religiosity, gender, age, and migration
status were taken into consideration, achieving and insider/in-
betweener positionality (Darwin Holmes, 2020). This was done
with the aim of creating safe spaces to share and have conversations
that can sometimes be uneasy.

Mothers reported very positive feedback from these interviews,
as they claimed they felt heard, understood and were appreciative
of having a space to express their opinions. Furthermore, having
a Muslim Moroccan translator eased the first approach to the
mothers as well as the whole interview process. The majority of
mothers were willing to speak in Spanish during the interviews
(let alone those whose Spanish knowledge was too low) and
the translator was just a supportive asset they turned to when
they could not find the right words. Although his function as a
translator was more limited, his intervention and familiarity with
the socio-cultural norms helped the team to respectfully navigate
these interactions.

3.1 Sampling

Moroccan mothers are chosen as the study population as they
constitute the biggest Muslim migrant collective in Spain (Unión
de Comunidades Islámicas de España, 2024). According to the
latest demographic data, Moroccans constitute the 13% of the total
foreign population in the province of Seville, with nearly half of
them living in the city of Seville, specifically (Encuesta de Población
Activa, 2022; Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2022b). As stated
above, this study aimed to give voice to those minoritised groups,
following the tenets of critical multiculturalism, hence Moroccan
mothers were interviewed. The vulnerability of Moroccans in Spain
is stated in several studies, as they struggle with the increasing
discrimination and Islamophobia, as well as Moroccan culture
and ethnicity being negatively depicted (Bayrakly and Hafez, 2023;
Boland, 2020; Collet-Sabé, 2020; Rodríguez-Reche and Cerchiaro,
2023).
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Moreover, several studies state the danger of the social
desirability bias in teachers’ responses, who often try to respond in
ways that are socially acceptable, rather than their real expectations
or beliefs (Ayala et al., 2024; Tempel, 2022). This is also seen
when approached about inclusive education, as they try to
refer themselves as overly inclusive and supportive, responding
to demanding performative expectations (Tempel, 2022). The
existence of this bias, as well as numerous studies that focus on
teachers’ perceptions about cultural and religious diversity in the
classroom (Davies, 2023; Pearce and Lewis, 2018; Rissanen, 2019;
Subasi Singh, 2022; Vilà Baños et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2022),
led us to wonder what the mothers views could be in this sense,
bringing a new approach to these issues. Specially since Rissanen
(2019) noticed that Muslim parents’ opinions about cultural and
religious identification tended to be ruled out of the school life in
Finish and Swedish schools, and their educational expectations and
decisions were often questioned, due to essentialist pre-conceptions
about Muslims.

After contacting several local and regional migration and
jurisdictional entities, we were informed that there is no statistical
data regarding schools with high percentage of Moroccan students.
They explained that, as to comply to safeguarding reasons, the
nationality of origin or religiosity of students was not collected
or distributed. Hence, as this information was not available, we
decided that the sampling would follow a different trajectory. Thus,
we approached those neighborhoods and/or areas characterized by
having a more diverse migrant background in the city of Seville (i.e.
Cerro del Águila, Carretera Amarilla, etc.).

In these specific areas, we contacted several organizations that
worked with Moroccan families, and Mosques, thus mothers were
recruited through those channels. This study used purposeful
sampling, as it allows for rich and detailed information about
a specific phenomenon (Creswell, 2012). Therefore, Moroccan
Muslim mothers were invited to participate in the study. They
were recruited according to the following inclusion criteria: (1)
Moroccan Muslim migrant mothers; (2) with children enrolled
in formal education in public institutions; (3) living in the
metropolitan area of Seville; (4) participating voluntarily in
the study.

One of the limitations of the study, was the reluctancy
of many mothers to participate, which is common in critical
studies. In this sense, critical studies recognize the richness of
the interpretative information, and enhances those narratives
regardless of the inaccessibility that often leads to small samples
(May and Sleeter, 2010). These obstacles were soothed by always
reaching the mothers through someone they already knew (i.e.
social workers, imams, other mothers, etc.). Moreover, we also
developed a snowballing sample, asking the interviewed mothers
to refer us to more mothers they thought they could be in the
same situation.

In this sense, all the mothers interviewed had children enrolled
in schools with a high migrant population, as they were set in
these migrant majority neighbors/areas. Moreover, mothers were
consulted on this issue. They were asked if there were other
migrant, Moroccan and Muslim students in their children’s school.
All of them confirmed there was a high percentage of migrant
students in their children’s school. In particular, seven of them
also had their children enrolled in Muslim majority schools, which

often implied the presence of more Moroccan students too. As this
study focuses on cultural diversity, we decided to introduce the
interviews with all the mothers and not just these seven, as they
could provide insightful information about this reality. We have
not provided the information about the specific schools, as a way
to protect these families and the students, as many of them are
still enrolled in them. In the end, a total of 12 participants were
obtained. The socio-demographic characteristics of the sample can
be seen in Table 1.

3.2 Data analysis

The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. The
data analysis was carried out with the program Aquad 7 (v.
7.6.1.1.). Following a qualitative thematic content analysis with
an inductive and deductive lens, in which codes are both data
and concept driven (Schreier, 2012). Firstly, a deductive content
analysis was carried out. A category system, with its subsequent
subcategories, was deduced from the previous analysis of the
literature (Torres-Zaragoza and Llorent-Bedmar, 2024). Secondly,
a thorough analysis of the transcript and data allowed the creation
of new themes and sub-themes. The originally driven main units
were revisited after this inductive content analysis, developing and
refining the final dimension, categories and codes. These final
dimension and codes were discussed as a team, in order to reach
mutual agreement. This allowed the interpretation of the data and
the ensuing collection of the results.

3.3 Ethical considerations

Participation in the study was voluntary and all potential
participants signed an informed consent that ensured
confidentiality and anonymity, and included the possibility
of withdrawing from the study at any time. Pseudonyms were
used and names of places mentioned by participants were
altered to protect their identities. Ethical clearance was granted
by anonymised.

4 Results and discussion

The results are displayed from a micro to a macro level.
Firstly, results are set at a classroom level, focusing on the teachers’
attitudes. Secondly, they widen the scope by studying cultural and
religious diversity celebrations in the schools. Finally, mothers’
proposals for improvement are taken into consideration.

4.1 Pedagogical practice: recognizing
cultural and religious diversity at a
classroom level

Pedagogical practice and teachers attitudes toward
heterogeneity have a significant impact on fostering cultural
and religious diversity in the classroom (Gay, 2018; Koukounaras-
Liagkis, 2015; Romijn et al., 2021). However, there are still
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TABLE 1 Demographic information of participants.

Participants Age (years) Headscarf Place of origin How long they
have resided in
Spain (years)

Education
level

Place of
children’s
birth

Number of
children

Type of school
their children
attend

Children’s
educational
stage

Alya 31 No Morocco, urban 21 Doctorate Spain 2 Public Nursery school

Fatima 49 Yes Morocco, rural 19 None Morocco 4 Public Baccalaureate,
Advanced Training
Programme,
University

Hibat 58 Yes Morocco, urban 33 Secondary Morocco 2 Public University and
Advanced Training
Programme

Samira 48 Yes Morocco, rural 20 None Spain 3 Public Secondary and
nursery school

Mouna 43 Yes Morocco, urban 21 None Morocco and Spain 6 Public Primary, secondary,
high school and
university

Salma 38 Yes Morocco, urban 10 Until second grade Morocco and Spain 3 Public Primary

Zaynab 50 Yes Morocco, rural 20 None Morocco 3 Public Secondary and
university

Meriem 53 Yes Morocco, rural 13 Primary Morocco 2 Public Secondary and
Advanced Training
Programme

Rashida 29 Yes Morocco, urban 2 Baccalaureate Morocco 3 Public Primary

Noor 44 Yes Morocco, urban 17 University Morocco 2 Public Secondary and
Advanced Training
Programme

Lamya 42 Yes Morocco, urban 22 Primary Spain 1 Public Nursery school

Hajar 44 Yes Morocco, rural 7 Two Advanced
Training
Programmes and a
doctorate

Morocco 2 Public Baccalaureate and
university
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situations in which this diversity is completely overlooked, as it is
the case of Mouna.

My children’s cultural identity, as far as I’m concerned,
hasn’t caused any kind of problem. There has been neither
prejudice against it, nor any kind of interest in it. In other
words, they’re very indifferent to it, because it hasn’t given them
any problems or difficulties, but it hasn’t given them any kind
of benefit either. As the teachers don’t do anything to highlight
it, it didn’t stand out in a negative way either, so it was very
neutral on their part. They see their culture with complete
indifference. (Mouna)

Many teachers perpetuate, under discourses of equality, this
pedagogy of indifference and color-blindness, by considering that
focusing on the differences is actually a racist and contentious
action itself (Gay, 2013). However, these resistant attitudes
toward diversity are just another way of perpetuating the
hegemony of the dominant culture, in which cultural, ethnic
and religious minority groups are completely overlooked and
marginalized (Rissanen, 2019). Alya is an example of this.
She claims that teachers do not have any interest in their
culture or religion since they also do not pressure them with
those things.

I feel that, since we don’t emphasize our culture or religion,
the teachers don’t even feel the need to do it either, it doesn’t
even cross their. (Alya)

It can be seen that attitudes toward diversity differ from
one teacher to another, making it impossible to generalize
about them being responsive or not to cultural and religious
heterogeneity. While some teachers showed disengagement and
reluctancy to highlight it, others were interested, as Salma,
Meriem and Rashida’s excerpts demonstrate. This is shown
in Wang et al. (2022) which state that teachers have a
behavioral disposition to work on diversity stemming from
their personal opinion of it and their professional experience,
thus being more responsive when having greater experiences
with multiculturality.

The teacher asks a lot of things, praying. . . , they ask a lot of
Islamic stuff. (Salma)

My daughter has a teacher who always asks her about
Morocco or Islam. They talk about it. But my son is never asked
about anything like that. (Meriem)

More or less, sometimes no. There are teachers that ask and
who don’t have a problem, but other teachers, some teachers,
are not interested. (Rashida)

While teachers’ attitudes cannot be generalized, it can be seen
that there is still a lack of celebration of this diversity, which is
a source of concern. At a classroom level, diversity should be
celebrated daily, since it can have a positive impact on students’
engagement and sense of belonging (Graham et al., 2022). However,
from Mouna’s excerpt, it can be seen that cultural diversity in
the classroom scarcely happens and, when it does, there is no
pedagogical interest.

Yes, it obviously depends a lot on the teacher. It normally
didn’t happen, but from time to time it was like ‘well let’s do
this activity’ and they would tell my children: ‘well, since you
have that perspective and if you want to show it then go ahead’.
And that’s it. I do have examples of this, but it happened rarely,
very rarely. It’s not like they don’t allow them to do it, but they
haven’t invited them to do it much either. And that would only
happen once or twice a year. . . (Mouna)

Agreeing with numerous authors, there is a need for constant
discussion around diversity in the classroom, not only about
superficial aspects of culture and religion, such as celebrations,
but also about marginalization, which enhances understanding and
social justice (Davies, 2023; Hillier, 2014; Memon and Chown,
2023; Wood and Homolja, 2021). The results shed light on the
importance of teacher training, since it can be seen that celebrating
diversity relies on their ability and willingness to celebrate it. In
this line, current trends focus on training in culturally responsive
teaching as a way to enhance teachers’ awareness and provide
them with useful skills and tools to foster interculturally in their
teaching (Iwai, 2018; Gay, 2018; Romijn et al., 2021), which is key
in decreasing pedagogies of indifference.

4.2 Cultural diversity in schools

Shifting to a wider perspective than just the classroom, it can
be observed that when it comes to celebrating cultural diversity
in the school, the schools undertake activities that are focused on
the preparation of traditional food and/or showing some typical
customs/traditions from each country without going into greater
depth. This can be seen in Fatima, Rashida and Noor’s interviews.

Yes, when my kids were in high school, there was a
workshop that was... well, it lasted for a week and they called
it the ‘cultural week’ and so everyone could bring, for example,
typical dishes from their country. For example, my son and his
friend, they made a typical Moroccan pastry and they took it
there. And they won the gastronomy contest, in fact, their food
was gone in two minutes! [...] Actually, the times they have
organized things like that, about cultures in general and so on,
they have always invited us, not only us, but Chinese, Arabs,
anyone who was there, at the school. (Fatima)

Ten days ago, there was a festival of different countries’
cultures, the ‘Festival of Cultures’. But I think it’s the first time
they celebrated it. There were the parents and the children.
The parents were the ones presenting and the children were
walking around to see the booths with the different food and
explanations about the culture. We made Moroccan food. We
made sweet and savory food too. We participated because I
would like my children to be better off at school. (Rashida)

They asked us to bring typical Moroccan things, you
know? And I made a plate of Moroccan pastries, brought the
Moroccan teapot. . . and they liked that a lot. Plus, the small
teacups had Arabic letters on them. But that’s the only thing I
remember that we did and shared there. (Noor)
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It is noted that these activities are quite unusual, since they tend
to take place once a year at most. Although they are occasional,
they have a positive impact on these pupils and their families, who
report these experiences with satisfaction and show great pleasure
and pride in sharing their culture with other families, students and
even their own children. This aligns with other studies in cultural
diversity celebrations in western schools that tend to occur on
specific theme days and focus on superficial aspects of the culture,
such as traditions and food. Unfortunately, they ignore the intricate
nature of identity and provides a rather stereotyped and trivial
representation of different cultural groups (Alibhai-Brown et al.,
2006; Hillier, 2014; Niemi et al., 2014).

Therefore, this raises some questions about the effective
implementation of interculturality in these types of activities, which
seem to ignore how cultures and identities should be collectively
constructed and reimagined, by learning ‘within’ instead of learning
‘from others’ (Davies, 2023; Dervin, 2016). In fact, as Hillier
(2014) states, these kinds of celebrations that focus on food and
festivals can lead to confusion on beliefs, cultures and religious
identification among teachers and students (Hillier, 2014). This
is not a claim intended to eliminate these activities, which seem
to have a positive impact on these students and families, but
rather encourage a certain amount of re-examination, since they
should aim to challenge discourses around identity and belonging,
deepening the understanding through counter-narratives and
debates around discrimination (Memon and Chown, 2023; Wood
and Homolja, 2021).

Unfortunately, it is also noted that these initiatives usually arise
as individual proposals from the schools. As a consequence, many
of the mothers interviewed do not even have the opportunity to
participate and benefit from these activities, as is the case of Samira,
who jokes about how school is for other things.

No, here they have the school to study and that’s
it. (Samira)

This lack of celebration of diversity can also be explained by
the national and regional curriculum’s ambivalence, which can
deter teachers from fully engaging with this issue. Cultural diversity
and interculturality are described as skills to be worked on in
specific subjects such as history, arts, human rights and values, etc.
Nevertheless, there are no specific guidelines on how to do this,
simply a rather vague and ambiguous description of what diversity
entails (Organic Law 3/2020, 2020; Royal Decree 157/2022, 2022).
Therefore, in order to enhance diversity, the curriculum should be
revisited, offering better guidance for teachers and schools. These
activities are needed, as stated above, since schools are safe spaces
to celebrate and discuss issues related to identity, cultural diversity,
while tackling exclusion and prejudice (Pearce and Lewis, 2018).

4.3 Religious diversity in schools

Current diversity and multiculturalism trends establish religion
as one of the central aspects of the multifaceted individual’s
identity and heterogeneity, however, educational systems and
frameworks pay little attention to it, since its incorporation into

secular societies may raise difficult questions related to religious
liberties and neutrality (Ipgrave, 2010; Parker et al., 2023; Rissanen,
2019). This aligns with Fatima, who expresses that the school is
inclusive in terms of cultural diversity, but religious diversity often
remains invisible.

Yes, I think so. Maybe it was not inclusive in terms of
specific Muslim festivals. But it was inclusive in the sense that
they tried to make other cultures visible. (Fatima)

Results also show that, while cultural diversity activities tend
to occur, activities specifically related to religious diversity and/or
Islam did not happen, as Hajar states. This can be explained in
the way the curriculum is shaped, since religious diversity is only
mentioned as something to show tolerance to in order to avoid
discrimination (Organic Law 3/2020, 2020; Royal Decree 157/2022,
2022). Therefore, the curriculum overlooks religious diversity as a
pedagogical tool.

No, never. Things about Islam or Arabs never happen at
school. (Hajar)

In this line, Meriem even minimizes the issue of not valuing
their religion in the classroom, expecting nothing from the schools.
This echoes Samira’s previous excerpt, in which she claimed the
same idea regarding cultural diversity. These feelings of inadequacy
exemplify the lack of legitimization of spaces and resources that
Muslim students and families tend to manifest, normally caused
by discriminatory practices against them, which refrain them from
demanding minimum educational needs (Edgeworth, 2014; Jaffe-
Walter, 2013; Bergen et al., 2021).

No, they never called me, but I understand that there are
many things to do, just to work about this too. (Meriem)

Moreover, Meriem justifies this lack of attention to their
religious needs due to the heavy teaching workload. This aligns
with several studies that identify that teachers’ inability to respond
to diversity stems from the demanding academic requirements
from the educational authorities (Davies, 2023; Pearce and Lewis,
2018). However, our critical multiculturalism approach calls us to
question and not accept discriminatory attitudes toward minority
religions and, specifically Muslims, to be tolerated in a system,
thus allowing violence and exclusion (Mourad, 2022; Bergen
et al., 2021). This completely overlooks the benefits that religious
diversity can bring into the classroom, which it would be interesting
to teach in a non-confessional scope. This would make it possible
to eradicate prejudices or stereotypes (Franken, 2017; Ghosh, 2018;
Pearce and Lewis, 2018).

4.3.1 Religious accommodation and Islamic
festivities

Accommodation measures are another way to recognize and
address religious diversity. In this sense, respondents state that the
school is usually flexible when it comes to Islamic festivities. Mouna
and Fatima evidence this with examples like the compliance in
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physical education classes during Ramadan and permission to miss
school on Eid.While they are necessary, they should not be the only
actions regarding religious diversity, since these procedures just
underline monolithic and superficial notions of what Islam entails
(Keddie et al., 2019; Memon and Chown, 2023).

Regarding those aspects, the truth is that they were quite
flexible. It wasn’t like: ‘well, you’re in Ramadan, we’re in
physical education, so you don’t have to do physical education’,
but they did take it a bit more calmly. And then with Eid, which
is a day when you are allowed to miss classes and so on, they
have normally been more flexible, like, ‘look, today we’re not
going take into account your children’s absence’ and so on.
Because, in the end, it’s a bit more justified. [They] don’t give
you an absence and so on, because in the end it’s a bit more
justified. (Mouna)

For example, on Eid, my children were absent and
obviously it counted as an absence, but not really. (Fatima)

Although schools are flexible with these festivities, they are not
involved in their celebration. Contrary to what may happen when
there is a Christian festivity, which will be discussed in depth in
the next section. In this sense, Alya says that everything related
to her religion is kept at home, as the school is not involved in it.
This aligns with several studies in which Islamic religious practice
is considered a private matter to be discussed in secular schools,
justifying that the exclusion of religion fosters inclusion, which
proves to be a inconsistent argument (Gay, 2013; Rissanen, 2019;
Jaffe-Walter, 2013; Keddie et al., 2019; Subasi Singh, 2022).

Nothing, nothing at all. Nothing at all because they don’t
even ask me anything at all. They experience everything related
to Muslim religion at home, with their grandparents. But
the school doesn’t take part in any of these, which they
should. (Alya)

Agreeing with Alya, this separation between Islam and the
classroom should not happen. Religion is also a part of Muslim
students identity representation. However, it is normally seen
from a negative perspective, denying these students recognition
(Rissanen, 2018). Thus, there is reason to be critical about it, since
they are trying to navigate in spaces that are unwelcoming of and
obnoxious about their religious identities. This is detrimental to
their feelings of belonging and inclusion (Mourad, 2022; Shirazi,
2018).

4.3.2 School calendar: celebrations and festivities
As seen before, while schools ignore Muslim religious

celebrations, the school calendar is organized around Catholic
celebrations. This is clearly evidenced by undertaking activities
such as Christmas caroling, seeing nativity scenes during
Christmas, and the processions during Holy Week1, among
others. This is another example of how Christian privilege is

1 During Holy Week, religious icons/statues representing the Passion,

Death and Resurrection of Christ are taken through the streets in procession.

This celebration, although religious, is currently rooted in the Spanish culture.

implicitly embedded in western education systems, with Christian
celebrations organizing the school calendar. They are justified for
their cultural symbolism and ‘secular’ nature, whilst rejecting any
other kind of non-Christian celebrations and days of worship
(Keddie et al., 2019; Niemi et al., 2014; Subasi Singh, 2022).

These mothers usually advocate for their children’s
participation and coexistence with other cultures and religions,
by letting them participate in these Christian festivities. This
dismantles othering assumptions that are often made about
Muslim parents and students, as narrow and detached from school
activities and the community (Jaffe-Walter, 2013; Subasi Singh,
2022). This othering is extremely dangerous since it justifies
Islamophobic and discriminatory practices against Muslims, on
the basis of their inability to coexist (Haynes, 2019). However, this
idea is proven wrong in most of the participants’ excerpts, since
they emphasize that their children participate like everyone else,
making their desire to enhance their children’s inclusion evident.

My children participated just like the others, and we don’t
see it as something like, I don’t know, like them being taught
religion or anything like that. That’s why we don’t mind them
taking part [. . . ] During Holy Week they didn’t have to take a
procession or do anything, but they would go see a procession
outside of the school. They would also, the typical thing, they
set up the nativity scene in the school and they went to see the
nativity scene, but that’s all. (Fatima)

They have brought drawings home, for example,
Christmas trees. . . [. . . ] For example, in their first school,
they always had a Christmas party, they bring food for a
breakfast. I always cook things at home for them to bring, I
don’t have any problem. (Samira)

Well, to be honest, we have always told them to participate
in these things. We don’t celebrate Christmas at home, but we
have always told them to do and participate in all the activities
that are done at school, so they have celebrated all of them.
(Mouna)

That’s OK, we live here and you have to know the culture
here and there (Morocco). We are Muslims, but we have to see
Christian celebrations. You have to see things, that’s how you
learn. (Hibat)

The school called me to talk about Catholic religion. They
called me because they were going to take out a procession
during Holy Week and they had to ask for my permission so
that my daughter could see it. And I said no problem. If I forbid
her not to see it while she’s young, when she grows up, she’ll see
it. It’s ok if she sees it. The teacher told me that she is not going
to be in a religion class or anything like that, she’s just going to
sit with her friends and classmates, so there is no problem. They
also asked for my permission to see the nativity scene and I said
yes, that’s fine too. I don’t have a problem with her going to see
the nativity scene. (Lamya)

Furthermore, these mothers encourage this participation by
explaining and discussing diversity with their children, aiming for

Moreover, this festivity has a bigger strength/presence in Andalusia, especially

in the area of Seville.
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them to have the enough knowledge to discern and voluntarily
participate. This is worth highlighting, since cultural and religious
diversity should also be encouraged in schools through deeper
discussions around discrimination, violence, and further elements
that impact the process of identity construction and which are
needed to demystify stereotypes and prejudice (Davies, 2023;
Hillier, 2014; Memon and Chown, 2023; Niemi et al., 2014; Pearce
and Lewis, 2018; Wood and Homolja, 2021).

I explain to my children what popular festivities, such as
Christmas and Easter, consist of, so they are free to participate
or not. But I respect all the celebrations that the school
organizes and I always try to explain to my children what the
celebration is about and if they want to participate, they are free
to do so or not. (Rashida)

However, while these mothers are fostering this
diversity and inclusion, findings show that they navigate a
system that completely overlooks their religion, and that
is only superficially interested in their culture. Hence,
that leaves us to wonder how schools and education
systems are failing to guarantee and embrace cultural and
religious recognition.

While all of these mothers are in favor of their children’s
participation, they sometimes prefer that they not be actively
involved in more specific Catholic festivities or in celebrations of
a pagan nature. Thus, Salma does not want them to engage in the
act of taking out Holy Week’s processions, whereas Lamya does not
want her daughter to wear a costume on Halloween. This concern
varies from family to family, as can be seen.

Well, yes, I don’t want them to participate in the
processions in Holy Week, other than that, it’s fine. (Salma)

Of course, so far, they respect me and that’s the way it
is. And for Halloween for example, I don’t like Halloween.
For Halloween my daughter went to school normally, because
I don’t like Halloween. It’s a party that I don’t like, but for
Carnival I did dress her up as a pirate, because it’s a Carnival,
I love it. But for Halloween, I don’t... it’s something I don’t
like. (Lamya)

This concern highlights a bigger imbalance, since schools,
although modeled around “secularized” discourses, favor Christian
celebrations, that can trigger some conflicts for student of minority
religions (Keddie et al., 2019; Niemi et al., 2014; Subasi Singh, 2022).
Therefore, it is then necessary to revisit how these celebrations are
organized andwhether these activities could be celebrated in amore
neutral/non-confessional way, that would foster all the students’
inclusion (Franken, 2017; Ghosh, 2018).

4.4 Proposals for improvement

Results show that none of the mothers had been
asked/consulted when designing or organizing cultural or
religious activities. Even though they can give a broader perspective
or enrich such projects, they are often overlooked, silenced or

forgotten. Zaynab is just an example of these mothers’ lack of
engagement in the design of these actions. However, it is necessary
for these proposals to be developed by listening to the subjects who
are directly concerned, since it can help in building meaningful
identities while fostering cohesion within the whole community
(May and Sleeter, 2010; Quijada-Cerecer and Alvarez-Gutiérrez,
2010; Rissanen, 2018).

They only call me when, for example, my son gets a
bad mark or something like that. Just about something small
that can happen in class and that’s it, but not for religion or
anything. (Zaynab)

The reason why mothers were interviewed is that they
can offer a different perspective regarding this reality and
can actually help develop proposals for improvement adapted
to their needs. We believe that their proposals and opinions
should be listened to, since they can be extremely enriching.
In this sense, it is worth highlighting Noor’s recommendation.
She notices that one of the biggest problems is the lack
of knowledge about Moroccan culture and Islam, and how
Spanish people often confuse the two. For this reason, she
proposes lessons that allow non-Arabic and/or non-Muslim
students to gain some general insights about their culture
and religion.

I would highlight one thing that I think is more important
than what the others have said. Because at the end of the day, we
learn from our father, our mother, from our family. But people
who are Spanish, so to speak, do not know what our culture is.
They often confuse religion with culture. I highly recommend,
even if it is only once a year, just a talk, explaining the principles
of our religion and the differences with our culture, so that
they have an overall picture. I have been asked if I take off
my headscarf or leave it on at home, and these questions are
a bit absurd. I don’t know, I know they don’t know, but...
they should know just a little, the bare minimum. Or another
question I’ve been asked and that made me laugh, even one of
my friends laughed, that is: ‘if I wore the scarf, could I show
more cleavage?’ I told her that obviously not, that if I cover my
head, I’m not going to show more cleavage. (Noor)

Noor laughs about the redundant questions she is sometimes
asked. However, this is concerning, because her experience
highlights the lack of knowledge about Muslims in Spanish
society. Unfortunately, ignorance can be one of the main causes
for discrimination and Islamophobia in western societies (Abu
Khalaf et al., 2022; Colak et al., 2020; Farooqui and Kaushik,
2020; Mourad, 2022; Shirazi and Jaffe-Walter, 2020). Therefore,
the need to listen to her proposal, which aligns with an
overarching idea that stems from the findings and discussion
of this study. That is, schools should foster deeper dialogues
on cultural and religious diversity on a daily basis with all the
students, and not just minority students, since this can help
fostering understanding, tolerance and growth (Davies, 2023;
Memon and Chown, 2023; Pearce and Lewis, 2018; Wood and
Homolja, 2021; Franken, 2017; Ghosh, 2018; Koukounaras-Liagkis,
2015).
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5 Conclusions

In light of these results, it can be seen that Moroccan Muslim
migrant students’ cultural and religious diversity is still not fully
addressed in their classrooms and schools. This research’s critical
multiculturalist approach allowed us to identify and question
this discrimination and the imbalances facing minority cultures
and religions in Spanish schools, which positioned us to ask
for/claim several changes and points for action to guarantee better
inclusion practices.

It can be seen that teachers are key in fostering this
heterogeneity. Nevertheless, pedagogies of “indifference” are still
present in the classroom, which avoid recognizing and celebrating
this pluralism. Therefore, there is a need for more teacher
training in culturally responsive teaching, fostering better reflective
practices that embrace this diversity in order to promote the
creation of positive identities for Moroccan Muslim students and
enhance understanding and tolerance among all the students.

Cultural diversity should be addressed on a daily basis in the
classroom and in school life in general. However, it is clear that
this rarely happens. In this sense, we believe that there is a need for
better curriculum specifications, since this ambiguity can also be a
factor for disengagement on the part of the educators. As a result,
it can be difficult to work on, however, we hope that this research
can guide teachers and school leaders to address diversity more
regularly. In this same vein, cultural diversity activities need some
re-examination, since the very nature of these activities remains
superficial, focusing solely on traditions and foods. Therefore,
wider discussions about identity construction, discrimination and
hegemony are also needed in these celebrations. This should also
be aimed toward the whole school community, which can raise
awareness and sensitize students, schools staff, parents, etc.

Furthermore, secularism principles should be critically
analyzed, since they give privilege to Catholicism, whilst
undermining Islam. There is a need for teachers and school
leaders to be aware of this privilege, which would guide them
to more equitable practices regarding minority religious groups.
Instead of focusing on eradicating religion from the classroom,
it would be interesting to teach it and embrace it from a non-
confessional point of view, since that would help all the students
learn about religious pluralism and develop positive/tolerant
attitudes toward it.

In agreement with the mothers’ proposals for improvement,
different cultures and religions should be taught to every student.
We advocate getting rid of positions of dominance and hegemony
that subtlety benefit the dominant Spanish culture and religion.
Hence, seeking more intercultural and interreligious practices, in
which there is a real coexistence between different groups. These
measures not only apply toMoroccanMuslimmigrant students but
to all minority students that conform the classroom.

In conclusion, it is hoped that these suggestions serve as
guidance for future curriculum choices and pedagogical practices
that are culturally responsive. Western societies are characterized
by their growing diversity, therefore there is a need to educate
future citizens to be sensitive to this pluralism. In this sense,
schools are ideal spaces for fostering this social cohesion,
equity and inclusion, as well as for developing positive plural

identities and promoting minority students’ sense of belonging
and recognition.

6 Limitations and future research

As with the majority of studies, the design of the current
study is subject to limitations, since its qualitative nature hinder
the generalizability of the data. Despite limitations, results are
of great relevance when highlighting power inequalities between
majority and minority groups, thus its relevance to the field of
study.Mothers provided insightful information on this topic as well
as a broader perspective about situations that their children may
not be able to recognize or identify, especially in earlier stages of
education. However, future research could also focus on students
and teachers perceptions on this topic, although social desirability
bias, that would provide an even broader frame on the subject
under examination.
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